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Introduction



Paul Dafydd Jones and Paul T. Nimmo




The study of Karl Barth in the English-speaking world has changed dramatically over the decades since his death in 1968. On one level, the stolid and distortive paradigm of neo-orthodoxy, which so often shaped the reception of Barth’s work in Anglophone circles after the Second World War, is now a thing of the past. Barth is no longer credibly viewed as a ready advocate for old-school Protestant orthodoxy, much less as a redoubt for ‘traditionalists’ battling valiantly against the (supposed) liberalism, ethical anomie, corruption, and unbelief of a ‘secular age’ (Taylor 2007). Instead, Barth has come to be generally recognized as an admirably uncategorizable thinker, one whose work resists partisan co-option and serves as a vital resource for contemporary theological reflection. On another level, Barth’s work has increasingly become an occasion for debate, and to such a degree that those who would classify certain theologies or instincts as ‘Barthian’ in orientation face a daunting challenge when it comes to explaining what this watchword means. To be sure, the distinctive features of Barth’s theology stand in plain sight. Many inside and beyond the academy and churches are aware of his famed ‘Christological concentration’, his description of God as ‘the One who loves in freedom’, his reworking of traditional Reformed accounts of divine election, his stinging critique of ‘religion’, and his breathtakingly ambitious account of reconciliation—an account that remained tantalizingly incomplete and lacked the planned complementary account of redemption. Yet familiarity with Barth’s work has been complicated, in a positive way, by the fact that scholars are now arguing about it with unprecedented vigour. The field of Barth studies has therefore become a wonderfully pluralistic and contested domain. It is home to heated debates over dogmatic issues, complex discussions regarding Barth’s relationship to Christian and Jewish traditions and to modern and postmodern trajectories of thought, and a wide array of comparative, critical, and constructive ventures.

One stimulus for this ‘Barth Renaissance’ (McCormack 2008: 281–4) has been a high concentration of talented scholars. Many feature in this volume, albeit with the painful absence of John Webster, who passed away before his chapter was submitted; and it is in significant measure thanks to their labours that students of Barth’s work are no longer caused to stumble over various interpretative missteps. It is no longer tenable, for example, to claim that Barth’s account of divine sovereignty makes impossible any meaningful affirmation of human agency or of ethical reflection. Or to suppose that Barth does not offer a structurally and materially meaningful pneumatology. Or to think that Barth stood apart from the philosophical, political, and cultural dynamics of his time. Or to contend, at least without serious qualification, that Barth is a representative of something that goes under the name of ‘classical theism’. By dint of scholars’ careful exposition and refutation, such readings have, in broad measure, rightly been set aside.

Scholarly excellence and diligence, however, does not fully explain the renewed interest in, and the still-growing popularity of, Barth’s work. This interest and popularity derives, we would suggest, from two broader, closely interrelated shifts in the academic study of Christian thought.

It seems fair to say, first, that many trajectories of twentieth-century theology have now run their course. Beyond the fact that denominational affiliation no longer serves as a reliable gauge of a thinker’s religious commitments—a fact brought into view, at least with respect to the United States, in the magisterial sociological work of Robert Wuthnow (1988)—terms like ‘conservative’, ‘liberal’, ‘post-liberal’, ‘revisionist’, ‘traditional’, ‘postmodern’, ‘orthodox’, ‘evangelical’, and ‘liberationist’ seem less helpful than once they were, if not indeed decidedly outmoded. Although none of these have been taken out of currency, such terms tend now to combine in unusual ways—or, more problematically, serve as occasions for awkwardness, misunderstanding, and frustration. Yet in a context of increasing complexity, Barth’s work has arguably become more intelligible and relevant than ever before. Not just because each term might, with a bit of glossing, be applied to Barth’s own theology (although that, fascinatingly, is indeed the case); rather, because the freedom with which Barth approaches the dogmatic task serves as a salutary lesson to those who continue to endeavour to negotiate the contemporary landscape with recourse to such descriptors. In Barth’s work, one finds a theologian who is unembarrassed in his admiration for his forebears in the tradition on all sides, even as he is sharply critical about their purported shortcomings; a theologian whose determination to re-describe and re-conceive central dogmatic loci knows no bounds, even as he aims diligently to resist whimsy and speculation; a theologian who recognized interdisciplinarity before it was fashionable, yet refuses to over-theorize or fetishize it—and, refreshingly, does not shy away from acknowledging normative commitments when moving between different fields and modes of inquiry; and a theologian who never loses sight of the basic connections between the discipline of dogmatics, the realms of ethics, politics, and culture, and the quotidian struggles and joys of Christian life. Although Barth’s theology does not lack for flaws or blind spots—and such flaws and blind spots must be rigorously scrutinized and challenged, since idolizing Barth as one more ‘great man’ in the history of Christian theology is the last thing that anyone needs—it nevertheless speaks to contemporary people in powerful and often startling ways. Both those encountering Barth for the first time and those returning to him can share something of the ‘joyful sense of discovery’ (Entdeckerfreude) that characterized Barth’s writing of his first commentary on Romans (GA 16: 4), and, for the most part, can thrill to the prospect of engaging his thought at close quarters.

It also seems fair to say, second, that we are in the midst of a radical democratization of Christian theological inquiry. Criss-crossing the familiar triad of Protestant, Roman Catholic, and Orthodox, there has recently burst into view an expanding array of subject positions, commitments, and interdisciplinary perspectives, many of which have gathered such momentum that they now constitute distinct and identifiable trajectories of research. Black theology, feminist and womanist theology, evangelical theology, Latinx theology, political theology, queer theology, and comparative theology; projects focused on theology and trauma, theology and disability, theology and economics, and theology and the arts; new interests in ‘lived religion’, anthropology and ethnography, the interplay of science and religion, and Christianity in its diverse and often non-Western instantiations: these are but a few of the subfields and subdisciplines that emerged in the latter half of the twentieth century, and that have gained an increasingly significant platform in the academy in the early decades of the twenty-first. Does this proliferation of interests, though, bespeak a loss of theological focus? Does it mean that Christian theology has been caught in the wake of transient trends, unduly affected by the fissiparous nature of late modern (or, to use an outdated term, postmodern) existence? We think not. While no scholarly programme can view itself as the cutting-edge of the Kingdom—and if Barth has taught us anything, any group that so understands itself has already lost its way—many new frontiers in scholarship suggest that attention is being given to the movements of the Spirit which has always blown, and which continues to blow, where it will. And with this expansion of interests and voices, in this decidedly pentecostal theological moment, there has emerged a context in which Barth’s voice can be welcomed afresh. Not because our Swiss hero serves as a bulwark against chaos or as a comforting echo of the past; but rather because, like many theologians working today, Barth has a keen sense of the divine ‘mercies’ which ‘never come to an end’ and, correlatively, a deep awareness that faith becomes ‘new every morning’ (Lamentations 3:22–23; see also ET: 103). Indeed, so long as faith is ordered to its object of concern—the divine Subject who speaks to challenge and to comfort in the event of God’s self-revelation, in Jesus Christ and by way of the Spirit—Barth’s insistence that a ‘quite specific astonishment stands at the beginning of every theological perception, inquiry, and thought’ (ET: 64) amounts to a prescient endorsement of the unsettled, diverse, and sometimes bewildering state of Christian theology in the present. Precisely because God’s Word is neither objectifiable nor possessable, and precisely because this Word both kills and makes alive, so it follows that ‘dogmatics and ethics’ can ‘neither include, conclude, nor exclude…they form a science that creates openings and is itself open’, a science that ‘awaits and hopes for a future consideration of the Word of God that should be better—that is, that should be truer and more comprehensive—than all that is possible at this time’ (ET: 181). While it is foolhardy to offer predictions about the course of Christian theology in the twenty-first century, we might even venture to say this: while Barth was manifestly a scholar of his time, his work is unusually pertinent to our time—unpredictable, dangerous, and promising as it is.

This, then, is the theological context in which Karl Barth is currently being read: a context distinguished by interpretative vigour and multiple perspectives, by an ongoing search for the truth of the Gospel, and by a healthy wariness regarding closure. And this is the context in which the Oxford Handbook of Karl Barth makes its appearance.

*  *  *

It is perhaps useful to describe this Handbook by way of three large-scale contentions—one that captures the purpose of its first two parts (‘Contextualizing Barth’ and ‘Dogmatic Loci’); another that explains the wide range of interpretative, evaluative, and constructive stances evident across the book’s forty-two chapters; and a third that discloses the editors’ hopes for the development of Barth studies in the coming years, as signalled in the third part (‘Thinking after Barth’).

First, with the aim of making this Handbook a reliable guide for understanding Barth’s voluminous and diverse corpus of writings, we have commissioned chapters by experts renowned for their commitment to interpreting Barth carefully, fairly, and thoughtfully. Care, fairness, and thought are not, to be sure, easy to achieve in regard to this author. They depend on a deep familiarity with Barth’s numerous works, a talent for patient reading, and a willingness to wrestle with some acutely difficult issues. Such readerly gifts must be partnered with attention to the ways in which Barth conceives and coordinates diverse dogmatic loci, while also engaging—sometimes obliquely, sometimes directly—with an unusually wide array of theological, exegetical, philosophical, cultural, and political interlocutors.

Still, we are confident that those who use this Handbook will find it a dependable resource for understanding the texts for which Barth is most well known, such as the Epistle to the Romans and the mighty Church Dogmatics, and for coming to grips with a large number of occasional writings. Those who are very new to Barth may find it useful to begin with the first part, ‘Contextualizing Barth’. The three opening chapters of this section function as a general orientation, and offer together one of the most comprehensive yet concise introductions to the life and work of Barth in English, combining matters of biography, history, and theology. The next eight chapters then position Barth theologically with reference to some broad movements and periods in the history of Christian thought. Having gained a sense of the ‘lay of the land’ from this first section, newcomers and experts—and, of course, everyone in between—can then engage the second part of the Handbook, ‘Dogmatic Loci’, in a more targeted way, depending on the aspects of Barth’s theology that most pique their interest. Readers will find here nineteen hefty chapters, each of which surveys and analyses an important dogmatic locus or topic.

Second, with an eye to capturing something of the vibrancy of Barth studies in the present, the editors have not attempted to impose any kind of order or unity on the interpretations of Barth offered by our authors. We have instead embraced the fact that Barth’s work elicits diverse reactions, and that Barth’s views and legacy are—at least at present—a sometimes contested affair. On one level, this diversity of interpretations need not occasion any surprise. ‘Classic’ texts are so named, in part, by their capacity to generate and sustain multiple trajectories of interpretation, some of which will inevitably relate awkwardly to one another. Think here of the sixth and eighth of Italo Calvino’s fourteen definitions of a classic: ‘a book which has never exhausted all that it has to say to its readers’, and ‘a work which constantly generates a pulviscular cloud of critical discourse around it, but which always shakes the particles off’ (Calvino 1999: 5 and 6; ‘pulviscular’ seems to be a translation of the Italian noun, pulviscolo, which means fine dust). Both definitions capture something of the profundity of Barth’s work, with the first being intensified by Barth’s penchant for restless, dynamic, and dialectical prose, and the second being redolent of the experience of many who are engaged in Barth scholarship. On another level, the lack of interpretative conformity evidenced here is a vote cast in favour of a wide range of opinions amongst Barth scholars, and therefore a vote against those who might, for whatever reasons, harbour nostalgia for the old, tired, pinched world of narrow categorizations and fixed understandings. This range of opinions does not, we must hasten to add, license interpretative chaos. There is in fact a significant and heartening amount of overlap between many of the perspectives adopted and advanced by our authors. At issue here, rather, is something akin to Barth’s sense of what being ‘truly liberal’ entails: ‘speaking in responsibility and openness on all sides, backwards and forwards, toward both past and future’ (FT: 34), and delighting in a diversity of dogmatic, philosophical, ethical, and political viewpoints.

Third and finally, this Handbook tries to think ahead, and to provide encouragement for those who would engage Barth in light of a number of contemporary concerns. That is the purpose of its third section, ‘Thinking after Barth’. While this title is, by definition, contestable and open-ended—‘Whose Barth?’, ‘Which Barth?’, and ‘Why Barth?’ are questions that do not admit of easy answer, but nonetheless demand a careful response, as is true also of the broader question of what doing theology ‘after’ anyone might mean—it points to the need for the current ‘Barth Renaissance’ to chart a constructive path forwards. Much as Barth himself recognized that ‘the slogan “Back to Orthodoxy,” and even the slogan “Back to the Reformers,” cannot promise us the help that we need to-day’, on the grounds that ‘“Back to…” is never a good slogan’ (CD IV/1: 372), so it is evident that Barth studies cannot rest content with the pursuit of ever-more precise interpretative ventures—valuable though those ventures might be for specialists, and useful as they might be for those who are fascinated by the twists and turns of Barth’s development and of the history of Christian theology more generally. Our firm view is that Barth’s voice is a provocative resource for theologians who would respond meaningfully to some of the most difficult issues facing the academy, the churches, and diverse cultures and societies today. This Handbook can only make early gestures in this direction, and these gestures may require all manner of supplement and revision. But what is provided here is at least a start and a statement of intent.

*  *  *

It is perhaps helpful to provide a little more detail on what readers may find in this book, and how they might approach and use it.

As already indicated, the book has three parts. The first part positions Barth in his context. We open with three chapters of intellectual and personal biography which, respectively, trace Barth’s engagement with and disaffiliation from liberal Protestantism (‘The Young Barth: 1886–1921’), consider Barth’s activities in the German academy (‘Barth in Germany: 1921–1935’), and reflect on Barth’s life after his return to Switzerland (‘Barth the Elder: 1935–1968’). Next are eight chapters which offer, in aggregate, a description of the complex intellectual world in which Barth was resident. Patristic theology, mediaeval theology, Reformation theology, Protestant orthodoxy, liberal Protestantism, Roman Catholicism, modernity, and politics serve here as points of orientation. Each chapter aims to tease out how Barth understood—and, on certain occasions, misunderstood—these discrete periods of history, realms of thought, and spheres of activity.

The second part of the volume provides a far-reaching analysis of central doctrines and themes in Barth’s work. It does so by engaging nineteen topics: the nature of the theological task; God; Trinity; revelation and Scripture; exegesis; Jesus Christ; the Spirit; election; Israel; creation; sin and evil; providence; human being; Christian life; justification, sanctification, and vocation; church; sacraments; eschatology; and ethics. Although most of the chapters focus on Church Dogmatics, some delve into Barth’s earlier work and Barth’s occasional writings. While no reader should suppose that any of these chapters are substitutes for reading Barth himself—or, for that matter, suppose that they cover everything of interest under each heading—and while all readers should understand that each interpretative statement has its share of contestable elements, the contributions to this part of the Handbook supply something of a road map for those who seek to understand Barth’s contribution to modern Christian thought. Our hope is that if you are looking for accurate interpretative outlines of Barth’s thinking on topic x, y, or z, you will not go wrong with any of these chapters. At the same time, many of these chapters address the ways in which Barth’s thinking developed over time, consider the limitations and shortcomings of this thought, and point up the ways that Barth relates—sometimes problematically, sometimes promisingly—to contemporary lines of thought. In aggregate, then, the chapters together aim to supply a straightforward account of what Barth says on a variety of central themes of interest, while also contributing to the ongoing task of understanding the shape and history of Christian faith and identity in the present.

The third part of the volume is exploratory in nature. Cognizant of the ways in which Barth is now a significant factor in various constructive, critical, and comparative projects, we provide here a snapshot of some important avenues for contemporary thought. Specifically, Barth is put in conversation with the racial imaginary, modern moral philosophy, recent analyses of gender, research into religion and public life, hermeneutical theory, issues in homiletics, environmental theology, culture, Judaism, religion and the religions, contemporary Protestant theology, and Roman Catholic theology. We must acknowledge, of course, that our selection of conversation partners is somewhat idiosyncratic, and therefore open to critique. We also recognize that when this volume was conceived and planned, we lacked the foresight to reckon with the question of what ‘Thinking with Barth’ might mean in a political environment blighted by outbreaks of narrow-minded nationalism, attacks on democracy, and increasing levels of racism, religious intolerance, public mendacity, and far-right extremism. Still, our hope is that this part of the Handbook opens up new lines of thought and models the type of scholarship that we want to encourage others to pursue.

Last but certainly not least, a few notes about the technical apparatus of this volume.

In the interests of making each chapter as readable as possible, all citations are given inline; we have rigorously eschewed footnotes. When it comes to quoting Barth directly, we use abbreviations followed by the relevant page number or page numbers. So when a quotation is followed, in parentheses, by ‘CD IV/1: 199’, the citation is of page 199 of the standard English translation of Church Dogmatics IV/1. Equally, ‘RII: 41–2’ refers to pages 41 and 42 of the standard English translation of Epistle to the Romans; ‘KD II/2: 10’ refers to page 10 of volume II/2 of Kirchliche Dogmatik (the German-language original of Church Dogmatics); ‘GA 19: 5’ refers to volume 19 of the Karl Barth Gesamtausgabe (the German-language critical edition of Barth’s works); and so on. Where ‘rev.’ is included after a reference, it indicates a revised translation of the given text, undertaken by the chapter’s author. Where a reference to a German text is left unadorned, it indicates a translation again undertaken by the chapter’s author. Full bibliographical details for all the works of Barth that are cited in this volume can be found in the List of Abbreviations preceding this Introduction. Full bibliographical details of all other works cited in any given chapter can be found in the Bibliography at the end of that chapter. The format is standard: the full entry in the bibliography correlates with the previously noted author’s last name and the date of publication of the relevant book or article. And, finally, to help those who want to think further about Barth’s theology, our authors have provided some suggestions for further reading at the end of each chapter.

A final thought to close this introduction, framed in terms of a question: On the assumption that this Handbook incites some degree of curiosity, bafflement, worry, or enthusiasm regarding Karl Barth and his legacy, what ought readers to do next?

First, we would encourage such readers to put down the Handbook and engage Barth directly. Italo Calvino’s suggestion that a classic that ‘constantly generates a pulviscular cloud of critical discourse around it, but which always shakes the particles off’ is worth recalling, albeit with the qualification that, given the vast quantity of secondary literature now in play, texts like Church Dogmatics and the Epistle to the Romans have accumulated more than a few layers of fine dust. None of the following chapters, excellent as they may be, can serve as a substitute for the wisdom evidenced in much of Barth’s own work; and none, we hazard to say, is as exciting to read as the work of Barth himself. If this Handbook provokes interest, then, whether for the first or for the umpteenth time, we would encourage readers to do what is always needful in the sphere of scholarship: return again to the original sources.

Second, we would counsel readers to explore other writings by the authors of the chapters in this volume. None is ‘merely’ a reader and interpreter of Barth: each also understands the task of interpretation to open out towards a contemporary constructive horizon. All are engaged, in different ways, in thinking through some of the most pressing issues facing Christian thought in the present, and all have much that is generative and insightful to contribute towards wider conversations in Christian theology and beyond.

Third and finally, we would hope that readers, in accord both with the imperative that democratic processes be affirmed and enacted and with Barth’s vivid sense of the responsibilities laid upon all Christians, would set about doing theology for themselves. If that sounds daunting, it would be important to remember that ‘doing theology’ does not necessarily require that one embark upon a formal course of study, set about spilling (more) ink or utilizing (more) bandwidth, or strive to voice an opinion—formed or unformed—at every opportunity. ‘Doing theology’ can be construed more modestly. It involves nothing more—but nothing less—than Christians preferring an examined to an unexamined faith, and taking responsibility for the furtherance of the ongoing project which attempts to keep pace with, and imaginatively to make sense of, that same faith.

In his last piece of work, written with a view to participation in an ecumenical service for Reformed and Roman Catholic Christians in Zürich, Barth wrote characteristically about conversion as ‘turning in one’s tracks and then starting off toward the new thing, the goal that is ahead’ (FT: 57). That is surely wise counsel not only for Christian neophytes, but also for all those who have attempted to live Christianly for many seasons. Yet it also identifies something of the intellectual burden that should be borne by all who are cognizant of their incorporation into the body of Christ. Friedrich Schleiermacher, so often an enigmatic conversation partner for Barth and, simultaneously, one of his few peers when it comes to Protestant dogmatics, states it well: the ‘revision of the Church’s public doctrine is a task in which every individual is bound to take a share, testing the established ideas and propositions in the measure of his power and the helps at his command; he has rights in this matter, in the exercise of which he must be left free’ (Schleiermacher 1999: 690). ‘Starting out, turning round, confessing’—the title of Barth’s final, unfinished piece (FT: 51)—is not merely a spiritual, ecclesial, ethical, and political activity. It is also a charge laid upon all who stand within the priesthood of all believers, from theological giants such as Karl Barth to those who sit hesitantly in the back pew on an irregular basis. It identifies the responsibility that each Christian has for the unending task of faith seeking understanding.
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Intellectual and Personal Biography I

The Young Barth (1886–1921)


Frank Jehle Translated by Paul T. Nimmo and Paul Dafydd Jones




Karl Barth is an exceptional figure in the history of theology. In the judgement of many, his commentary on the letter to the Romans initiated a new era in the discipline. But Barth did not suddenly appear from nowhere! It is fruitful to consider his background—his family, his theological teachers and his experiences in his years as a pastor; indeed, everything that shaped him—in order to gain a fuller understanding of the man and his work.

In what follows, this chapter first explores the family background and domestic context within which Barth grew up, before moving to consider his formative years as a student. It then describes his early years in ministry before concluding with a detailed treatment of Barth’s first position as sole pastor, in Safenwil. Going beyond the works that he himself published, the chapter is based primarily on archival material, with particular reference to hitherto unpublished sermons and letters which have now been published in the Karl Barth Gesamtausgabe.

Barth’s Family Background

There are many indications of how important Barth’s mother, Anna Barth-Sartorius (1863–1938), was for him. He was deeply connected with her on an emotional level, and even as an adult he regularly sought her advice. After the death of her husband, she had assumed the role of head of the family (see GA 45: 565 [Personenregister]). In theological terms, more important for Barth was his relationship with his father, Fritz Barth (1856–1912), who was Professor of Theology at Bern and, like his wife, came from a family of Basel theologians. It is telling that when Barth was a new professor in Göttingen and started to run out of time while preparing his lectures on the theology of Zwingli, he had no inhibitions about reading word-for-word—without any acknowledgement—from the Zwingli lectures his father had given in 1903 (see GA 40: 516 [Personenregister]). In the preface to the first edition of his commentary on Romans, Barth wrote: ‘With reverence and gratitude I remember here my father’ (GA 16: 3).

The church historian and New Testament scholar Fritz Barth belonged to the theologically conservative, biblically oriented and evangelical wing of the church—although he was not a fundamentalist. As his son later pointed out, Fritz Barth did not believe in the virgin birth, a stance which twice cost him a professorship (first in Halle and then in Greifswald) (cf. GA 25: 192; BC1: 132). He was closely connected with the Young Men’s Christian Association and with John Mott’s World Student Christian Federation. And through these connections he was one of the initiators and a member of the advisory committee for the ‘Christliche Studentenkonferenzen’ (Christian Student Conferences) in Aarau, the first of which took place in 1897. These represented an early attempt at establishing a distinctive Christian voice in Swiss academia, and had significant impact from their beginning until shortly before the Second World War. At the first meeting of 24 March 1897, Fritz Barth spoke about ‘Obstacles to Faith’. The Christian faith was for him neither a mere statement of doctrinal truths, nor was it simply biblical literalism. At the beginning of his address, he explained that Christian faith consisted ‘not in mere external agreement to a prescribed teaching’ but ‘in thankful devotion to God through Jesus’. Faith was ‘a relationship of the heart’ and ‘a direction of the will’ (F. Barth 1897: 3). He continued: ‘We do not want to be suffocated by knowledge; life is too dear and the world is too beautiful for that; we want to live and to draw from the spring of life’ (F. Barth 1897: 4). Christianity was not an ‘antiques shop’ or a ‘historical museum’, but ‘joyful acceptance of the Gospel’. It was ‘ageless, because it is life in God’ (F. Barth 1897: 4). Even in one’s personal life, it left us ‘no moment of churchyard peace’ but showed us ‘unrelentingly what had to change’ and urged ‘a complete renewal’ (F. Barth 1897: 6).

The closeness of Fritz Barth’s relationship to the religious socialism that was emerging at that time, and to Christoph Blumhardt (1842–1919) in particular, can be seen in the fact that he called the aspiring academics who were present to social responsibility: ‘If you want to be Christians, take in the joys of your time as students to the full, because they deserve to be called joys with honour; but do not forget that life becomes boring if it is only joys, and that it first gains excitement, value, and appeal through deeds of sacrifice and assistance, the greatest of which the death of Jesus on the cross sets before our eyes as eternal power to love’ (F. Barth: 8).

Fritz Barth was an unusual father, being at that time rather ‘modern’. He played with the children (he even had boxing matches with the boys), and he allowed not only his sons but also his daughter Gertrud (1896–1979) to attend and complete secondary school, and the latter to study law. In line with this, he campaigned for the right of women to vote in the church. The letters of Karl Barth to his parents from his time as a student document especially well their affectionate relationship. They had fun with one another, loved to joke with one another, and the son allowed the father to share in his adventures and experiences—although this did not exclude occasional differences of opinion and correspondingly frank exchanges. A telling instance of such disagreement between father and son concerned the latter’s article ‘Modern Theology and the Work of the Kingdom of God’, which Fritz Barth would rather had gone unpublished; but even at this point he demonstrated great understanding for his son (GA 21: 335–9). In a letter to Martin Rade (1857–1940), Fritz Barth emphasized that he ‘conferred [upon his son Karl] the full freedom of personal development’ (KB–MR: 61).

The Barth household provided a hugely stimulating atmosphere in which music, literature, and art were warmly appreciated. Karl Barth’s love of Goethe grew within this context (see Qu 2014). His parents were generous with their hospitality—even Adolf Schlatter (1852–1938) and Adolf von Harnack (1851–1930) came to visit—and the teenage children and young adults were allowed to be present at the table conversations. Barth’s younger brothers, the theologian Peter (1888–1940) and the philosopher Heinrich (1890–1965), were important partners in conversation as well.

A further important role model was Robert Aeschbacher (1869–1910), pastor of the Nydeggkirche in Bern, with whom Karl Barth took confirmation classes and who gave Barth the final impulse to decide to study theology (GA 21: 122). Aeschbacher also took part in the ‘Christliche Studentenkonferenzen’ (Christian Student Conferences) and at one such conference, on 15 March 1906, preached a sermon on Matthew 5:14 (‘You are the light of the world’) in the presence of Barth, who was now almost twenty years old. Barth went on to publish a journal article about the conference, his first published work (GA 21: 121–5). Barth described the sermon as ‘topical’ and ‘full of substance’ (GA 21: 122). The sermon finished with these words: ‘Let us be disciples of the one who is the way, the truth, and the life, because he comes from God and leads to God, leading us from seeking to finding, from losing our way to finding our home, from doubt and bafflement to clarity and conviction, from weakness to power, from anxiety to peace, from bondage to freedom, from transitoriness to eternity, from darkness to light. Whoever follows him will not wander in darkness; he or she will rather have the light of life and will be the light of the world. Is this what we want? Then may God help us to reach it! Amen’ (Aeschbacher 1906: 73). Aeschbacher’s sermon documents the spiritual world in which the young Karl Barth grew up, a world characterized by religious idealism.

Barth’s Formative Years as a Student

More than half of Barth’s time as a student was spent at the theological faculty of the University of Bern. There were four semesters from the autumn semester of 1904 to his first exams in the summer semester of 1906, in which he achieved first-class marks, as well as the summer semester of 1907, when he was President of the Bern section of the Zofingia student fraternity and thus had less time to study. The theological faculty at Bern was small—in the summer semester of 1908, in which Barth took his final exams, there were only 22 matriculated students of theology—but it was not provincial. The dominating figure was the internationally renowned Karl Marti (1855–1925), who wrote himself into the annals of theological history as the long-standing editor of the acclaimed Zeitschrift für alttestamentliche Wissenschaft (Journal of Old Testament Study). Fritz Barth, who had been friends with Marti since their student days together, also had a good reputation. His books Die Hauptprobleme des Lebens Jesu (The Main Problems of the Life of Jesus) and Einleitung in das Neue Testament (Introduction to the New Testament) were reprinted many times and found recognition also in Germany.

When Fritz Barth died unexpectedly of blood poisoning on 25 February 1912, Karl Marti gave a commemorative address, in which he said: ‘Professor D. Fritz Barth was an exceptional teacher because of his highly developed mental faculties and because of his erudition…but Fritz Barth was also an exceptional scholar…It is no wonder that the University of Halle awarded him a well-deserved Honorary Doctorate of Theology, no wonder that on several occasions German faculties suggested that he be called to their University, no wonder that he was invited ever more frequently by organisations and societies, also in Germany, to give guest lectures. The learned works which he published are characterised by clarity and resolve, but also by the fact that he presented material in a way which could be understood by those beyond the circle of subject specialists’ (Marti 1912: 39).

A further name that should be mentioned at this point is Rudolf Steck (1842–1924), who taught in New Testament and History of Religion. In connection with one of his courses Barth wrote the paper ‘Der Charakter der Religion des alten Indiens’ (‘The Character of Religion in Ancient India’) in March 1905 (GA 21: 1–7). Through studying with Steck, the young Barth was able to become acquainted with a form of historical-critical exegesis without limits. Steck advocated the brave hypothesis—amongst others—that none of the Pauline letters were genuine and that they all originated in the second century. A further lecturer was Hermann Lüdemann (1842–1933), who taught the history of the church and of dogma, as well as systematic theology and the history of philosophy, and who even today is known as ‘an important systematician in the tradition of theological liberalism’ (Schwarz 2006). Barth kept his notes from Lüdemann’s lectures on the history of philosophy all his life and used them on occasion even in later years (GA 21: 74).

Going through the texts which remain from Barth’s years in Bern, it is readily apparent that Barth was not only hard-working, but also—and obviously—highly gifted. He prepared for his father a seminar paper on ‘Die Stigmata des Franz von Assisi’ (‘The Stigmata of Francis of Assisi’) in which he invested significant time and energy, seeking to demonstrate for the first time that he had mastered the principles of historical criticism. In this work, he explained something of his basic method: ‘Without criticism [there can be] no historical science. However, if we now perform such criticism, we must be completely clear that in doing so we are treading on totally subjective and relative ground’ (GA 21: 24). Even more impressive is a lecture on ‘Die ursprüngliche Gestalt des Unser Vaters’ (‘The Original Form of the Lord’s Prayer’) (GA 21: 127–47), from the summer semester of 1906 when Barth was twenty years old. In it, Barth shows that as a young theologian he had not only worked intensively through the specialized literature on the Lord’s Prayer that was available at that time, but also that he had been able to interact independently and critically with it, with the result that the paper can still be read profitably today. Barth basically reiterated here that ‘historical criticism…cannot stop…even before the highest and most holy’. However, as even Harnack (a representative of the historical-critical school) conceded, Barth continued, ‘the truly valuable in such a piece of the gospel tradition can neither be given nor taken away by historical criticism’ (GA 21: 146).

At this juncture, Barth was also looking beyond the boundaries of theology, as his lecture ‘Zofingia und die soziale Frage’ (‘Zofingia and the Social Question’) demonstrates. While still only in his third semester of study, Barth addressed in a spirited way the consciences of his fraternity brothers, in which endeavour he was evidently influenced by Leonhard Ragaz, but also by his father (see further, Jehle 2012: 25–35).

For the later semesters of his theological study, Barth went to Germany: first to Berlin, then (after the above-mentioned summer semester of 1907, which he dedicated to Zofingia and which took him back in Bern) to Tübingen, and finally to Marburg. As he became the research assistant of Martin Rade after completing his final examinations, he spent in total three semesters in Marburg. Barth wrote later: ‘Those three semesters in Marburg are far and away my fondest student memory. I took in Herrmann through every pore. I thought to ground myself definitively through in-depth study of Kant and Schleiermacher’ (GA 1: 294; mentioned is Wilhelm Herrmann [1846–1922]). Barth mentions that his friendship with Eduard Thurneysen was forged at that time (GA 1: 294). Concomitantly, there arose a lifelong friendly relationship with Rudolf Bultmann (1884–1976) that transcended all their later differences (GA 1: X). Through Barth’s work as Assistant Editor of the journal Die Christliche Welt (The Christian World), there developed in addition a close personal relationship with the journal’s editor, Martin Rade (KB–MR: passim).

But Barth also owed a series of enduring impulses to his semesters in Berlin and Tübingen. He later said of his time in Tübingen that, ‘now obeying the paternal authority that was intervening strongly and not my own urges, [I] listened there with the greatest stubbornness to Schlatter, with astonishment to Haering, and with joy to the canon lawyer F. Fleiner’ (GA 1: 294; in view are Adolf Schlatter, Theodor von Haering [1848–1928] and Fritz Fleiner [1867–1937], later Professor of Law in Zürich). Nevertheless, Barth worked in Tübingen on his major ‘examination paper on a theme I chose myself: “Der Descensus Christi ad infernos in den ersten 3 Jahrhunderten” [“The Descent of Christ to Hell in the First Three Centuries”]’ in which he demonstrated his knowledge in the field of patristics (GA 21: 248–312). Of particular importance, however, was the winter semester of 1906–1907 in Berlin, where ‘I heard…Harnack (and also, with no less enthusiasm, Kaftan and Gunkel) with such enthusiasm that I almost completely neglected to avail myself of the manifold excitements of the foreign metropolis that would have been necessary for my general education because of a paper I had undertaken for his [Harnack’s] church history seminar’ (GA 1: 293; in view are Adolf von Harnack, Julius Kaftan [1848–1926] and Hermann Gunkel [1862–1932]). The seminar paper to which Barth refers is ‘Die Missionsthätigkeit des Apostels Paulus nach der Darstellung der Apostelgeschichte’ (The Mission Activity of the Apostle Paul according to the Presentation of Acts) (GA 21: 156–243).

In December 1906, Barth wrote to his father: ‘What will remain with me…for the rest of my life is the way in which Harnack teaches us to handle the texts, namely, by relentlessly asking in every case in the first instance “What is the intention of the author?” Truly a banal thing, but certainly not one which is everywhere self-evident, least of all among the “presuppositionless [readers]”, let alone among the dogmaticians on the left and on the right! If such a method passes over into one’s flesh and blood, as I am trying to achieve, then everything else is really less important’ (GA 21: 151).

On the basis of what has been said above, one might have expected that Barth would have been qualified to pursue a Lizentiatenarbeit—the equivalent, at that time, of a doctoral thesis. But this is not, in fact, what happened. ‘In terms of my planned Lizentiatenarbeit,’ he wrote to Martin Rade at the end of 1910 from Geneva, ‘things are going miserably, or rather not at all. I am not getting around to it; it is terrible’ (KB–MR: 78). This state of affairs was connected not only with the burdens of being a pastor, but also with internal reasons. Two years previously, he had already written to his parents from Marburg: ‘The academic enterprise in the narrower sense, however, is just not for me—I recognise that with growing clarity’ (GA 21: 247). Barth wrote that he ‘wanted to become a pastor…without considering myself to be called and suited for the work of research and teaching’ (GA 1: 301). In the first years after he concluded his studies, however, he published various academic articles, such as the article ‘Moderne Theologie und Reichgottesarbeit’ (‘Modern Theology and the Work of the Kingdom of God’) in the prestigious Zeitschrift für Theologie und Kirche (Journal for Theology and Church) (GA 21: 341–7). Ostensibly this text is a defence of the liberal theology of the universities in face of the accusation that it was insufficiently practical and ecclesial—and that it lacked faith! Read against the grain, however, the essay betrays a certain sense of discomfort. Qui s’éxcuse, s’accuse—those who excuse themselves, also accuse themselves.

First Experiences as a Pastor

In the course of his studies, Barth had already had his first practical experiences of pastoral care. In the summer holidays of 1907 he had spent four weeks as an Assistant Pastor in Meiringen in the Bernese Oberland. Likewise in the summer of 1908: he was in Porrentruy in the Bernese Jura (GA 1: 294) where—according to his father—he ‘showed a certain talent for preaching as well as for getting along with people’ (KB–MR: 59). Busch reports that ‘On Wednesday November 4 [1908], Karl Barth was “consecrated” [or ordained] in Bern Minster by his father [who was a councillor of the synod (Synodalrat)]’ (Busch 2005: 58). Eleven months later, on 26 September 1909, he preached his inaugural sermon as Assistant Pastor of the German-speaking Reformed congregation in Geneva, from Calvin’s pulpit in the Auditoire. Barth was assigned at first to Pastor Adolf Keller, whom he was expected to support. But as Keller moved to Zürich as early as the end of October, their period of working together lasted only a month or so. Thereafter, Barth held this wide-ranging and demanding pastoral position in Geneva on his own until the end of January 1910, when Keller’s successor arrived. Barth remained Assistant Pastor in Geneva until the end of June 1911.

The short period of working with Adolf Keller was a key event in Barth’s biography (see Jehle-Wildberger 2013). Keller, who would later emerge as a pioneer in the ecumenical movement, was already at that time one of the most well-known and most innovative pastors in Switzerland. It was revolutionary that he not only preached, but also engaged in adult education and published a parish newsletter. Barth was inspired by his ‘boss’. He wrote to Martin Rade: ‘Pastor Keller means a lot to me: he is a perfect Greek and a perfect Christian theologian, a combination one seldom finds together. It is a real pity that he is leaving us soon’ (KB–MR: 69). Barth’s first contributions to the parish newsletter were entirely written in the refreshing style of Keller.

Keller also had a great fondness for his assistant. He later wrote that Barth had a ‘refreshing irreverence for that which had been and that which had become, and [he] started the world over again from the beginning’. He observed:

To him, the whole of famous Geneva, the center of Calvinism…was no more than an international hodgepodge that lacked spirit and character. He added salt and pepper…The acting minister [Keller] introduced the curate to his duties and responsibilities as a parish pastor, to the impoverished attics of St Gervais, to undertaking social welfare and pastoral work…that is to say, to a thoroughly well-defined position. In turn, the young curate soon introduced the acting minister to other affairs and concerns, including the social tensions that he had experienced far more strongly in Germany as a young adherent of the religious-social movement than we were accustomed to in Switzerland…Barth’s sermons brought home to his listeners the urgency of his message, and they left no place for incidental considerations…He was capable of grasping an older colleague…by the scruff, and challenging him: ‘Where is your impetus?’…Today, I no longer know who was whose curate.  (Jehle-Wildberger 2013: 15–16)

Jehle-Wildberger also notes that ‘Keller regretted that he was unable to continue his cooperation with Barth after assuming office in Zürich at the end of October 1909’ (Jehle-Wildberger 2013: 16).

Barth’s relationship with Keller lasted for decades, albeit with varying intensity and occasional tension, and was particularly strong during the time of National Socialism. During his time as a pastor in Safenwil, Barth sent his older colleague some sermons for review and discussed difficult pastoral cases with him; Keller had completed additional training in psychology and had a close friendship with Carl Gustav Jung (see also Jehle-Wildberger 2010, 2019).

In Geneva, Barth immersed himself in the praxis of a pastor. But he also allowed himself to be inspired by the spirit of the city, and he addressed himself to an intensive reading of Calvin’s Institutes (GA 22: 37). He remarked to a friend that it was a ‘beast of a book’, but that there was ‘much that was tremendous in it, speculatively and practically’ (GA 22: 11). On another occasion, the reading of Calvin led him to the following formulation: ‘Question: what is the aim of religion? Answer: Lutheran—the blessedness of the individual life, Reformed—the glory of God in the world’ (GA 22: 405). Calvin accompanied Barth en route to his later approach to (albeit not complete identification with) socialism, which will be explored below. He once said that he had ‘come to the social issues’ particularly by way of Calvin (GA 22: 730; cf. KB–MR: 89).

Engagement and Marriage

An important event during Barth’s time in Geneva was his engagement on 16 May 1911 to Nelly Hoffmann (1893–1976). Barth was working at that time on the manuscript of his lecture ‘La réapparition de la métaphysique dans la théologie’ (‘The reappearance of metaphysics in theology’), which he was supposed to give on 17 May 1911, to the Geneva section of the Schweizerische Reformierte Predigergesellschaft (Swiss Reformed Company of Pastors) (GA 22: 335–60). In a letter to his parents he spoke of his engagement with Nelly somewhat humorously as an ‘accident’ (GA 22: 333). The bride was nearly eighteen years old at the time, and she had attended confirmation classes led by her future husband. The church wedding (conducted by Adolf Keller) took place on 27 March 1913, in Bern. Barth had in the meantime become pastor of Safenwil in the Aargau. Nelly was not yet twenty years old. She was highly gifted musically and had aspired to a career as a violinist, but gave up on the undertaking upon starting a family. Four children were born in Safenwil—Franziska (1914–1994), Markus (1915–1994), Christoph (1917–1986) and Matthias (1921–1941)—while the youngest son, Hans Jakob (1925–1984), was born in Göttingen.

It is well known that Barth’s marriage did not always run smoothly. Nevertheless, it should be recorded that all her life Nelly Barth strongly identified with her husband. A good example is that even at a very advanced age she transcribed and published Barth’s sermons of 1913 (GA: 8). And in the period under discussion here, she contributed her share energetically as a pastor’s wife.

In January 1914, Barth wrote: ‘My wife comes with me whenever it is suitable, and experiences absolutely everything with me’ (KB–MR: 90). With her music, she added a touch of sophistication to family parties, and also to congregational events (KB–MR: 130). Later, she played first violin for the Handel festivals in Göttingen, ‘and all kinds of duos, trios, and quartets besides, whatever was fitting at the time’ (KB–MR: 193). Barth wrote to his mother concerning a series of events in 1913 that ‘Nellchen is also taking part’ (GA 22: 575). At Christmas 1913 she led a choir of confirmands (GA 22: 726), while in February 1914, when Barth was giving a lecture on ‘Evangelium und Sozialismus’ (‘Gospel and Socialism’) in the workers’ association of Küngoldingen near Safenwil, Nelly travelled with him on a horse sleigh (GA 22: 729).

When an appeal was to go out to the branches of the Aargau Blue Cross, a Christian organization fighting alcoholism, Nelly helped ‘to arrange the necessary writing, sticking, and folding’ (GA 48: 22). In 1916, Barth wrote a letter to Leonhard Ragaz in an ‘almost excessively pleasant tone under Nelly’s supervision (though admittedly it was dismissive materially)’ (GA 48: 280). In 1917, Nelly supported her husband with the organization of a conference in Safenwil for groups of Christian high school pupils from Basel, Bern, Schaffhausen, and Zürich (GA 48: 382). In 1918, Karl Barth mentioned in a letter to Eduard Thurneysen that Nelly was not only doing house visits ‘to the healthy and the sick’, but she was also ‘holding political meetings for women’, in which ‘Swiss history, the Swiss constitution, and all manner of social issues were discussed with real seriousness’ (GA 3: 267–8. In 1919, she helped her husband to write a newspaper article (GA 48: 514). In the process of writing the first edition of his commentary on Romans, Barth read particular passages out loud to her—occasionally for two hours (GA 16: XII), and she discussed the various drafts of the preface with him independently (GA 16: XVI). Nelly Barth was thus not simply a housewife; she took a lively and active part in the ecclesial and theological activities of her husband. She was remarkably emancipated for a woman of her generation and supported women’s suffrage, which at that time was still unknown in Switzerland—otherwise she would not have made the Swiss constitution a topic for critical discussion at her women’s evenings.

Pastor in Safenwil

Barth preached his inaugural sermon in Safenwil on 9 July 1911. And just three months later, on Sunday 15 October, he gave a lecture on ‘Menschenrecht und Bürgerpflicht’ (‘Human Rights and Civic Duty’) to the workers’ association of Safenwil—the ‘local grass-roots organisation of the Sozialdemokratische Partei der Schweiz (Swiss Social Democratic Party)’ (GA 22: 361). The lecture was held in the afternoon, at 3:00pm in the old school house, and in it Barth displayed great understanding for the workers’ movement. He denied that the social democrats could be accused of neglecting their civic responsibility in their striving for ‘a different order of state…than the one which now exists’ (GA 22: 368). However, he was sceptical towards the thought of a revolution, both towards a ‘revolution from below’, which he named the ‘arbitrariness of the mob’ (and to this extent Barth distanced himself from Marxism), and towards a ‘revolution from above’, which he called the ‘arbitrariness of capitalism’ (GA 22: 372). He greatly respected democracy as a form of government: it stood ‘beyond doubt closer to the pure idea of the state than monarchy, let alone than despotism’ (GA 22: 374–5). Barth continued, however, that ‘even democracy requires further development through calling on women to exercise their civic responsibility as well. For as long as civic responsibility is simply a man’s right, it is not yet what it is supposed to be’ (GA 22: 375).

In a discussion of the manifesto of the Swiss Social Democratic Party of 1904, he indicated that he was hostile to the demand for a ‘more or less violent expropriation of the means of production on the part of the state’ (GA 22: 375). By contrast, he ‘placed more hope…in the advance of social understanding among all classes’ (GA 22: 375–6). Barth evidently had in mind a social system based on partnership: ‘What would it be like, if one day these two powers [employers’ associations and trade unions] understood that they must not be enemies but that they belong together?’ (GA 22: 376).

Barth called upon those present to make use of their political rights and to commit themselves to the common good. At the same time, he campaigned for a supranational perspective: ‘I do not believe that I am a bad Swiss citizen when I say that the highest goal of political endeavour cannot be our native land’ (GA 22: 379).

In the autumn of 1911, therefore, Barth was not a dyed-in-the-wool socialist. Even later he did not become one. ‘Socialism is certainly not the final Word of God’, he said in 1917 (GA 48: 405). Nevertheless, he was evidently successful in winning the trust of large groups of the working population. He was repeatedly invited to give lectures in workers’ associations, first in Safenwil but then elsewhere, frequently in halls full to overflowing. In January 1916, he organized with the workers in Safenwil ‘a course on ordinary practical questions (working hours, money management, women’s employment)’ that took place every Tuesday evening. He noted of it: ‘I am doing it without enthusiasm, simply because it is necessary’ (GA 3: 122).

In December 1911, Barth gave a lecture ‘Jesus Christus und die soziale Bewegung’ (‘Jesus Christ and the Social Movement’). The lecture was later distributed more widely through its publication in a social democratic newspaper and caused a great sensation—not least in the workers’ association in Safenwil (see Jehle 2012: 31–3). When Barth was then treated with hostility in a spiteful letter to the newspaper editor, written by a member of a family of industrialists, the result was an increased solidarity of the congregation with the young pastor: the Sunday services in Safenwil now had above-average attendance, at first almost the same as at Christmas and Easter (GA 22: 382). And Barth had ‘acquired the trust of the workers—not least through his lecture—to such an extent that he could gather some of them for an evening of readings on an almost weekly basis from the middle of January to the end of March 1912. The readings were extracts from Werner Sombart’s Sozialismus und die soziale Bewegung [Socialism and the Social Movement]’ (GA 22: 381).

Although he was invited to become a member of the local workers’ association—and thus of the social democratic party—he hesitated for a long time. He felt unsure of what to do, and it was only on 26 January 1915, that he finally joined. He justified the move to his friend Eduard Thurneysen by saying: ‘Precisely because I labour to speak of the last things Sunday by Sunday, I did not permit myself to float in the clouds above the current evil world any longer, for right now it must be shown that faith in what is greatest does not exclude but rather includes work and suffering in the imperfect’ (GA 3: 30).

Barth did not really see his membership of a party as a party-political commitment: it was more for him a sign of solidarity. He was no ‘socialist of a Marxist stamp’ (GA 28: 550). He said at a later point in time: ‘In Safenwil what interested me above all in respect of socialism was the problem of the trade union movement. I studied it for years, and even helped it such that when I left Safenwil, there were three thriving unions where previously there had been none. That was my modest association with the workers’ question and my very limited practical interest in socialism…But the principle, the ideology was for me always peripheral’ (GA 28: 550).

Barth’s assessment of the Russian Revolution lay along the same lines: he had sympathy for its motives, but he opposed Bolshevism. For the sake of a possible good goal, the Bolsheviks had allied with evil and thus themselves become evil. Barth spoke of ‘grotesque concessions’ to that which they wanted to overcome: ‘class domination, all-powerful government, militarism’. The character of the Bolsheviks was alien to life, for ‘without love and compassion’ they were ‘slaves to their dogma’ (GA 48: 495). The ends did not justify the means. Socialism required ‘free production, not new constraints. Free conviction, not censorship of the press, etc. Free people, not people labelled socialists’ (GA 48: 501).

Indeed, in opposition to an idealist and thus ‘bourgeois’ view of history, Barth said, ‘Not: first better people, then better circumstances’. But he also questioned a materialist and thus ‘socialist’ perspective on history, ‘Not: first better circumstances, then better people’ (GA 48: 163). In truth, there must be ‘correlation’ (GA 48: 153)—‘both in and with each other’ (GA 48: 163). For Barth, ‘free, pure personality’ was the ‘goal of socialism rightly understood’ (GA 48: 154).

The First World War

Anyone dealing with church history knows that it is difficult to pinpoint the date of Luther’s breakthrough to a Reformation theology. The dates suggested range from 1512 to 1518, and depend on how ‘Reformation’ is defined. Things are similar in the case of Karl Barth. From what point was he a dialectical theologian? Does the first edition of his commentary on Romans, which appeared at Christmas 1918 (though it was dated 1919), belong to this dialectical period, or only the second edition, completed in the autumn of 1921? It has recently been suggested that dialectical theology must already be recognized in the work of Barth’s teacher, Wilhelm Herrmann (Chalamet 2005). In this case, the genesis of dialectical theology would have to be seen as a process without an exact date of inception.

In various retrospective moments, the older Karl Barth himself thought that the outbreak of the First World War in the summer of 1914 had played an important role in his theological development. In an interview of 1964, he commented: ‘I had…faithfully repeated what I had learned. However, it slowly began to stick in my throat a little, so that I could no longer say it seriously. And then came the First World War. This was a great shock for me, actually a double shock: I saw how all my theological teachers from Germany were going along with it. All!—Adolf von Harnack at the front, but also my Herrmann was there, and—all of them!’ He added: ‘At the same time as my theological teachers the German social democrats fell down and voted for war loans’ (GA 28: 148).

In another retrospective moment, Barth named as a decisive event ‘the horrible manifesto of the ninety-three German intellectuals who identified themselves before all the world with the war policy of Kaiser Wilhelm II and Chancellor Bethmann-Hollweg. And to my dismay, amongst the signatories I discovered the names of almost all my German teachers (with the honourable exception of Martin Rade). An entire world of theological exegesis, ethics, dogmatics, and preaching, which up to that point I had accepted as basically credible, was thereby shaken to the foundations, and with it everything which flowed at that time from the pens of the German theologians’ (NW: 293; TS: 263–4).

Since that time, it has been shown that Barth’s memory here was mistaken. On the one hand, he simply could not have known about this manifesto—which was not published until the beginning of October 1914—in the first weeks of the war; on the other hand, ‘only’ Adolf von Harnack, Wilhelm Herrmann, and Adolf Schlatter belonged amongst those who had actually taught Barth, that is, not ‘almost all’! (Härle 1975). What actually happened?

Barth’s sermons demonstrate that he was deeply distressed by the outbreak of war right from the start. On 26 July 1914, shortly before the beginning of the war (the disastrous ultimatum that the Austro-Hungarian Empire had given Serbia had already expired), he had already said from the pulpit: ‘The spectacle that will unfold before our eyes is a bloody insanity…People—Christians!—are opposing one another, savagely and consistently prepared for the ultimate, the worst. The war hangs over them all like a terrible storm’ (GA 5: 289). After the actual outbreak of war, Barth said in his sermon on 2 August: ‘The war is wrong; the war is sin; the war is not necessary, but it arises only from the evil of human nature…God does not desire the war. God is only love, blessedness, peace’ (GA 5: 403).

Three weeks later, he said—also from the pulpit—that ‘Mammon, international capital’ had not been able to prevent the war: ‘Many had expected that business interests in every country would be too strong nowadays to allow it to come to this. What a cruel disappointment: money has not allied with human beings’ (GA 5: 435). But, he continued, ‘Neither…have the social democrats…Ultimately they could do nothing other than set themselves under the colours of their nations and go to war against each other like all [the others], and for a long time to come they will only be able to speak of the brotherhood of man with embarrassment’ (GA 5: 436).

Barth particularly accused Christianity and its churches: ‘Where was the power of the Gospel? Why did it not become so vibrant in thousands of people that these atrocities were prevented? How is it, that two thousand years now after Christ these so-called Christian nations, who desire to be the light of the world, confront each other with the one thought of harming each other, if possible of destroying each other with all force—among them a nation with so many deep and serious thinkers as the Germans and a people so morally upright and enthusiastic for mission as the English?’ (GA 5: 436). Only Pope Pius X called for prayer for the peace of the world. However, Barth noted, it ‘was the voice of a child in the storm, so impotent and unsuccessful, and yet sadly the only ray of light: but at least one voice that was not the voice of a combatant, which pointed from a standpoint above the factions to something higher’ (GA 5: 436–7). Barth had no fear of contact with Roman Catholicism! Barth continued: ‘And the other Christians? The German, the French, the Russian, the English? Thank God that he sees into what is hidden; what gets out into the open is not uplifting: they are all now praying, but for what? For the victory of their nation, of their weapons, each one for their own people! How would things turn out if God were as all these Christians conceive him to be?’ (GA 5: 437).

On 13 September Barth said: ‘With deep pain we are now seeing how even educated Christian people on both sides are losing their minds and their footing, and are allowing themselves to get involved in the vortex of the frenzy of war, seeming to know nothing higher than barbaric solutions: hate, conflict, and victory. Accusations and denunciations are now flying about; only the worthiness of one’s own nation is stressed; and God is summoned as assistant for one’s own cause’ (GA 5: 473).

On 18 October, meanwhile, Barth’s criticism was directed once more against the churches: ‘There stands Cardinal Archbishop Amette in front of Notre Dame Cathedral in Paris, giving a fiery address to the people in which he urges them to fight against the Germans and closes with the words, “Long live God, long live the church, long live France!”…And there stands a brilliant German Christian theologian, explaining in all seriousness that for Germans the gospel of hate must now, temporarily, take the place of the gospel of love. Now almost all the German church newspapers are dripping with cheering for war and self-assurance’ (GA 5: 527—in GA, these details are corroborated from historical sources; Barth was not imagining things).

Even in Die Christliche Welt, a journal Barth appreciated and had served as Assistant Editor, Barth could hear notes such as these: ‘It is wonderful, with what calm, order, and confidence our mobilisation is taking place—even the angels in heaven must be joyful’. This text appeared in the edition of 5 August 1914, from the pen of Martin Rade! (KB–MR: 99). Or again, a poem was printed in the same edition with the verses: ‘The German nation became one community in which all are equal / No longer knowing poor and rich. / Surrounded by enemies on all sides / It rose as a single man / For holy war to life and death!’ (KB–MR: 99).

Whether or not Barth knew the manifesto of the ninety-three German intellectuals, he had plenty of material ready to hand. He wrote to Martin Rade as early as 31 August, observing: ‘The saddest thing of all in this sad time is to see how love of the fatherland, desire for war, and Christian faith are now getting into a hopeless muddle everywhere in Germany…Why in the midst of this absolute, worldly sinful necessity do they not leave God out of the picture?’ (KB–MR: 96). And on 1 October 1914 (and thus before the manifesto of the ninety-three intellectuals), he wrote to the same correspondent, with whom he was now on familiar terms (since his brother Peter had married Helene Rade, Rade’s daughter): ‘Something of my high regard for the German nature has now been shattered for ever…because I see how your philosophy and your Christianity—apart from a few leftovers—is descending into this war psychosis. How cheated we feel’ (KB–MR: 101).

Breakthrough to a New Theology

Against this background, it becomes clear why Barth was driven from within by the need to begin anew theologically. Apart from the commentary on Romans, an important milestone is the lecture ‘Die Gerechtigkeit Gottes’ (‘The Righteousness of God’), delivered on 16 January 1916, in the Reformed parish of Aarau (GA 48: 228–45; WGT: 1–14). It is striking here that Barth claims that it is ‘high time to openly confess and gladly admit’ that God as the ‘great personal or impersonal, mystical, philosophical or naïve background and patron saint of our human justice, our morals, our State, our culture, our religion…that this god is not God’. Indeed, he continues, ‘this god, to whom we have built the Tower of Babel, is not a god. He is an idol. He is dead…The solution is this: God himself, the real, living God and his love which comes in glory…We have prayed: “Your will be done!” [Mt. 6:10] but we meant by it “Your will be done, just not now!”’ (GA 48: 240–1; WGT: 10–11). With these words, Barth took leave of any concept of God constructed from human needs.

A further milestone was Barth’s lecture in the parish of Eduard Thurneysen on ‘Die neue Welt in der Bibel’ (‘The New World in the Bible’), which was given on 6 February 1917 (GA 48: 317–43; WGT: 15–30). At this time he was already working on his commentary on Romans, and the lecture is an important step on his path to that volume. Many of the formulations are striking: ‘God is the decisive reason’ (GA 48: 328; WGT: 21). Or again: ‘In fact, the chief consideration of the Bible is not the activities of humans but the activity of God—not the various paths that we could take if we had the good will to do so, but the powers from which a good will is first created. Its chief concern is not the way in which love unfolds and proves itself as we understand it, but with the existence and outpouring of an eternal love, love as God understands it. Its chief interest is not our capability to function in our ordinary old world, hard-working, honest, and helpful, but in the establishment and growth of a new world, the world in which God rules, in which his morality rules’ (GA 48: 331; WGT: 23).

Barth proceeded to say:

It is precisely not the right human thoughts about God that form the content of the Bible, but rather the right thoughts of God about humans…The Bible does not tell us how we are supposed to talk with God, but rather what God says to us. It does not say how we are to find our way to him, but how God has sought and found the way to us. It does not show the right relationship into which we must place ourselves with him, but the covenant which God has made with all those who are children of Abraham in faith, and which God has sealed in Jesus Christ once and for all. That is what stands in the Bible.  (GA 48: 335; WGT: 25)

Everything could be summarized for Barth in the expression ‘God is God’ (GA 48: 340; WGT: 27).

The expression ‘theocentric theology’ can be used here—an expression which comes not from Barth but from the title of a book by Erich Schaeder (1861–1936), Theozentrische Theologie (1909 and 1914). Schaeder was a theologian of the ‘Greifswald School’, a group of rather conservative Lutherans who were friends or students of the famous biblical scholar Hermann Cremer (1834–1903). From Schaeder’s book title it is evident that this new approach—from ‘above’ and not from ‘below’—was to a certain extent hanging in the air during these years. But it is Barth who is above all to be thanked for establishing this new perspective on a broader basis after the First World War. He was strongly influenced by Christoph Blumhardt the Younger (1842–1919). Barth had visited him in Bad Boll several times, most recently in 1915, and had written an approving review of his Haus-Andachten (Family Devotions) in 1916. He stated that Blumhardt’s book was for him ‘the most immediate and most urgent Word from God into the distress of the world that this war-time has produced to now’ (GA 48: 288). And he declared here in a programmatic way: ‘Our dialectic (at this point this word means [our] speaking about God) has arrived at an impasse, and if we want to be healthy and strong, we must begin from the beginning and become as children’ (GA 48: 290).

Barth’s First Commentary on Romans

Barth’s new theological orientation focused itself in his commentary on Romans. With this, his first major book, the village pastor of Safenwil irrevocably entered the international theological arena. According to the Roman Catholic theologian Karl Adam, it fell ‘on the playground of the theologians like a bomb’ (Adam 1926: 276–7). Not for nothing was it reviewed in Die Christliche Welt by Adolf Jülicher (1857–1939), the doyen of New Testament scholars at the time—certainly with disapproval, but also at length. The famous Paul Wernle (1872–1939) in Basel similarly dealt with the new publication in detail, also in a decidedly critical manner: Werner accused Barth of denying the temporal distance between Paul and the present and of identifying himself with the apostle too strongly. Representatives of the younger generation of theologians, amongst whom Emil Brunner was first (1889–1966), acclaimed the book. On account of his commentary, Barth was invited in 1919 to Tambach, in the Thuringian Forest. There, on 25 September, in the presence of (amongst others) Rudolf Bultmann and Friedrich Gogarten (1887–1967), he delivered the lecture ‘Der Christ in der Gesellschaft’ (‘The Christian in Society’) (GA 48: 546–98; WGT: 31–70), which caused something of a sensation. ‘Do not expect me’, he said, ‘to present a solution…None of us may boast of a solution here. There is only one solution, which is to be found in God himself’ (GA 48: 563; WGT: 41). Later in the lecture, he continued, ‘We are concerned here with God. Not with religion, but with the movement that proceeds from God, with our being moved by him’ (GA 48: 566; WGT: 43 rev.), and stated, ‘Christ is the unconditionally New from above’ (GA 48: 567; WGT: 44). The commentary to Romans (and indeed its first edition) is also the reason why Barth was called in 1921 to be Honorary Professor of Reformed Theology in Göttingen.

Years later, Barth was no longer truly satisfied with his first book. He observed that it was ‘under the strong influence—more than I realised myself—of thoughts along the lines of Bengel, Oetinger, and Beck and (via a detour) even of Schelling, which had later not proven themselves able to bear what was to be said’ (GA 1: 307). He was only half-pleased when the book, whose original print-run of only a thousand had sold out quickly, was reprinted in response to the wishes of many in 1963. Nevertheless, it remains a landmark in the history of theology.

Barth began the original manuscript of the first edition in July 1916 and finished it on 3 June 1918. Within eleven weeks he had produced a clean copy, so that it was ready for printing on 16 August. Barth reported that he ‘read and read and wrote and wrote’, both in his study and under the apple tree in the manse garden, surrounded by books. In the process of the work being written, Barth only discussed it in detail with his friend Eduard Thurneysen and his wife Nelly (GA 16: XII), and also with Hermann Kutter (1863–1931), who came to visit and to whom Barth read his exposition of Romans 1–3 (GA 16: XI).

On Barth’s writing desk sat the decisive academic commentaries of the day, but also some older literature, such as writings of the Tübingen scholar Johann Tobias Beck (1804–1878). Barth had inherited these from his father (who had studied under Beck) and they went against the grain of the theological landscape of the day; yet Barth found them to be very inspiring. Barth also found the Reformational exposition of Scripture to be helpful—Luther, Zwingli, Calvin. Thanks to the financial support of the affluent Zürich iron merchant Rudolf Pestalozzi, the Bern bookseller G. A. Bäschlin agreed to print the work, whose marketability would be rather limited because of its size—after ‘three famous Swiss publishers’ had turned it down (GA 16: 6).

After the book had appeared, Barth provided information in a letter to Paul Wernle about his hermeneutical principles: ‘I approached the text with the firm presupposition that everything that I read in it must have meaning’ (GA 16: 643). Barth continued, ‘Instead of trying to learn and know everything about Paul, I tried to think with Paul’ (GA 16: 644). The opening sentences of the foreword to the published commentary correspondingly state: ‘Paul spoke to his contemporaries as a child of his time. But much more important than this is the further truth that he speaks to all people at all times as a prophet and apostle of the Kingdom of God…The historical-critical method of biblical research is right: it indicates the preparation of the understanding which is nowhere superfluous. But if I had to choose between it and the old doctrine of verbal inspiration, I would resolutely reach for the latter: it is right in a bigger, deeper, more important way, because it points to the work of the understanding itself, without which all preparation is useless. I am glad that I do not have to choose between the two. But my whole attention was aimed at looking through the results of historical scholarship for the spirit of the Bible, which is the eternal Spirit’ (GA 16: 3; cf. RII: 1).

The foreword concludes with the words: ‘The reader will notice that this book has been written with the joy of discovery. The powerful voice of Paul was new to me and it seems to me that it must also be new to many others. However, it is clear to me at the end of this work that there is still much that is unheard and undiscovered. This work therefore desires to be nothing more than a preliminary work, which is asking for co-operation. If [only] many and more competent people would come to dig wells at the same place. However, if I should have deceived myself in the joyous hope of a common questioning and researching of the biblical message, then this book has time to—wait. The Letter to the Romans is certainly also waiting’ (GA 16: 4; cf. RII: 2).

There are a number of characteristic sentences in the first edition of Barth’s commentary. For example, he writes: ‘It is not a matter of a development, but of a transformation, not a matter of an ascent within the old aeon, but of a new [aeon].… God comes anew into this world, not with a morality (which also exists in Hell!), not only as the “Spirit” (which also hovers over chaos!), but as the Creator who calls into the darkness “Let there be light!” and there was light, who calls to the dead, and they come to life, to nothingness, and it becomes something, to nonsense, and it must change to sense, to the old world, and “Behold, everything has been made new”’ (GA 16: 137). Shortly thereafter, Barth posits: ‘This precisely is faith—this step beyond what is one’s own, what is visible, what is subjectively possible and probable, to where nothing holds us but God’s Word’ (GA 16: 138). Or again, Barth posits that ‘only revolution…only a cosmic rupture of the cosmic context’ is possible in this situation (GA 16: 187–8). More specifically, Barth explains, ‘not through a human and this-worldly revolution, but through a divine and newly creative revolution, through the setting forth of the righteousness of God, which has now—in the messianic present—set the goal and end of history without God’ (GA 16: 261). And so, Barth writes, ‘You must draw confidence and patience from your expectation of the future which is absolutely oriented transcendently, concentrate strictly on the absolute revolution of God and surrender the whole domain of the penultimate to the process of dissolution into which it has in any case fallen: obviously without lifting a finger to preserve that which is present, but also without intervening in its destruction as such’ (GA 16: 506).

Thus in 1918, as the First World War came to an end and the thrones of the one-time emperors became unstable or (in Russia) had already been overthrown, Barth was neither a revolutionary nor a conservative in matters of politics. Those reading hastily may discern here a call to political abstinence, but that would be a misunderstanding. In the domain of the ‘penultimate’ Barth consistently advocated that one should engage politically: there was ‘a well-understood and specifically defined duty to participate in the life of the state’ (GA 16: 516; for further details see Jehle 2012: 38–45). However, decisive for Barth in every case was the unconditioned priority of God.

The conclusion to this story of the ‘young Karl Barth’ can be quickly related. On 27 October 1920, Barth wrote to Eduard Thurneysen that he had received ‘inspiration’ to the effect that ‘it was impossible to simply reprint the commentary on Romans [in an unchanged second edition]’; instead it had ‘to be reformed from top to bottom’ (GA 3: 435)—against the wishes of the publisher. There resulted, according to Barth, ‘a new edition in which the original has been so completely rewritten that it may be claimed that no stone remains in its old place’ (GA 47: 5; RII: 2). It appears, according to entries in Barth’s diary, that ‘the work began on October 25 1920, and ended on September 22 1921’ (GA 47: XI). As the book first appeared in the shops after Barth had moved from Safenwil to Göttingen, and as its impact as one of the greatest theological bestsellers of the twentieth century only began to emerge in that period, an account of the second edition of the commentary on Romans belongs in another chapter. Karl Barth was now no longer the ‘young Karl Barth’.
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chapter 2

 Intellectual and Personal Biography I

IBarth in Germany (1921–1935)


Eberhard Busch Translated by Paul T. Nimmo and Paul Dafydd Jones




This chapter follows the path of Barth’s life between 1921 and 1935. The chapter first considers the way in which the second edition of Barth’s commentary on Paul’s epistle to the Romans led to a widespread new movement of thought called dialectical theology, and then recounts Barth’s move from the rectory in Safenwil in Switzerland to a chair in Göttingen in Germany as Professor of Reformed Theology. The chapter next explores the consequences of Barth’s position in New Testament and Dogmatics in Münster in 1925, where contact with Roman Catholic theologians became important for the development of his thinking. Barth’s appointment at the University of Bonn in 1930 marks the third phase of the chapter, which considers the way in which Barth began to write his life’s great work—Church Dogmatics—following an intensive engagement with the writings of Anselm of Canterbury. Finally, the chapter details the ways in which Barth became involved in addressing the problems and failures of the Protestant churches in Germany following Hitler’s seizure of power in 1933, and explores his work in helping to establish the Confessing Church and to compose its renowned ‘Theological Declaration’.

The Years in Göttingen: 1921–1925

As he took his leave of the parish of Safenwil where he had served as a pastor for over a decade, Karl Barth wrote: ‘What is now coming is the heat of summer’ (GA 3: 525). Following his final sermon, preached on 9 October 1921, he moved with his family to Göttingen, having taken up a call to serve as Honorary Professor at the city’s university. His new colleagues at the University of Göttingen were not especially pleased at the arrival of their new colleague, whose newly founded position was primarily financed by Presbyterians in the United States. But in January 1922 the Faculty of Protestant Theology at Münster nevertheless awarded Barth the title of ‘Doctor of Theology’ on account of ‘his many and varied contributions to the revision of religious and theological questioning’ (Busch 1976: 128), an award especially connected with the second edition of his commentary on Paul’s letter to the Romans. In this second edition, Barth had declared that in relation to the first edition, ‘no stone remains in its old place’ (GA 47: 5; RII: 2). This declaration indicated two principles of his theological thinking: one has to say the same things differently and the same things differently, and one has always to begin again at the beginning.

In the first sermon following his arrival in Göttingen, Barth said: ‘What is really important is not what we say, but what is said to us’ (GA 44: 54). Hearing had to precede speaking, as had been the case in Barth’s work on the second edition of his commentary on Romans, where he had sought to hear Scripture speaking in the midst of his time. Barth did not want to understand Paul, but to understand with Paul—this was the only way to read the Bible correctly. At the same time, Barth was also open to critical voices in the philosophy and culture of his time. He discovered in the expressionistic painters ‘much that is related to that which we are seeking’ (GA 3: 274); he named the ‘anti-Christian’ philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche in the same breath as Paul (GA 47: 192 and 425; RII: 192 and 310); he addressed the novella of Fyodor Dostoevsky about the papal inquisitor who displaces the poor Jesus for the benefit of the church (GA 23: 277 and 279; TC: 206 and 207); and he learned from the radicalism of Henrik Ibsen about the ‘all or nothing’ (GA 39: 77 and GA 16: 506). He recognized Friedrich Gogarten as ‘a dreadnought for us and against our adversaries’ (GA 3: 435), while from his brother Heinrich, a philosopher in Basel, Barth learned to appreciate the Socratic ‘wisdom of death’ (H. Barth 1919: 236); he also was impressed by the ‘strange alien’ Franz Overbeck, who forcefully criticized modern theology and declared that ‘theology will not be re-established other than with boldness’ (GA 48: 659). Barth also became open to the critical work of Søren Kierkegaard, which opposed ‘the false invention of purely human compassion that forgets the infinite qualitative difference between God and man’ (Kierkegaard 1991: 140).

Dialogue with Jewish Christians also became important for Barth around this time, and through such dialogue he came into contact with the Jewish theologian Franz Rosenzweig. In a work published in 1914, Rosenzweig had written of modern Jewish and Christian theology as being ‘atheistic theology’, on the basis that both were founded on the notion of religion. Rosenzweig had argued that ‘the difference between God and human being, this terrible offence for all heathenism, new and old, seems [here to be] removed; the offensive idea of revelation, this invasion of a higher content into an unworthy receptacle, is rendered silent’. He continued: the ‘struggle between supernatural revelation and human unpreparedness’ is here translated into a dichotomy within humanity itself’. By contrast, what truly connects Judaism and Christianity is the knowledge of ‘the great inbreaking of the Spirit into the godless sphere, which is called revelation’ (Rosenzweig 1964: 212–19).

With these voices in the background, Barth completed the second edition of his commentary on Romans in only eleven months. His friend Eduard Thurneysen assisted him in this task. In both form and content, this book was an unusual text. Upon publication, the leaders of academic theology shook their heads and declared Barth a heretic, with one former teacher, the Berlin church historian Adolf von Harnack, stating that much of Barth’s presentation was ‘totally incomprehensible’ to him (GA 35: 67). The book is certainly not a typical commentary: it cannot be read cover-to-cover like other books, but only in small portions, because the text appears so strange to the reader. Barth had found in Paul ‘something very ancient, very oriental, indefinably sunny, wild, [and] original’ (GA 3: 236). The content and style of the writing is markedly expressionistic. The people in Safenwil were fond of saying that Barth’s writing desk had been struck by lightning from the sky through an open window. The book itself was a fiery rejection of the Christianity of recent centuries in so far as speaking of God, at that time, had meant simply ‘speaking about the human in a somewhat higher pitch’ (GA 19: 158; WGT: 183). In opposition to this practice Barth did not invoke a new method: that would only have meant ‘a turning of the sick man in his bed from one side to the other’ (GA 19: 149; WGT: 175). Rather, he sought to fill the new form with new content, and wrote that ‘It will then be, above all, finally, about recognizing God as God once again…Next to this task, all the other cultural, social and patriotic tasks…are only child’s play’ (GA 48: 242; WGT: 11–12). This is how Barth saw things, and thus also how he thought the church and its theology should see things.

To gain a sense of the style of exegesis in the second edition of Barth’s commentary on Romans, it is helpful to present some of his reflections on Romans 3:1–4:3 (GA 47: 124–69; RII: 77–121). ‘The righteousness [Gerechtigkeit] of God’, Barth writes, ‘is our standing-place in the air—that is to say, where there is no human possibility of standing’ (RII: 94). Despite this inability, however, Jesus ‘stands among sinners as a sinner…He takes his place where God can be present only in questioning about Him…At the end of his way, He is a purely negative figure’ (RII: 97 rev.). For this reason, faith is ‘a void, an obeisance before that which we can never be, or do, or possess, before that which never becomes the world or human, save in the dissolution…of everything which we call world or human’ (RII: 88 rev.). Consequently, ‘[t]here is no such thing as mature and assured possession of faith: regarded psychologically, it is always a leap into the darkness of the unknown, a flight into empty air’ (RII: 98). And, correspondingly, ‘The mercy of God which is directed towards us can be true, and can remain true, only as a miracle—“vertical from above”. When the mercy of God is thought of as an element in history or as a factor in human spiritual experience, its untruth is emphasized’ (RII: 102). Grace therefore ‘is and remains always in this world negative, invisible, and hidden; the mark of its operation is the declaration of the passing of this world and of the end of all things. Restless, and terribly shattering, grace completely overthrows the foundations of this world’ (RII: 103). Indeed, Barth insists that ‘every human “positive”—religious temperament, moral consciousness, humanity—already contains within itself the seeds of the disruption of society…Genuine fellowship is grounded upon a negative; it is grounded in what human beings lack’ (RII: 100–1 rev.). It is this ‘strange union (between human being and human being) that must clarify and safeguard the unusual yet salutary separation (of God and human being). The paradox must be maintained absolutely, the abyss between God and human being must be completely torn open, offence must be given completely, Christendom must be completely identified as what it is, as “a problem of a fundamentally enigmatic nature which questions everything in history” (Overbeck)’ (RII: 100 rev.). Later in this section of exegesis, Barth writes: ‘Through what they are not, human beings participate in what God is’; and in so far as the human being participates in such a way, ‘there occurs…what is impossible, the paradox and the miracle’ (RII: 121 rev.). These examples indicate the drift and style of Barth’s thinking in this book. Concepts like paradox, void, verticality, negativity, and positivity dominate in his writing.

The young poet Manfred Hausmann heard Barth preaching in this manner in the Reformed church in Göttingen and reported, ‘My being enthralled intensified to a being troubled, a being turned around and around, to a shock which penetrated the very depths of my being…The lightning had struck down into my very core’ (Busch 1987: 43–4). Yet Barth spoke in the style of his time and to the people of his time, and he encouraged a style of thinking that was soon to become widespread and known as ‘dialectical theology’. In August 1923, together with Friedrich Gogarten and Eduard Thurneysen, Barth established a journal for this movement entitled Zwischen den Zeiten (Between the Times) with their friend Georg Merz from Munich serving as the editor. The name of the journal reflected their programme, and there arose around the work of this journal a circle of kindred spirits who wrote articles for publication. It soon became one of the most widely renowned theological journals of its time, and it provided a forum in which Barth could publish essays that disclosed his developing theological position.

In October 1922, Barth gave a lecture entitled ‘Das Wort Gottes als Aufgabe der Theologie’ (‘The Word of God as the Task of Theology’) to the liberally minded ‘Freunde der christlichen Welt’ (‘Friends of the Christian World’) on the Elgersburg. Barth observed in his paper that the Word of God is a ‘door [Pforte] that can only be opened from the inside’ (GA 19: 172; WGT: 194), and thus cannot be opened by any human being. Indeed, even when this gate is opened from within, this does not bring human beings into possession of something, but rather exposes their neediness.

In the summer of the same year Barth offered a course of lectures at the University of Göttingen on the theology of John Calvin, in which he stated—referring to Barth’s own era—that in Calvin there was ‘nothing wooing, inviting, or winning here’, but instead that Calvin’s ‘is truly a consuming zeal’. He continued with the observation that an ‘iron age has come that calls for iron believers’ (GA 23: 157; TC: 117). These last remarks accurately capture Barth’s own attitude and state of mind at this time, as well as those of his associates.

Two years later, Barth ventured to offer a course of lectures in dogmatics to the students in Göttingen. The Lutheran majority in the faculty refused to allow the course to bear the title ‘Dogmatics’ and so Barth named the course—after Calvin’s magnum opus—‘Unterricht in der christlichen Religion’ (‘Instruction in [Institutes of] the Christian Religion’). He began the lectures by stating that every dogmatician or theologian is a ‘rider on Lake Constance’ (GA 17: 7; GD: 6)—an allusion to the famous poem in which a horseman rides over the frozen Lake Constance unwittingly, only to die in shock upon realizing what he had done. However, Barth continued, each theologian is also in danger of neatly and tidily avoiding ‘the burning bush’ (Exodus 3:2–6) (GA 17: 6; GD: 5). Because theology cannot take control of the Word of God, it cannot avoid ‘this movement back to first principles, which dogmatics must make afresh with every step’ (GA 17: 17; GD: 13). But precisely as such, for Barth, dogmatics is ‘the science of the principles of Christian proclamation’ (GA 20: 1; GD: 317), for ‘In the primary sense the essence and content of Christianity is God’s own Word which was spoken in Christ and speaks again and again’ (GA 20: 6; GD: 322). The way in which Barth himself begins anew can be seen in these lectures through his engagement with the Christological debates of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, as well as those of the fourth and fifth centuries. Although he proceeds consciously as a Reformed thinker, he observes that, ‘If one thinks in a lively manner as a Christian, one somehow always thinks in a biased way. However, one must not allow that to prevent one from going forwards…It is precisely in this matter possible to think along the line of the universal church in a beneficial way, to allow oneself as a Westerner to be corrected by the Eastern Church, as one Reformed [to be corrected] by Lutheranism’ (GA 38: 101). It remained a rule of Barth’s thinking—that one should always begin again at the beginning.

Here also, in these lectures, there was much which Barth later had to consider afresh. The concept of the covenant, for example, was not yet the central concept in the doctrine of reconciliation but arose only in a subsection of his anthropology. At this point, Barth supposes the covenant only becomes two-sided once it is broken. It can thus only be considered a covenant of grace in a limited sense, for the demand upon on the human being is written on the human heart by nature. (In later years, to be sure, Barth provided a fundamental correction of this earlier view). At the same time, these lectures in dogmatics represent the only occasion in Barth’s life where he set forth an eschatology. The treatment of this doctrine is original in so far as it is a matter of being oriented not to that which is to come but to the one who is to come. In this orientation, we are confronted by revelation with its mystery. And, in ethical terms, it requires of us faith and obedience.

In 1925, Rosa (Rösy) Muenger died in Bern, at the age of 37. Rösy had been Barth’s first love, but his parents had forbidden him to marry her, highhandedly identifying their will with the will of God (Busch 2011: 573). The young couple parted in tears. Rösy never married; Barth often visited her grave in Bern. In later years, Barth could not understand why he had obeyed his parents, and thereafter taught that human desires may not be equated with the will of God. It seems, too, that separation from Rösy cast a shadow over Barth’s later marriage with Nelly Hoffmann (1893–1976). Yet Barth and Nelly remained together all their days, and Nelly gave birth to five children—Franziska, Markus, Christoph, Matthias, and Hans Jakob.

In 1924, Barth came to know Charlotte von Kirschbaum, the daughter of a Bavarian officer, through his friend Georg Merz. Barth treasured and loved her, and they would have married in 1933 if Nelly had consented to a divorce. But Nelly refused and the marriage endured. Charlotte von Kirschbaum had already moved into the family home in 1929, becoming Barth’s assistant in all his theological and ecclesiastical work with her quick mind and great stamina. She was an exceptionally strong woman—sensitive, intelligent, courageous, and not bothered by her rather unconventional living arrangements. Even so, the situation in the family home was certainly not easy for her or for any of the others.

The Years in Münster: 1925–1930

In 1925, Barth accepted a call to the Faculty of Protestant Theology at the University of Münster. His role was to instruct students in dogmatics and New Testament exegesis. He lived with his family between a zoo and a cemetery in the Himmelreichallee (Kingdom of Heaven Avenue)—a name and place that Barth took to provide an ingenious description of his existence. Adolf von Harnack visited him there, even though Barth had distanced himself theologically from his former teacher. Harnack informed Barth that he would write a dogmatic work bearing the title Das Leben der Kinder Gottes (The Life of the Children of God). Barth was so impressed that he later used this title in his own work (KD I/2: 397 and 403–4; CD I/2: 362 and 367–8). However, Barth made the Gospel of John the subject of his first course of lectures in Münster, and wrote that ‘We hear (and understand) the Gospel only when we do not…ignore the actuality or reality with which it does not so much stand over against us as encounter us’ (GA 9: 4; WW: 3–4).

Barth viewed the developing political situation in Germany during the 1920s with great sorrow:

I accompanied the endeavours of the few level-headed men, in a small number of good-hearted circles which took seriously the Weimar Republic its constitution: they wanted, in a loyal way, to establish a German social democracy and to secure for the nation an appropriate place in the midst of an environment which faced it still rather distrustfully. However, I saw and heard at that time also the so-called Deutsch-Nationalen [German Nationals]—in my memory, the most joyless of all the creatures of God that I ever encountered. They had learned nothing and had not forgotten; they torpedoed every, absolutely every attempt to reach the best possible outcome on that basis. With that and with their diatribes they provided perhaps the most important contribution to the filling of the bowls of wrath which, over the following two decades, poured out over the German nation…I also found the professoriate, as I came…to know them and with few exceptions…to have an attitude…in respect of the poor Weimar Republic that I can only describe…with the word sabotage.…They treated the idea that the year 1919 could have meant a liberation of Germany with derision…With their philosophy of history, which was represented as being utterly self-evident, they prepared the way for Hitlerism as powerfully as they could in their sphere.  (Z: 38)

In 1927, Barth published Die christliche Dogmatik im Entwurf: Prolegomena (Christian Dogmatics in Outline: Prolegomena), based on his first dogmatics lectures in Münster. In this volume he wrote that he would probably have to proceed as a theological ‘loner’, because no ‘real dogmatics’ could be found amongst the theologians of his time (GA 14: 5 and 6). ‘Prolegomena’ meant for Barth already taking a leap into the subject matter itself, and in this work he therefore presented a ‘doctrine of the Word of God’ (GA 14: 33). Right at the start, he rehearsed the prayer of Thomas Aquinas, that God would give him understanding for the praise of God’s name, which was all the more necessary in view of the fact that Christian speech about God was the most dangerous human activity. In his thinking at this point, he followed the insight of the Reformers in view of the first thesis of the Bern Reformation of 1528, which in 1933 stood at the head of the first Reformed confession of the church struggle and which provided the model for the first thesis of the Barmen Declaration of 31 May of the following year: ‘The holy Christian church, whose only head is Christ, is born of the Word of God, remains in the same, and does not listen to the voice of a stranger’ (GA 14: 63). Barth explained that this one Word has a threefold form: as proclamation, as Holy Scripture (the Old and New Testaments), and as the triune God in revelation. Against Friedrich Schleiermacher, Barth objected that the former did not consider God to be a true counterpart for human beings.

Nevertheless, Barth could still speak at this time in a way that remained characteristic, even later, for Paul Tillich: ‘The Word of God is…the answer to the question of the human being’ (GA 14: 103). Just a few years later, in 1932, Barth commented in respect of this earlier view that ‘an anthropology…was thus being advanced as the supposed basis on which we know decisive statements about God’s Word. In this regard…I was paying homage to false gods’ (KD I/1: 130; CD I/1: 127). According to Barth’s later view, whenever theology presupposes an anthropology that it has established apart from its knowledge of God, whenever it suspends its knowledge of God in the course of its knowledge of human being, even if only temporarily, then theology sets itself under conditions which will come to dominate its knowledge of God. At that point, it has been asserted that the human being can come to a decision about God—but this God is necessarily a different God to the one who is revealed in the Word of God. The true Word of God can therefore only correct such knowledge, even where it is only presented in the form of a question about God.

In 1928–1929, Barth offered a course of lectures on ethics—an issue that he had treated only occasionally in the 1920s (GA 2 and GA 10). Yet he proceeded in a manner that was very different from his theological contemporaries, given his assumption that ethics does not deal with the activity of human beings, but with the Word of God, which claims us. The human being acts well, then, when he or she is a hearer of the Word that claims him or her. The goodness of Christian action turns on obedience; it consists in hearing the triune God. The command of God the Creator is that of life; the command of God the Reconciler is that of the law against the opposition of the human being to divine judgement; the command of God the Redeemer is that of hope, grounded in God’s promise. Barth never published these lectures on ethics for two reasons: first, because he had drawn in this work on the concept of the ‘orders of creation’, which he later rejected as unsuitable; second, because he had presented a purely negative conception of the command of the Reconciler, instead of accentuating the goodness of the Reconciler in the divine command.

In Münster, Barth also became aware of the ‘problem’ of Roman Catholicism through his contact with distinguished colleagues from the Roman Catholic faculty of theology. He judged the prevailing Protestant position with respect to Roman Catholicism to be ‘impossible, partly because too many things that we have to profess together with the Romans are thereby surrendered, and partly because too much that is Roman is adopted in silence, such that the contrast then becomes merely incidental’ (GA 35: 115–16). From that point on, Roman Catholic theology remained for Barth an occasion for dialogue. At the same time, Barth discovered that in the Netherlands, ‘God be praised, Calvinism is predominant’ (Busch 1976: 170). During his travels, Barth found associates from whom he could learn and who could learn from him such as Heiko Miskotte, a good and independently minded friend who originally mediated Barth’s theology to the Netherlands. He also proved willing to qualify his own theological perspectives in surprising ways in light of such conversations. For example, at a ‘Continental Congress for Home Mission’ in Amsterdam, Barth spoke in his lecture about church and culture, and did so in a manner that was to many surprisingly positive: he suggested that culture could be ‘a reflection from the light of the eternal Logos who became flesh’ (GA 24: 24; TAC: 343).

Barth found a friend in Münster in the logician Heinrich Scholz, whom he had originally encountered in a seminar under Harnack during their student days in Berlin. Later, Scholz also came to the ‘Bergli’ near Zürich, where Barth took his holidays, and wittily conversed with the assembled circle. Scholz would have gladly married Charlotte von Kirschbaum, but she declined his proposal. On one occasion, Scholz asked Barth, ‘On what nail do you hang your dogmatic statements?’ Barth answered: ‘The resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead!’ To which Scholz responded, ‘What you just said goes against all the rules of logic, but now I understand you’ (Busch 1987: 46–7). Scholz was a perceptive interpreter of Schleiermacher, and successfully kept Barth from ever considering the subject matter of Schleiermacher to be finished.

The Years in Bonn: 1930–1935

Barth moved to the University of Bonn in 1930. During his time there, he was at the height of his powers and the theological faculty became a stronghold of Protestant theology, drawing crowds of students from throughout Germany and beyond. The young Dietrich Bonhoeffer reported that Barth ‘is even better than his books’, since ‘He has an openness, a readiness to listen to any pertinent criticism and at the same time an intense concentration on the subject, whether a suggestion is made proudly or modestly, dogmatically or quite tentatively, which is certainly not primarily directed to the service of his own theology’ (Busch 1976: 215).

Soon after moving to Bonn, one of Barth’s seminar courses dealt with the work of Anselm of Canterbury. In his sabbatical semester the following summer, he wrote a book on the topic, entitled Fides Quaerens Intellectum (Faith Seeking Understanding). The book has been called ‘Barth’s second turn’ (Ullmann 1988), following the ‘first turn’ of his commentary on Romans. The Latin title indicates that God cannot be proven by way of rational argumentation, but only known in faith, given that God proves Godself through God’s self-revealing activity. Even so, faith demands knowledge. Theology is thus Nachfolge—a following in the field of thought. And theological understanding (for Anselm, intelligere) ‘comes about by reflection on the Credo that has already been spoken and affirmed’ (GA 13: 26; FQI: 27). As such, God cannot be known except in the faith called forth by God’s disclosure of the truth, which perceives and recognizes it, and which corresponds to it. That faith precedes knowledge means that knowledge has to do with the one true Subject that it can neither establish, nor prove, nor posit—precisely because that Subject establishes, proves, and posits itself. This Subject is not at the disposal of human beings, but comes to encounter human beings. Knowledge, then, can only follow after the disclosure of the truth recognized in faith; yet this disclosure makes it possible and necessary to follow it with human understanding.

These insights made it necessary for Barth to restart his writing of dogmatics and ethics, and to move beyond the work he had undertaken in the 1920s. Barth’s book on Anselm thus prepared the foundations for a theological fresh start, which decisively rejected any attempt, and in fact renounced any desire, to build theology on an anthropological foundation. Barth was now in a position to write Church Dogmatics, which was to be his magnum opus, a work which, like the mediaeval cathedrals, would remain an ‘opus imperfectum’ (an unfinished work) (KD IV/4: vii; CD IV/4: vii).

As noted above, it was one of Barth’s principles that a theologian had to say ‘the same thing again and again in a different way’. But what did Barth mean by ‘the same thing’? Barth explained that the material shift from a ‘Christian dogmatics’ to a ‘church dogmatics’ consisted in a new understanding of the basis of the Christian faith. Instead of speaking of the Word of God—the previous keyword—Barth now spoke of Jesus Christ, in whom the Word of God has become incarnate. Barth wrote, ‘I had to come a long way (or round a detour!) before I began to see better and better that the saying in John 1:14 is the centre and the theme of all theology and indeed is really the whole of theology in a nutshell’ (Busch 1976: 379–80). Not without reason was Barth called a Christocentric theologian. He understood Jesus Christ to be the source of all theological knowledge, no longer primarily by way of paradox but now in analogical form; and he understood Jesus Christ to be the fulfilment of the covenant between God and Israel—the merciful and majestic ‘Yes’ of the gracious God to the creature threatened by the futility of its sinfulness.

At the same time Barth also believed that a theologian had to say ‘the same thing again and again in a different way’. The secret of his prodigious creativity lay in his view that a theologian ‘cannot live today in any way on the interest from a capital amassed yesterday. His only possible procedure every day, in fact every hour, is to begin anew at the beginning…In theological science, continuation always means “beginning once again at the beginning”’ (EET: 182; ET: 165). Barth’s dogmatics does not intend to construct a closed system, but points to that which is open, in the knowledge that all human words are never final but can only be provisional. At every point it has the whole subject in view but only speaks of the whole with a concrete particularity. ‘Latet periculum in generalibus’ (‘Danger lies in generalities’) was one of his favourite sayings (see, for example, KD II/2: 51; CD II/2: 48). That theology also has cause to speak beautifully of its subject matter was something that Barth consistently demonstrated. Even so, Barth certainly recognized that theology had to do with ‘logic’. When asked on one occasion what meaning reason held for him, he answered shortly ‘I use it’ (GA 6: 474; L: 294), and he declared that ‘there is no more intimate friend of sound human understanding than the Holy Spirit’ (KD IV/4: 31–2; CD IV/4: 28).

The image of a cathedral is again helpful. Barth’s theology is a worshipful theology, such that in reading it one finds oneself not in a marketplace but in a church. This is no ivory-tower theology, but a house of theology with open windows and doors. Barth did not want his doctrines to be time-bound, but at the same time they are consistently statements for their own time. His dogmatics retains the fullness of the biblical statements and the fullness of the voices of Christian history, and Barth allows both to speak afresh and to point the way forward. His dogmatics also demonstrates awareness of the traditions of the different denominations, so that while Barth was consciously a Reformed thinker, his work has a truly ecumenical character. At the same time, his dogmatics was never uncritical of the church, and Barth was always open to hearing the voices of those outside the church. Indeed, what he wrote so little confirmed the customary and predominant patterns of thinking that scarcely a chapter was not at once vigorously contested and provocative of fierce debate.

The first two part-volumes of Church Dogmatics were written during Barth’s time in Bonn. These volumes together comprised the first volume of the series, the ‘prolegomena’ to his dogmatics. Yet ‘prolegomena’ as Barth used it did not indicate presuppositions to theology, which arose elsewhere. Prolegomena, rather, means simply that which had to be said first in theology. In this way, this first volume with its two parts represents a dogmatics in miniature or in outline, with the Trinity presented as the foundational doctrine of Christian faith. The sending of the Son by the Father and the impartation of salvation through the Son and the Spirit reveal that God is one in three ways of being. But God is this in his dealing with humanity because God is already this in Godself ‘in advance’ of these events.

There appears in Church Dogmatics I/2 a chapter entitled ‘revelation and religion’. Barth’s theological achievement in this chapter is not to emphasize the concept of ‘revelation’ over against the concept of ‘religion’; even liberal theologies, which were based on the concept of religion, knew the concept of revelation. What Barth achieves instead is a critical revision of both concepts, such that their conventional order is inverted. Indeed, it is the biblically attested revelation of God which itself effects this inversion. It is revelation, the incarnation of God in Jesus Christ, which determines what is to be thought of religion, both negatively and positively. And it is first and foremost the Christian religion that stands under this critique. Even the modern human cannot set aside religion (contra Dietrich Bonhoeffer); only God in revelation can do this. But God does it in such a way that God carries it like a mother carries her obstinate child in the arms (KD I/2: 326–7; CD I/2: 299).

During this period, Barth was extremely busy—not only with his academic work but also with his attention to, and engagement in, developments in German public life. On the academic front, in the summer of 1933 he stood in for Karl Ludwig Schmidt, who had already been dismissed, and repeated his course of lectures from Münster on the Gospel of John. He also led a seminar on homiletics in order to counteract the efforts of his German Christian colleagues on the faculty. This oppositional move anticipated the fights to come in which—for Barth, at least—the weak attitude of the Protestant Churches was much more problematic than the machinations of various political powers. As early as 1930 his polemic intervention ‘Quousque tandem?’ (‘How long?’) had caused a fuss. In this work he accused the Protestantism of the day of a ‘dangerous conspiracy against the substance of the Protestant church’ by creating a vacuum in the midst of the church and of Christianity (GA 24: 529). The true substance of the Protestant church consisted in its being ‘not the house of individual or common experiences or convictions, but the house of God’ (GA 24: 317).

When Adolf Hitler seized power in January 1933, Barth was again shocked at the extent to which Christians proclaimed the dawning of the National Socialist regime as ‘a new hour of God’. There emerged at this time two groups within the German Protestant Church. The strongest were the above-mentioned German Christians, who adapted to the new political settlement. The other was the Pfarrernotbund (Pastors’ Emergency League), which followed a ‘two kingdoms’ teaching: politically it was in favour of the National Socialist regime, but ecclesially it was in favour of the Gospel. Barth rejected both options—not primarily for their political views (although obviously for those, too), but for their theological errors. He wrote to the influential theologian Georg Merz in Munich that ‘the presupposition that one can first agree with the “German Christians”’ and say ‘yes’ to Hitler’s regime, ‘and thereafter have a pure church in opposition to that regime—this will prove, time and again, to be one of the most evil illusions of this time that is so rich in illusions. Completely and honestly omit the first agreement…then we can talk further about what comes next’ (B1933: 176–7).

In the time that followed, Barth sought to encourage effective theological opposition to the new regime. In his widely circulated pamphlet of 1933, Theologische Existenz heute (Theological Existence Today), he demanded that theology now be pursued ‘as if nothing had happened’, which is to say in such a way that the hour of the National Socialist regime should not be regarded as binding upon Christian thinking, speaking, and acting (GA 49: 280; TET: 9). In this way, Barth called Protestant Christianity back to being bound only by the Word of God attested in the Bible. From this viewpoint, he stood not only against the conformist German Christians, but no less sharply against the emerging ecclesiastical opposition. In his next publication, ‘Für die Freiheit des Evangeliums’ (‘For the Freedom of the Gospel’), Barth wrote that the latter movement was not in truth capable of achieving the necessary repudiation of the German Christians. He explained that it said ‘secretly, mutedly, and restrainedly what the German Christians said openly, loudly, and consistently—and that is all’ (GA 49: 409).

Barth’s primary theological concern in this connection appears in a lecture he gave in Copenhagen in March 1933 entitled ‘Das erste Gebot als theologisches Axiom’ (‘The First Commandment as Theological Axiom’). In this lecture, he seeks to address the situation of the time by declaring that the first commandment—‘you shall have no other gods before me’ (Exodus 20:3)—is the decisive presupposition of theology, grounded in the free and gracious divine act of election which makes God the Lord of his people Israel. To belong to this people means to have God as the Lord, and to obey God in grateful obedience. On this basis, one need not divide one’s heart between God, on the one hand, and all the ‘truths and realities, “concerns” and “needs” that the latest theology has discovered alongside the first commandment’, on the other. Any such attempt to bring God and worldly affairs into equilibrium, thereby understanding revelation according to the measure of other authorities, is called by Barth ‘natural theology’. Theology today, writes Barth, ‘should take its leave of each and every natural theology and dare…to cling solely to the god who has revealed himself in Jesus Christ’ (GA 49: 240; FCA: 77).

On the basis of the first commandment, Barth called upon Christians in Germany to take the first commandment against ‘other gods’ seriously and, correspondingly, he began to proclaim the inseparable connection of Christians and Jews. In his view, far from separating Christians and Jews, Jesus Christ connects them inseparably. Barth refers to the specifically Christian anti-Semitism in which Jews are now superseded by Christians because of the latter’s belief in Christ. Significant in this connection is the depiction of John the Baptist in Grünewald’s painting of the crucifixion, whose hand, pointing to the cross ‘is twisted in an almost impossible manner. It is this hand that is documented in the Bible’ (GA 48: 677; WGT: 82). Indeed, this Grünewald painting was permanently on the desk in Barth’s study during the writing of Church Dogmatics. The Rabbi Leo Baeck registered the context of Barth’s reference to this hand, when he noted in 1935, with reference to Barth, that this hand is ‘characteristic of Jewish existence—this exceptional, this endangered existence’, an existence that is always threatened by the temptation of becoming satisfied instead of ‘always beginning anew’ (Baeck 1988: 43). The Jewish theologian Hans-Joachim Schoeps, who came into direct contact with Barth, found in Barth’s theology something similar: he wrote that it was ‘characterized by the feeling of danger in respect of one’s own speaking of God, so that one has to tremble at every moment for the right word of truth’ (Schoeps and Blüher 1933: 110–11). In 1933, Barth declared his solidarity with Schoeps in opposition to an anti-Semitic scholar who had attacked him, on the basis that Christians see the revelation of Sinai kept in Christ (B1933: 66).

For Barth, if one reflected seriously upon the Jewish understanding of the Law of God, one could avoid the fundamental mistake of many of his German Protestant contemporaries—identifying human laws with the commandment of God. It is rather that human laws must be tested against God’s law of compassion. Barth thus opposed the idea that civic duty and Christian faith are separate, as proposed by Dietrich Bonhoeffer in the publication Der Vormarsch (The Advance) which Bonhoeffer co-edited (Bonhoeffer 2009: 361–70). In the so-called ‘Bethel Confession’ of August 1933, Bonhoeffer posited that ‘God imposes firm orders on human life’—mundane structures of authority ‘[f]rom which human beings cannot escape’. Barth’s response was that we may not ‘safeguard under the title “orders” a whole area of human reality against the claim of the divine law (although this is certainly always the law of love!) or leave it to its autonomy’. Why? Because the ‘claim of the one word of God is valid also and precisely in relation to the sphere that is already ordered by the “orders”’. He continues: ‘Why do you not speak first and foremost…about the “concrete claim to rule of God”, which also relates to that which among us human beings is issued as an “order”, but which according to the first commandment…cannot claim…in itself and in advance to have divine validity?!’ Furthermore, Barth asks: ‘Is the civic treatment which is systematically bestowed upon Jews in Germany today something…to which “we” have nothing to say—a “we”, because it is decreed by authority [Obrigkeit], that will accept and follow it as divinely ordained?’ (Bonhoeffer 2009: 387–9; Busch 2015: 252–4).

For Barth, the root of the failure of German Protestant theology in respect of the Jews was its problematic ‘two kingdoms’ teaching. It was not the case, of course, that Barth himself was uninterested in the question of the Jews. By contrast, as he wrote in September 1933, he was convinced that ‘Theologically judged, the question of the relation to the Jews is the exponent of the whole history of our time…And just here I can have no truck with the lowest common denominator of National Socialism. At no other place do you have to see here the boundary beyond which you can only march in “betrayal” of the Gospel’ (B1933: 365). Barth knew, however, that this judgement had no use if it remained a personal conviction, while the Protestant churches continued to lend political support to the National Socialist regime.

On Reformation Day (31 October) of 1933, Barth attended a large gathering of pastors in Berlin and said these fateful words: ‘What has happened in the concentration camps? What [was done]…to the Jews? Is the church not complicit, because it has remained silent? Whoever has to preach the Word of God must say to such events what the Word of God says!’ (ART: 106). These sentences, in fact, were the real reason for Barth’s later dismissal from his position as professor by a court in Cologne.

Around this time, Barth delivered a course of lectures on the Old Testament in Bonn, which would later become part of Church Dogmatics I/2. They were delivered under the title ‘The Time of Expectation’ and followed a course on the New Testament, which went, not under the title ‘The time of Fulfilment’, but under the title ‘The Time of Recollection’, which indicated Barth’s view that the New Testament is also a time of expectation. In the first part of the course, Barth referred to works by the Jewish authors Martin Buber, Hans Joachim Schoeps and Emil Bernhard Cohn (KD I/2: 87; CD I/2: 80), engaging their work seriously and closely. Barth asks why Schoeps does not address the significance of the name of the God who resides in Jerusalem. Barth knew that this was a theme addressed by Cohn, a rabbi from Berlin whom Barth invited to Bonn for a seminar talk. Barth proceeds to describe the meaning of the name of God as it was given to Moses: ‘The Old Testament like the New Testament is the witness to the revelation in which God remains a hidden God, indeed declares Godself to be the hidden God by revealing Himself’ (KD I/2: 93; CD I/2: 85). Buber also refers to this passage, Exodus 3:14, explaining that this name means ‘I do not anticipate the figure of my appearance’ (Buber 1932: 83–4). This perspective points to the future, in which ‘the human king of Israel, the follower of JHWH, emerges as his “anointed”, the maschiach of JHWH, Christos Kyriou’ (Buber 1932: 181). According to Barth, Israel in the First Testament is waiting for the one king through whom will come the rule of peace, the elimination of sin, and the renewal of destroyed nature; and the New Testament declares that all this is given in the redemption and reconciliation of the Messiah Jesus Christ.

At the end of this material on the Old Testament, Barth takes up the depiction of the figures at the Cathedral of Strasbourg, wherein the synagogue is presented as blind to Christ and the church as that which sees Christ. Barth draws here upon the view of the Jewish theologian Franz Rosenzweig, according to whom the synagogue must indeed be blind, because it has to wait for the eschaton, but expands the view to include the church: ‘The church may also be a figure with bandaged eyes and a broken lance, even though the New Testament is in her hands…The mystery of revelation, which is the mystery of free, unmerited grace, includes the Church of the New Testament inseparably with the people whose blessing is attested for us in the Old Testament as expectation of Jesus Christ’ (KD I/2: 111; CD I/2: 101).

At this time in Germany, others in the church generally regarded Jews as members of a strange race or of the people disowned by God. But in an Advent sermon delivered in 1933, Barth advanced a rather different view. Speaking on Romans 15, Barth said that the Son of God has assumed the nature and the blood of the Jewish people, such that those of us who come from other backgrounds stand here, disadvantaged, as if before closed doors. The advantage of Jews, above all other peoples, lies in the good pleasure of God to conclude a covenant with this people out of free grace—a covenant that will never fail. As such, whoever opposes the Jews opposes the God of free grace. As John 4:22 makes clear, ‘Salvation comes from the Jews’. Indeed, it is the Jews who open the ‘closed doors’, inasmuch as they treat Christ as all others would have done. But because God does not reject the Jews on this account, God’s goodness is now valid also for us sinners, those who stand amongst the heathen. Thus there arises the command ‘Accept one another!’, for Christ ‘sees us as Jews in conflict with the true God’ (this being the literal meaning of the term ‘Israel’) and ‘as heathens at peace with the false gods’, even as he sees both Jews and Gentiles as ‘“children of the living God”…[who] can only shake hands with one another’ (GA 31: 302–3). As an afterword to this sermon, Barth wrote that, ‘believing in Christ, who was himself a Jew…we must not participate in the contempt and maltreatment of the Jews which is the agenda today’ (Busch 1996: 173). Barth sent the sermon to Adolf Hitler, so that Hitler might learn the meaning of the true Christian church from it.

In May 1934 the German Protestant churches began to wake up. The decisive step was the meeting of a free synod in Wuppertal-Barmen, which gathered delegates from all these churches. The synod accepted a ‘Theological Declaration’, primarily formulated by Karl Barth. The first thesis of the Declaration names Christ ‘the one Word of God’, which is the New Testament interpretation of the first commandment of the Old Testament: ‘I am the Lord your God…you shall have no other gods before me’ (Exodus 20:2–3). For the church, the one Word of God alone is authoritative; there is no other obligation. Given that the church was at that time about to commit itself also to the ruling National Socialist regime, this was in the first place a confession of repentance—yet with this thesis it also distanced itself from the National Socialist programme. The second thesis of the Barmen Declaration follows from the first, positing that the law of God may not be understood in isolation from the Gospel of God. A consequence of an unbiblical precedence given to the law over the Gospel in the Protestant churches was to coordinate the laws of Hitler with the law of God. Giving precedence to the Gospel over the law, in contrast, highlighted the way in which the merciful God is the One who binds liberated human beings to the divine will through the law.

Was solidarity with the Jews, which Barth stressed in 1933, forgotten in the Barmen Declaration? In later life, Barth remonstrated with himself on this account. Yet, perhaps it is important to recognize that the Declaration was only a first step, by means of which the Protestant churches returned to their foundations and realized that further steps were immediately needed, were these churches to be ready to confess along the lines Barth had indicated in Berlin. At the time, Barth was constrained by a partial ban on travelling and speaking in public that had been imposed by the government, although this did not prevent him from taking part in the Synod. Today the Barmen Declaration is acknowledged as a binding confession by the German Protestant Church and by many other churches throughout the world. Still, the confession provoked opposition from both Lutheran and Reformed. And by 1935, support for the Declaration began to wane within the Confessing Church in general, as demonstrated at the third synod in Augsburg in 1935. Referring to this event, Barth criticized the Confessing Church for seemingly having forgotten ‘Barmen’, and declared that the Confessing Church ‘still has no heart for the millions who suffer unjustly. It still has nothing to say on the simplest questions of public honesty. When it speaks, it speaks only about its own affairs’ (Busch 1976: 261). For Barth it was clear that a true Confessing Church would have open doors and would exist in solidarity with the Jews and with all suffering people. But only a minority of Christians seemed to understand this, such as the French Protestants who declared in the ‘Theses of Pomeyrol’ in 1941 that the permanently elected people of Israel testify to the mystery of God’s truth and that the church must protest all laws that discriminate against the people of Israel.

In his response to the Barmen Declaration, Emil Brunner in Zürich criticized its first thesis. Brunner posited, by contrast, that every person possesses a remnant of the image of God such that the Gospel encounters in everyone a rational, responsible being who ‘somehow’ already knows about God, the divine law, and even human sin. It is from this position that the preaching of the church can and must begin. Barth famously responded to this thesis with a treatise bearing the sharp title No! (NET). In it, he wrote that he was looking, while writing from the Pincian Hill in Rome, over to St Peter’s Basilica, and was thinking that if Brunner is right, then the relationship between Protestantism and Roman Catholicism is founded on a serious misunderstanding (NET: 95). This idea of a natural point of contact (Anknüpfungspunkt) for the grace of God in the human person, for Barth, is the basic error of Roman Catholic teaching—an idea Barth also saw in the work of Friedrich Gogarten and Emmanuel Hirsch. Barth noted that it pained him to have to say ‘No!’ to his old and close comrade, but in the divine turning to humanity, God had no other prerequisite than that which God created (NET: 89).

As customary, Barth worked vigorously at the Bergli at this time. In the evenings he spent time with friends, amongst whom were two new faces: the French pastor Pierre Maury and the General Secretary of the ‘Weltbundes christlicher Studenten’ (the World Alliance of Christian Students), Willem A. Visser ’t Hooft. Sometimes the friends composed poems, and on one occasion Barth wrote ‘I do confess, this life is what I love’ (Busch 1976: 251). This spirit remained with him when, in the coming months, his situation became more stressful.

The winter semester of 1934–1935 had scarcely begun when Barth was suspended from his position by the authorities on the grounds that ‘by his behaviour in office he has shown himself unworthy of the recognition, the respect and the trust which his calling requires (Busch 1976: 256). Barth indicated that he would only agree to swear the oath of loyalty to Hitler with an explicitly Christian qualification. At a tribunal in Cologne on 20 December 1934, Barth was found guilty and dismissed from his position on this account. In his defence, he quoted the apology of Socrates, declaring that ‘I shall obey the god rather than you…not for my own sake…but far more for yours’ (Busch 1976: 257). The reason for Barth’s condemnation, however, was no longer primarily his refusal to swear the oath, since other Christians had declared their solidarity with him on this matter, but his wider attitude to the National Socialist regime. And because this larger issue had not been the object of the Cologne trial, Barth’s appeal against the judgement was finally successful: the latter was repealed in June 1935 on this technicality. But in truth, the die was already cast. The Gestapo had already intimated to him (on 1 March 1935, in the railway station in Bonn) that he was now completely banned from speaking in public, so Barth knew that there was no possibility of continuing to work in Germany. And sure enough, the legal reprieve lasted but one week before Barth was finally dismissed by the Minister of Cultural Affairs in Berlin on June 22.

In the time between his first dismissal and its final confirmation, Barth delivered various lectures and sermons in spite of all the obstacles. From February until April, Barth gave a series of lectures at the University of Utrecht on the Apostles’ creed, later published under the title Credo. He considered the stern tone of his lectures to be founded on the fact that he was speaking from the situation of a struggling church—struggling in the first instance not against an external threat, but against an internally widespread false accommodation to external powers. He therefore spoke in his lectures about ‘the great theological-ecclesial catastrophe’ of the present. This catastrophe was based on Christians being ignorant of the three important words in the creed: I believe in Jesus Christ, God’s only Son. If this claim were understood, then any attempt to understand God as Creator or as Spirit apart from this One would be excluded (C: 46 and 39; CE: 49 and 41).

Moreover, despite the ban on him speaking in public in Germany, Barth—announced as ‘barba’—preached in Siegen on 26 March 1935, taking as his text the second commandment prohibiting idols (Exodus 20:4–6). He indicated clearly that this commandment was directed against the idols that human beings make for themselves in their thoughts, plans, programmes, and ideologies. The sermon was thus something of an interpretation of his early formula ‘God is God’. Barth observed that precisely ‘in our times’, the ever-so creative Germans were busy making for themselves an idol of God from nature and history—but that the merciful God opposed this nonsense (GA 31: 428–40).

After his dismissal from his position in Germany, and thanks to the commitment of two politicians, Hauer and Thalmann, Barth was called to the University of Basel. Previously, Barth had been turned down for a position at the University of Bern on the basis of his early statement that the state is an animal out of the abyss—although Barth had long since explained that the statement did not refer to good government. When Barth arrived in Basel, he was welcomed by his old friend Eduard Thurneysen with the words that he would now ‘have to be the lonely bird on the rooftops of Basel’ (GA 34: 901).
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chapter 3

Intellectual and Personal Biography III

Barth the Elder (1935–1968)


Hans-Anton Drewes




In this chapter I will offer a sketch of Barth’s way after his enforced return to his native city of Basel in 1935 on account of his participation in the German church struggle. It considers Barth’s life through the years of the Second World War and the ensuing conflict between East and West up to Barth’s retirement in 1962, and Barth’s last reveille in the publication of Church Dogmatics IV/4 (Fragment) in 1967. In the middle of the chapter, I will allow the reader to encounter two or three friends who accompanied Barth through these years.

Principal Duty: The Continuation of Church Dogmatics

In the months after his dismissal from the chair at the University of Bonn, Barth actively sought to stay in Germany and continue his work there. But how could he do so and under what conditions? More than anything, these months made clear to Barth that his and no one else’s contribution to the church struggle was to be Church Dogmatics. That this work had already been interrupted for months gave focus and urgency to Barth’s efforts to find a way forward. As he surveyed his shrinking options, he soon realized that he would not be able to return to work on Church Dogmatics if he remained in Germany as he had planned. Therefore, as Karl Barth, together with his family and Charlotte von Kirschbaum, moved to Basel in July 1935, the main reason behind the relocation was a desire to return to that major work. The decisive motivation for accepting an appointment at the university in his hometown of Basel—an offer which had been prepared just in case at the beginning of that year (GA 34: 810 and 860)—was that it would provide a reliable foundation for this task (GA 34: 821; GA 45: 420; KB–WN: 170 and 183). Barth accepted this offer despite the urgent desire of some (but not all) prominent representatives of the ‘Confessing Church’ that he stay in Germany by taking up the offer of a teaching position in a new Reformed seminary (Prolingheuer 1984: 188–210). No more successful was the effort of W. A. Visser ’t Hooft to win Barth over for an ecumenical teaching position in Geneva (GA 43: 20–7). It was precisely for the sake of the church struggle—which, in Barth’s view, had to be shaped as a dispute over the basic principles of faith, church, and theology—that Barth regarded his essential task to be the preparation of material for Church Dogmatics in his lectures. His contribution to the inevitable struggle of Christianity with the reigning ideologies, and especially with the one that claimed sole right and total rule in Germany, was exclusively to be dogmatic work, which comprehensively unfolded the premises and conclusions of theological doctrine and the church’s existence.

In the winter semester of 1935–1936, nearly a year after his suspension from Bonn on 26 November 1934, Barth resumed working his way through the Prolegomena of Church Dogmatics. This journey with Church Dogmatics in Basel would continue until the end of the summer semester of 1961, at which time, in the ethics of reconciliation, with the chapter on the ‘struggle for human righteousness’, he reached a meaningful conclusion—if not the point of arrival (CL: 215–71). But before Barth resumed this labour, he prepared in 1935 four lectures to gain and to mediate basic clarity in areas that had proved crucial in the previous stage of the church struggle in Germany.

First, in Geneva in July 1935, he examined the ecumenical question in a lecture entitled ‘The Church and the Churches’. Here, along the lines of the Christological concentration manifest in the Theological Declaration of Barmen in 1934, Barth tried to advance Jesus Christ himself as the reality of ‘church unity’, thereby treating ‘church unity’ not as a task to be performed but as something to be ‘found and confessed, in subordination’ (CC: 65). Second, in the same vein, an August lecture in Myslibořice in Czechoslovakia on ‘The theological presuppositions of ecclesiastical formation’ sought to clarify that the structure of the church, all variability notwithstanding, has in every regard to understand its relationship to ‘the mystery of grace’ and to ‘right obedience’ as its primary presuppositions (VG: 21–2). Third, in a lecture in St. Gallen in September that same year, Barth explained that ‘The confession of the Reformation and our confession’ is an act of obedience, in which the church recognizes that ‘Jesus Christ is…really the Lord’ (TFA: 261).

Fourth and finally, the lecture that received the most attention was on ‘Gospel and Law’, and was delivered in October in Wuppertal-Barmen. Under the speaking ban imposed by the German police, Barth could not deliver the lecture himself; but it was read aloud in his presence by Karl Immer. In the discussion that followed, Barth could only participate by way of gestures, for he was not allowed to make any verbal contributions. The central thesis, already hinted at in the title’s reversal of the traditional order of ‘Law and Gospel’, was that we can only discern the law of God in ‘the event in which the will of God…is visible as grace in both form and content’ (CSC: 77). But it is also true that we have to realize the Law of God in this act of grace, because ‘[h]is action…has its goal in our action’ (CSC: 78). Necessarily then, the Law follows the Gospel. As if to underscore the fundamental criticism which ‘Gospel and Law’ passed not only on the teaching of the regime-compliant ‘German Christians’ about the ‘people’s nomos’, but also on the traditional ideological use of the category of the pseudo-divine ‘law’ in German society and politics, a police officer escorted Barth to the German–Swiss border that very night. The lively discussion generated by this lecture continues, given its clear rendering of the choices that are at stake here for dogmatic theology and ethics.

Professor at the University of Basel

It seems particularly significant that Barth’s suspension from the University of Bonn interrupted his effort to outline the theme ‘Religion as Unbelief’. The inculcation of the truth and power of revelation, in contrast to that of all kinds of religion, was in Germany at that time a particularly urgent need and—given the situation—especially disruptive. Nevertheless it demonstrated the crisis that is everywhere to be expected when one has to do with the event of revelation rather than with piety and religion. And so, at his new location in Basel at the end of October 1935, Barth renewed the course that he had adjourned in Bonn almost exactly in the middle of §17.2 (CD I/2: 311). The presence of German students and emigrants amongst Barth’s listeners ensured that the questions regarding Scripture (§§19–21) and the church (§§22–4) with which Barth had to deal following the material on religion did not lose the urgency that they had earlier gained. Points raised by Barth’s visitors from, and correspondents in, Germany ensured that the issues and problems of the church struggle were echoed in the lecture hall in Basel and in the text of Church Dogmatics. A particular example is found in Barth’s exposition of ‘the divine infallibility of the Bible and its human fallibility’ (CD I/2: 508). His remarks here on the so-called Jewish question are attached to his principal finding that ‘the Bible as the witness of divine revelation is in its humanity a product of the Israelitish, or to put it more clearly, the Jewish spirit’ (CD I/2: 510). The argument culminates in Barth’s declaration that ‘In rejecting the Jew, [the non-Jew] rejects God’ (CD I/2: 511), a position that seems to have been directly prompted by objections raised by Elisabeth Schmitz, an impressive member of the Confessing Church from Berlin (Meyer 1999; Gailus 2010), who had put her concerns to Barth during a visit to Basel in 1936 (Meyer 2009: 359).

In May 1936, Barth delivered his inaugural lecture at the University of Basel. His subject matter was ‘Samuel Werenfels and the theology of his time’ (SW), and he depicted his eighteenth-century precursor at the Faculty of Theology in Basel with great care and with ‘historical lust’ (GA 34: 321) and passion for meaningful detail that inspired him at all stages of his career. Of course, according to Barth’s understanding of church history as an ‘auxiliary science’ (CD I/1: 5), the guiding principle could not be a fatalistic historicism, but was rather the enabling of a critical reflection as to the point where the path of ‘reasonable orthodoxy’ had to be left behind, and its legitimate concerns taken towards a more appropriate and fruitful conclusion (SW: 184 and 203). Expanding this perspective in an academic lecture in Basel in November 1936, Barth addressed ‘The basic forms of theological thought’. With an eye on the demand that the theological faculty of the University of Basel be abolished on the basis that theology was not ‘scientific’—a proposal which afterwards was clearly rejected—Barth underscored the point: ‘there must not be a single iota of change in the impression stamped on [theology] by its object Jesus Christ, the Word of God, as He is witnessed to in the Bible, and in this sense not an iota of change in the attachment of theology to the Church’ (BF: 6).

After completing the Prolegomena to Church Dogmatics during the summer semester of 1937, Barth turned his attention to the printing of volume I/2, only to discover that Chr. Kaiser Verlag in Munich, Barth’s publisher since 1919, had been barred by the German government from publishing further works from its main author. Thanks to Dr Arthur Frey, who became one of Barth’s most important friends (Jehle 2010), the ‘Publishing House of the Evangelical Bookshop Zollikon-Zürich’—later the ‘Evangelischer Verlag’—entered the scene. The first task it faced was also the most difficult: to protect the printed sheets of the exceedingly weighty volume, which had already been produced in a print shop in Germany and were ready for the bookbinder, from the threat of seizure by the German administration and to secure their possession for the new publishing house.

Participation in the Problems of the ‘Confessing Church’

Although the German authorities tried to hinder Barth’s influence on theology and the church in Germany, it was not possible to prevent epistolary and personal exchanges, even as these often had to be concealed. The impressive Festschrift celebrating Barth’s fiftieth birthday on 10 May 1936, collected items from companions and friends who were predominantly in Germany. By means of essays, open letters, and statements, Barth continued to take part in the debates within the German church and between church and state in Germany. Two instances were particularly striking. The first, in October 1937, was Barth’s advice to ignore the ban that had been decreed by the head of the SS and the German Police Heinrich Himmler in respect of theological instruction for the church outside state-approved theological faculties (GA 36: 47–51). The second, in May 1938, was Barth’s counsel to refuse the oath to be ‘faithful and obedient’ ‘to the Fuehrer of the German Reich and people, Adolf Hitler’—an oath which had been embraced not only by the churches of the German Christians, who were to varying degrees in agreement with the authorities of the state, but also in part by the administration of the Confessing Church (GA 36: 84–103).

These recommendations were hard to stomach even by those who were well disposed to Barth. In September 1938, tensions both between Barth and the Confessing Church and within the Confessing Church were strained to breaking point over Barth’s reaction to the Munich Agreement between Germany, France, Italy, and Great Britain, which he referred to as the ‘catastrophe of European freedom’ (GA 36: 117). That agreement led to the yielding of Czechoslovakia to the territorial demands of Hitler and the annulment of the obligations of the Treaty of Versailles. In the last conceivable moment of resistance, Barth wrote to his friend Josef Hromadka in Prague that, in resisting Hitler’s policy of violence, ‘each Czech soldier who will fight and suffer will do so for us and…for the Church of Jesus Christ as well’ (GA 36: 114).

Although this statement was severely criticized (GA 36: 118–22), it was not a new idea. It was simply the culmination of what Barth had already declared in his Gifford Lectures at the University of Aberdeen in March 1938, after the annexation of Austria. There Barth referred to an application of the sixth commandment in the Scots Confession which indicates that obedience to this commandment can entail action ‘to represse tyrannie’ (tyrannidem opprimere) (KGSG: 124). Barth therefore suggested that ‘the ultima ratio of forcible resistance’ might be demanded against ‘specific rulers’, because one could obey them ‘only by being disobedient to God, and by being thus in fact disobedient to the political order ordained of God as well’ (KGSG: 230–1). With Austria and the implied threat to Switzerland in mind, Barth used his lecture on ‘Justification and Law’ in July 1938 to announce that the proclamation of justification by faith also meant ‘the foundation, the maintenance, the restoration of everything—certainly of all human law’ (CSC: 147). Moreover, as Barth later espoused in the lecture hall, ‘from the belief in God’s righteousness there follows logically a very definite political problem and task’ (CD II/1: 386). Whoever lives out of justification by faith, whoever believes that for all people right can be procured only by God, whoever is confident that God wants to give and has given human rights to all, ‘cannot avoid’ the claim of ‘human rights. He can only will and affirm a state which is based on justice. By any other political attitude he rejects the divine justification’ (CD II/1: 387).

The Munich Agreement of 29 September 1938, which proved the imperialistic nature of the National Socialist regime, and the pogrom of 9 November 1938, which exhibited its nefarious anti-Semitism, forced Barth to sharpen his analysis and critique. The result was a lecture delivered on 5 December entitled ‘The Church and the Political Problem of Our Day’, of which the central thesis was: ‘If it is true that National Socialism, as a religious institution of salvation, exhibits all the characteristics of an “anti-Church” fundamentally hostile to Christianity and, as a political experiment, all those of a fundamental dissolution of the just state, then it must become evident in the concrete application of the witnessing to Jesus Christ with which the church is commissioned, that faith in this witnessing, and affirmation of the inner and outer rule of National Socialism, are mutually exclusive’ (CPP: 46). The ground and motive of the church’s testimony, which includes rejection of National Socialism as a pseudo-religion and resistance to its policy of violent nihilism, lies in the reality of God. Barth’s lectures at the end of 1938 on God’s unity drove him to a conclusion that in the prevailing circumstances seemed to be politically naive or even high-spirited fantasy—namely, that ‘It will be on the truth of the sentence that God is One that the “Third Reich” of Adolf Hitler will make shipwreck’ (KD II/1: 500; CD II/1: 444 rev.).

Barth’s lecture on ‘The Church and the Political Problem of Our Day’, delivered to members of the Swiss Protestant aid organization for the Confessing Church in Germany (Schweizerisches Evangelisches Hilfswerk für die Bekennende Kirche in Deutschland) generated controversy, not consensus (Rusterholz 2015: 247–9). Barth’s statements were criticized even in some quarters of the Confessing Church in Germany for being politically one-sided, even to the point that the Temporary Board of the Confessing Church issued a formal reprimand following the newspaper announcement of Barth’s letter to Hromadka in 1938 (GA 36: 120–1; GA 15: 205–6). Nevertheless Barth’s work remained crucial for the theological orientation of the Confessing Church. In addition to his incessant correspondence, censorship notwithstanding, Barth was, amongst other things, involved in theological summer courses in 1938 and 1939. The Swiss Protestant aid organization arranged for these courses to take place in Walzenhausen in the canton of Appenzell Ausserrhoden, near the border with the German Reich, in order to enable theologians from Germany to take part under the pretext of taking excursions while on vacations. There Barth taught courses on 1 Peter (the church in persecution) and 1 Thessalonians (the eschatological perspective) (Rusterholz 2015: 174–82). Barth’s dedicated participation in the work of the Swiss Protestant aid organization, within the context of a close friendship with its head, Pastor Paul Vogt (Rusterholz 2015), serves as an important example of Barth’s understanding of the church or—to use the expression which Barth increasingly preferred—of the living Christian congregation, the principal characteristic of which is the bearing of witness.

Indeed, Barth and his friends continued their involvement in the work of the organization even when controversy arose. For example, in 1940 Emil Brunner questioned the Theological Declaration of Barmen, and in particular its first article, which served as the basis of the Confessing Church and of the solidarity of the Swiss Protestant aid organization with it. And in 1941 Brunner contested the proposed reading of John 4:22 as expressing a present tense (‘for salvation is of the Jews’) as opposed to his preferred past tense (‘for salvation was of the Jews’) (Rusterholz 2015: 260–5 and 274–9). In the latter case, the present tense was crucial for Barth’s understanding both of Scripture and of the relationship between synagogue and church, which he set out systematically in the context of his radical new approach to the doctrine of election (CD II/2: 215–336). Following an initial outline in lectures he delivered in Hungary and Romania in 1936 (GG), Barth developed his understanding of this doctrine in Church Dogmatics II/2 on the basis of a profound and comprehensive exegesis of various texts (including John 1:1–2; Rom. 9–11; Lev. 14:4–7; 16:5–6; the narratives of Saul and David in 1 and 2 Sam.; 1 Kings 13; the witness to Christ in the New Testament; and texts relating to Judas and Paul). Hans Urs von Balthasar was not the only one to regard Barth’s doctrine of predestination as the centre of his dogmatics, expressing clearly and profoundly the key motive and systematic intention of Barth’s theological work (Balthasar 1992: 173, 174, 179, 186).

Companionship

As is already evident, Barth’s theology evolved significantly in exchanges with friends. So it seems useful to follow the lines of two or three friendships to complement the chronological narrative of Barth’s developing thought.

W. A. Visser ’t Hooft and the Formation of the World Council of Churches (WCC)

In the 1930s, Barth’s intensifying friendship with W. A. Visser ’t Hooft, who since 1931 had been Secretary of the World Student Christian Federation, led to his substantial participation in Visser ’t Hooft’s commitment to the developing World Council of Churches. A particularly notable fruit of this theological and practical cooperation was the ‘Manifesto of the Christian Churches’, issued in May 1939 on behalf of the ‘World Council of Churches’ that was in the process of formation. The matter, and to considerable extent the wording, of the manifesto hearkens back to one of Barth’s suggestions. The manifesto unequivocally opposed the understanding of the Christian faith asserted by the German Christian church administration, which wanted Christianity to be bound first and foremost to the circumstances and conditions of the people and the nation, and which declared that ‘every supra- and international…form [of the church] is a political degeneration of Christianity’ (GA 36: 165). In April 1939, Barth proposed that a response to ‘the outbreak of a war clearly willed by Germany and Italy’ should make clear that the then-necessary fight was directed ‘not against the German people, but against its usurpers who became homicidal’. Yet, at the same time, ‘the conscience of all Christians in Germany’ had to be asked, ‘whether it was not their cause, in turn, to do everything in their power to prevent this war or, in case of a war, the victory of the usurpers’ (GA 43: 91–2). When the war had become a grim reality, Barth, as a ‘chaplain’ of the nations endangered or already oppressed by totalitarianism and as ‘the conscience of Christianity’ (Gloege 1957: 897), sent encouraging, warning, and comforting messages to the Christians in the Netherlands, France, Great Britain, Norway, and the USA (GA 36: 134–46, 205–51, 268–303, 327–54, 358–404).

When arrangements for the formation of the World Council of Churches became more concrete after the end of the Second World War, Barth contributed in 1947 with two basic preparatory studies. The first study was a set of ‘Twelve Theses’ on ‘the authority and significance of the Bible’. The second thesis declared: ‘The presence and Lordship of Jesus Christ both in His congregation and in the world has its visible form, in the time between His resurrection and His return, in the witness of His chosen and appointed prophets and apostles’ (GHN: 46). The implication of this claim was summarized in the tenth thesis: ‘The Church, together with its commission with respect to the world, stands and falls with the presence and Lordship of Jesus Christ in the form of the authority of the Bible as defined’ (GHN: 58). The second study, entitled ‘The Church: The living congregation of the living Lord Jesus Christ’, continues this train of thought. ‘Somewhat in the manner of the “Pilgrim fathers”’, as Barth expresses it (Herwig 1998: 146 n. 67), the study describes the church basically as a ‘dynamic reality’, as an ‘event’. Or, more precisely, as the ‘event’ in which ‘particular men…receive the freedom to know themselves as men enlightened and overcome by [the prophetic-apostolic] witness, i.e., by Him to whom this witness points’ (GHN: 64). As a result, Barth contends, ‘[t]he organ of guidance for many or all congregations could only be itself a congregation: a synodal congregation established ad hoc out of certain members of the individual congregations involved’ (GHN: 80).

Along the same lines, Barth used his opening lecture at the inaugural conference of the WCC in Amsterdam in 1948, entitled ‘The disorder of the world and God’s plan of salvation’, to promote ‘the movement away from every ecclesiasticism towards Jesus Christ’. Without movement in this direction, ‘Christians of different origin and nature cannot even talk to each other, cannot listen to each other, let alone come together’. For Barth, Christians are not called to be God’s ‘lawyers, engineers, managers, statisticians and administrative directors’ (AFA: 7), but, ‘in the midst of political and social disorder in the world’, they are called to be God’s ‘witnesses’ (AFA: 10). It is worth noting here that in 1940, Paul Tillich entitled his review of Barth’s lecture on ‘The Church and the Political Problem of our Day’ as ‘Karl Barth’s turning point’ because he felt that Barth here at last took the political responsibility of Christians seriously (Tillich 1940). After Amsterdam 1948, Reinhold Niebuhr saw in Barth’s ‘realized eschatology’ the risk that it could ‘rob the Christian life of its sense of responsibility’ (AFA: 25). Yet both figures seem to have overlooked or misapprehended the conviction that had driven Barth since the days of the Epistle to the Romans: the firm belief that the Gospel challenges Christians for ‘decisions as demonstrations and signs’ of their hope, but that their hope is nothing but ‘God himself and he all alone’ (AFA: 9; cf. RII: 431, 433, 436, and 438).

This orientation also determined Barth’s contribution to the preparatory meetings for the second conference of the WCC in Evanston in 1954, and to its subject ‘Christ—The Hope of the World’. In the event, he was unable to exert the ‘“apocalyptic” eschatology’ which seemed right to him over against the prevailing ‘“realistic” biblicist eschatology’. In a remarkable letter of 8 March 1953, in response to Visser ’t Hooft, Barth summed up his views on the question of the ‘final redemption’. He suggested that he found himself ‘in a proper fix’: ‘I think I know roughly what the answer is (what I will set out in KD V, if I get that far), but I have not yet checked and assimilated the matter, and I foresee that if I should succeed in publishing it, I will—at first, at least—stand alone, as happened to me with the other main theses of KD… . I will just hint at [the answer]: “Old” and “new” world are indirectly identical; the new is already present in the old, in so far as its reconciliation in Jesus Christ has already taken place. What is still outstanding is (thus an “apocalyptic” eschatology after all!) its revelation—of course, as it has taken place in Jesus Christ, and to that extent his coming in glory. Hope:…et lux perpetua luceat eis! [and let light perpetual shine upon them!]’ (GA 43: 272–3).

Barth could at least forward to the gathering in Evanston a declaration which the participants in his seminar had prepared. This declaration drew attention to the hope of (and for) Israel that, in Barth’s opinion, was pivotal for the subject of the conference (GA 43: 286–7; extracts in KBR: 14–15). This commitment was also the basis for the reminder which Barth formulated during his 1966 visit to the Pontifical Secretariat for Promoting Christian Unity in Rome, which has been justifiably referred to as his ‘Ecumenical Testament’ (Henrix 1976: 27): ‘The ecumenical movement is clearly moved by the Spirit of the Lord. But we should not forget that there is ultimately only one really great ecumenical question: our relationship with Judaism’ (Rijk 1974: 44). Barth had already made this point in the pages of Church Dogmatics when he wrote, ‘the modern ecumenical movement suffers more seriously from the absence of Israel than of Rome or Moscow’ (CD IV/3: 878).

Hans Urs von Balthasar

In the 1940s, which were characterized for Barth by fierce political tensions and by intense theological work, his encounter with Hans Urs von Balthasar was a most formative experience. This Jesuit, who was up to date on every theological, philosophical, literary, and even musical problem, came to Basel as University Chaplain in 1940. He immediately sought out Barth at the suggestion of his mentor Erich Przywara. At their first encounter, Balthasar resumed the previously fruitless argument between Przywara and Barth concerning the problem of ‘natural theology’ (Lochbrunner 2009: 267–79). This problem could scarcely be dealt with in a satisfactory way under the irritating label analogia entis (analogy of being). Balthasar’s first project, which he submitted under this very title in 1941, was accepted neither by Barth nor by the censors in his church and religious order, and thus it remained unpublished (Lochbrunner 2009: 410–23). However, one can view Balthasar’s lectures on ‘Karl Barth and Catholicism’ in the winter semester 1948/49 as a mirror and echo of the lively ongoing debate between them—and likewise his book on Barth, which emerged out of those lectures (Balthasar 1992). Even so, this book had to be revised twice to conform with the encyclical Humani generis (1950) (Lochbrunner 2009: 432–3), which seemed to slam shut the door which Balthasar had opened with caution.

Barth’s conversations with Balthasar were evident in the background of his doctrine of creation in Church Dogmatics III/1–3 and again in the explanation of the light and the lights in Church Dogmatics IV/3. Barth’s transformation of the Roman Catholic question concerning the relationship between nature and grace into the affirmation of the relationship between creation and covenant—in which creation is indeed the external basis of the covenant (CD III/1: §41.2) and the covenant is, as precedent, the internal basis of creation (CD III/1: §41.3)—was not unaffected by the amicable dispute with Balthasar, which lasted up to Barth’s death. The joint appearance of both figures at an ecumenical meeting of the leaders of the Swiss churches on 28 February 1968, represented a public expression of this productive friendship (KE). At the end of his lecture on ‘Church in Renewal’, Barth spoke of the light of the face of God, which illuminates us as does ‘the very modest light of the mirror image and the reflection of the face of God: in the face of the Church in renewal’ (KE: 18). This quotation provides a highly fitting and epigrammatic summary of his exchange with Balthasar over the course of twenty-eight years.

W. A. Mozart

During these years, and not least in the exchange with Hans Urs von Balthasar (Lochbrunner 2009: 315–18), Barth’s love for Mozart, which he had maintained since childhood, only intensified. ‘[E]ach day’, Barth noted, he began ‘with Mozart, and only then (aside from the daily newspaper) turned to my Dogmatics’ (WM: 16). In this way Barth came to an understanding of Mozart which was quite different from the perspectives of his time and, in some respects, anticipated later developments in musicology (Gassmann 2006; Krebs 2009). In 1949, in his lectures on creation, which Barth considered to be ‘even on its shadowy side, even in the negative aspect…good’ (CD III/3: 297), he included a digression on Mozart, observing that Mozart’s music ‘for the true Christian is not mere entertainment, enjoyment or edification but food and drink’ (CD III/3: 297). Barth posited that Mozart ‘has a place in theology, especially in the doctrine of creation and also in eschatology’, because he ‘heard the harmony of creation to which the shadow also belongs but in which the shadow is not darkness, deficiency is not defeat, sadness cannot become despair, trouble cannot degenerate into tragedy and infinite melancholy is not ultimately forced to claim undisputed sway’ (CD III/3: 298). Thus, for Barth, Mozart ‘causes us to hear that…in its totality, creation praises its Master and is therefore perfect’ (CD III/3: 299).

At the beginning of the Mozart bicentenary celebrations in 1956, Barth gave a lecture on ‘Mozart’s freedom’ (WM: 43–60), in the periphery of which he developed the doctrine of ‘created lights’, which—he wrote in Church Dogmatics—‘by the shining of the one true light of life’ illumine human beings (CD IV/3: 139). Correspondingly, Barth wrote that there are ‘true words spoken in the secular world and addressed to the community from it’ (CD IV/3: 116). As ‘really true words’ they are emphatically ‘parables of the kingdom, of this very different kind’ (CD IV/3: 114). With good reason, Barth declared, ‘in our whole development of the problem of these other words we have not adduced a single example’ (CD IV/3: 135). Yet later in conversation he explained that in this exposition he had Mozart in mind, or, rather, Mozart’s music in his ear (GA 28: 400), ‘not as gospel but as parables of the realm of God’s free grace as revealed in the gospel’ (HIC: 71–2). This music is, in a manner of speaking, a ‘fore-sound’ of the world to come, in which we will actually see the light that always envelops ‘the whole world of creation’ (CD III/3: 298). In Barth’s study, portraits of Mozart and Calvin were to be seen ‘hanging next to each other and at the same height’ (HIC: 72). So, with tongue in cheek but not without good reason, Barth would point to Calvin and declare ‘my special revelation’ and then to Mozart and declare ‘my general revelation’ (Gill 1986: 405).

Further Political Engagement

In the 1940s, when his exchange with Balthasar began, Barth was intensely engaged with the question: ‘What is the expression of the church’s message in the language of the practical insights and decisions which are necessary and commanded today?’ He found the answer to this question precisely ‘on the border by which theology and politics are separated, but also consistently connected’ (SchS: 158). In the period up to 1944, the translation of the church’s message into the language of political decisions meant the call for unconditional opposition to National Socialist Germany, a call which Barth underscored by voluntarily reporting for military service with the insistence that he not be deployed to secretarial services. At the same time he took part in founding the secret ‘Action National Resistance’ (Meyer 2010: 194), which stood ready to organize resistance against any compromise of the Swiss government in case of an invasion.

Early in 1945, when Germany’s defeat was almost certain, Barth took up a new theme. In his lecture, ‘The Germans and Ourselves’, which Barth delivered repeatedly in both German- and French-speaking parts of Switzerland, he appealed to his fellow citizens to offer friendship and spiritual help to the German people who were soon to be entirely defeated. Friendship, not anger and bitterness, on the part of the Swiss people was the best, if not only, foundation for the Germans to conceive of an utterly new beginning for their devastated country. Thrown back to square one, in a unique encounter with the grace of God which creates from nothing and summons in order to restore, Germany and its destiny could be of significance for Switzerland and other nations as well. Barth’s initiative, however, was not generally well accepted in Switzerland, nor was it commonly understood in Germany.

In 1946, after teaching for the summer semester at Bonn, his former university, Barth felt that this semester, his fiftieth semester as a professor, had been ‘the best ever’ (DO: 7). Yet while Barth again found fertile contact with students in the 1947 summer semester, which he again spent at Bonn, his contact with ecclesiastical and academic leaders was less fruitful than it had been during his visits to Germany in 1945 and 1946. As a result, he withdrew from involvement in ecclesiastical and political issues in Germany for a time. In 1948, however, he travelled to Hungary, where—before the communist dictatorship had become irreversible—he saw a similarly promising situation ‘to make a fresh start’ (AS: 84), ‘to break up your fallow ground’ (Jer. 4:3, Hos. 10:12; SchS: 358).

Christian existence in ‘God’s beloved East Zone’ (LPG: 65 and 83), the German Democratic Republic, was for Barth an example of a Christian community whose members supported the state in its duty to maintain peace and justice, regardless of its imperfections as a political system, by asserting analogies of the Gospel for political decisions to ‘seek the peace (the welfare) of the city’ (Jer. 29:7; see LPG: 55 and 71). The designation ‘God’s beloved East Zone’ was meant as a fraternal encouragement for Christians in the GDR. Of course, the vehement rejection of a ready equation between the West and the Church played an important role, too. Barth was clear: ‘the Church is not identical with the West…the Western conscience and judgment is not necessarily the Christian judgement’ (AS: 135). However, Barth’s refusal to admit that ‘Red is just as bad as brown; one totalitarianism is as bad as another’ (AS: 138) has its essential basis in the differentiation—to use the formulation of Barth that was influenced by Hermann Kutter—between brown ‘godlessness in the evil’ over against red ‘godlessness in the good’ (Drewes 2014a: 82–4). Barth writes: ‘What has been tackled in Soviet Russia—albeit with very dirty and bloody hands and in a way that rightly shocks us—is, after all, a constructive idea, the solution of a problem which is a serious and burning problem for us as well, and which we with our clean hands have not yet tackled anything like energetically enough: the social problem’ (AS: 139).

A number of points bear mentioning here. First, the distinction between the two different kinds of godlessness should be taken into consideration in order to understand the difference between Barth’s comments on the East–West conflict and his attitude towards National Socialism. Second, it should be noted that Barth understood this conflict not only as a complex moral question, but also, historically speaking, as a phase in the ‘world-political struggle for power’ (AS: 128). Finally, it should be taken into account that for Barth, publicly and privately, the point was always to support concretely those who had to live in the Communist sphere by restoring some measure of freedom to them (GA 15: 332–7). Barth’s remarks about the GDR thus serve as a defining application of Barth’s conviction of the responsibility of the Christian to ‘be interested primarily in human beings and not in some abstract cause or other’ (CSC: 171). As Barth observed, the ‘Church is at all times and in all circumstances the enemy of the idol Juggernaut’ (CSC: 172). It is not, then, a sign of a ‘principled nonconformism’ (CL: 268), but rather a distinction of Christian witness in this aeon when one holds on to the conviction that it is ‘only when swimming hopelessly against the stream that one can really live’ (L: 14).

The Doctrine of Reconciliation (Church Dogmatics IV)

The agitated attention which regularly greeted both Barth’s unambiguous political statements as a ‘troublemaker of occidental complacency’ (Der Spiegel 1959: 69) and his occasional silences—‘Why is Barth silent about Hungary?’ (Niebuhr 1957)—must not make us forget that in the late 1940s and throughout the 1950s, Barth was predominantly occupied with continuing work on Church Dogmatics (KB–WN: 235–7). Charlotte von Kirschbaum, a close-range observer, compared Barth’s physical effort and especially his mental exertion with the strain of a sculptor who is intent on forcing a stone to reveal the form which he had envisioned (Busch 1976: 374). Did Barth’s view of this form arise from an urge to systematize? An indication to the contrary might be that the framework of the doctrine of reconciliation occurred to Barth in a dream (Busch 1976: 377). Of course, this dream was the essence of a steadfast meditation on the Scriptures—the source and motive of a ‘biblical way of thinking’ that does not act constructively or regulatorily, but rather as the opening of contexts and correlations. This is why the outline of the doctrine of reconciliation is not systematically closed. Each part must be shaped and filled from the encounter with the subject of the action, Jesus Christ.

In order to provide for this lively encounter, the doctrine of the three munera (offices) of Jesus Christ as priest, king, and prophet is interrelated with the doctrine of the two natures of Jesus Christ as divine and human. This inter-relation takes place from the viewpoint of the exinanitio (emptying) (CD IV/1), the exaltatio (exaltation) (CD IV/2), and the self-witness of Jesus Christ in the simultaneity of these two movements, in which the two ‘natures’ and their ‘unity’ are real (CD IV/3). These Christological treatises, furthermore, are incomplete without the ‘transitional discussion[s]’ (CD IV/1: 284; IV/2: 265; IV/3: 276) that Barth wrote on the Trinitarian address to human beings in the verdict of the Father (CD IV/1), the direction of the Son (CD IV/2), and the promise of the Spirit (CD IV/3). These transitions in turn prepare for the treatises on justification (CD IV/1), sanctification (CD IV/2), and vocation (CD IV/3), for the pneumatological-ecclesiological treatises on the gathering (CD IV/1), upbuilding (CD IV/2), and sending of the Christian community (CD IV/3), and for the final presentation of the theological virtues of faith (CD IV/1), love (CD IV/2), and hope (CD IV/3), with which each volume concludes.

There protrudes as a central summit from the great massif of the doctrine of reconciliation the subsection that is given a surprising, yet in regard to the underlying correlation illuminating, heading: ‘The Royal Man’ (CD IV/2: 154–264; cf. Drewes 2014b: 22–4). While setting out a key component of the anthropology of the doctrine of reconciliation (Jüngel 1982: 233–45), this chapter offers a comprehensive account of the way, the word, and the work of Jesus Christ. It is not the case that Barth—as Friedrich-Wilhelm Marquardt once claimed (Marquardt 1970: 663)—‘compliantly followed’ the new question of the ‘historical Jesus’ that had again been raised in the 1950s (HIC: 69) (Barth, on the contrary, once said: ‘I do not know this gentleman’ (‘Je ne connais pas ce monsieur’) [Goes 1972]). Rather, the chapter represents an entirely different attempt to read the New Testament. This reading is in no way unhistorical, but has constant regard to its ‘central figure’ (KB–RB: 107), and in this way aims to bring out the only ‘historical’ manifestation, Jesus Christ himself—realizing that ‘[w]e cannot lay hold of him. But we have to do with him’ (FT: 30).

The structure of Barth’s ethics, the final part of the doctrine of reconciliation, impressively emphasizes a way of thinking that is uniquely committed to this subject and his sovereignty. In this structure, which Barth had ascertained in a remarkable second attempt after having delivered a first version in the lecture hall (CL: 273), the first section is on baptism as the foundation of Christian life, in which, according to 1 Peter 3:21, baptism is essentially understood as invocation (CD IV/4: 127). Thereafter, and following the Lord’s Prayer as a guideline, ethical reflection moves to the Christian’s elementary supplications with a specific focus on the attitudes and actions implied therein. These are thus interpreted with regard to the foundation of all activity in the merciful commandment ‘Call upon me!’ (Ps. 50:15) (CL: 44). Many of the titles under which the exploration proceeds are significant: ‘The Children and their Father’ and ‘Invocation’ (‘Our Father!’), ‘Zeal for the Honour of God’ and ‘The Precedence of the Word of God’ (‘Hallowed be thy name!’), ‘The Struggle for Human Righteousness’ and ‘Fiat Iustitia’ (‘Thy kingdom come!’). The unwritten portions of the text on the other petitions of the Lord’s Prayer and the planned final section on the doctrine of the Lord’s Supper, conceived as the renewal of the Christian life essentially understood as thanksgiving (‘eucharist’), would have made completely clear what is impressively evident even in fragmentary form: the unfolding of Christian life and thus of Christian theology from the human invocation of God that answers the divine calling.

Latter Days

Barth had planned to retire in the summer of 1961, but with the selection of his successor at the University of Basel delayed he still had the task of delivering lectures and seminars in the winter semester 1961/62. In his lecture course that semester, he decided not to continue with the ethics of the doctrine of reconciliation, but instead to offer a comprehensive ‘Introduction to Evangelical Theology’. The outline is an example of masterful disquisition in which the whole gives sense to the parts, and the parts always aim at the whole. The four main parts are each composed of four lectures, and are entitled ‘The Place of Theology’, ‘Theological Existence’, ‘The Threat to Theology’, and ‘Theological Work’. Each of these parts concludes with a lecture ‘indicat[ing] the dominant principle, which is the sole source of the promise that theology may be a good work, pleasing to God and helpful to men’; and these principles are respectively described as the Spirit, faith, hope, and love (ET: 196). In the last lecture, which was also his farewell lecture, delivered on 1 March 1962, Barth indicates a formula for the object of theology, which contains in extremely brief compass the elements that are crucial for Barth’s understanding of theology (and for understanding Barth’s theology): ‘The object’ of theological work ‘is the one true God and the one true man. The true God exists not in his aseity and independence, but in his union with the one true man.…The object of theology is, in fact, Jesus Christ’ (ET: 202). In other words, Barth continues, the object is ‘the perfect love which unites man with God and God with man’—‘Agape, which descends from above, and by the power of this descent, simultaneously ascends from below’ (ET: 203).

In a subsequent appraisal, the university’s pro-rector Edgar Salin criticized Barth’s ‘dogmatic rigour’, which he said rendered discussion impossible, and attacked Barth’s views of the East–West conflict, which he said had rightly earned the label ‘crypto-communism’ (Salin 1994: 310–11). Alongside the appointment of his successor, which was settled more by political than theological concerns, Barth viewed this farewell—in a phrase from the student fraternities—as a ‘dismissal cum infamia’—‘a kind of dishonourable discharge’ (GA 6: 76 and 81; L: 57 and 60). All the more, then, did Barth appreciate the opportunity to shake the dust of Basel from his feet (ET: v) by embarking on a multi-week visit to the United States, during which he presented parts of his ‘Introduction to Evangelical Theology’. Barth called this American journey ‘simply…wonderful: magnificent vistas of land and sea, moving encounters with all kinds of people, the full satisfaction of my curiosity about the sites of the Civil War, lively discussions with theologians as well as secular people of every type, astonishing attendance at my lectures’ (L: 57).

The years of retirement were marked by the reception of some noteworthy honours for Barth, such as the Sonning Prize for commendable work for the benefit of European culture in Copenhagen in 1963, the honorary degree of a ‘dr. des lettres’ (doctor of letters) at the Sorbonne in Paris in the same year, and the Sigmund Freud Prize from the German Academy for Language and Literature in 1968—distinctions which acknowledged Barth as ‘a writer of European stature’ (Gloege 1957: 897). But those years were also repeatedly burdened by illnesses and hospitalizations for Barth, and especially by Charlotte von Kirschbaum’s progressive mental disease, which necessitated admitting her to a sanatorium in early 1966.

After his eightieth birthday Barth inquired whether an invitation issued to him by the Pontifical Secretariat for Promoting Christian Unity during the Second Vatican Council was still open. It was, and in September 1966 Barth had the opportunity to discuss with church dignitaries in Rome, including Pope Paul VI, the intent of the Council documents and the effects of the Council. His fruitful impressions led him to return to teaching at the Theological Faculty in Basel in the winter semester of 1966/67 with a colloquium on the Council’s text on revelation ‘Dei Verbum’, then with colloquia on Calvin (Institutes III) and on ‘Lumen Gentium’, and finally, in the Schleiermacher anniversary year of 1968, with a colloquium on Schleiermacher’s ‘On Religion’. After another hospitalization Barth could no longer continue with these colloquia or with his plan for the winter semester of 1968/69 to outline the doctrine of election in Church Dogmatics II/2, which he considered to be the essence of his theological work.

During this period, in 1966, Barth decided to publish the paragraph on ‘Baptism as the foundation of the Christian life’ from amongst the unpublished lecture materials relating to Church Dogmatics (CD IV/4 [Fragment]). Barth was aware that this radical expression of his primordial conception ‘God himself!—Man himself!’ (Jüngel 1982: 21) would leave him ‘in the theological and ecclesiastical isolation which has been my lot for almost fifty years’ (CD IV/4: xii). Barth referred to this same matter—the freedom of men in the face of God’s freedom—in a radio interview that was broadcast in November 1968. He used concrete terms which had become more and more important to him in the course of his career: ‘The last word that I have to say as a theologian or politician is not a concept like grace but a name: Jesus Christ. He is grace and he is the ultimate one beyond world and church and even theology’ (FT: 29–30). Barth died in the night of 10 December 1968. In the paper he had been working on, he had just quoted the text of Luke 20:38, which was for him the matter at hand, the promise and the hope: ‘“God is not the God of the dead but of the living.” “All live unto him”’ (FT: 60; cf. TC: 8).
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chapter 4

 Barth and Patristic Theology


Tom Greggs




Karl Barth, as Bruce McCormack has helpfully reminded us (McCormack 2008), is a definitively orthodox and modern theologian. Barth’s modernity should not be underestimated: he does not engage in the act of maintaining inherited dogma through sublime and perpetual repetition of the theological ideas that preceded him. Unlike those who engage in the theological task by excavating the dogmas of the past, preserving them, and repeating them, Barth is a theologian who sees the task of dogmatics as being that of ‘the scientific self-examination of the Christian Church with respect to the content of its distinctive talk about God’ (CD I/1: 3). Part of this task is critical: the dogmatic task involves ‘criticism and correction of talk about God according to the criterion of the Church’s own principle’ (CD I/1: 6). Those who suppose that the task of theology involves summarizing and representing ever more carefully the theology of the earliest centuries will not find an ally in Karl Barth.

However, the fact that Barth is a modern (and a Protestant modern) does not mean that Barth is uninterested in the theology of the past. Any reader of Barth cannot help but be impressed with the vast array of interlocutors from across the centuries of the Christian church with whom he engages. Barth describes and constructs his own theological commitments in relation to the great cloud of witnesses who came before him. But the form of his orthodoxy and his engagement with orthodoxy should also be explored: his is a Protestant and modern orthodoxy which rests on a particular form of the doctrine of sola scriptura. To explore this approach to the patristic era, it is wise, then, to understand the way in which early theology functions for Barth in terms of the relative authorities of Scripture and tradition, as well as the contemporary context in which he writes.

Barth’s approach to the patristic era is one which is not vastly dissimilar to one which he adopted vis-à-vis his Reformed dogmatic context, particularly the teachings of John Calvin. The posture adopted in The Theology of John Calvin discloses Barth’s attitude to authoritative forebears, not least those from the patristic era:

those who simply echo Calvin are not good Calvinists, that is, they are not really taught by Calvin. Being taught by Calvin means entering into dialogue with him, with Calvin as the teacher and ourselves as the students, he speaking, we doing our best to follow him and then—this is the crux of the matter—making our own response to what he says. If that does not happen we might as well be listening to Chinese; the historical Calvin is not present. For that Calvin wants to teach and not just to say something that we will repeat.  (TC: 4)

Just as learning from Calvin involved understanding what Calvin had said enough to respond to rather than simply to repeat him, so too—as will be demonstrated in what follows—learning from the patristic fathers involves not simply repeating their theologies, but responding to them, engaging in dialogue with them. In approaching these ancient figures, Barth does not simply study them in their historical setting and contexts; nor does he think that he is best served as a theologian by simply repeating their claims, forging some acontextual orthodoxy to be passed on and preserved. Barth appropriates the church fathers by communing with them, listening to them, and then speaking to them. As he puts it in Christian Doctrine According to the Heidelberg Catechism, rather than simply observing the fathers in some wissenschaftlich (objective) laboratory setting, or hardening and crystallizing their readings into an acontextual repetition of their claims, there is always a need to respond freely to their findings:

It is always a misunderstanding of the communion of saints and a misunderstanding also of the fathers when their confession is later understood as chains, so that Christian doctrine today could only be a repetition of their confession. In the communion of the saints there should be reverence and thankfulness for the fathers of the church, those who have gone before us and in their time have reflected on the gospel. But there is also freedom in the communion of the saints. Real respect and real thanksgiving are free.  (HCT: 21)

Barth, then, is not a theologian who believes in the independent apostolic authority of the doctors of the church. Instead, as one who engages with orthodoxy as a modern Protestant, it is incumbent for him to state of any church confession that ‘its authority is simply its content as scriptural exposition, which is necessarily confirmed or judged by Scripture itself’ (CD I/2: 638).

In discussing Barth and patristic theology, it is necessary to remember both of these commitments—to orthodoxy (as inherited by the magisterial Protestant tradition) and to modernity. The major form of Barth’s engagement with the patristic era should not, therefore, be considered to be Barth’s discussions of individual church fathers (although clearly this will also demand some degree of attention). Instead, it is necessary to reckon first with Barth’s approach to the patristic fathers in relation to the Scripture principle. Put as a question: What is the role of patristic theology in terms of the authoritative sources of his Protestant dogmatics? This chapter will then consider Barth’s approach to the apex points of patristic theology in the major councils and definitions of the early church—his general approach to councils and creeds, and his discussions of the Nicene-Constantinopolitan creed (381 c.e.) and the Symbol of Chalcedon (451 c.e.).

A Protestant Reading of the Fathers

In relation to Barth’s use of, and engagement with, the patristic fathers, it is clear that the Bible is always sovereign over the church and its teachings. But the fathers do, nevertheless, offer an authoritative reading of the Christian Scriptures. A reading and interpretation of the Scriptures is the basis of this authority, not any ecclesial or apostolic authority which might be claimed by them or for them in and of themselves.

This Scripture-oriented approach is part of Barth’s Protestant heritage as a theologian, and Barth’s Protestant reading of the patristic fathers is the very first thing which must be emphasized in considering his engagement with patristic sources. The fathers do not hold any particular power or authority qua fathers, independent of Scripture. Their power and authority in the life of the church is clearly under the authority of the Word of God. There is, in other words, a clear priority of Scripture over ecclesial traditions. Barth is nervous about any understanding of the church and its teaching which exists separate to or above the authority of the Word of God in Scripture. It is always necessary to recall the following: ‘Before we say a single word about the authority of the church…we have to insist that there is an authority in the Church which is also an authority over the Church’ (CD I/2: 574). And the Word of God in the Bible is the authority which rules over the church. Barth supposes that this principle was rediscovered in the Reformation, and that this principle differentiates Protestant approaches to authority in the church from Roman Catholic (CD I/2: 581). It is in this context that Barth’s approach to the patristic era must be understood. The era does not hold any particular authority in and of itself, as the church (or period of the church) which governs the church in the present or indeed in any other era. Nor does the patristic era present us with the definitive version of Christianity to which all other forms must be subjected and by which they should be measured. Instead, the patristic era is another temporal expression of the church which exists under the authority of the Word of God, and this Word of God is known supremely in the place God has revealed Godself in the witness of the prophets and the apostles—in Scripture.

At the same time, as his critique of neo-Protestantism makes clear, Barth does believe that there cannot be a correct approach to the reading of Scripture which does not involve engagement with the tradition of the church. For him, reading Scripture and hearing the Word of God involves reading the Bible through and with the creeds, and reading the church fathers is one means of hearing Scripture in the authoritative form it has as a witness to revelation. For Barth, the authority that the church has is one which it receives from ‘a common hearing and receiving of the Word of God’ (CD I/2: 588). It is here that we begin to see the hermeneutical key to Barth’s approach to the patristic era and its teaching: the common hearing of the Word of God by the communion of saints, albeit across the differences of human history and time. Barth writes:

the Church is constituted as the Church by a common hearing and receiving of the Word of God. The common action of hearing and receiving is partly contemporary: it takes place among those who belong to the same age and period of the Church. But to a much greater extent it is non-contemporary: it takes place among those who belonged to an earlier and those who belonged to a later age in the Church, between the present age and those which preceded it.

(CD I/2: 588, emphasis added)

This non-contemporary hearing does not involve hearing any direct authority these figures have in and of themselves qua fathers of the church. Those who recognize the authority of earlier church fathers ought to do so because they hear what these fathers say in the light of the Bible (CD I/2: 596). Theirs is not an independent authority of tradition over Scripture; it is an expression of the subordination of the entire church, past and present, to Scripture. Thus:

Ecclesiastical history can be heard and respected as ecclesiastical authority only when there is discussion on the basis of a common hearing and receiving of the Word of God, and in that discussion one of those agreements, and in the documenting of that agreement a common confession, in matters of faith…

(CD I/2: 594)

Patristic fathers are united to the church today as fellow hearers of the Word of God, who should therefore be listened to. In this way, Barth also rejects the Roman Catholic hierarchy of ‘fathers’ who are demarcated from mere ‘ecclesiastical writers’. No theologian’s authority is his or her own; it can only be derived from the authority and hearing of Scripture, so such demarcations are not only pointless but unhelpful (CD I/2: 603–6). Barth writes:

these fathers and brethren have a definite authority, the authority of prior witnesses of the Word of God, who have to be respected as such. Just because the Evangelical confession is a confession of the vitality and the presence of God’s Word actualised again and again, it is also a confession of the communion of saints and therefore of what is, in a sense, an authoritative tradition of the Word of God, that is, of a human form in which that Word comes to all those who are summoned by it to faith and witness in the sphere of the Church and by its mouth—of a human form which is proper to it in the witness of these fathers and brethren.  (CD I/2: 573)

The confessions of the church arising from the teachings of church fathers are, one could say, (minimal) commentaries on Scripture given to the whole church within the definitive limit of existing under Scripture and therefore having ecclesial (but never divine) authority (see Greggs 2013). Having clarified this point, it is now necessary to consider the way in which Barth himself explores and expounds the councils and creeds of the patristic era, especially Barth’s engagement with the Nicene-Constantinopolitan creed (381 c.e.) and the Chalcedonian ‘Definition’ (451 c.e.).

Barth’s Approach to Councils and Creeds

Barth wrote a short book entitled Credo in 1935 as a commentary and exposition of the Apostles’ Creed. The following discussions do not attend to this work—chiefly because, for all that the structure of the book is patterned on the creedal structure of the Apostles’ Creed, Barth’s engagement with the clauses of the creed is for his own constructive purposes as ‘the basis of a discussion of the chief problems of Dogmatics’ (CE: 1). This book, therefore, concerns Barth’s own theological approach more than any direct engagement with the theology of the patristic era. Instead, the discussion below is focused on Barth’s direct and specific engagement with the confessional statements of the patristic fathers.

The Divinity of the Son: The Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed (381 c.e.)

Barth’s most prolonged direct engagement with the Nicene creed (Bettenson and Maunder 2011: 36–7), consonant with his own Christocentric methodological approach, is chiefly concerned with its Christological teachings. While the creed itself might be thought of as concerning primarily Trinitarian debates, especially the relation of the eternal Father to the eternal Son, the corollary of this Trinitarian discourse concerns the full divinity of the Son. It is this issue of the dogma of ‘the true and eternal deity of Christ with its “antecedently in Himself”’ which is the focus of Barth’s exposition of the Nicene creed (CD I/1: 420). This exposition is offered, in contrast to neo-Protestantism, in order to deny and prohibit ‘an untheologically speculative understanding of the “for us”’—that is, to emphasize the full divinity of Christ. For Barth, there are three reasons why it is imperative that Christ’s being ‘for us’ should lead to an account of Christ’s divinity: (a) that God is for us requires inquiry into what is meant by ‘God’; (b) without recognizing that in the Christ-event the Son of God is fully God, there can be no faith, as it would rest in an event which was not a divine act; and (c) any account of Christ without Christ’s full divinity will inevitably establish humanity as the criterion against which Christ is judged, rendering either an Ebionite or Docetic Christ (CD I/1: 420–1). Rather than engage in what Barth considers untheological speculation from below (in which the theologian imports with too great a sense of confidence a modern criterion of humanity and applies this to Christ), Barth insists, along with church dogma, that the Son is fully God ‘antecedently in Himself’ and so knowledge of Christ’s deity must be the beginning of knowledge of Christ, and not a speculative conclusion (CD I/1: 421–2). Barth identifies four reasons for attributing such high status to the Nicene creed’s particular dogmatic formulation. First, the creed is the most succinct and forceful formulation from amongst the three ancient creeds accepted by the Reformation; second, the creed represents the ‘definitive results’ of years of patristic discussion concerning Christ’s deity; third, the creed has ecumenical and liturgical significance; and fourth, the creed needs to be recognized within Protestant dogmatics as it says unequivocally that which liberal Protestantism refuses to hear about Christ (CD I/1: 423). These four reasons accord with Barth’s own account of how to read Scripture with patristic fathers: First is the Reformation principle of the authority of the creed resting on its correct interpretation of Scripture; second is an account of the way agreement is reached; third is the matter of common reception of the hearing of the Word; and fourth is a rejection of the assumptions of neo-Protestant liberalism. In this reading of the creed, therefore, one can see an active example of what it means for Barth to listen to the Word of God along with fellow listeners to the Word from the past.

After rehearsing the second article (which concerns Jesus Christ) in Greek and Latin, Barth exegetes the six clauses of the article. He begins with the clause ‘We believe in one Lord Jesus Christ’. For Barth, the term ‘Lord’ signifies the meaning ‘Jesus Christ’ should have in his relation to the economy. Jesus Christ is for humanity only as Jesus Christ is our Lord; and his authority is not derivative but absolute and in himself since, as the one Lord, Christ is Lord antecedently in himself (CD I/1: 423–4). For Barth, ‘One Lord’ also recalls the first article’s confession of ‘one God’. There is no rivalry between ‘Lord’ and ‘God’; Jesus Christ is himself this being of God. That Christ is both eternal and everlasting God and Lord in the event of revelation means that Christ’s divine lordship can only ever be acknowledged; it can never be perceived or inferred from below. In keeping with the approach outlined above, Barth sees the creedal confession as one which is derived from Scripture (Deuteronomy 10:17 and 1 Timothy 6:15).

The second clause of the creed refers to Jesus as the ‘only-begotten Son of God’. Delaying a conversation on the significance of the word ‘Son’ to the fourth clause, Barth now considers Christ’s begotten-ness. He takes this to emphasize the oneness of the Lord Jesus Christ, and expounds it as the ‘exclusiveness and uniqueness of the revelation and reconciliation enacted in Jesus Christ’ (CD I/1: 424). Barth uses the phrase huios monogenes (only-begotten) to push back against adoptionist accounts (particularly, Barth hints, in modern liberal forms). Biblical authority again takes precedence: John 1:18 expresses that the only-begotten is the one God; and John 1:14 shows that to behold the only begotten’s glory is to behold the glory of God Godself (CD I/1: 425).

The third clause continues the reflection on Christ as the one Lord, only-begotten, by addressing particularly the phrase ‘before all time’. For Barth, this phrase does not exclude time, but includes time (the time of revelation) and history. He writes: ‘This One, the Son of God who exists for us, is the Pre-existent. But only this One, the pre-existent Son of God, is the one who exists for us’ (CD I/1: 426). The doctrine of the incarnation emphasizes the first statement, and the doctrine of Christ’s deity emphasizes the second. At this point, Barth uses Cyril of Jerusalem, alongside Quenstedt, to indicate that ‘before all time’ should not be regarded as a temporal definition. God as the being-in-becoming (Jüngel 2001) is the one for whom what is real in God constantly becomes real ‘precisely because it is real in God’ (CD I/1: 427, emphasis added). Barth here points, albeit indirectly, to the Creator-creature distinction (since this divine mode of becoming is contrasted to creaturely becoming) and to the differentiation, so important for the pro-Nicene party, between being created and being begotten.

Barth’s engagement with the fourth clause (‘light of light, very God of very God, begotten, not made’) is the longest of his explorations of the creed (CD I/1: 427–37). From this description, Barth derives two principal claims. The first is that of distinguishing light which is the source and light which emanates (Father and Son); the second is that of remembering that this is a distinction within God Godself (CD I/1: 427). Barth sees distinction and unity in the Godhead found within the revelation of Scripture, which he believes attests to God’s two modes of being (Seinsweisen) (CD I/1: 428). This unity and distinction is unpacked in relation to the three sub-clauses. First, the phrase, ‘very God of very God’ is deemed the most incontrovertible of the three descriptors (CD I/1: 428–9). The ek (‘from’ or ‘of’) indicates a proper movement from source to event and the ‘very’ ensures continuity between both referents (CD I/1: 429). Second, in the sub-clause ‘Light of light’ the church has a ‘lofty but all the more parlous attempt at illustration’ (CD I/1: 429). While Barth cites Tertullian for a possible explanation of this imagery’s source (the sun and sunlight), he sees this metaphor as inadequate and subject to misunderstanding—an indication of his freedom to critique not only church fathers but also a creedal statement (CD I/1: 429). Third, ‘begotten, not made’ is asserted to be the definitive descriptor of the three sub-clauses. ‘Not made’ means that while the Son’s existence is from God (and here Barth is careful to demarcate between the eternal Son and the human the Son becomes in time), this existence is of such a kind that corresponds to the coming into being of any part of creation. The Creator-creature distinction so crucial to the pro-Nicene party is again at the fore, and Barth uses the creed’s teaching to place the eternal Son’s existence on the side of the Creator. If the ‘not made’ fends off wrong understandings of the Son’s differentiation from the Father, the term ‘begotten’ signifies ‘the real becoming of Jesus Christ, His eternal becoming appropriate to Him as God, His revelation of origin and dependence as God in His distinctive mode of being’ (CD I/1: 430). While traditionally the sub-clause has been considered to concern the eternal Son and the demarcation of begetting from ‘creating’, Barth nevertheless points to this figure of speech’s capacity to link the Son’s becoming to the coming into being of all creation, demonstrating the Christocentric approach to this Trinitarian creedal formulation. However, following Athanasius and John of Damascus, and in discussion with Hilary and Aquinas, Barth points to the central theme of this sub-clause, distinguishing the begetting of the Son from the creation of all things (CD I/1: 434). Again in keeping with his view that the theologian should not simply repeat the theology of the patristic era and that the creeds should be measured by their relation to Scripture, Barth asserts that there is a need to add a clarification to the symbol at this point: the creed says nothing of Christ as Word. Barth sees this need for reference to the identity of Jesus as Word as a necessary reminder for the church which the creed at this point does not offer, and while Irenaeus and Augustine are cited, Luther becomes Barth’s primary interlocutor in this section, in a manner indicative of Barth’s Protestant approach to the church fathers (CD I/1: 425–7).

The creed’s fifth clause describes Christ as ‘of one substance with the Father’ (homoousios) (CD I/1: 438). Barth engages with the history of this term more than any other clause, arguably because the term is not one found in Scripture. He asserts that inclusion of this clause in the original creed was more an act of ‘bold anticipation’ than the result of careful debates already waged. Barth points to the pro-Nicene party and their understanding that homoousios means that Christ is of one essence with the Father. Barth sees this term as fulfilling three safeguarding functions. First, it guards against Christ being understood as a ‘demi-god from below’ or a ‘superman who is indeed like God’. Second, it guards against the opposite problem of understanding Jesus Christ as a ‘demi-god from above’ as a being on a lower level than the Father. Third, it guards against polytheism, ruling out any idea that there is more than one subject in the Godhead. Barth sees this phrase, therefore, as tantamount to the biblical statement, ‘I and the Father are one’ (CD I/1: 439). And although Barth claims that only the pro-Nicene party was able to safeguard these truths in terms through recourse to homoousios, even then—as befits his account of the authority of patristic theology—Barth does not simply accept the statement but outlines the ambiguities of the history surrounding it (as a true modern), while continuing to claim (in an orthodox manner) that this statement is one to which we must assent in order to speak of the deity of Christ (CD I/1: 440–1).

The sixth clause of the creed’s second article states that Christ is he ‘by whom all things were made’ which, Barth points out, rendered in Greek is a near literal quotation from John 1:3 and Colossians 1:15 (CD I/1: 441–2). For Barth, there is a live question of whether this statement is an aspect of the definition of Christ’s deity or a reference to Christ’s work as Mediator of creation and thereby marks a transition within the second article from Christ’s person to his work of reconciliation. But, for Barth, even if the clause is one which concerns the economy, it is such that in order to be the Mediator of creation, Christ himself had to be God by nature (see Bender 2009). There is a connection between Christ’s work in the second article and the Father’s being as Creator in the first article, and so—following Athanasius—the two must be of one essence. However, Barth suggests a further third reading of the sub-clause. Rather than this being a statement about being or a statement about work, for Barth the revelation of God and reconciliation of the world to God are related in the Son; this interpretation draws on his suggestion that the creed would benefit from explicit attention to the ‘Word’ (see above concerning the fourth clause). In creative appropriation of the creedal teachings, the functional and the ontological are combined: ‘in His revelation Jesus Christ the Word of God does not need to get from some other source the authority to address and claim us; He already has it antecedently in Himself’ (CD I/1: 444).

Barth ends his discussion of the Nicene-Constantinopolitan creed by stating that it represents the New Testament doctrine of the deity of Christ. The creed is a reflection on the tautology ‘Jesus Christ is Lord because He is the Lord’, which Barth expands upon to state, ‘He is for them [humanity] God the Reconciler as He is God the Creator’ (CD I/1: 445). Here, Barth draws on the creed, and expounds it in a way which Rowan Williams has made clear strongly reflects the same kinds of concerns that are seen in Athanasius: ‘Both insist that there is no gap conceivable between God as He acts towards us—as the Father of Jesus Christ—and that activity in and by which God is eternally what he is’ (Williams 2001: 238). This unity in the concerns expressed is not because of any authority the creed (or indeed Athanasius as the leader of the pro-Nicene party) might have, but because it shares, in Barth’s mind, Barth’s concern to represent the plain witness of Scripture about who and what Jesus Christ is ‘antecedently in Himself’ (CD I/1: 447).

The Hypostatic Union and the Chalcedonian Definition (451 c.e.)

If Nicaea marks the apex of patristic theology over the eternal deity of the Son, Chalcedon (Bettenson and Maunder 2011: 54–5) functions similarly as the defining feature of Christology in its broader sense; it teaches the church to speak at once of Christ’s two natures in one person. While the First Council of Ephesus (431 c.e.) was the first to affirm and recognize the doctrine of the hypostatic union, the Council of Chalcedon was the occasion in which Christ was ‘acknowledged in two natures unconfusedly, unchangeably, indivisibly, inseparably; the difference of the natures being in no way removed because of the union, but rather the properties of each nature being preserved, and (both) concurring into one person and one hypostasis’. As with his approach to Nicaea, Barth considers Chalcedon in relation to the authoritative witness of Scripture, and exegetes it in a comparably orthodox but also critical (that is, modern and Protestant) way. His criticism, however, is not the criticism of neo-Protestantism; it is criticism that involves listening to and then speaking to authoritative witnesses to Scripture in the church. Barth’s engagement and critique of the ‘Definition’ also trades on his sense of the role of dogmatics in supporting the proclamation of the church today (most immediately next Sunday) and on his fear of theological abstraction. As Barth states:

We must not forget that…in the doctrinal decisions of Nicaea and Constantinople and Ephesus and Chalcedon…these decisions had a polemical and critical character, their purpose being to delimit and clarify at a specific point. They are to be regarded as guiding lines for an understanding of His existence and action, not to be used, as they have been used, as stones for the construction of an abstract doctrine of His ‘person’. In Himself and as such the Christ of Nicaea and Chalcedon naturally was and is a being which even if we could consistently and helpfully explain His unique structure conceptually could not possibly be proclaimed and believed as One who acts historically because of the timelessness and historical remoteness of the concepts (person, nature, Godhead, manhood, etc.).  (CD IV/1: 127)

Barth does not offer an account of the Chalcedonian definition clause by clause, but there is an extended discussion of the hypostatic union in the form expressed by Chalcedon in Church Dogmatics IV/2 (see Sumner 2014, especially 128–40 and 155–93). A gap of over twenty years exists between the material discussed above regarding Nicaea and the more narrowly Christological discussion of Chalcedon and the hypostatic union that Barth offers; and it is important to be alert to the development of Barth’s thought, with an ever more confident voice which becomes freer to speak and not just to listen, to teach and not just to learn.

Barth’s own direct approach to Chalcedon is dependent on the (now considered somewhat outmoded) approach to patristics which sees rival theological ‘camps’ in Alexandria and Antioch. The fourfold Chalcedonian definition of the relationship of the natures in Jesus Christ is described by him as follows: in the first pair of clauses, it guards against the excesses of Alexandrian theology by asserting the integrity of the natures; in the second pair of its clauses, it guards against the excesses of Antiochene Christology by asserting the union of the natures (CD IV/2: 63–5; see also Hunsinger 2000). What is more illuminating, however, is Barth’s own unpacking of the term ‘hypostatic union’ (CD IV/2: 51–60), and it is to this which this chapter now turns.

The context of Barth’s discussion of this piece of patristic Christology is his attention to the claim that ‘the existence of the Son of God became and is the existence of a man’ (CD IV/2: 50). This claim precludes the possibilities both that Christ’s divinity and humanity should be thought to exist alongside one another or within one another. Barth wishes to make a great deal of the bare ‘one-ness’ that exists in the definition of Christ’s personhood. Because God and humanity are one in Christ, ‘God Himself is in the world, earthly, conceivable, and visible, as He is this man. We have to do with God himself as we have to do with this man’ (CD IV/2: 51). To explain this point, Barth now appeals to the concept of the unio hypostatica (hypostatic union) or unio personalis (personal union) which he defines as ‘the direct unity of existence of the Son of God with the man Jesus Christ’ accomplished ‘by causing His own divine existence to be the existence of the man Jesus’ (CD IV/2: 51). In his further exegesis of this concept, Barth engages in discussing the definition in relation to Reformation disputes, and he offers precedence to what he sees as the Reformed doctrine of the unio hypostatica over the Lutheran understanding, which involves a communicatio naturarum (communication of natures) while recognizing that the two views are not antithetical (CD IV/2: 66). Barth, indeed, states that the Lutheran perspective is one which has greater novelty and development, in contrast to which the ‘Reformed, for their part, were more conservative and less original in this respect. In face of this innovation, they gave a new emphasis to the understanding of Chalcedon traditional in the West’ (CD IV/2: 69). So while Barth states his preparedness to critique what he sees as the abstract concepts involved in the description of Christ offered by Chalcedon, he nevertheless sees the Reformed interpretation of Chalcedon and his own account of it as more in accordance with traditional, patristic, Christological orthodoxy in the West.

For Barth, all doctrinal Christological reflections rest on the hypostatic union:

the union made by God in the hypostasis (mode of existence) of the Son. They all rest on the direct unity of existence of the Son of God with the man Jesus of Nazareth. And this is produced by the fact that in Himself this One raises up to actuality, and maintains in actuality, the possibility of a form of human being and existence present in the existence of the one elect Israel and the one elect Mary. He does this by causing His own divine existence to be the existence of the man Jesus. The hypostatic union is the basis and power of the nativitas Jesu Christi, of the secret of Christmas, which as such is accompanied by the sign of the miraculous conception and birth of Jesus Christ…, yet which is not grounded in this miracle, but in the fact it is (homologoumenos mega [a confessedly great]) event.

(CD IV/2: 51)

The event-oriented description is central for Barth’s unpacking of the hypostatic union. As George Hunsinger puts it:

The incarnation, Barth argued, is best understood as concrete history, not as an abstract state of being. The person of Jesus Christ, who is at once truly God and yet also truly human, does not exist apart from his work, nor his work apart from his person. Rather, his unique person is in his work even as his saving work is in his person.  (Hunsinger 2000: 134)

This is indicative of an orthodox appreciation of the Chalcedonian symbol, along with a significant dogmatic advance in relation to the incarnation as that which occurs as Christ enacts salvation history. In elucidating further the meaning of the hypostatic union, Barth examines and rejects a range of analogies for it (CD IV/2: 52–9): ‘we cannot really know Jesus Christ without realising from the very outset the futility of this search for analogies, and the inadequacy of all analogies to His own becoming and being’ (CD IV/2: 58). The incarnation can only be assented to, acknowledged, never reasoned towards (CD IV/2: 59). This, too, seems to accord with the Chalcedonian definition’s limits. It states who Christ is, not how we are to understand the union.

Nevertheless, Barth does move to discuss directly the two natures of Christ—divine and human. Barth cannot avoid the statement that ‘in the one Jesus Christ divine and human essence were and are united’ (CD IV/2: 60). This concerns that which distinguishes absolutely (infinitely) the being of humanity and the being and nature of the Son of God—the avoidance, in Barth’s terms, of the excesses of the Alexandrian tradition that the first two of the clauses of Chalcedon guard against. As Barth puts it, ‘The statement that Jesus Christ is the One who is of divine and human essence dares to unite that which by definition cannot be united’ (CD IV/2: 61). Barth is emphatic here, however, that this discussion can never take place in abstraction from the concrete particularity of the one Jesus Christ: this union is a reality known only in encounter with him. Here, Barth wishes to rescue classical (Chalcedonian) doctrine from later, generalizing interpretations which adduce general statements about God and humanity from the particular Christ event. The doctrine of the two natures in its classical form, speaking only of the one Jesus Christ (and only of Christ), is a doctrine which can be known only a posteriori in reference to Christ as the Son of God who actually exists in this flesh, and not as an a priori doctrine about two natures known prior to the actual union (CD IV/2: 61–2). But knowing this a posteriori, Barth can venture to say in relation to what has been actualized in Christ: ‘Jesus Christ, then, does not exist as the Son of God without also participating as such in human essence. And He does not exist as the Son of Man without participating as such in the essence of the Son of God and therefore in divine essence’ (CD IV/2: 62). In reference to this, Barth affirms the classical concerns of Chalcedon, which are expressed in three steps: (1) that God does not cease to be God by changing Godself into a human; (2) that the human does not cease to be human in God becoming flesh; and (3) that in God becoming flesh a tertium quid is not created (CD IV/2: 63). While Barth always insists that these statements can only be made in relation to the concrete person of Jesus Christ and in relation to the event of Christ’s revelation and work of salvation, and while Barth is clear that he is making these statements in relation to the witness of the New Testament, in this move he nevertheless affirms the central concerns of Chalcedon. As he himself states, with reference to Chalcedon’s concern to safeguard the integrity of the natures and the union of Christ:

The mystery of the incarnation consists in the fact that Jesus Christ is in a real simultaneity of genuinely divine and human essence, and that it is on this presupposition that the mutual participation is also genuine…The mystery of the incarnation consists in the fact that the simultaneity of divine and human essence in Jesus Christ is real, and therefore their mutual participation is also real.

(CD IV/2: 64–5)

Barth is Chalcedonian, but his account of Chalcedonianism is one in which the language of divinity and humanity is not meaningful, independent of the concrete event of the God-human, Jesus.

Given this account of Chalcedon, it is worth dwelling on what is perhaps most distinctive in Barth’s appropriation of the ‘Definition’ (which he affirms as ‘important to dogmatic history’ and which ‘rightly became normative’). Barth seeks to offer an ‘actualised’ account of the doctrine of the incarnation in ‘the denotation and description of a single event’ (CD IV/2: 105). In this way Barth moves away from (putatively) nature-oriented discussions to language of act and event: his work presupposes ‘that the reality of Jesus Christ, which is the theme of Christology, is identical with this event, and this event with the reality of Jesus Christ’ (CD IV/2: 105). Barth affirms that the older Christologies speak of an event at the beginning of their Christological accounts (that the Word became flesh) but critiques the static form of nature discourse that ensued from this statement about the unity of the two natures. Such an account of the natures became

a kind of great phenomenon with its own definite structure, and the ensuing doctrine of the person of Christ a kind of great phenomenology of the relationship between the Logos and its two natures, or between the two natures themselves, as created by that unitio and presupposed in the work of Jesus Christ, but itself static, immobile and at rest. A dynamic movement was found both before and after, in the form of an event of divine-human existence and actuality, but here itself there ruled the great calm of a timeless and non-actual being and its truth.  (CD IV/2: 105–6)

Once more, with this dynamic and actualistic creative appropriation of the language of Chalcedon, one sees Barth not affording priority to any presupposed authority independent of Scripture in the patristic fathers and their councils. His appropriation is orthodox but also modern, catholic but also magisterially Protestant.

Conclusion

Barth’s openness to engaging with patristics in these kinds of ways may well arise from a deep sense of the historical relativity of the philosophical tools used by the church fathers, but not of the biblical dogmatic insights they arrive at. As patrologists are increasingly aware with regard to the church fathers themselves (see, for example, Edwards 2002), patristic theology does not engage in a wholesale adoption of the philosophy contemporary to it, but engages in a transformation and appropriation of philosophical tools that are firmly subservient to the revelation of God in the Bible. Barth’s own sense of philosophy as a necessary servant to theology (CD I/2: 729–36) determines that his own intellectual context will inevitably make different demands on him in the explication of the gospel (and require the use of different philosophical tools) than was the case for the church fathers in their explication of the gospel to the intellectual cultures of their own age. But for both, explication of the gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ is the central concern.

Certainly Barth engages seriously with certain patristic fathers. However, he was not an historian of the patristic era in the way that he was of modern theology or perhaps of the Reformation. There are clearly parallel manoeuvres that one sees in his thought to the thought of church fathers: his conceptualization of the persons of the Trinity as ‘modes of being subsisting in mutual relations’ (CD I/1: §9) is reminiscent of the teaching of the Cappadocian fathers’ tropos huparxeos; his radical account of the limitless grace of God in Jesus Christ and the work of the Spirit in creating the church calls to mind Origen’s theology (Greggs 2009) or even that of Gregory of Nyssa (see Ludlow 2000); and his radical Christocentric account of the divine life accords with the approach of Athanasius (see Williams 2001: 233–46). But Barth’s appropriation of patristic figures is not a verbatim repetition or a careful historical exegesis. Barth engages, instead, in creative and critical manoeuvres with individual theologians of the patristic period, and where he does so this is often a living engagement with the tradition inherited from them, especially as the tradition is appropriated and developed through the Reformation. To trace the reception theory of such engagements with the patristic tradition is therefore complex. For example, Barth’s parting with Augustine over the issue of election in Church Dogmatics II/2 is most of all a parting from the theology of election as appropriated through Calvin’s appropriation of Augustine (see Greggs 2009: 19). While this mediation of Augustine demonstrates that to expound in any encyclopaedic manner Barth’s particular engagement with individual fathers would lose a level of complexity in terms of how to understand them, Barth’s own lack of an absolute sense of the complete priority and authority of the patristic era in matters of theology is itself illustrated in this very approach. To understand Barth’s approach to patristic theology, it is necessary instead to understand his approach to the theology of the earliest Christian eras—an approach which is modern, Protestant, and orthodox all at once.
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chapter 5

 Barth and Mediaeval Theology


Adam Eitel




Karl Barth was a teacher long before he was the author of the Epistle to the Romans, and he continued teaching long after he became the author of Church Dogmatics. As a pastor in Geneva and then in Safenwil, he spent over a decade giving sermons, catechetical courses, and topical lessons until his appointment as Professor of Reformed Theology at the University of Göttingen in 1921. By that point he was a famous theologian. Yet, he never ceased to teach. Indeed, he gave over ninety lecture courses and some sixty seminars between his first year in Göttingen and his final retirement in Basel in 1962. That teaching was never a side project for Barth may be seen in his engagement with students outside the classroom. Unique amongst his colleagues, for over twenty years he opened his home on a weekly basis for Sozietäten—open, casual, yet lively discussions of a topic or text of Barth’s own choosing.

Teaching may, of course, serve any number of aims in addition to promoting student learning. For Barth, the classroom was much more than a didactic setting. It was also a forum for theological exploration. He used it for grappling with unfamiliar texts, mastering already familiar ones, refining arguments, and testing ideas (Busch 1976: 129). To ask, then, about the texts Barth put before his students is not simply to ask about his pedagogy; it is to ask which texts he thought most crucial to his own interests, questions, and projects. Precisely what, then, did Barth teach?

The evidence may surprise for several reasons (see Busch 1976 and McCormack 1995). Scholars have sometimes referred to Barth as a ‘modern’ church father. Yet, with the exception of Schleiermacher’s The Christian Faith, Barth led students through modern texts on very few occasions. Immanuel Kant’s Religion within the Bound of Reason, A. E. Biedermann’s Dogmatics, Adolf von Harnack’s What is Christianity?, and Rudolph Bultmann’s Kerygma and Myth were each read over the years in seminars and Sozietäten—though never more than once. By contrast, throughout his career Barth repeatedly taught a wide array of works of the Protestant Reformation. No book appeared on his syllabi more frequently than Calvin’s Institutes. Throughout his career, he also taught Luther’s Large Catechism and the Formula of Concord as well as the Heidelberg Catechism and the Second Helvetic Confession. Yet, the book that held Barth’s attention for the longest period of uninterrupted study was Johannes Wollebius’s Compendium theologiae christianae—a seventeenth-century work of Reformed scholasticism that Barth read with students for nearly two years while composing Church Dogmatics III.

Barth’s repertoire of Reformation and post-Reformation-era texts was extensive. By contrast, the list of mediaeval works that he taught is relatively short. At the University of Münster, he gave a seminar on the first two quaestiones of Thomas Aquinas’s Summa theologiae in 1928 and another on Anselm of Canterbury’s Cur Deus homo? in 1930. This was the first and last time that Barth taught Aquinas; he repeated the Anselm seminar twice.

In this brief survey, which is certainly not exhaustive, one can already see just how mutually interdependent were Barth’s teaching and writing. However, a potential problem also emerges here. As a teacher, Barth exhibits very little interest in mediaeval theology; and yet mediaeval works figure prominently throughout his written works. The most obvious example is Fides quaerens intellectum: Anselm’s Proof of the Existence of God. Published in 1931, this historically motivated, textually focused interpretation of Anselm’s Proslogion 1–2 is far and away Barth’s most extended engagement with a single work of mediaeval theology. Yet, in numerous quotations, citations, allusions (and, less frequently, in moments of first-hand exegesis) a large chorus of mediaeval authors may also be found in Barth’s dogmatic works—not least Church Dogmatics.

What accounts for this apparent discrepancy between Barth the teacher and Barth the author? Is it possible that Barth undertook a private study of mediaeval theology, one somehow kept secret from his colleagues and students? If so, when and how did he do it? Do we imagine him burning the midnight oil with Abelard’s Sic et Non and Meister Eckhart’s Quaestiones Parisiensis? Do we picture him poring over notes prepared by his assistant, Charlotte von Kirschbaum, on Bonaventure’s Hexaemeron? All this seems very unlikely. Indeed, except for a university paper that he wrote in 1906 on ‘The Stigmata of Francis of Assisi’ (Busch 1976: 37), and some lecture notes taken in the summer of 1922, there is scant evidence that Barth directly engaged mediaeval works aside from a select few by Anselm and Aquinas.

A more plausible explanation of the discrepancy immediately suggests itself upon closer examination of Barth’s citations. On the surface, any number of pages in Church Dogmatics appear to show careful and direct study of mediaeval works. Barth doubtless sometimes grapples with mediaeval works at first-hand (see, for example, CD I/1: 263; CD I/2: 135; CD II/1: 4; CD III/1: 360; CD III/3: 391–401; CD IV/1: 485–6; CD IV/2: 415). But such instances mark the exceptions, rather than the rule. Barth’s interactions with mediaeval works are very often—indeed, almost always—mediated by secondary sources. A good example may be seen in his analysis of the doctrine of the vestigia trinitatis (vestiges of the Trinity) in Church Dogmatics I/1:

What Augustine thought he saw in this structure of human consciousness was more the imago Dei or trinitatis than a mere vestigium. But this theory of the vestigium above all others made an impression and formed a school throughout the centuries. We find it in all sorts of modifications, e.g., in Anselm (Monol., 67 and passim), Peter Lombard (Sent. I, dist., 3), Thomas Aquinas (S. theol., I, qu. 45, art. 7), Bonaventura (Breviloq., II, c. 12), in the Reformation period Melanchthon (Enarr. Symb. Nic., 1550, C.R., 23, 235; Loci, 1559, C.R., 21, 615, etc.), among the Reformed B. Keckermann (Syst. S. S. Theol., 1611, p. 20 f.), in the Enlightenment Lessing’s Education of the Human Race, §73, in the 19th century A. Twesten (Dogm. d. ev.-luth. Kirche, Vol. 2, 1837, p. 194 f.), more recently none other than A. Schlatter:…(Das chr. Dogma, 2nd edn, 1923, p. 24).  (CD I/1: 338)

Here Barth lists in quick succession a series of weighty mediaeval texts: Anselm’s Monologion, Lombard’s Sentences, Aquinas’s Summa, and Bonaventure’s Breviloquium are cited for the purpose of tracing modern and early modern Trinitarian analogies back to Augustine’s de Trinitate. At first glance, this carefully selected chain of citations appears to be the product of first-hand reading. However, as Barth obliquely indicates several pages earlier (CD I/1: 336), the citations hail from Herman Bavinck’s Gereformeerde Dogmatiek (see Bavinck 2004: II, 326 n. 194).

Showing that Barth’s references to mediaeval texts only rarely stem from first-hand reading would require much more than a single chapter (for further examples, see GD: 404, 410, 412, 423, 439; CD II/1: 237; CD III/4: 449). Of course, even if this could be demonstrated here, it would still not explain Barth’s apparent disinterest in engaging mediaeval theology first-hand. If mediaeval works only rarely compel his attention, why does he cite them so frequently? Indeed, why does he cite them at all? My purpose in what follows is to address these questions.

I shall argue that Barth’s lack of interest in mediaeval theology follows from his persistent judgement that it is by and large a ‘theology of glory’. For this reason, he thinks that Protestants can look to mediaeval works for guidance only in so far as they bear prior witness to the Reformation; otherwise, they must be ignored or corrected, or else variously deployed with utmost caution. I will consider Barth’s criticisms of mediaeval theology in his 1922 lectures on the theology of John Calvin, before examining some consequent expressions of those criticisms in Church Dogmatics. Turning to the treatment of authorities in Church Dogmatics I/2, §20, I will then show how Barth came to regard Anselm’s Proslogion as an important exception to his otherwise generally negative stance towards mediaeval theology. By way of conclusion, I will address the extent to which Barth was justified in holding these positions.

The Theology of John Calvin: Mediaeval Theology and the Theology of Glory

Ever since their publication in English as The Theology of John Calvin, scholars have been quick to note the rough and sprawling character of Barth’s first lectures at the University of Göttingen (TC: ix, x; Webster 1998: 3). Such criticisms are not entirely unwarranted. In a letter to his friend, Eduard Thurneysen, Barth mocked his own efforts, describing the lectures as ‘biography, theology, general history, exposition from the standpoint of eternity, and contemporary relevance, all wrapped up into a ball that rolls very slowly’ (TC: xvii).

Barth’s self-deprecation notwithstanding, Hans Scholl is right to insist that the lectures also show evidence of diligent study and fascination with the material (TC: xiv). This is perhaps nowhere more evident than during the first week of lectures, which Barth devoted to ‘the relation between the Reformation and the Middle Ages’ (TC: 9). He knew scarcely little at this point about the Reformers, to say nothing of mediaeval theology (McCormack 1995: 293). ‘Written essentially for [his] own instruction’ on the basis of dogmatic histories, compendia, and introductory works by contemporary luminaries such as Ernst Troeltsch, Friedrich Loofs, Reinhold Seeberg, and Karl Hagenbach, these lectures comprised Barth’s first sustained encounter with the theology of the Middle Ages (TC: 13, 20, 21, 65; see also Busch 1976: 129). What did he discover?

Answering this question requires some familiarity with a scholarly controversy in the second decade of the twentieth century. The prominent Protestant thinker, Ernst Troeltsch, had argued that the Reformation was merely an extension of the Middle Ages (Troeltsch 1912). Scandalized by Troeltsch’s thesis, Reinhold Seeberg responded by insisting that the Reformation was nothing less than a seismic shift in world history—the dawning of a ‘new age’ (Seeberg 1917, cited in TC: 20, 21; see also Loofs 1906). Barth’s own view of the relation between the Reformation and the Middle Ages cuts a middle path between these positions. On the one hand, he finds something ‘strikingly new’ (TC: 14) in Reformation theology—‘a decision, a breakthrough, an event’ (TC: 15). On the other hand, he insists that ‘[w]e must maintain its newness and difference…only with reservation, only in a relative sense’ (TC: 16). Barth gives several reasons for these judgements.

The first rests on purely historical considerations. In Barth’s view, stark distinctions between Reformation and mediaeval theology depend too much on a ‘mythological antithesis’ between separate ‘epochs’ or ‘ages’. Such distinctions not only distort the facts; they also contravene the explicit views of Luther and Calvin who, as Barth notes, understood the ‘epoch-making nature’ of their theology in much more modest terms than modern historians tend to suggest (TC: 19–20, 22, 24–5). Second, Barth refuses to distinguish absolutely between mediaeval and Reformation theology for theological reasons. Using language reminiscent of his Epistle to the Romans, he insists that ‘there are no different times in relation to God, or, as I would put it…there is no progress in world history’ (TC: 24). To say this is to say that ‘all Christianity, church, life, and theology even when at their conceivable best’ stand under judgement as ‘what is eternally old’ in relation to ‘the new and wholly different thing (TC: 18). This new and wholly different thing—God—critically confronts ‘mediaeval and modern Catholicism’ no less diametrically than ‘the theology of the reformers themselves’ (TC: 19). Who, then, Barth asks, can stand in judgement over ‘the poor Middle Ages’ (TC: 16)?

The question is not merely rhetorical. In the passage just cited, Barth’s purpose is to stress that mediaeval theology—like all authentically Christian theology at all times and in all places—has its own share of the truth. However, Barth does not wish to insulate mediaeval theology from criticism. Quite the contrary, he excoriates its flaws, denounces its errors, and singles out what he takes to be its peculiar dangers. His account of those dangers harks back to Martin Luther’s Heidelberg Disputation of 1518. Barth writes: ‘The impression that I have gained of mediaeval theology may be summed up in a phrase coined, I believe, by Luther…it is a theology of glory’ (TC: 27).

It is important here to distinguish Luther’s use of this term—‘theology of glory’ (theologia gloriae)—from Barth’s. For Luther, ‘theology of glory’ was a pejorative epithet for what he regarded as an unduly speculative form of mediaeval scholasticism. Wanting to see the divine essence, the ‘theologian of glory’ attempts to ‘look into the invisible things of God as understood on the basis of the things which have been made’ (Luther 2015: 83). Barth shares Luther’s worry over speculation. However, he uses the term ‘theology of glory’ to identify a somewhat broader complex of intuitions and impulses which, in Barth’s view, belongs not only to mediaeval scholasticism but to mediaeval theology as a whole. Barth vividly describes the theology of glory by contrasting it with the theology of the Reformers:

mediaeval theology…is a theology of glory. It attempts and achieves a knowledge of God in his glory, purity, and majesty. In the word of the Bible and the theology of the church it does not simply find denoted and described the mystery as such but signposts marking a dialectical path to the heart of the mystery…It recognizes no barrier, no command that it should stop at the object intended in the word of the Bible or in dogma. In the difficulty and obscurity that first conceal the object it simply hears a challenge in some way, notwithstanding the problems, to lay hold of the object.…Some kind of unequivocal and direct communication of the depths of deity…is in any case the goal of our journey if we entrust ourselves to them.  (TC: 27)

[T]he Reformation…made the great and shattering discovery of the real theme of all theology…The secret is simply that it names God God, that it lets God be God, the one object that by no bold human grasping or inquiry or approach can be simply one object among many others…The basic Reformation view is God himself and God alone, He the way, He the possibility; and therefore all our action, even though oriented to God, is vain even in the very best life; all humanity, the whole world, even in its supreme possibilities, is guilty, lost, but still justified, yet saved only by sheer mercy. The Reformation, too, knew of the glory of God and could speak about it. But it said: To God alone be the glory! And that put an end to the theology of glory.  (TC: 38–40)

Together, these passages identify three major dangers of mediaeval theology as Barth understands it. First, mediaeval theology characteristically exhibits a kind of intellectual and spiritual hubris. Whereas the Reformers saw that God is ‘the one object that by no bold human grasping or inquiry or approach can be simply one object among many others’ (TC: 38), their mediaeval predecessors responded to God’s hiddenness as a kind of provocation—as though the divine mystery were ‘a challenge in some way, notwithstanding the problems, to lay hold of the object’ (TC: 27). Barth locates the driving force of this impulse in a faulty conception of God, according to which the divine essence—though shrouded in mystery—can be made directly available to human experience. Thus: ‘[t]his basic view of the fundamental accessibility of the mystery and glory (doxa) of God’—this ‘principle of immediacy’, as he calls it—‘is what stamps mediaeval theology’. It is ‘the principle of the theology of glory’ (TC: 30, 35, 36).

The second danger of mediaeval theology pertains less to the theologian of glory’s guiding intuitions than to his chief aspirations, his principle aims. Without denying the diversity of mediaeval perspectives, Barth insists that mediaeval theologians characteristically wanted, above all, to encounter God directly and apart from God’s self-disclosure in Jesus Christ. ‘Some kind of unequivocal and direct communication of the depths of deity…is in any case the goal of our journey if we entrust ourselves to them’, he writes (TC: 27). Whereas the Reformers’ ‘focal point’ was ‘Christ as God’s visible word and work’ (TC: 47), mediaeval theologians sought to look through Christ in order to glimpse the invisible things of God. ‘This’, Barth declares, ‘is the theology of glory, the fiery living heart, the essence of mediaeval theology’ (TC: 29). It points to a third major danger of mediaeval theology, which centres on what Barth calls ‘the problem of ethics’ (TC: 49, 67).

According to an occasional lecture Barth gave in September 1922, ‘[t]he problem of ethics is a critical question under which is placed all human action…“What are we supposed to do?” is the question that is asked here’ (WGT: 135; see also CD III/4: 5). On Barth’s reading, the typically mediaeval answer to this question wrongly supposes that ‘our human striving, knowing, willing, and doing’ can ‘reach the goal of infinity’ (TC: 45). Consequently, mediaeval theology tends to promote a ‘titanic striving’ (TC: 56), a ‘storming ahead…toward the invisible things of God’. More, it fails to consider ‘how seriously it…increases the damage with its striving’ (TC: 47). Here, again, the distinctions that Barth perceives between the Reformers and their mediaeval forebears are illustrative. Whereas the former see that ‘all our action, even though oriented to God, is vain even in the very best life’ (TC: 39), the latter forget that ‘[t]o say human is to say sin, rebellion against grace, invincible ignorance of God, irreconcilable hostility to his law’ (TC: 45). Barth’s opposition to the form of Christian life engendered by mediaeval theology, then, can hardly be overstated: it threatens the very heart of the gospel message that human beings are justified through grace by faith alone.

Thus runs Barth’s assessment of mediaeval theology. Barth does concede that, as genuinely Christian theology, it has at least some share of the truth. Nevertheless, he insists that it is to be read with caution in so far as it is a ‘theology of glory’: it assumes, seeks, and urges upon others a false sense of divine–human immediacy; consequently, it engenders a form of life that fundamentally opposes the gospel as Barth conceives it. Nor does Barth confine these criticisms to a particular temporal, geographic, or institutional setting. The theology of glory, he contends, is powerfully at work in John Scotus Eriugena’s The Division of Nature no less than in William of Ockham’s Treatise on the Principles of Theology; he finds it operating in mystical works like Richard of St. Victor’s Mystical Ark no less than in scholastic tomes such as Peter Lombard’s Sentences; he thinks it equally present in the canons of the Fourth Lateran Council and in the Divine Comedy of Dante Alighieri (TC: 26, 28, 30–1, 35, 57).

The force of these conclusions reverberates throughout Barth’s subsequent works, and not least in Church Dogmatics. It rings loudest perhaps in his condemnation of the Thomist doctrine of the ‘analogy of being’ (analogia entis) as ‘the invention of Antichrist’ (CD I/1: xiii; see Johnson 2010). It may also be felt in his warnings about the dangers of any ‘unreserved attachment’ to certain ‘pre-Reformation authorities’ (CD I/2: 614). However, Barth does not altogether forsake the theology of the Middle Ages. In fact, already in the Göttingen Dogmatics—the product of a lecture-cycle given just two years after the lectures on Calvin—he approvingly cites a number of mediaeval authors, including Anselm, Bonaventure, and Aquinas. An even greater diversity of mediaeval authors is frequently cited in the Christliche Dogmatik and in Church Dogmatics.

The proliferation of citations to mediaeval authors in Barth’s dogmatic works may raise questions about his initial negative assessment of mediaeval theology. Did he retract or soften his criticisms? No. Barth continues to think that certain mediaeval works can be engaged to good effect—albeit only under certain conditions, and only for the sake of certain ends. Still, there are no tectonic shifts in his reservations about mediaeval theology. Perhaps the quickest way to show this is by examining concrete examples of the way Barth uses mediaeval works in Church Dogmatics.

Mediaeval Works in Church Dogmatics

The following examples are not intended as items in a comprehensive taxonomy of Barth’s deployment of mediaeval theology in his mature work. Rather, they are illustrations of the uses to which Barth subjects mediaeval texts in Church Dogmatics.

A first type of use aims to register a critical correction. The purpose here is to repair what Barth takes to be an erroneous or insufficiently refined doctrinal formulation. Citations of this type often attest to Barth’s enduring suspicion of mediaeval theology. A good example is the critique of Peter Lombard’s account of divine omnipresence in Sentences I, which appears in Barth’s doctrine of God.

The threefold nature of God’s presence ad extra was recognised in Scholasticism at least from the time of Peter Lombard. God, he writes (Sent. I, dist. 37A), is 1. praesentialiter, potentialiter, essentialiter in omni natura sive essentia (presently, powerfully, essentially in his whole nature or essence); He is 2. excellentius sc. per gratiam inhabitans in sanctis spiritibus et animis (more excellently, that is, by grace, in dwelling in holy spirits and minds); but He is 3. excellentissime non per gratiam adoptionis, sed per gratiam unionis in homine Christo (most excellently not by his gracious adoption of, but by his gracious union in the man Christ). In opposition to the idea contained in this excellentissime (most excellently)—or for its correct understanding—J. Gerhard (Loci theol., 1610 II, 187) rightly noted that instead of excellenter (more excellently) it is much better to say: singulariter…quia modus ille praesentiae hypostatica non tantum gradu aut secundum plus et minus, sed toto genere a reliquis praesentiae modis differt (singularly…since that mode of his hypostatic presence differs from other modes of presence not merely in degree, or to a greater or lesser extent, but actually in its whole quality). We are indeed forced to say that this form of divine presence in the world must be radically distinguished from every other form, even the highest, even those forms of special divine presence which according to the testimony of Scripture are to be recognized…as forms of God’s special presence.  (CD II/1: 484)

As with so many of Barth’s interactions with mediaeval works, this passage explicitly depends on the critical perspective of a mediating source (compare here CD II/1: 327; CD II/2: 45; CD III/4: 5, 63, 66; CD III/3: 5; CD IV/1: 275). Drawing upon Johannes Gerhard’s Loci Theologici, Barth criticizes Lombard for conflating the immediacy of the divine and human natures in the hypostatic union with other forms of divine–human relationship. Whereas Lombard holds that God is present in a ‘more excellent’ (excellentius) way in ‘holy persons’ and in a ‘most excellent manner’ (excellentissime) in Christ, Barth insists it would have been much better to say that God is ‘singularly’ (singulariter) present in Christ. It is not as though Barth denies that personal holiness can involve special forms of divine presence. His point is just that the hypostatic union ‘differs from other modes of presence not merely in degree, or to a greater or lesser extent, but altogether in kind’ (CD II/1: 484, citing Gerhard, Loci theol., 1610 II, 187). Notice the connection: Barth’s criticism here recalls his rejection of what, in The Theology of John Calvin, he alternatingly calls the mediaeval ‘principle of the theology of glory’ or ‘principle of immediacy’. That God is immediately present in Christ, says Barth, emphatically does not mean that God is present in the same way to other human beings. To encounter God is to encounter Christ—God’s unique and radical presence in the world.

A second type of use establishes some kind of connection between a specifically Reformed doctrine and one or more predecessor doctrines. Here, citations from mediaeval texts serve to underscore certain continuities between Reformation and mediaeval doctrines. Consider Barth’s defence of the Reformation doctrine of justification in Church Dogmatics I/1:

What makes these expressions possible is the apprehensio Christi (apprehension of Christ) or habitatio Christi in nobis (dwelling of Christ in us) or unio hominis cum Christo (union of the person with Christ) that takes place in true faith according to the teaching of Galatians 2:20. In emphasising this more than mystical and more than speculative principle that faith means unity with the thing believed in, i.e. with Jesus Christ, Calvin did not in the least lag behind Luther, or either of them behind an Augustine, an Anselm, or Bernard of Clairvaux.  (CD I/1: 240)

Barth begins by distilling what he takes to be a historically Protestant perspective. For Calvin, much as for Luther, faith is a kind of ‘grasping of Christ’ (apprehensio Christi)—a ‘dwelling of Christ in us’ (habitatio Christi in nobis) or a ‘union of the human being with Christ’ (unio hominis cum Christo). To defend this construal of faith, Barth then shows its basis in Scripture and in the confirming testimony of Augustine, Anselm, and Bernard. The passage attests to Barth’s enduring recognition that, despite its defects, mediaeval theology is in some respects a faithful vehicle of Christian confession.

A third type of use is related to the second, but aims to establish a more general claim that is in no way specific to either mediaeval or Reformation theology (see, for example, CD I/1, 6; CD I/2: 32, 38, 84, 202; CD III/1: 4, 29, 226, 360; CD III/2: 71; CD III/4: 64). In Church Dogmatics II/1, Barth argues that even the best theology is in itself powerless to guide and correct church proclamation. ‘[W]hether the result of [dogmatics] is just and weighty criticism or revision, and not a worse perversion of Christian utterance, does not lie within [its] province’, writes Barth (CD I/1: 22). The fruit of theological inquiry depends, rather, solely on ‘the free act of God’ (CD I/1: 23). To seal the point, Barth constellates references to Peter Lombard’s Sentences, Anselm’s Cur Deus homo?, Aquinas’s Summa, and Bonaventure’s Breviloquium alongside Melanchthon’s Loci communes:

Cognovi, explicationem dogmatum Ecclesiae propter multas causas opus esse difficillimum et quamquam necessarium est, tamen plenum esse ingentium periculorum (‘I know that the explanation of the Church’s dogmas is for many reasons an extremely difficult though necessary task, but it is full of enormous dangers’) (Melanchthon, Loci communes, 1559, C.R., 21, 602). It was more than a monkish trick of style when Anselm referred to the imbecillitas scientiae meae (‘feebleness of my knowledge’) (Cur Deus homo?, I, 25) and Bonaventura to the pauper portiuncula scientiolae nostrae (poor sample of our little science) (Breviloq., Prooem.), and when on the first page of his Sentences Peter Lombard compared his achievement to the widow’s mite or the two pence which the Good Samaritan gave to the inn-keeper with the promise to pay him more when he returned. The story is also told of Thomas Aquinas, whose Summa theologica obviously remained a torso, that when asked to write more he replied: ‘Reginald, I cannot, for all that I have written is like chaff to me. I hope that God will soon put an end to my life and thinking.’  (CD I/1: 21)

This passage, which looks to be more creative juxtaposition than discursive argument, once again draws upon several mediating sources—in this instance, Martin Grabmann’s The Spiritual Life of St. Thomas Aquinas and Paul Althaus’s Dogmatic Handbook (Grabmann 1924 and Althaus 1929, cited in CD I/1: 21–2). To underscore Melanchthon’s recognition that theology has always been vulnerable to ‘enormous dangers’ (ingentium periculorum), Barth adverts to the testimony of Anselm, Peter Lombard, Bonaventure, and Aquinas. At first glance, this constellation of mediaeval works might suggest a more positive stance towards their implied authors. But that would be too quick. Barth applauds Bonaventure, for instance, for recognizing the perennial dangers of theology; he says nothing whatsoever about the particular substance of his theology as such.

There is one final type of use to consider, but the main point is already established. Any false impression—given by the frequent appearance of mediaeval works in Church Dogmatics—that Barth relaxed his initial objections to mediaeval theology, disappears once the relevant citations are examined at closer quarters. Barth cites mediaeval texts for multiple and varied purposes: at times, he subjects them to criticism, correcting or else refuting their errors; in other instances, he coordinates mediaeval authorities for the purpose of lending credence to a Reformed doctrine or to establish a more general claim. However, each of these uses is perfectly consistent with (and in many cases expressive of) Barth’s persistent view that ‘the Evangelical Church, if it is to be a Church of Jesus Christ, can never listen too much to the witness of the ancient and mediaeval church’ (CD I/1: 614). To be a Protestant reader of mediaeval theology is, for Barth, to keep oneself alert for errors.

A fourth and final type of citation of mediaeval texts is less easily squared with this general perspective. It pertains to those rare occasions when Barth self-consciously acknowledges some form of intellectual debt to a mediaeval work of theology. A significant example comes in the doctrine of providence in Church Dogmatics III/3, where Barth confesses to have been ‘in some degree following Thomas Aquinas’ (CD III/3: 66), whose doctrine of creation he deems not just ‘formally correct’ but ‘even serviceable and normative’ (CD III/3: 100; compare CD III/2: 10; see also CD II/2: 106, 119). An even more prominent example appears at the outset of Church Dogmatics II/1. Barth frames his entire doctrine of God with reference to Anselm’s Proslogion:

I believe I learned the fundamental attitude to the problem of the knowledge and existence of God…at the feet of Anselm of Canterbury, and in particular from his proofs of God set out in Prosl. 2–4. May I therefore ask the reader to keep that text in mind, and to allow me to refer to my book Fides quaerens intellectum: Anselms Beweis der Existenz Gottes (1931), for an understanding of it?

(CD II/1: 4; compare CD III/1: 360; CD IV/2: 415)

The impact of the Proslogion on Barth’s intellectual development should not be overstated (see McCormack 1995: 421–49). Nevertheless, the following points are to be noted: to facilitate understanding of §§25–8, in Church Dogmatics II/1, Barth not only petitions his readers to consult Proslogion 2; to ensure they have understood Anselm’s argument, he also refers them to Fides quaerens intellectum. This is the book which, amongst all his books, Barth regarded ‘as the one written with the greatest satisfaction’ (HIC: 42). So, too, it is the only book that he insisted held ‘a vital key, if not the key, to an understanding of that whole process of thought that has impressed me more and more in my Church Dogmatics as the only one proper to theology’ (FQI: 11). These are surprising if not cryptic claims coming from a man who once decried the ‘whole titanic striving of the Middle Ages’ (TC: 56). The best clues to understanding Barth’s affinity for Anselm is his account of church authorities in Protestant theology, found in his doctrine of the Word of God in Church Dogmatics I/2.

Anselm amongst the Authorities

Barth’s mature account of authority in the church emerges in §20 of Church Dogmatics. A principal concern of Barth at this point is whether and how certain teachers, traditions, and texts of the church’s past should guide its proclamation in the present. This concern is by no means exclusively Protestant. However, in Protestant circles, it very often registers specifically Protestant difficulties. One such difficulty issues from a type of practical contradiction between official church teaching and lived action. The Protestant ‘Scripture principle’ (see, for example, CD I/2: 546–7, 554, 570), as Barth calls it, stipulates that the sole locus of church authority is the Bible. However, in actual practice, the interpretation of Scripture is always already governed and constrained by various ‘outstanding teachers of the Church’—past theologians in whom Protestants still recognize at least some measure of ‘definite ecclesiastical authority’ (CD I/2: 603).

Barth sees this difficulty. But he takes it to be more apparent than real. Properly understood, he thinks, the Protestant Scripture principle is perfectly compatible with there being a plurality of interpreters whom Protestants recognize as (in some sense) authoritative. Barth expresses this conviction already in the Göttingen Dogmatics: ‘Are there, then, Protestant fathers? Authorities that are normative for our understanding of Scripture as God’s Word? Obviously!’ Barth exclaims. ‘But if so,’ he continues, ‘we…must have the courage openly to confess this and to achieve dogmatic clarity about the presence and the relative validity of such authorities’ (GD: 239). Barth musters the courage do just this several years later in Church Dogmatics I/2, §20. To underscore the specifically Protestant aspects of his position, he contrasts it with the view he finds in Roman Catholicism.

Following Bernhard Bartmann’s Dogmatic Handbook, Barth ascribes to Roman Catholicism a ‘theological hierarchy’ of extra-biblical authorities (CD I/2: 604; see Bartmann 1928: vol. 1, 30). On the first rung of the hierarchy are ‘ecclesiastical fathers’ (patres ecclesiastici)—first-century authors whose authority very nearly approximates that of the apostles, and whose writings are, in Barth’s view, functionally regarded by the Roman Catholic Church as a ‘second source of revelation’ (CD I/2: 603–4). The second rung consists of ‘ecclesiastical writers’ (scriptores ecclesiastici). Although not ecclesiastical fathers per se, these first- and second-century authors serve as normative witnesses to the teaching of the fathers and the apostles. The final rung of the hierarchy is comprised of ‘church doctors’ (doctores ecclesiae)—ancient and mediaeval authors who, though by no means infallible, are nevertheless ubiquitously recognized as trustworthy custodians of Roman Catholic doctrine (CD I/2: 603).

It goes without saying that Barth rejects this hierarchy. However, he does not reject it completely; he leaves its third rung intact. This is because, for Barth, there can be no real question about whether Protestants should recognize certain ‘church teachers’ (doctores ecclesiae), certain ‘witnesses to the truth’ (testes veritatis)—authorities whose works ought to be regarded as ‘in some sense normative, although always under the norm of Holy Scripture’ (CD I/2: 606 and 607). That Protestants can, do, and indeed must look to such authorities is something almost too plain to say. The only question is which teachers ought to be recognized in this way? However that may be, the shifting needs of the church prevent Barth from giving a definitive answer to this question. He sees that each new generation of theologians must themselves determine which of their predecessors remain dead, which of them still speak, and which of them might speak again. Of course, not just any teacher may be recognized as a doctor ecclesiae, a testis veritatis. Barth holds that such determinations must be regulated by a series of diagnostic questions.

The first ‘question…which has to be asked—in light of Scripture itself—is whether the teacher in question has expounded Scripture and proclaimed the Word of God, and done it correctly’ (CD I/2: 613). In Barth’s judgement, the best exegetes are still the Protestant Reformers, whose authority in Protestant churches he thinks should be ‘analogous to that of the…“Church teachers” in Roman Catholicism’ (CD I/2: 606). However, Barth also insists that Protestants should be prepared to recognize certain pre-Reformation authorities as well. In this connection, ‘a second question which we have to put to all teachers before and after [the Reformers] is how their teaching stands in relation to the confession of the Reformation’ (CD I/2: 613). Does Augustine or Bonaventure, say, exposit Scripture in a way that agrees with Reformation teaching? If so, to what degree? Third, it needs to be asked whether the proposed teacher can speak to those who stand outside of his or her own immediate context. Barth knows that a teacher must speak from ‘the problems of their own life and their more immediate, temporal, and spiritual environment’; the question is whether in doing so he or she can also speak to the needs and hopes of those who stand beyond his or her own ‘incidental or selected circle’ (CD I/2: 615). Thus ‘only that expositor is qualified to be a teacher of the Church who…[is] competent to speak…intelligibly, responsibly, and authoritatively to the whole Church’ (CD I/2: 615). With this proviso, the final question to be asked is ‘whether…[he or she] has spoken and still speaks a word which means actual decision to the later church’ (CD I/2: 616). To be a teacher of the church, a doctor ecclesiae, is to have ‘something to say which comes home to us’ (CD I/2: 616)—a message for the whole church, here and now.

Significantly, Barth’s answers to these questions yield a surprisingly capacious attitude towards certain mediaeval authors. Protestants, he argues, must be especially ‘ready to hear…the mediaeval Catholic Church which had not yet been reformed by the Word of God, but as distinct from the post-Tridentine Church, had also not denied the Reformation’ (CD I/2: 614). This is all the more true with respect to those authors whose ‘doctrine…bore prior witness to the Reformation’ (CD I/2: 614). For example, in many of the Questions in Aquinas’s Summa, Barth finds ‘lines of thought which, if they do not lead to the Reformation, certainly do not lead to Jesuit Rome’. Barth continues, ‘And there is a lot that the Evangelical theologian can learn in Thomas as a well-chosen compendium of all preceding tradition. The same is even more true of an Anselm of Canterbury and in another way of a Bonaventura’ (CD I/2: 614).

Barth’s mention of Anselm in this context foreshadows his turn to the Proslogion several years later, and it echoes his previous admiration for the work some years before. What explains this admiration? Why does Barth urge Anselm’s work upon readers of Church Dogmatics? A final clue may be seen in the first preface to Fides quaerens intellectum.

The initial impetus for Fides quaerens intellectum was a guest lecture on Proslogion 2–4 by Barth’s ‘philosopher friend’, Heinrich Scholz (FQI: 7). According to Barth, Scholz’s lecture had sparked ‘within me a compelling urge to deal with Anselm quite differently…to make a definite statement of some of the reasons why I find more of value and significance in this theologian than in others’ (FQI: 7). For Barth, the Proslogion is much more than ‘a model piece of good, penetrating and neat theology, one which at every step I have found instructive and edifying’ (FQI: 7). More importantly, it has ‘quite a lot to say to present-day theology, both Protestant and Roman Catholic’—a message that ‘present-day theology ought to heed’ (FQI: 9). The connection stands in plain view. In the Proslogion specifically, and in Anselm’s works more generally, Barth had found an exemplary expositor of Scripture—a teacher who, though relatively unknown to the Reformers, not only bore prior witness to their theology, but who also and more importantly still offers a message for the whole church, Protestant and Roman Catholic. Barth’s chief purpose in Fides quaerens intellectum, then, is to recover that message, to unearth ‘what I have read in Anselm’ (FQI: 9). The central thrust of that message as Barth understands it may be described roughly as follows.

In Proslogion 2, Anselm famously concludes that there can be ‘absolutely no doubt that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists in the mind and in reality’, and that this ‘something’ is none other than ‘God’ (Anselm 1998: 88). Contrary to many interpreters, Barth contends that Anselm’s formula is not so much a definition as a prohibition (FQI: 77, 152, 153): it forbids the theologian who believes in this God to imagine anything greater, as though God were one ‘object’ to be understood by comparison with others. Much as the Reformers, Anselm confesses that God is not so much the object of theology as its subject: ‘[t]his “object” who is worshipped and thus investigated is, however, Dominus Deus noster…the God who is the Lord of the Church and as such is the God of the inquiring theologian’—the Lord who stands over against the theologian ‘not as “it,” not even as “he,” but as “thou”’ (FQI: 151). For Barth, this point stands at the very centre of the Proslogion.

What, then, is that ‘fundamental attitude’ (CD II/1: 4)—that ‘form of thought’ (Denkform, FQI: 11)—which Barth reports that he learned from Anselm? It is prayer. ‘Anselm’, Barth writes, ‘shows that the whole of theological inquiry is intended to be understood as undertaken and carried through in prayer’ (FQI: 150, cf. 151, 155). That is to say: Anselm shows that ‘all thinking about God has to begin with thinking to God’ (FQI: 169, emphasis added). Perhaps by ‘thinking to God’ Barth has in mind a form of listening.

Conclusion

Barth’s impassioned defence of this Anselmian perspective is not what one might have expected from the author of The Theology of John Calvin, whose critical opprobrium of the ‘theology of glory’ marked the onset of a lifelong tendency to avoid mediaeval works of theology. Even if Barth’s ‘Anselmian turn’ does not represent a shift towards a less critical view of mediaeval theology in general, it does provoke questions regarding his appraisal of certain other mediaeval authors. Was Barth justified in criticizing, ignoring, or else dismissing so many of Anselm’s mediaeval contemporaries and successors?

To pose this question precisely and to answer it responsibly would require elaborating extensively on Barth’s explicit engagement with particular authors and particular texts. A brief conclusion obviously cannot offer this type of analysis. What follows concentrates chiefly on one aspect of Barth’s stance towards the work he considered ‘the peak of Scholasticism’ (CD I/2: 208; see also TC: 20)—the Summa theologiae of Thomas Aquinas.

Even a quick survey of the Summa will cast doubt upon Barth’s allegation that Thomas espouses that ‘basic view of the fundamental accessibility of the mystery and glory (doxa) of God’ which, according to Barth, is both the ‘essence’ and ‘goal’ of mediaeval theology (TC: 27, 40). Thomas certainly acknowledges the possibility of being momentarily shaken from the presumption of an autarchic existence by an immediate encounter with God (Aquinas 1981: II–II, q. 175). However, he insists that such moments are ‘gratuitous graces’ (gratias gratis datas) (Aquinas 1981: II–II, q. 171, prologue) which, like various other gifts mentioned in 1 Cor. 12: 4–11, are always a matter of extraordinary divine grace and so never the outcome of human effort—no matter how pious or subtle (Aquinas 1981: II–II, q. 175, a. 1 ad 2). Then, too, Thomas consistently denies that in this life human beings can achieve any sort of ‘unequivocal and direct’ experience of God (TC: 27). A clear expression of Thomas’s position may be seen in his Commentary on Boethius’s ‘On the Trinity’. In it, Thomas insists that ‘the human mind is especially helped by…the light of faith’, but that ‘even this new light does not suffice to penetrate to a vision of God’s essence’ (Aquinas 1882: Super Boetium De Trinitate I, q. 1, a. 2 co. 4). And again, in the Summa, he notes that although ‘we attribute to God some things known by divine revelation’, it is nevertheless the case that ‘in this life we cannot know of God “what He is”, and thus are united to Him as to one unknown’ (Aquinas 1981: I, q. 12, a. 13; see also II–II, q. 180, a. 5 ad 1; see also Aquinas 1882: Summa contra gentiles I, c. 31 and Aquinas 1882 Quaestiones disputatae de veritate, q. 5, a. 2 ad 11; q. 2, a. 11 ad 1). For Thomas, then (much as for Barth), the divine essence is not fundamentally ‘accessible’ but rather incomprehensible.

A brief exposé such as this obviously cannot simply paper over Barth’s disagreements with Thomas. It does, however, suggest that Barth might have judged the Summa differently had he read it with the same intensity that he did the Proslogion. The same may be said for any number of other mediaeval works as well. Might Barth have found a message like that of the Proslogion in Bonaventure’s Journey of the Mind into God? Or perhaps in Julian of Norwich’s Showings, in Catherine of Siena’s Dialogues, or in any number of works by mediaeval women (about whom Barth seems to have known so little)? If such questions are deemed worth asking, perhaps it should also be kept in mind that Barth’s own interests finally lay elsewhere. For Barth, the truly decisive question to be asked of any teacher—whether ancient, mediaeval, modern, or contemporary—is not the extent to which he or she agrees with Barth. It is whether the teacher ‘has…proclaimed the Word of God’ and so has ‘something to say which comes home to us’ (CD I/2: 613, 616)—the whole church, here and now.
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chapter 6

Barth and Reformation Theology


Randall C. Zachman




Karl Barth understands his theological task to be the restoration of the gospel to its central place in dogmatic theology, which means that he understands dogmatic theology to be evangelical theology. ‘The qualifying attribute “evangelical” recalls both the New Testament and at the same time the Reformation of the sixteenth century’ (ET: 5). As evangelical, dogmatic theology engages the prophetic and apostolic witness of Scripture, as well as ‘the theology newly discovered and accepted by the Reformation of the sixteenth century’ (ET: 5). Barth therefore takes his bearings both from Scripture and from the gospel taught in the Reformation in order to restore the gospel to the theology of his own day, for he is convinced that both Roman Catholic (Thomas Aquinas) and modernist (Friedrich Schleiermacher) theologians have compromised the gospel. ‘The path of Roman Catholicism and the path of Protestant Modernism differ from the path of the Evangelical Church. Evangelical dogmatics has to explain to itself why it thinks it should go its own distinctive way and what this way is’ (CD I/1: 287). Barth, of course, was a life-long student of the Reformers, beginning with Luther, under the tutelage of his Lutheran teachers in Germany, and then proceeding to Calvin and the Reformed tradition, beginning with his professorship in Göttingen in the 1920s, where he taught classes on Calvin, the Heidelberg Catechism, the Reformed confessions, Schleiermacher, and Zwingli.

In what follows, we shall trace Barth’s engagement with Reformation theology in his Church Dogmatics. As we shall see, the distinctive path that evangelical theology follows is oriented by the insight that all possibility lies in the eternal nature of God, and in the Word and work of God, and not in nature in general or human nature in particular. This insight is threatened, Barth thinks, both by the Roman Catholic claim that grace does not destroy but perfects nature, and by the Protestant modernist claim that the grace of Christ enhances and strengthens the consciousness of God already present in every human being. Both claims seek to relate humans to God, rather than relating God to humans, and thus subject theology to a new ‘Babylonian captivity’ by surrendering evangelical theology to dependence on an interpretation of human existence that is not derived from the grace of God in Christ (ET: 8). We cannot seek to understand God, ourselves, or the world apart from the gospel of Jesus Christ, even if we think we are deriving this understanding from Scripture. Barth claims that this position is in continuity with the central insights of the Reformation, but he becomes increasingly aware that the seeds of Roman Catholic and Protestant modernist tendencies can be found in the theology of the Reformers themselves. Barth will therefore seek to detect and correct elements in the theology of the Reformers that seek to relate human beings to God apart from Christ, rather than relating God to human beings in Christ.

We will begin by examining Barth’s engagement with Luther regarding proclamation as the theme of dogmatics, including his development of Luther’s theology of the cross in his own understanding of the unveiling and veiling of God in divine self-revelation. We will then consider Barth’s criticism of Luther and especially Calvin regarding the way they locate the free election of God apart from the self-revelation of God in Jesus Christ. Next, we will examine the way Barth attempts to correct Calvin on the relation of the knowledge of God the Creator to the knowledge of God the Redeemer, and the relation of the knowledge of ourselves to the knowledge of God, especially the knowledge of ourselves as sinners. We will conclude with Barth’s criticism of infant baptism in Luther and Calvin, based on his reading of Zwingli.

Martin Luther: The Subject Matter of Theology is Proclamation

Since evangelical theology engages the God who proclaims himself in the gospel, the central task of theology is to pose the question of truth to the proclamation of the gospel in its day. The church cannot take for granted that the message it is proclaiming is in fact the gospel, and God continually holds the church to account with regard to this question. ‘What is said about God in the Church seeks, as proclamation, to be God’s Word. It is measured by its own specific criterion in dogmatics’ (CD I/1: 77). The ultimate judgement of church proclamation rests with God, but the church takes this coming judgement seriously by viewing the question of the truth of its own proclamation as a state of emergency. ‘As though the venture of proclamation did not mean that the Church permanently finds itself in an emergency! As though theology could be done properly without reference to this constant emergency!’ (CD I/1: 77). The need to test church proclamation by the criterion of the Word of God is directly derived from Luther and Calvin, and Barth makes it clear that this task must always accompany the proclamation of the church, and cannot be assumed to have been completed in the Reformation of the sixteenth century. ‘Theology has to reconsider the confession of the community, testing and rethinking it in the light of its enduring foundation, object, and content’ (ET: 42). This does not mean that evangelical dogmatics sets forth the content of proclamation, as that can only take place in the middle space between a particular biblical text and the concrete situation. ‘It can only be a guide to orientation between the two poles of saying what has to be said in all circumstances and not saying what must not be said in any circumstances’ (CD I/1: 79).

If the central task of the church is the proclamation of the Word of God, it necessarily follows that the foundational relationship between God and humanity is the Word and faith, and not, as in Roman Catholic theology, the more ‘physical’ relationship of cause to effect. ‘The Reformers…did not see themselves as in a position to construe the grace of Jesus Christ in this way. They thought it should be understood, not as cause and effect, but as Word and faith’ (CD I/1: 69–70). Following the Reformers, over against the Roman Catholics, evangelical dogmatics must understand even the sacrament as the visible confirmation of the Word of God, and not as the instrumental cause of grace. ‘The former must exist for the sake of the latter, and therefore the sacrament for the sake of preaching, not vice versa’ (CD I/1: 70). As we shall see, at the end of his theological career, Barth will revisit this understanding of the sacraments as the visible confirmation of the Word of God, and will shift from engaging Luther and Calvin on this relationship to a criticism of sacraments that draws him closer to Zwingli.

Barth insists that the possibility of faith lies in the Word of God proclaimed, and not in the capacity of the one hearing the Word. Protestant modernist theologians such as Schleiermacher and Bultmann speak very forcefully of the centrality of proclamation in the church, but—Barth supposes—they root the possibility of faith in the Word in a pre-existing human capacity that is awakened by the Word, making it a ‘point of contact’ for proclamation that must be coordinated theologically with the Word. Barth appeals to what he considers to be the unanimous testimony of the Reformers to challenge this claim by Protestant modernism, insisting that the human sinner is not capable of faith in the Word of God. ‘The real experience of the man addressed by God’s Word is the very thing that decides and proves that what makes it possible lies beyond itself’ (CD I/1: 221). The assurance of faith in the Word of God does not lie in the actualization of a prior human capacity, but solely in the Word that is proclaimed, which is external to the person. ‘He is not sure of himself but of the Word of God, and he is not sure of the Word of God in and of himself but in and of the Word. His assurance is his own assurance, but it has its seat outside him in the Word of God, and it is his assurance in this way, as the Word of God is present to him’ (CD I/1: 224–5). Although Barth thinks that this is the unanimous position of the Reformers, he is especially indebted to Luther for substantiating this claim.

In sum, when Luther speaks of the Word of God and faith he is saying, of course, that where there is no faith the Word cannot be, or cannot be fruitful, but he is saying primarily, and this is the point, that where faith is, it does not have its ground and its truth and its measure in itself as a human act or experience, but even though it is a human act and experience it has these things in its object, in Christ, or God’s Word.  (CD I/1: 234)

Faith as a human experience brings with it the awareness that we must always be told something by the Word of God that we can never under any circumstances tell ourselves. If we think that there is some a priori capacity for faith apart from the Word, we can turn to this capacity for independent knowledge of God apart from the Word, as Barth thought happened in modernist dogmatics. ‘Modernist dogmatics is finally unaware of the fact that in relation to God man has constantly to let something be said to him, has constantly to listen to something, which he does not know and which under no circumstances and in no sense can he say to himself. Modernist dogmatics hears man answer when no one has called him. It hears him speak with himself’ (CD I/1: 61–2).

The Word of God alone is the condition of the possibility of faith, which means that the Word of God is also the act of God. Even though proclamation is drawn both from the prophets and apostles in Scripture, and from the testimony of the Reformers in the sixteenth century, the Word of God is entirely the act of God, and hence can only be freely proclaimed by God. ‘When God’s Word is heard and proclaimed, something takes place that for all our hermeneutical skill cannot be brought about by hermeneutical skill’ (CD I/1: 148). The Word of God is the act of God, and hence cannot be put under human control. Rather, the Word of God brings human beings under its control. ‘God’s speech is His action in relation to those to whom He speaks. But His action is divine. It is the action of the Lord. It is thus His ruling action’ (CD I/1: 149). If the Word is God’s free and gracious action, then it follows that anything we can control and master is not God’s Word, not even Scripture.

Barth turns to Luther’s church postils to warrant his claim that the Word of God is not written, but proclaimed (Luther 2013: 75). ‘Both have the same theme and content, and this in such a way that preaching takes it first from Scripture and thus can be no other than scriptural exposition, but also in such a way that it always draws from Scripture in the form of living proclamation and thus has to become God’s Word to us’ (CD I/1: 123). Barth likes to use Luther’s description of proclamation as being like the finger of John the Baptist pointing to Christ (CD I/1: 102). Scripture is not the Word of God, but is rather the finger pointing to the Word of God; even as the preaching of the church is not the Word of God, but rather the pointing of a finger to God, who alone can proclaim and reveal God’s Word. ‘Why and in what respect does the biblical witness have authority? Because and in the fact that he claims no authority for himself, that his witness amounts to letting that other itself be its own authority. We thus do the Bible poor and unwelcome honour if we equate it directly with this other, with revelation itself’ (CD I/1: 112).

Barth is convinced that the decline of theology from the Reformation through Protestant orthodoxy to the Enlightenment and Protestant modernism began when orthodox Protestant theologians equated the Word of God with Scripture. ‘It helped to conceal the fact that the men of this age no longer knew what they were really saying when they said “Word of God”, that they no longer knew that they were talking about the present-day action, not of man in relation to God, but of God in relation to man, and therefore about the Church’ (CD I/1: 124). At this point in his career, Barth wants to go back further than Protestant orthodoxy to the theology of the Word that Luther sets forth in his church postils. ‘For all our great respect for the work done by orthodoxy, and for all our understanding of the ultimate intentions of this work, our task today must be the different one of re-adopting Luther’s concepts and taking proclamation seriously as the work of the Church in and through which God is to be served and not man, and God is to speak’ (CD I/1: 124).

Martin Luther: The Veiling and Unveiling of the Word of God

The freedom of the Word of God as the act of God is further manifested by the theology of the cross, which Barth explicitly takes up from Luther (CD I/1: 167). The theology of the cross acknowledges the mystery of the Word of God, which veils itself in order to unveil itself, and remains veiled even in its unveiling. ‘Its veiling can change for us absolutely into its unveiling and its unveiling can change absolutely into its veiling. Absolutely, for it is unalterably the same in itself, always the one or the other for us’ (CD I/1: 174). The one Word of God is always hidden even as it is revealed, which means that we can only cling to the whole Word of God in faith. ‘In what is manifest to us the hidden side is contained, but as a hidden side, so that we can grasp and have it only as such, i.e., only in faith’ (CD I/1: 174). Barth appeals to Luther’s postil on the Syro-Phoenician woman to portray this dynamic (Matthew 15:21–28; Luther 2013: 76). Jesus is God’s Yes to sinners, but in this instance Jesus speaks a resolute No to the Canaanite woman who begs him to show mercy; yet she knows that a Yes lies deeply hidden under this No. So she takes Jesus at his word when he says no to her—telling her that she is a dog and not a child—and gets him to say yes to her as a dog, for dogs can eat the crumbs that fall from the children’s table (CD I/1: 177–8). Barth concludes from this that we never have the Yes of the Word of God without the No, even as we never have the No of God’s Word without the Yes. One is always hidden in the Word even as the other is revealed. ‘To faith, however, this straight line movement is forbidden by the Word of God which calls us from despair to triumph, from solemnity to joy, but also from triumph to despair and from joy to solemnity. This is the theologia crucis [theology of the cross]’ (CD I/1: 179). Barth uses Luther’s theology of the cross to insist that the Word of God is one even in this alternation between veiling and unveiling, over against Luther’s claim that the true theologian knows how to distinguish the Word of the Law from the Word of the Gospel. ‘The Word of God in its veiling, its form, is the claiming of man by God. The Word of God in its unveiling, its content, is God’s turning to man’ (CD I/1: 179).

The veiling and unveiling of the one Word of God means that the God who reveals himself in the Word is the same God that hides himself by means of the same Word. This allows God to reveal himself to us while also keeping us from seeking to approach God on our own.


It is thus of the very nature of this God to be inscrutable to man. In saying this we naturally mean that in His revealed nature He is thus inscrutable. It is the Deus revelatus [revealed God] who is the Deus absconditus [hidden God], the God to whom there is no path nor bridge, concerning whom we could not say nor have to say a single word if He did not of His own initiative meet us as the Deus revelatus [revealed God].  (CD I/1: 321)

The unity of the hidden and revealed God manifests the freedom of God, who freely gives himself to us, but who does not put himself under our control by so doing. ‘God’s self-unveiling remains an act of sovereign divine freedom’ (CD I/1: 321). Luther would agree that the Word of the Gospel is concealed under a form that contradicts it, for when God promises life, we experience death, and when God promises forgiveness, we experience sin and wrath. However, Luther also speaks of the hidden God as lying behind God’s Word, in a way that keeps God free of God’s Word, and Calvin also speaks of a hidden will in God lying behind God’s will revealed in the Word. Barth rejects this latter form of hiddenness, insisting that the revealed God is the hidden God, for God is always hidden and revealed in the one Word of God.

Departing from the Reformers: Grounding the Word in the Being of God

Barth seeks to ground the freedom of the Word of God in the eternal being of God. Since there is no will of God hidden behind the one Word of God, it is possible to move by analogy from the Word of God in relation to us to the Word of God in relation to God. The truth of the Word of God proclaimed to us is grounded in the fact that the Word of God is true in itself, even were it never to be proclaimed to us. ‘It would be no less God’s eternal Word if it were not spoken to us, and what constitutes the mercy of its revelation, of its being spoken to us, is that it is spoken to us in virtue of the freedom in which God could be “God in Himself” and yet He does not will to be so and in fact is not so, but actually wills to be and actually is “God for us”’ (CD I/1: 171–2). The relationship that God freely establishes with us in the Word is grounded not in us, or in the world, but in the eternal nature of God. God is eternally in himself everything that he is in relationship to us. The fact that we are in relationship to God rests entirely on God’s free decision to be in relationship to us, and not in our decision to be in relationship with God. ‘Because God is antecedently love in Himself, love is and holds good as the reality of God in the work of reconciliation and in the work of creation. But He is this love antecedently in Himself as He posits Himself as the Father of the Son’ (CD I/1: 484).

Barth’s desire to ground the free love of God revealed to us in the Word in the eternal nature of the triune God is not a move that either Luther of Calvin would make. They both insist that we only have knowledge of God as God reveals himself in his Word, and since much remains in God that has not been revealed, we should cling to the revelation of God to us and not seek to know about God in himself, for this is an abyss from which we would never return. Since Barth insists that the revealed God is the hidden God, he can move from God in relation to us to God in relation to himself, for only in this way does he think he can ground the truth of the Word of God proclaimed to us.

The reality of God in His revelation cannot be bracketed by an ‘only’, as though somewhere behind His revelation there stood another reality of God; the reality of God which encounters us in revelation is His reality in all the depths of eternity. This is why we have to take it so seriously precisely in His revelation.

(CD I/1: 479)

When Barth fully develops his understanding of the eternal being of God, it is not surprising that he no longer engages in a dialogue with Luther, as he does throughout his discussion of the Word of God, nor does he really engage Calvin, since neither of them would ground the truth of the Word of God spoken to us in the eternal relation of God to himself. This move already reveals the fact that although Barth will try to align himself as much as possible with Luther and Calvin over against both Roman Catholic and modernist Protestant theology, he is also going to become increasingly critical of the theology of Luther and Calvin, both when they distinguish the Word of the Law from the Word of the Gospel, and when they distinguish God in himself from God in relation to us.

John Calvin: Jesus Christ and the Eternal Election of God

The relationship God freely establishes with us through the Word that God proclaims reveals the depth of God’s love for us. Since God’s relationship to us is entirely grounded in God’s relationship to himself, we know that God is from all eternity the One who loves in freedom. ‘God is who He is in the act of revelation. God seeks and creates fellowship between Godself and us, and therefore He loves us. But He is this loving God without us as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, in the freedom of the Lord, who has life from Himself’ (CD II/1: 257). Since God is the eternal relation of free love in himself, the decision to love human beings freely cannot have been necessary for God, since God does not need us to be the One who loves in freedom. Over against Schleiermacher and Hegel, who—in Barth’s view—seem to make God’s relationship to the world necessary for God’s existence, Barth claims that the relationship to us is freely elected and chosen by God, and cannot be understood as having been necessary. ‘We must not allow God to be submerged in His relationship to the universe or think of Him as tied in Himself to the universe. Under the concept of predestination, or the election of grace, we say that in freedom (its affirmation and not its loss) God tied Himself to the universe’ (CD II/2: 155).

Thus, even though Calvin would never argue from God in relation to us to God’s eternal nature in itself as Barth does, Barth winds up affirming Calvin’s claim that we only know the free mercy of God when we come to God’s eternal predestination, for the mercy of God is only free if God freely decides to show mercy to us (Calvin 2006: III.xxi.1). Moreover, as the one Word of God is both Yes and No according to the dialectic of the theologia crucis (theology of the cross), Barth also agrees with Calvin that predestination contains both a Yes and a No, or an election to grace and a reprobation to wrath and annihilation (CD II/2: 162–3).

However, even as the Yes and No are found in the one Word of God, so also God’s election and reprobation are found in the one Jesus Christ, who Barth insists is simultaneously the electing God and the elected human. Barth accuses Luther, and especially Calvin, of separating the God revealed in Christ from the God who elects and reprobates individuals before creation. ‘The electing God of Calvin is a Deus nudus absconditus [naked, hidden God]. It is not the Deus revelatus [revealed God] who is as such the Deus absconditus [hidden God], the eternal God. All the dubious features of Calvin’s doctrine result from the basic failing that in the last analysis he separates God and Jesus Christ, thinking that what was in the beginning with God must be sought elsewhere than in Jesus Christ’ (CD II/2: 111). Because of the way Calvin separates the electing God from Jesus Christ, Barth explicitly and categorically departs from Calvin’s doctrine of election, and from the confessions that follow him, such as the Canons of the Synod of Dort, and seeks to establish continuity with Athanasius, who insisted that the electing God is the one who is revealed in Jesus Christ. ‘He had, then, a truly Christian conception of the divine decree’ (CD II/2: 110). Barth realizes that by moving so decisively away from Calvin’s doctrine of election, which has its roots in Augustine’s doctrine of predestination, Barth exposes himself to the charge of innovation. ‘Historically there are to hand all kinds of important materials which should encourage and even necessitate an adoption of this thesis, but it cannot be denied that in formulating it as we have done we have exposed ourselves to the risk of a certain isolation’ (CD II/2: 155).

When Barth describes the content of divine predestination in Christ, however, he returns to the way Luther and Calvin understand the work of Christ as a happy or joyous exchange, in which Christ takes upon himself our sin and all its consequences, and freely bestows on us his blessing with all its consequences (see Luther 1963 on Galatians 3:13). ‘The election of grace is the eternal beginning of all the ways and works of God in Jesus Christ. In Jesus Christ God in His free grace determines Himself for sinful man and sinful man for Himself. He therefore takes upon Himself the rejection of man with all its consequences, and elects man to participation in His own glory’ (CD II/2: 94). For Luther and Calvin, this wonderful exchange only benefits those who have true faith in it when it is proclaimed to them in the gospel, and only the elect receive the gift of the Holy Spirit that makes such faith possible. For Barth, the wonderful exchange is the content of God’s electing will, revealing to us what God has chosen for himself—the rejection of sinners with all its consequences—and what God has chosen for us—participation in the glory of God in eternal life.

Moreover, Luther and Calvin ascribe the taking on of sin, guilt, and death to the human nature of Christ, and the free bestowal of righteousness, forgiveness, and life to the divine nature of Christ. Barth reverses and transposes this order, and claims that God elects to take sin and all its consequences from us and upon Godself, in order to give human beings eternal life with God.

That the elected man Jesus had to suffer and die means no more and no less than that in becoming man God makes Himself responsible for man who became His enemy, and that He takes upon Himself all the consequences of man’s action—his rejection and his death. This is what is involved in the self-giving of God. This is the radicalness of His grace.  (CD II/2: 124)

Barth deploys his criticism of divine impassibility in his previous discussion of the perfections of God in order to show how the being of God as love makes it possible for God to empty himself to take on our sin, death, and perdition without losing Godself in the process. ‘If we would know what it was that God elected for Himself when He elected fellowship with man, then we can only answer that He elected our rejection. He made it His own. He bore it and suffered it with all its most bitter consequences’ (CD II/2: 164).

If what God elected for himself is fulfilled when the Son of God takes our sin, death, and condemnation upon himself on the cross, what God elected for humanity is fulfilled when the Son of Man is raised from the dead and ascends to the eternal glory of God. In Barth’s understanding of the joyous exchange, God takes upon Godself human sin with all its consequences, and bestows upon humanity participation in God’s glory in eternal life. ‘This is man’s portion in the amazing exchange between God and man as it was realized in time in Jesus Christ because already it was the beginning of all things’ (CD II/2: 173). Barth will modify this position later on in his doctrine of reconciliation, and claim that humanity was exalted to full participation in the glory of God when Jesus died on the cross. The exaltation of humanity to eternal life takes place at precisely the same moment that the Son of God takes on our sin and death in order to annihilate it. Both the descent of God and the exaltation of humanity are revealed in the resurrection, but they are completed once and for all on the cross. In his doctrine of election, however, Barth follows Luther and Calvin and associates the work of the exaltation of humanity in Christ with his resurrection and ascension. ‘The suffering borne on the cross at Golgotha by the son of man in unity with the Son of God, who is as such a sacrifice for the sins of the world, is a stage on the road, an unavoidable point of transition, to the glory of the resurrection, ascension, and session’ (CD II/2: 173).

Despite his radical criticism of the way Calvin separates the electing God from Jesus Christ, Barth still thinks that Calvin made a major move in the right direction when he insisted that we only gain the knowledge of our own election when we look neither at God nor ourselves, but at Jesus Christ alone. For Barth, this is true because Christ reveals the electing will of God from all eternity, whereas for Calvin the goal of election is true faith in Christ, which distinguishes the elect from the reprobate. And this is precisely the problem with Calvin’s position, according to Barth. It starts well by urging us to look at Christ alone as the image in which we may contemplate our own election, but it ends with ourselves, and our need to distinguish ourselves from the reprobate, which can only come when we find testimony to election in ourselves, especially in our own sanctification. Barth therefore accuses Calvin of having a Christological starting point and an anthropological conclusion, which led to the development of the syllogismus practicus (practical syllogism) in an attempt to solve this pastoral problem: I know I am elect when I find evidence of my own sanctification in myself (CD II/2: 338). This violates Barth’s basic axiom that we constantly have to be told something by God that we can never tell ourselves. If I can testify to myself about my own election, by the testimony of a good conscience in myself, then I violate this axiom. ‘The need for a total revision of the dogma [of predestination] is plainly shown by the history of this subsidiary problem’ (CD II/2: 339).

Like Calvin, Barth claims that we have testimony to the election of grace in the proclamation of the gospel in the church, whereas we have testimony to divine rejection and reprobation in the synagogue of the Jews after the crucifixion of Jesus and the destruction of Jerusalem by Titus and the Roman army. Calvin insists that this means that the Jews as a people have been rejected by God (although there is a remnant of the elect amongst them), due to their crucifixion of Jesus and rejection of the gospel preached by the apostles. Barth, on the contrary, claims that this testimony to divine rejection is precisely the purpose of their election by God, so that by their existence, they bear essential witness to the one work of God in Jesus Christ. Just as divine rejection and election are only revealed in the one Jesus Christ, so the church and the synagogue are one community that bears witness to the election of God in Jesus Christ. ‘This one community of God in its form as Israel has to serve the representation of the divine judgment, in its form as the Church the representation of divine mercy’ (CD II/2: 195).

Barth will repeat many of the earlier Christian descriptions of the Jews as a permanently exiled people with no future, but rather than concluding from this that they have lost their election, as Calvin and Luther do, Barth insists that it was precisely for this reason that they were elected by God. ‘It must now live among the nations the pattern of an historical life which has absolutely no future—but without having its appointed time like other nations, being then allowed to take its leave and be merged in others. In this way it punishes itself. In this way it disrupts the community of God. Yet even in this way it cannot effectively resist God, but must serve His will and the work of His community, delivering the testimony required of it’ (CD II/2: 263). Indeed, if Israel as a people were to have been truly rejected by God, as Luther and Calvin insist that they are, then Barth would claim that no Gentiles could have been elected by God. The election of the Gentiles is founded upon, and participates in, God’s prior election of Israel, as Paul points out in Romans 11. ‘The Church can understand its own origin and its own goal only as it understands its unity with Israel. Precisely in its Gentile Christian members it must perceive that it would be forsaken by God if God had really forsaken Israel’ (CD II/2: 284). Israel is the indispensable witness to the sin and rejection that God elected for Godself in Christ, even as the Church is the indispensable witness to the life and glory that God elected for humanity in Christ.

John Calvin: Knowledge of God the Creator and Jesus Christ

If Jesus Christ is the one Word of God, then we cannot distinguish, as Calvin does, between the knowledge of God the Creator and the knowledge of God the Redeemer, even if both are revealed by the Word of God in Scripture (Calvin 2006: I.i–vi). Barth exhibits quite a bit of ambivalence in his engagement with Calvin on this issue. On the one hand, he acknowledges that Calvin and Luther hold the door open to the real possibility that God reveals Godself in the universe in a way that is distinct from the self-revelation of God in Christ. Since this claim leads, Barth believes, in a direct line from Thomas Aquinas to Friedrich Schleiermacher, it is not enough simply to take our theological bearings by building on the explicit statements of Luther and Calvin regarding the knowledge of God the Creator; we must rather make them more pointed (NT: 101). On the other hand, in his rebuttal of Emil Brunner on natural theology, Barth refuses to see in Calvin any claim that creation itself is the self-revelation of God, even if this self-revelation is clarified by a Word of God in Scripture distinct from Jesus Christ. He insists that for Calvin the knowledge of God the Creator is included in the self-revelation of God in Jesus Christ, but he rejects the claim that the universe itself is the self-revelation of God distinct from the self-revelation of God in Christ (NT: 109). Indeed, he claims that ‘Reformation ideas’ make such a move impossible (CD I/1: 130).

By the time Barth comes to the formulation of his own dogmatic exposition of creation, he seems to know that he is in fact departing from Calvin’s formulation of the issue in significant ways. Calvin does in fact identify and highlight a Word of God in Scripture that points us to the self-revelation of God in the universe in a way that is quite distinct from the Word of God in Scripture that sets forth the self-revelation of God in Christ, making both the universe and Christ distinct images of the invisible God. Calvin describes the witness of Scripture to creation as ‘spectacles’ through which we might contemplate the self-revelation of God in the works of God in the universe. This, in turn, allows us to appreciate the insights into the works of God that were attained by the learned investigations of the pagans in Egypt, Babylon, and Greece that make up the foundation of natural science. This is what Calvin means when he describes the universe as the ‘theatre of God’s glory’.

Barth will reject Calvin’s claim that the Word of God in Scripture gives us knowledge of God the Creator distinct from the knowledge of God in Christ, but he will take as his point of departure a claim made by Calvin in his commentary on Genesis, in which Calvin claims that Christ is the image of God in which we may contemplate both the heart of God in redemption and the hands and feet of God in creation. Barth acknowledges that Calvin did not draw the conclusion that we only know the Creator in the self-revelation of God in Christ, but he thinks that Calvin points him in this direction. ‘The step which we ourselves have attempted along the lines he so impressively indicated is only a logical conclusion which is as it were set on our lips by the statements of the fathers, although they did not draw it for themselves’ (CD III/1: 31). Barth will also describe creation as the theatre of God’s glory, but he means by this that creation is the setting of the covenant fulfilled in Christ, which is the self-revelation of God. Creation is the stage on which this self-revelation takes place, but it is not itself the self-revelation to God, as it most definitely is for Calvin (CD III/1: 102).

Reconsidering Luther and Calvin: The Knowledge of Ourselves in Jesus Christ

Since it is axiomatic for Barth that we always have to be told something that we can never tell ourselves, he will become increasingly critical of the way Luther and Calvin develop the knowledge of ourselves, either on the basis of our status as creatures of God, or in light of a Word of God in the Law that is seen as being distinct from Jesus Christ. In the opening paragraph of the Institutes of the Christian Religion, Calvin claims that the knowledge of ourselves should lead directly to the knowledge of God, since we can trace the gifts we experience in ourselves back to their source in God, the fountain of every good thing. Barth categorically denies that we can move from the knowledge of ourselves to the knowledge of God, thereby departing quite decisively from Calvin’s theological method. ‘Thus to understand God from man is either an impossibility or something one can only do in the form of Christology and not of anthropology (not even a Christology translated into anthropology)’ (CD I/1: 131). We can arrive at the knowledge of ourselves from the knowledge of God, but we cannot reverse this order and come to know God by knowing ourselves, even by means of the conscience formed in us by the self-revelation of God (CD II/1: 546).

Barth highlights our inability to know ourselves apart from the self-revelation of God in Christ in his discussion of sin, and in so doing reveals how far he has moved away from the theology of John Calvin and especially Martin Luther by this point in his career. Barth notes that the previous theological tradition prefaced its discussion of the person and work of Christ with the knowledge of human sinfulness, most likely derived from a source other than the one Word of God, Jesus Christ. Barth acknowledges that Luther and Calvin wished to derive the knowledge of sin from our relationship with God, but they described this as the general relationship God has with all people through the Law, as their Lord and Creator, and not by means of the Word and work of God in Jesus Christ alone. This violates Barth’s axiom that Jesus Christ is the one Word of God, who alone reveals God to us, and therefore who alone reveals our sin to us. ‘A division of God into a god in Christ and a god outside Christ is quite impossible. We cannot start from such a division even in our question concerning the basis of the knowledge of human sin’ (CD IV/1: 363). Once this division is made, the danger immediately arises that the ‘god’ whom we confront in this relationship apart from Christ will really be the ‘god’ we ourselves create by telling ourselves who and what God is. ‘Is not this god simply a reflection of our own existence, the essence of our own “existence in transcendence,” in relation to which we have merely sublimated and dramatized and mythologized our own self-communing?’ (CD IV/1: 364–5). Luther and Calvin avoid this danger because they base the foundation of this independent knowledge on the testimony of Scripture. ‘This happy situation arises when the concept is constructed, not out of philosophical, but wholly and mainly out of biblical materials, as was done with great care in Reformation theology especially’ (CD IV/1: 365).

However, by creating a Word of God called the Law independent of the one Word of God Jesus Christ, Luther and Calvin began the collapse of the Word of God into Scripture that was accelerated in the period of Protestant orthodoxy, which Barth is convinced leads directly to the replacement of the one Word of God with reason or human consciousness, as happened in the Enlightenment and in Protestant modernist theology. ‘We must not forget that the transition from biblical to biblicist thought does involve the transition to a rationalism—supernaturalistic though it is in content’ (CD IV/1: 368). When Luther and Calvin sought to derive the knowledge of sin from a Word of God in Scripture divorced from Jesus Christ, they necessarily had to combine this Word with a capacity of the human sinner, especially the conscience, which has a prior knowledge of God via its knowledge of good and evil which the Word of God can activate.

Once this combination is allowed to stand—the Word of God in Scripture and the conscience of the sinner—an inevitable dynamic is set in motion that will lead from the ‘and’ to the ‘only’, leading to the point that theology will seek to derive the entirety of human sin from the self-communing of human reason or consciousness. Barth traces this trajectory through the orthodox theologians, Schleiermacher, and Troeltsch in turn, claiming that in Troeltsch neo-Protestant theology was ‘betrayed onto the rocks, or the quicksands’, and devolved into ‘endless and useless talk’ (CD IV/1: 387). Thus, even though Luther and Calvin exhibit a certain superiority to Troeltsch by means of their use of biblical materials, dogmatic theology cannot return to the way they develop the knowledge of sin, since it leads ineluctably to the replacement of God’s revelation of our sin in Christ to our self-deception by means of our self-communion.

The transition to the Enlightenment and all that involved was not the terrible innovation that it has often been called. In many respects, and in this respect also, orthodoxy itself was engaged in a wholehearted transition to the Enlightenment—a further proof that the slogan ‘Back to Orthodoxy,’ and even the slogan ‘Back to the Reformers,’ cannot promise us the help that we need today. ‘Back to…’ is never a good slogan.  (CD IV/1: 372)

Reconsidering Luther and Calvin: Ulrich Zwingli and Baptism

Barth extends his reconsideration of Luther and Calvin when he comes to his discussion of baptism. Earlier in his theological career, he affirmed the position of the Augsburg Confession that the preaching of the gospel and the administration of the sacraments make faith possible. ‘It can and should aim to be the proclamation as preaching and sacrament because the Church has a commission to make such proclamation’ (CD I/1: 56). The humanity of Christ as the primary sacrament or self-revelation of God makes possible the adoption of other sacramental signs in proclamation, such as baptism and the eucharist. Barth writes: ‘Not of and by itself, but of and by God’s appointment and grace, the creature can be the temple, instrument and sign of God himself’ (CD II/1: 54). However, by the end of his career, Barth insists that there is only one sacrament, Jesus Christ, who is the self-revelation of God’s free love and grace by means of the Holy Spirit. ‘The New Testament does not refer to any additional or accompanying history or mediation of salvation. It mentions no duplicate of this one divine act and word’ (CD IV/4: 128). Baptism by the Spirit is part of the sacramental action of God in Christ, but Barth no longer sees baptism by water as a sacrament. It is instead the first and paradigmatic response of the free human believer to the free love of God in Jesus Christ, ‘as the binding confession of his obedience, conversion, and hope, made in prayer for God’s grace, wherein he honours the freedom of this grace’ (CD IV/4: 2). When baptism by water is made into a sacrament, there is no room for the free response of the believer to the free grace of God, and hence no human action freely given in correspondence to the love of God in Christ. ‘At the commencement of the Christian life there is, then, no free human answer to the act and call of the free God’ (CD IV/1: 102).

Barth acknowledges that by making this move he shifts his allegiance from Luther and Calvin to Zwingli, but he differs from Zwingli with regard to the latter’s appeal to circumcision to justify the practice of infant baptism. ‘The people of the new covenant, however, is not a nation. It is a people freely and newly called and assembled out of Israel and all nations. It is not made up of succeeding generations. It is not recruited through procreation and birth’ (CD IV/4: 178). Barth actually draws closer to Menno Simons than to Zwingli, but he does not draw the conclusion that infant baptism is invalid, as Menno and others did. Infant baptism is still legitimate water baptism, even though it must be completed by confirmation in order to fulfil its function as the free human response corresponding to the free grace of God in Christ. ‘[Infant baptism] may have been administered in a way which is highly doubtful and questionable, because irregular. Nevertheless, one cannot say that it is invalid’ (CD IV/4: 189).

Conclusion: Jesus Christ as the One Word and Work of God

As we have seen, Barth first engages the Reformers in general, and Luther in particular, to argue against Aquinas and Schleiermacher that the subject matter of theology is the proclamation of the Word of God. However, Barth’s conviction that Jesus Christ is the one Word of God leads him to become increasingly critical of the Reformers for the way they distinguish God in Godself from Jesus Christ, first with regard to the eternal election of God, and then with regard to the knowledge of God the Creator and the knowledge of ourselves as sinners, and finally with regard to the relationship between Jesus Christ as the one sacrament of God and the other alleged sacraments of the Church. Barth therefore changes his approach from ‘back to Luther’ when he is initially arguing against Schleiermacher, to the claim that ‘back to the Reformers’ is not a promising direction after all, since Barth thinks they lead directly to Schleiermacher, if they are not corrected by means of Jesus Christ as the one Word and work of God.
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chapter 7

Barth and Protestant Orthodoxy


Dolf te Velde




For many years ‘Karl Barth’ and ‘Protestant orthodoxy’ have been almost separate fields of study, seeming to stand in an antagonistic relationship. Barth’s dialectical and Christocentric theology was often interpreted as an alternative to confessional theologies standing in the ‘scholastic’ tradition. His ‘theology of the Word’ seemed, to some, to be the ultimate and only way to escape from the pitfalls of both the Enlightenment and the preceding ‘rationalist’ theology of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Furthermore, the ‘neo-orthodoxy’ that followed Barth’s theology appeared to make obsolete the older versions of Protestant orthodoxy.

In recent years, both the study of Karl Barth and of post-Reformation theology have made considerable progress. And with some temporal distance, it is possible to judge the adequacy of Karl Barth’s reception of the older Protestant theology (altprotestantische Theologie being one of Barth’s favourite expressions) with more nuance than before. In retrospect, it should also be acknowledged that for all its critical content, Barth’s appropriation of the scholastic heritage stimulated a whole generation of scholars to engage in research into this type of theology (Bizer 1958, 1963; Faulenbach 1967; Gründler 1965).

On the other side of the divide, the field of post-Reformation studies has been changed drastically by the emergence of a ‘new school’ (see Muller 2003 and van Asselt 2011) that seeks to understand the orthodox or scholastic phase of Protestant theology—roughly extending from 1560 to 1750—in its own intellectual context. The emergence of this ‘new school’ emphasizes, amongst other things, the recognition of a ‘double continuity’ of Protestant scholasticism with the doctrines of the Reformation and the preceding mediaeval traditions of scholastic ‘faith seeking understanding’; the description and analysis of scholasticism as a body of texts in their own genre, appropriate for the context of academic teaching; the interpretation of scholastic theology as primarily a methodology operating with a particular yet flexible set of questions, concepts, distinctions and other argumentative devices, rather than as a fixed body of doctrinal content; and attentiveness to the ongoing development of Protestant orthodox thought in polemical engagement with various movements and thinkers such as Arminianism, Socinianism, René Descartes, Baruch de Spinoza, and many others.

The importance of the conversation between the two fields indicated in the title of this chapter, then, is that it engages fundamental issues of Christian doctrine, such as: the nature and content of God’s revelation; the identity, essence, and properties of God; and the scope and extent of God’s salvific purposes for humankind.

The first section of this chapter sketches Karl Barth’s interaction with Protestant orthodoxy as it developed during his teaching career. Next, the importance of the ‘scholastic’ type of theology as practised in Protestant orthodoxy for Barth’s own theology is indicated. A more substantial discussion of those doctrinal topics in which the interaction with Protestant orthodoxy shaped Barth’s own theological positions is provided in respect of the doctrine of revelation and Scripture, the doctrines of God and of the Trinity, the doctrine of election, and the doctrine of the covenant. The conclusion takes stock of the different aspects in which the interaction with older Reformed and Lutheran theology turns out to be fruitful for Barth’s own thought, and concludes by stating that Karl Barth achieved a creative, critical, and constructive reception of the Protestant orthodox tradition of theology.

The Development of Karl Barth’s Interaction with Protestant Orthodoxy

Given Barth’s previous theological education, it was not at all probable that he would become acquainted with scholastic Reformed theology (see McCormack 1995). Barth was raised in the tradition of liberal Protestant theology, and particularly in the context of the experiential mode advocated by Wilhelm Herrmann, which supposes that religion consists in the inner connection between the believer and Jesus Christ. Already in his student years under Herrmann, Barth advocated a critical stance towards ʻnatural theologyʼ. And from one of his other teachers, Adolf von Harnack, Barth received an equally critical impression of those forms of Christian theology that were (allegedly) dependent on ‘pagan’ Greek philosophy.

After Barth’s farewell to Protestant liberalism, he emerged as one of the leading proponents of a ʻtheology of crisisʼ. But between 1915 and 1922, he had no direct acquaintance with the older tradition of Protestant theology, and was extremely critical of all attempts to conceptualize the ʻeventʼ of revelation.

Things started to change with the appointment of Barth as an extraordinary professor of Reformed theology at the University of Göttingen. With some embarrassment, Barth noticed that he was insufficiently familiar with the Reformed theology he was supposed to teach. In preparing his lectures, he came upon the Dogmatik der evangelisch-reformierten Kirche by Heinrich Heppe, a compilation of quotations from Reformed orthodox authors that covered all the loci (topics) of Reformed dogmatics. In working through this ‘dusty’ collection, Barth received a sense of the vividness and permanent value of this type of theology. When Ernst Bizer published a new edition of Heppe’s textbook in 1935, Karl Barth provided a foreword in which he described his discovery and surprise upon first reading it:

I read, I studied, I pondered, and I found myself rewarded by discovering that here—at least—I was in an atmosphere in which the way through the Reformers to Holy Scripture was more meaningful and natural than in the atmosphere which was all too familiar to me from the theological literature dominated by Schleiermacher and Ritschl. I found a dogmatics which had both form and substance, which was oriented on the central themes of the witnesses to revelation given in the Bible …, a dogmatics that incorporated and maintained the great concerns of the Reformation, while at the same time aiming at a worthy continuation of the formation of doctrine by the Early Church, and moreover willing to warrant and cherish the continuity with the churchly science of the Middle Ages.  (FW: III–IV)

On the basis of the recent monograph by Rinse Reeling Brouwer, Karl Barth and Post-Reformation Orthodoxy (2015), which presents the first full-scale presentation of the way Barth appropriated and employed what he found in the older Protestant handbooks, we can draw a more exact picture of Karl Barth’s interaction with the orthodox Protestant sources from the sixteenth to the eighteenth century. Barth’s acquaintance with scholastic theology from the Lutheran and Reformed traditions started with two anthologies: on the Lutheran side, the Dogmatik der evangelisch-lutherischen Kirche dargestellt und aus den Quellen belegt, by Heinrich Schmid (seven editions between 1843 and 1893); on the Reformed side, the Dogmatik der evangelisch-reformierten Kirche, by Heinrich Heppe. Although during his theological journey Barth continued to receive decisive impulses from the theology of Martin Luther, and regularly referred to later Lutheran theologians, in this chapter I will focus on the line of Reformed theology in particular, since Barth saw it as his obligation to represent and renew this confessional articulation of the Christian faith.

Close scrutiny of the text of Barth’s first semesters of lecturing on ‘Instruction in the Christian Religion’ in 1924–1926 reveals that Heppe’s presentation of scholastic Reformed theology was highly influential, both on the level of formally structuring the topics to be covered and on the level of providing substantial concepts and arguments engaged in the development of Barth’s own position. Each locus of doctrine treated includes several quotations from the ‘old orthodox teachers’ mediated through Heppe. During the following years, Barth lessened his dependence on Heppe and Schmid as textbooks, and accessed a considerable number of Protestant scholastic works directly.

With respect to Church Dogmatics, it seems that Barth consulted at least thirty-seven different Reformed scholastic authors, and made almost seven hundred and fifty references to them across its volumes (Reeling Brouwer 2015: 1–21). Amongst the works quoted, the Syntagma Theologiae Christianae by Amandus Polanus von Polansdorf (Reformed) stands out with one hundred and thirty-one references. Second and third are two Lutheran works: the Theologia didactico-polemica by Johann Andreas Quenstedt (eighty-four quotations) and Johann Gerhard’s Loci Theologica (fifty-three quotations).

In addition to individual quotations inserted in support of a particular argument, Barth also incorporated lengthy excurses in which he engaged with one or more orthodox authors on fundamental issues of debate. Important themes covered in the small-print excurses (stretching from a few pages to dozens of pages) include the concept of ‘religion’, problems associated with the notion of divine ‘simplicity’, the historical Lutheran-Reformed debate on the ubiquity of the human body of Christ, the hotly contested notion of scientia media, and the use of causal language with respect to dogmatic descriptions of God’s providential concursus. While often highly technical in nature, extensive discussions of Protestant scholastic material often present Barth’s most fundamental theological decisions together with their argumentative justification (Reeling Brouwer 2015: 21–32; Te Velde 2013: 476–7).

The Importance of Post-Reformation Orthodoxy for Karl Barth’s Theology

Through his deepened understanding of the orthodox theology of the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries, Barth moved towards a more positive and conceptual deployment of what he saw as the message of the Gospel. In terms of his famous Elgersburg lecture (1922) ‘The Word of God as the Task of Theology’ (WGT: 171–98), Barth moved away from a merely ‘critical’, negative approach to theology and came to a more positive appreciation of the ‘dogmatic’ way of doing theology. While in the Elgersburg lecture Barth advocates for the ‘dialectical’ method of theology as distinct from both the ‘critical’ and the ‘dogmatic’ approach, we can detect an increase in ‘objective’ and conceptual reasoning as a result of Barth’s appeal to Protestant scholastic sources.

Certainly, Barth had at first to defend his turn towards the tradition to his theological allies and followers. In the preface of his Christliche Dogmatik (1927), Barth reacts to reproaches by friends and allies who feared that he risked betraying the original Reformation message and lapsing into scholastic and orthodox patterns of thinking. In reply, Barth makes it clear that he cannot bear the mantle of a prophet; and that he is but an ordinary theologian who has to speak, not from heaven, but on earth (Christliche Dogmatik, viii–x). And, in the first volume of Church Dogmatics, Barth is so bold as to claim that the ‘fear of scholasticism is the mark of a false prophet’ (KD I/1: 296; CD I/1: 279).

Together with this development comes the move to undertake an exposition of Christian doctrine in the form of an explicitly ‘churchly’ or ecclesial dogmatics. In this connection, the substitution of ‘Christian’ (Christliche) (1927) by ‘Church’ (Kirchliche) (1932) in the title of Barth’s Dogmatics is not a merely cosmetic matter, but expresses the insight that dogmatics is ‘not a free science’, for it ‘is bound to the sphere of the Church’ and can, as such, be only a scientific enterprise. Doing theology within this sphere implies an acceptance of the relative teaching authority of the church, and also an obligation to entertain the conversation with previous generations of teachers and pupils of the Christian faith (KD I/2: 598–740; CD I/2: 538–660). The study of historical theology, in other words, is an important part of membership in the communion of saints. Being connected to other Christians pertains not only to the synchronic dimension of ecumenism, but also to the diachronic dimension of catholicity.

Related to the ‘ecclesial turn’ of Barth’s theology around 1930 is the question of earlier church confessions. Already in what is now known as the Göttingen Dogmatics (lectures given in Göttingen in 1924–1925), Barth refused to adopt a narrow-minded, divisive attitude. While he presents a decidedly Reformed approach to Christian doctrine—because in his view the scientific study of doctrine must stand in a direct relationship to the concrete practice of preaching in the church, and for that reason needs to take a particular form and shape—he does not suppose that there is such a thing as a Roman Catholic or Lutheran or Reformed dogmatics. In the sense of subject matter and intention, he contends, there can only be Christian dogmatics (GA 17: 272–4). In Church Dogmatics, Barth adopts basically the same view. The belief in una sancta catholica et apostolica ecclesia (one, holy, catholic and apostolic church) does not exclude the need to take a concrete standpoint within a relatively determined confessional horizon. The different confessions, then, should not be viewed as specifications of a common genus, but rather as claims of truth with a different horizon. Furthermore, when dealing with confessional differences, Barth suggests that one should not fixate on the differences as such, but should rather seek to overcome them in renewed obedience to God’s Word (KD I/2: 919–38; CD I/2: 814–31). In his critique of debates between different strands of scholastic theology—Reformed, Lutheran, Roman Catholic—Barth follows the procedure implied by these statements: he seeks to understand each position in its own right and with its own intentions; he uses one position to point out the weaknesses of the other, and vice versa; and, finally, he presents his own Christological solution, intended to transcend the dilemmas of historical scholastic thought.

The engagement with the scholastic tradition affects the outlook of Karl Barth’s mature theology as presented in Church Dogmatics in another, and perhaps even more profound, sense. From the Protestant scholastics, Barth made his way back to the great mediaeval doctors, most notably Thomas Aquinas and Anselm of Canterbury. In order to grasp the ‘thought form’ that became operational in Church Dogmatics, it is instructive to consider the 1931 text Fides Quaerens Intellectum. In this book, which Barth later considered to be a if not the key to the theology of Church Dogmatics, Barth develops his view on the possibility of knowledge of God by means of an exegesis of the famous ‘ontological argument’ for the existence of God formulated by Anselm (see Te Velde 2013: 299–304). Barth interprets Anselm’s programme of ‘faith seeking understanding’ as a quest for coherence, not the pursuit of a rational foundation upon which faith can rest. Applied to creedal statements, this means that the ‘that’ of faith is presupposed, and that it is merely the ‘how far’ that is being investigated. Faith precedes understanding, and understanding means thinking after the contents of faith. There is a direct parallel between rationality and necessity: when the rational ground of an object is known, it is known as necessary. In Anselm’s demonstration, the supreme rationality of God is axiomatic.

Fides Quaerens Intellectum is interesting not only as an explication of Barth’s fundamental theological method, but also as an anticipation of his doctrine of God. Barth’s starting point is the ‘definition’ of God that plays a central role in the whole argument: ‘That than which nothing greater can be thought’ (Id quo maius nihil cogitari potest). It is Barth’s thesis that both the existence and the essence of God are ‘proven’ on the basis of this definition. Barth denies that Anselm deduces God’s existence directly from his (perfect and therefore necessarily existing) essence. He states that the existence of God is on the level of existence, generally speaking. But God is unique in that he is the only one whose existence can be demonstrated. Everything else is dependent on God for its existence; only God exists a se, by and from Godself. This makes the ‘proving’ of God’s existence necessary to establish faith (FQI: 95–102). As the criterion and source of all other existence, God has the highest form of existence, namely the necessary form of existence. Otherwise God would not be ‘that than which nothing greater can be thought’. The only thing theology does in Anselm’s fashion is to understand the given ontic necessity of God (FQI: 144–6).

Typical of Barth’s thought form, as developed in interaction with Anselm, is that the existence of God cannot be deduced from being in general, but is given through revelation. Therefore, the rationality of faith consists in clarifying the inner coherence of that which is revealed by God. The reality of God in his revelation governs its logical possibility and necessity. On the one hand, the objectivity of God (Gegenständlichkeit Gottes) paves the road to Barth’s later doctrine of analogy. God makes himself objectively known to us in his Word, and, at the same time, the Holy Spirit creates in us the corresponding subjective act of faith. On the other hand, Barth maintains a noetic reserve within this actualistic theory of knowledge: God is Lord over his revelation. The connection between both insights is Barth’s statement that God is known by means of other objects, for God’s objectivity is, for us, always clothed with signs. As will be shown below, the treatment of the substantial topics of doctrine in Barth’s Church Dogmatics exhibits exactly the features of this ‘thought form’. The reality of God’s revelation is taken as the starting point of our knowledge of it; God as the Subject of revelation determines the contents of the predicates attributed to him; from God’s making himself known follows a secondary possibility of knowing God on our side; and the ‘signs’ in which we receive God as an ‘Object’ who gives himself remain framed in a dialectic of revelation and hiddenness.

Bruce McCormack’s ground-breaking study suggests that Barth’s engagement with the concepts and distinctions of Protestant scholasticism had an even deeper impact on the structure of his theological thinking. At the centre of McCormack’s argument is a seemingly obscure notion present in the scholastic exposition of the two natures of Christ. The classic Reformed exposition of the Christological dogma includes the Greek pair of words: anhypostasis and enhypostasis. These words clarify how the human nature should be conceived in view of the Person of Jesus Christ. As Barth put it, the Reformed scholastics taught that ‘the humanity of Christ … is nothing subsistent or real in itself. It did not … exist before its union with the Logos’ (anhypostasis). To this denial of an independent, human personality of Christ apart from his being the second Person of the Trinity, corresponds the positive notion of enhypostasis: the human nature of Christ having ‘personality, subsistence, reality, only in its union with the Logos of God’ (McCormack 1995: 362, referring to GA 17: 157). Against the Lutheran understanding of the communicatio idiomatum (exchange of properties) in which the human Jesus participated in the divine attributes of omnipresence, omnipotence, and so on at an ontological level, Barth held with the Reformed orthodox that the union of God and human being in Christ should not be understood as an exchange of natures, but as a strict and immediate hypostatic unity grounded in the one Person of Christ.

As McCormack points out (see esp. McCormack 1995: 366–7), Barth’s appropriation of this anhypostatic-enhypostatic Christology marks a formidable step forward in the development of his theology. By locating the dialectic of the divine and the human in the concrete event of the incarnation, Barth could affirm the presence of the second Person of the Trinity in history, while at the same time maintaining the indirect revelation of God through Christ’s human nature. God’s revelation and reconciliation do not take place on our creaturely terms, but on God’s own terms.

Doctrinal Topics

Barth’s interaction with scholastic Protestant theology can be detected in a number of important doctrinal issues. The set of examples discussed below gives an impression of the way in which Barth dealt with his scholastic sources, and how he incorporated and qualified their insights and concepts within his own theological positions.

Revelation and Scripture

In his early, dialectical theology of revelation, Barth rejects any attempt to objectify the event of God’s making himself known. He sees this danger both in the liberal theology in which he had been educated, and in the older Protestant scholasticism of the seventeenth century. Barth insists on the fundamental freedom of God as the Subject of the act of revelation ‘where and when it pleases God’ (ubi et quando visum est Deo; see, for example, CD I/1: 23, 49, 53; KD I/1: 22, 49, 54). What God reveals of himself can never be grasped, because the revelation is at the same time non-revelation, unveiling in the form of veiling. Accordingly, Barth affirms the divine character of Scripture, but views the classical theory of verbal inspiration as a dangerous objectification of God’s Word. Instead, Barth understands inspiration as meaning that the old human word actually becomes God’s Word for us (Christliche Dogmatik, 344–63).

On the other hand, one can find positive statements concerning the older Protestant doctrine of Scripture as early as the first edition of Barth’s Epistle to the Romans (1919). Reflecting on his relationship with the tradition of historical-critical scholarship in which he was trained, Barth explains:

The historical-critical method of biblical studies has its own right.…But if I had to choose between it and the old doctrine of inspiration, I would decidedly take the latter: it has the bigger, deeper, more important right, because it points to the effort of understanding itself, without which all technical equipment has no value. I am happy that I am not being forced to choose between both. But all my attention is directed at looking through the historical dimension into the spirit of the Bible, who is the eternal spirit.  (GA 16: 3; cf. RII 1)

In his later theology, Barth maintains this relatively positive appreciation of Protestant orthodoxy’s approach to Scripture. It is his firm belief that we should approach Scripture in the awareness that God has spoken to God’s people, and in the expectation that God will speak to us again. Yet Barth advocates for a strict focus on the ‘substance matter’ (die Sache) of the biblical witness. In many excurses throughout Church Dogmatics, Barth interacts with exegetes from the Reformation and from Post-Reformation orthodoxy, although he does not always agree with their findings. A stronger disagreement is found in the consistent distinction Barth makes between Scripture as the written deposit of revelation and the foundational event of revelation in Jesus Christ. Compared with this ‘Christological concentration’ in Barth’s hermeneutics, the older Protestant theologians defend a more comprehensive view of Scripture as the revelation of God and God’s truth.

Doctrine of God

In this field of doctrine, one finds what is probably the most intensive interaction of Karl Barth with the scholastic teachers. Two reasons can be adduced. First, Barth addresses the fundamental question of how God can be known in debate with the scholastic tradition of ‘natural theology’; second, by discussing the essence and perfections of God, Barth arrives at an articulation of his theological ontology in response to—amongst other things—scholastic thought.

In his epoch-defining attack on ‘natural theology’, Barth fights on several fronts at once (CD II/1: 85–174; KD II/1: 92–200). He attacks (a) the Roman Catholic Church with its idea of analogia entis (analogy of being) and its subsequent synthesis of nature and grace; (b) the older Protestant theology of the sixteenth through eighteenth centuries, which had too easily (and fatally) adopted a harmonious view of the relation between faith and reason; (c) nineteenth-century liberal Protestant theology and its synthesis of Christianity and culture (Kulturprotestantismus); (d) Barth’s former allies, Emil Brunner and Friedrich Gogarten, who argued for a more positive appreciation of anthropological prerequisites in the knowledge of God; and (e) the German Christians (deutsche Christen) who legitimated the rise of the Third Reich in terms of a ‘natural revelation’ of God’s will. It is important to be aware of this array of concerns, since not all of Barth’s motives in rejecting the notion of ‘natural theology’ apply to the scholastic Protestant presentation of God’s general (or natural) revelation.

In his subsequent development of the concept of the ‘analogy of revelation’ (as opposed to the Roman Catholic ‘analogy of being’), things are different. The specific target of his discussion here is the Lutheran orthodox theologian Andreas Quenstedt (CD II/1: 237–43; KD II/1: 267–75). Quenstedt discusses analogy along the lines of mediaeval scholastic theology, asking how concepts such as justice, spirit, and goodness can be ascribed to God. As a Creator, God bestows his creatures with qualities that resemble God’s own virtues. Taking an additional step, Quenstedt argues that creatures possess these properties not only externally (extrinsece) and formally in their relation to the Creator, but internally and properly (intrinsece).

Barth has a number of problems with Quenstedt (CD II/1: 238–43; KD II/1: 269–75). His principal objection is that Quenstedt views analogy as intrinsic to creatures, while in Barth’s opinion the analogy depends solely on God’s gracious revelation. Quenstedt, in other words, bases the analogy on creation, not on justification. Consequently, Quenstedt considers the difference between God’s absolute reality and our relative reality as the decisive difference in the analogy. But for Barth, this means that Quenstedt’s theory of analogy tends to assume a general ontology as the basis of the doctrine of God, which yields a common ground of knowledge between God and humanity. The insight that knowledge of God is knowledge of faith, then, perishes. We can learn—says Barth—from the history of Protestant orthodox theology that the concept of analogy can only be used when we are keenly aware that the Word of God, the revelation of God in Jesus Christ, serves as the sole legitimate starting point.

In Barth’s exposition of ‘analogy’, we see features that occur throughout his presentation of the doctrine of God. Much of the material preserved in the scholastic doctrines of God is incorporated. Yet there is also an interesting ambivalence in Barth’s attitude. On the one hand, he accepts many of the questions, concepts, and arguments of the scholastic discourse. This is especially true in cases where the Protestants opposed the Roman Catholics, for instance in describing God’s grace primarily as an immanent property of God instead of as a gift to creatures, and in rejecting the theory of middle knowledge (scientia media) by which the Jesuits tried to give a greater role to human freedom over against God’s providence and decree. On the other hand, Barth offers incisive criticism of the tradition on almost all occasions. Barth’s own understanding of God’s perfections depends on the presupposition that they must be interpreted not from an allegedly neutral, metaphysical perspective, but from the special, particular revelation of God in Jesus Christ. We cannot inform ourselves about what it is for God to be eternal, wise, almighty, and so on. We have to be told by God who God is, and what God is like.

Another ground for revising the doctrine of God’s perfections comes from biblical theology. Throughout his discussions, Barth provides exegetical and biblical-theological arguments for his interpretation of the divine attributes. An interesting example of Barth’s restating the doctrine of God in a dynamic mode is found in his exegesis of one of the classic texts for God’s simplicity at Deuteronomy 6:4. Barth treats this verse not as an abstract statement of non-composition, but as indicative of God’s election of his people as the ground for confessing his simplicity. Another remarkable biblical-theological exposition is given in respect of God’s omnipresence. Barth reviews the biblical passages in which God has a ‘place’ (Hebrew: makom), and argues that the Trinity is God’s own place beyond all places.

Some of the biblical material presented by Barth already points towards the ‘dialectical’ understanding that is characteristic of Barth’s doctrine of God. An important objection to much traditional theology is that it places God in opposition to created reality. Whereas our existence is finite, we ascribe infinity to God; God’s eternity is often opposed to our temporality; God’s omnipresence is interpreted in terms of God’s being outside spatiality, and so on. For Barth, God’s transcendence consists of his overcoming the contradictions within our world and even the contradictions between God’s world and our world. Indeed, God is so transcendent as to be completely immanent. God’s freedom and love do not delimit each other, but rather reinforce each other. From this basic thought, one can see the lines that are drawn to Barth’s interpretation of divine perfections such as simplicity, omnipresence, eternity, immutability, and power. The recurrent conclusion is that God is not bound by oppositions, but is able to include such oppositions and thus to overcome them. This also holds for the more ‘moral’ perfections, such as grace and holiness. God can overcome contradiction and sin within himself without being compromised by it.

In some discussions (for example, concerning God’s power and wisdom), Barth employs a strong Christological focus in order to avoid the risk of positing a God beyond God (deus absconditus), a danger of which he was particularly aware. This focus implies that the dialectical aspects of Barth’s doctrine of God are not intended to create contradictions in God, but rather to maintain the unambiguous unity of God’s identity in and despite the conceptual differentiations. In hindsight, we can note that Barth’s fear of a dualism between a revealed and a hidden ‘part’ of God led him to exaggerate some of the distinctions upheld in scholastic Reformed theology. After all, Barth’s defence of a true ‘multiplicity’ of God’s perfections is not all that different from the classic notion of divine simplicity as understood by the major strands of Protestant orthodoxy.

In a few passages in the Dogmatics, Barth touches on the traditional, Reformed scholastic, conception of God’s good and wise will as determining all reality. His abhorrence of a ‘whimsical’ and arbitrary ‘absolute power’ (potentia absoluta) belonging to a deus absconditus (hidden God) prevents him from prioritizing radical contingency, and pushes him instead to embed God’s freedom in his wisdom, goodness, and love. God’s will is not blind, but wise. In discussing God’s omniscience and ‘omnivolence’, Barth shows a remarkable awareness of the intricacies of scholastic discussions on the relation between God’s intellect and will concerning the acts of the created wills of human beings and angels. His statements in that connection, although written in a somewhat loose and typically rhetorical style, reflect the classic Reformed position (cf. Te Velde 2013: 385–98). Barth therefore shares the Reformed scholastic concern for maintaining the freedom of created wills. Barth’s affinity with classic Reformed thought concerning the centrality of God’s will is confirmed by his comprehensive description of God’s omnipotence as the ‘power over everything that God actually wills or could will’ (CD II/1: 522–4; KD II/1: 587–9).

As a whole, one can discern a balance between the dimensions of necessity and contingency in Barth’s doctrine of God. This balance is structurally similar to the Reformed scholastic position, although Barth’s technical conceptuality is less developed and his emphases are different. Although Barth takes the history of salvation to be constitutive of God’s being, he still maintains in his doctrine of God a distinction between God’s inner, Trinitarian existence and God’s revelatory acts in history. In the Trinitarian relations, the ‘freedom of spontaneity’ (libertas spontaneitatis) is accompanied by ‘absolute necessity’ (necessitas absoluta). With inner inclination and delight, the three divine Persons ‘will’ each other, but this does not imply that they can also ‘not-will’ each other. The history of salvation, in turn, starting with the creation of the world, arises out of God’s free choice (libertas indifferentiae), which is by conditional necessity (necessitas hypothetica) connected to God’s will. Barth’s usage of these antithetically parallel sets of terms places him in structural continuity with the classic patristic and scholastic traditions (see Meijering 1993: 203–4, 400–4).

In sum, then, and despite different emphases, one can note a remarkable agreement between Barth and classic scholastic thought on this fundamental level of the doctrine of God.

Doctrine of Election

Barth’s restatement of the doctrine of predestination in volume II/2 of Church Dogmatics is arguably the most incisive revision of the orthodox Reformed tradition that Barth undertakes (see Reeling Brouwer 2015: 230–42). In God’s election, Barth explains, we find two elements: an undeserved, free, sovereign deed of God, and an act of grace (CD II/2: 9–18; KD II/2: 7–18). The true intention of this doctrine is to express the very essence of all good news. The theological tradition, starting with Augustine, tended to balance election and non-election or reprobation, even as Augustine (and also Thomas Aquinas) maintained the conceptual difference between election and reprobation. Another line of theology, however, running from Isidore of Seville and Gottschalk to Zwingli, Luther, and Calvin, developed a strict parallelism between election and reprobation under the common concept of predestination.

Barth states that most of the theological tradition was aware of the Christ-centred character of predestination. However, the question remains whether the central place of Christ has been fully honoured, theologically, within that tradition. The impression regularly arises that an absolute decree behind Jesus Christ makes the reference to Christ merely pastoral, or merely instrumental. An unfortunate consequence of the Synod of Dort, specifically, is that the Reformed refused to speak about Christ as the foundation of election. This was understandable in part: the Remonstrants used this term in their own way. Still, the insight that Christ is the cause and subject of election was neglected (CD II/2: 34–76; KD II/2: 36–82). By contrast, Barth insists on the Christological character of God’s gracious choice as decisive for both the doctrine of God and the doctrine of all God’s works. Election is basic for understanding both God and humankind (CD II/2: 76–91; KD II/2: 82–98).

In his interaction with the Reformed orthodox tradition, Barth rediscovers and employs the notion of the covenant of redemption (pactum salutis). The Reformed theological tradition knew about a predestination of the Mediator, but it left this insight unused in elaborating the doctrine of the predestination of humankind. Only a few theologians, most notably Johannes Cocceius, maintained the strong connection between election and covenant, between the decree of election and the decree of salvation (see Reeling Brouwer 2015: 118–21). To his regret, however, Barth notes that these older federal theologians failed to make a complete identification of God’s decree of election and the covenant of redemption.

Another classic debate in the Reformed scholastic doctrine of predestination is also reviewed by Barth (CD II/2: 127–45; KD II/2: 136–57): the controversy between infralapsarianism and supralapsarianism. Barth points out that both sides have much in common: both teach a predestination of individuals, an immutable decree, symmetry of election and reprobation, and a decretum absolutum. The supralapsarian view, represented in Barth by Theodore Beza, Franciscus Gomarus, Abraham Heidanus, and others, places emphasis on God’s virtues as determining the divine decree. The risk on this side is that humanity’s fall into sin is too closely connected to the ultimate goal of God’s works, as a necessary instrument for the divine glory. The infralapsarian view, by contrast, represented in Barth by Francis Turretin, places humankind concretely under God’s decision and is justly reluctant to locate the origin of sin and evil. The risk on this side, however, is a separation between the economy of creation and the economy of salvation. Predestination therefore implies a new stage of God’s work in the world. Barth’s own theology attempts to leave the common ground of both positions, infra and supra, and to rethink the supralapsarian intentions from a new starting point—not a decretum absolutum, but the concrete predestination of Jesus Christ, which precedes all of God’s deeds. Barth claims that in this way he builds on a dynamic inherent to supralapsarian thought, which secretly urged liberation from the bounds of an absolute double predestination.

A final aspect of Barth’s revision of the doctrine of predestination to be addressed is his interpretation of the duality of predestination, the praedestinatio gemina (CD II/2: 161–75; KD II/2: 175–91). Barth strongly opposes a symmetrical treatment of election and reprobation, wherein individual humans are either elected to eternal bliss or destined to eternal damnation. Barth restates the traditional notion that election and reprobation reflect God’s justice and mercy in terms of God’s justly punishing our evil in his own Son, mercifully bearing in his own person the rejection owed to the authors of evil. Thus, justice and mercy are not divided between elect and reprobate, but are shown together in the one event of predestination. Put in more traditional terms: God ascribes to the human being election, salvation, and life, and ascribes to Godself reprobation, perdition, and death. The rejection of humanity in the crucifixion of Jesus Christ exists only as the dark background and objective correlative of human unbelief or false belief. From God’s side, we can expect only the good: an eternal pre-destination of humans to damnation cannot be conceived. The turn from reprobation to election is, then, irreversible. This version of the doctrine of double predestination therefore stands or falls with its starting point in the election of Jesus Christ. Only a double predestination conceived in this way can be the cause of joyful obedience and thankfulness.

Covenant

In a sense, the radical revision of the doctrine of election in Church Dogmatics II/2 marks Barth’s departure from his attempt to do theology in line with the tradition of orthodox and confessional Reformed Protestantism. After this turn, which occurred around 1940, Barth’s engagement with Protestant orthodox theology became less intense (Reeling Brouwer 2015: 210). Just as Barth’s book on Anselm of Canterbury (FQI) established his view of the priority of the (ontic) reality of God’s revelation over the (noetic) possibility of our understanding this revelation, so now his exposition of God’s gracious election constitutes a new phase in his dialectical mode of thought, assuming that the conflicting and contradictory positions of God and humankind are united and reconciled in the one eternal event of Christ’s incarnation and death on our behalf. Along these fundamental lines, volumes IV/1–4 of Church Dogmatics would, over the ensuing decades, elaborate Barth’s Christology as the doctrine of reconciliation.

Still, Barth’s interaction with the Protestant scholastic sources did not end with this new starting point. This is particularly clear in his dealing with the classic Reformed notion of the covenant in his doctrine of creation (Church Dogmatics III/1 and III/2). As Reeling Brouwer points out (2015: 107–47), Barth’s relationship with the concept of covenant was complicated. In his early theology, Barth emphasized the radically eschatological character of God’s revelation to the extent that he denied the very possibility of federal theology. During the preparations of his lectures at Göttingen, however, he wrestled with what he found in the Reformed tradition. He started to see a positive function for the notion of covenant. Just as the doctrine of election makes the doctrine of God specific, so the notion of covenant indicates the fundamental qualification of anthropology by the divine address to humanity and thus by the relationship between God and humanity. From these early years in Göttingen onwards, Barth retains a characteristic view of the so-called covenant of works (foedus operum): he rejects the interpretation of this covenant as an independent stage of God’s covenant prior to the covenant of grace (foedus gratiae). In connection with his doctrine of creation, Barth defines the covenant of grace as the purpose and meaning (causa finalis, or innere Grund) of creation. While the terminology employed by Barth sounds ‘scholastic’, the conceptual claims conveyed by these terms differ markedly from the scholastic Reformed framework of thought (Reeling Brouwer 2015: 121).

In Church Dogmatics IV/1, the notion of covenant functions as a bridge between the doctrine of creation and the doctrine of reconciliation. Covenant entails that God and humanity do not stand towards each other in a neutral way; in this sense, the term ‘covenant’ is the flip side of ‘election’. Just as Barth placed Jesus Christ in the centre of the decree of election, he now places Christ at the centre of the covenant as the ‘person of the covenant’ (der Bundesmensch) par excellence. In an extensive discussion (CD IV/1: 54–66; KD IV/1: 57–70; see also Reeling Brouwer 2015: 124–31 and Wisse 2010) of the federal theology promulgated by Johannes Cocceius and elaborated by followers such as Francis Burman and Johann Heinrich Heidegger, Barth expresses his disappointment over the fact that with all the historical awareness of the progress of the covenant, these federal theologians still stick to the notion of a ‘covenant of works’ as the foundational category. As the root of the failure to do justice to the central place of Jesus Christ in the history of the covenant, Barth points to the fact that Cocceius did develop a notion of the pactum salutis as an inner-Trinitarian decree aiming at the redemption of humankind, but reverted to a legalistic and conditional conception of the covenant between God and humankind.

As his career progressed, Barth gained a more positive appreciation of the covenant theology of Reformed orthodoxy. His remaining reservations and objections are telling, revealing as much about his own theological framework as about historical federal theology. Both Reeling Brouwer (2015: 142–3) and Wisse (2010: 278–9) rightly suggest that Barth’s tendency to subsume all of God’s works under the one, Christ-centred decree prevented him from doing justice to the diversification that is characteristic of the Holy Spirit’s work of applying Christ’s redemption, and to the dynamics in which God wills to enter into his relationship with human beings.

Conclusion

On the basis of the survey given above, we can state a few conclusions concerning the relation of Karl Barth’s theology to Protestant orthodoxy.

First, Barth’s intensive engagement with scholastic Protestant sources significantly contributed to the consciously ecclesial character of his mature dogmatics. During the 1920s, Barth not only emancipated himself from the ‘parents, grandparents, and great-grandparents’ (PTNC: 18 rev.) who represented varieties of nineteenth-century liberal Protestant theology. He also increasingly distanced himself from his former allies in the early phase of dialectical theology. The first volumes of Church Dogmatics manifest the deployment of a theological position—in critical interaction with, for example, Friedrich Gogarten, Paul Tillich, and Emil Brunner—that finds itself principally in connection with the broad Christian tradition running from the church fathers, through the mediaeval doctors and the Reformers, to the post-Reformation scholastic theologians. For Barth, this strong orientation towards the theological tradition is a way of substantiating the creedal article of ‘the communion of the saints’. An important effect of this interest in older Protestant theology was that it stimulated several of Barth’s students to do extensive historical and dogmatic research. Despite the generally critical tone of the ‘Barthian’ reception of Protestant scholastic thought, it fostered a continuing scholarly engagement in Post-Reformation studies.

Second, it is apt to ask how Barth’s interaction with Protestant orthodoxy affected the thought form and the contents of his own theology. On the most fundamental level, his book on Anselm of Canterbury exemplifies what he learnt from the scholastic tradition, both mediaeval and early modern. It constitutes a shift away from the (neo-)Kantian focus on epistemology, towards a recognition of the ontological primacy of the actual reality of God and his revelation. On a more detailed level, it is noteworthy that Barth incorporated extensive discussions of Protestant scholastic notions and arguments in his expositions of the doctrine of God, as well as in other loci.

Third, it is clear that Barth gave his own twist to the concepts and distinctions he borrowed from his scholastic predecessors. One thinks, for example, of his revision of the notion of divine simplicity which resulted in his assuming a real multiplicity of the perfections of God. He also changed the content of scholastic notions, giving them a dialectical and actualistic turn. Barth’s appreciation of the Protestant orthodox tradition did not oblige him to follow this tradition without question; instead, he made use of traditional material in an independent and creative way.

Fourth, when one considers Barth’s dealing with Protestant orthodoxy from a hermeneutical point of view, a certain ambiguity can be sensed. On the one hand, Barth took a genuine interest in scholastic Protestant sources, and they helped him to widen and deepen his understanding of the Christian faith. On the other hand, the material he took from these sources was incorporated in his own twentieth-century thinking in a way that sometimes failed to do justice to its original context. As such, Barth’s theology cannot and should not be the end of discussion. It rather represents one significant and epochal moment in the tradition of the Christian faith seeking understanding, and it can, in particular, be viewed as a fascinating example of a creative, critical, and constructive reception of the Protestant orthodox tradition of theology.
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chapter 8

Barth and Liberal Protestantism


Christophe Chalamet




Karl Barth’s relationship with liberal Protestant theology is a complicated but fascinating topic. Too often, Barth’s students and disciples have emphasized the discontinuities between his thought and liberal theology, not realizing that many concerns which were vital to the liberal tradition were taken up and—admittedly—recast by the Swiss theologian. Recent scholarship has examined these matters afresh and has suggested that Barth was not as ‘anti-liberal’ as some have thought. A more nuanced view has been achieved, which avoids any simply oppositional interpretation of Barth’s thought in relation to liberal theology (Berkhof 1989). The continuities abound, just as the discontinuities are real.

Defining Liberal Theology—Barth’s Early Years and the 1914 ‘Break’

What exactly is liberal theology, and who are the liberal theologians? Answering such questions in a straightforward manner is difficult, since liberal theology has come in many distinct shapes and forms. The first use of the expression seems to be found in Johann Salomo Semler’s treatise ‘Attempt at a freer theological teaching of Christian doctrine’ (Institutio ad doctrinam christianam liberaliter discendam, 1774), but the expression only gained wide circulation by the middle of the nineteenth century. And it must be noted that many modern theologians who might, in retrospect, be considered ‘liberals’ did not self-identify as such.

While the expression ‘liberal theology’ itself is only helpful to a point, one may nevertheless attempt to identify the main markers of that tradition. Liberal theology, at its heart, and as its name indicates, has to do with the exercise of freedom, especially freedom from: freedom in relation to tradition, authority, and norms. Liberal theology tends to be convinced of the need to measure and criticize accepted norms—such as dogmas, creeds, and even sacred texts—through the use of human reason. It promotes the historical and critical study of Scripture. It tends to reject heteronomy and to foster a critical distance from traditional dogmatic propositions in order to preserve or recover the authenticity and truthfulness of faith, and the integrity of the human subject’s conscience and intellect. It tends to ground theology or God-talk in anthropology, that is, in talk about human subjectivity or consciousness, and often defends a moral or ethical, rather than ontological, interpretation of Jesus Christ and the Christian faith. In relation to human history, liberal thinkers tend to view the advent of the modern era, with its ‘turn to the subject’, as the crucial turning point, albeit one anticipated in certain aspects by the Protestant Reformers’ critique of Roman Catholicism. The advent of modernity calls for a thorough revision of doctrinal claims and the espousal of a ‘new Protestantism’ that departs from premodern conventions. Through revision and clarification of traditional doctrines under the new conditions of modernity, Protestantism, it was hoped, would establish a close bond, even ‘peace and friendship’, as Richard Rothe (1799–1867) suggested, with culture broadly conceived. And yet, opponents of this project perceived in it a dangerous accommodation to modern culture. At what point did the project of changing society become an accommodation to it? Liberal theology had some difficulty answering that question.

Karl Barth was trained, from the beginning to the end of his theological studies, in the liberal tradition. In Bern, he was taught that none of Paul’s canonical epistles were genuine: all of them were pseudepigraphs from the second century. In Berlin, he enthusiastically studied with the great historical theologian Adolf von Harnack (1851–1930), one of the towering figures of liberal theology, who faulted third- and fourth-century Christian dogma for ‘hellenizing’ and intellectualizing Christian faith, thereby distorting the original, simple, and mostly ethical message of Jesus and the earliest Christian communities (Harnack 1986). Barth then studied in Marburg under Wilhelm Herrmann (1846–1922) and became a committed disciple; it was in Marburg (his ‘Zion’, as he called it), much more than in Berlin with Harnack, that Barth deepened and shaped his theological perspective. In 1925, and again in the last year of his life, Barth publicly expressed his high regard for Herrmann (TAC: 238–71 and TS: 262). Yet it would be a mistake to imagine that modern liberal theology was all that Barth knew. His father Fritz, a New Testament scholar and historian of Christianity, belonged to the more conservative or, as it was then called, ‘positive’ branch of Protestant theology. More importantly, it did not take long for Barth to realize that liberal theology was deeply fissured, with several camps battling each other.

A significant but barely noted fissure appeared when, in 1887, Harnack reviewed the third edition of Albrecht Ritschl’s (1822–1889) condensed presentation of his theology entitled Unterricht in der christlichen Religion (Instruction in the Christian Religion). Harnack argued that Ritschl, instead of seeking a rapprochement with Scripture and the sixteenth-century Protestant Reformers, should have made a clean ‘break with the old historical and dogmatic tradition’ (Ritschl 2010: 487). Ritschl was furious, and worried that one of his brightest disciples was veering in the direction of what he took to be a deeply problematic, rationalistic, and indeed nihilistic theology (Ritschl and Herrmann 2013: 402–3). But that passionate debate remained mostly private.

The single most visible fissure, which took place in the first decade of the twentieth century, divided an older generation of Ritschl’s disciples, led by Wilhelm Herrmann and others, and a more radical, younger generation led by Ernst Troeltsch (1865–1923). From the mid-1890s onwards, Troeltsch spearheaded a frontal attack against dogmatic theology and its a priori dogmatic presuppositions about God’s revelation in Jesus Christ. Theology needed to begin not from above, with God’s act towards the world, but rather with history construed universally. As a young student, Barth sided with Herrmann against Troeltsch and thus opted for one line within liberal Protestantism over another. Choosing Herrmann against Troeltsch meant choosing a theological path which deliberately acknowledged its debt to the Protestant Reformers as well as to Schleiermacher’s theological work. It meant resisting the intrusion of speculation within dogmatics, preserving the bond between theology and the Protestant Church, and thinking Christocentrically. And so, at the beginning of his theological studies, Barth was a ‘moderate’ liberal, still interested in a ‘dogmatic’ theology construed as ‘faith seeking understanding’. Indeed, though Barth was never a follower of Troeltsch, he might have allowed himself to be overly impressed by Troeltsch’s claim to be prolonging Schleiermacher’s programme. In an interview from the early 1960s, Barth burst into laughter when a young theologian suggested to him that he might be ‘Schleiermacher’s truest heir’; but Barth then added, ‘after a thoughtful pause’ and ‘with great earnestness’: ‘I would wish that to be true…I hope it is’. He then said that he had interpreted Schleiermacher ‘in light of modern trends traced to him’ (Tice 1988: 55–6)—what seems to be a remarkable admission, yet one that recent scholarship appears to confirm.

In the second half of 1914, Barth began to break from the kind of liberal theology he had earlier espoused. He was utterly shocked to see several of his former teachers in Germany, including Herrmann and Harnack, legitimize their country’s rush to war. But is speaking of a ‘break’ adequate? For a long time, this question was scarcely raised: it was often assumed that modern liberal theology had been speaking of ‘the human’ and his religion, while Barth, during and after the First World War, embarked on a new theological agenda centred on ‘God’. Yet the matter is not simple. Even before the First World War, several theologians closer to the liberal tradition than to conservative agendas sought to think about the human being’s relation to God on the basis of the divine relation to humanity and the world. In a little-known article, Wilhelm Herrmann expressed his satisfaction when one of his conservative critics, Rudolf Grau, acknowledged that Herrmann grounded the relation of the Christian with God on God’s relation with us (Herrmann 1889: 369). And indeed, even if one of Herrmann’s key theological themes was the human being’s ‘path to religion’ (Weg zur Religion) and thus ‘to God’, Herrmann also and decisively sought to show how God elevates human beings to a relationship with God (Herrmann 1906: 42, 116). These exceptions noted, however, there remains a good deal of truth in the claim that liberal theology often begins with humanity’s quest for God. By contrast, Barth became and remained convinced, starting in 1914–1915, that the proper starting point of theology is neither human subjectivity or freedom, nor the historian’s critical research with an eye towards the simplicity of the Gospel (Harnack), but God’s way to us—God’s free decision to create and encounter humanity in the world. The First World War signalled, with great clarity, the shortcomings of a theology that begins with humanity or the human person. A wholly different starting point was in order, if theology was to retrieve its proper subject matter (Sache). And in his quest for such a new starting point, Barth found help in the writings of Christoph Blumhardt (1842–1919), a well-known socialist pastor who attracted many people to the village of Bad Boll in the south of Germany, where his own father Johann Christoph Blumhardt (1805–1880) had made a lasting impact as a charismatic pastor prior to his death in 1880. In 1915, Barth travelled to Bad Boll to hear and meet with Christoph Blumhardt.

Since the idea of a break posits full discontinuity, and since Barth’s theological revolution, for instance, did not depart as deeply from Herrmann as it did from Harnack, it may be preferable to talk of a ‘new orientation’ in Barth’s theology. When Barth gave a long lecture on Herrmann’s dogmatic principles in May 1925, he was simultaneously stating, publicly, that he had never ‘really turned away from my teacher’ (TAC: 239), and, privately, that his lecture was his ‘solemn farewell to liberal theology’ (unpublished letter to Richard Siebeck, quoted in Chalamet 2005: 171). So, was there a ‘break’? There clearly was a departure and a new orientation, but this had in fact something important to do with what he had learned positively from Herrmann.

Pro et (mostly) contra

The following years (1914–1925, roughly) witnessed some of Barth’s sharpest criticisms of liberal theology. These were the years in which he roared like a lion (CD II/1: 635). Barth’s debate with his former teacher Adolf von Harnack in 1923 revealed the difficulty of maintaining a dialogue across generations. Whereas Harnack wished to ground theology in the scientific study of history, for Barth theology becomes scientific by acknowledging—and this was an insight he had learned from Herrmann!—that ‘its object was once subject and must become that again and again’ (Rumscheidt 1972: 32). And, in so far as it sought to ‘construct a religion out of the Gospel, and to set it as one human possibility or necessity alongside others’, Schleiermacher’s theology amounts to a ‘betrayal’ (Verrat) of Christ (RII: 225). Barth’s semester-long lectures on Schleiermacher, at the University of Göttingen in 1923–1924, continue in this unsympathetic vein, in truth in a rather distorting fashion. Barth’s decision to rely mainly on some of Schleiermacher’s sermons as well as his booklet on the Christmas Eve Dialogues, rather than his ‘chief theological work’ (TS: 184), The Christian Faith, might have made sense pedagogically. But materially—which was Barth’s main concern throughout his life—it seems flawed. The later presentation and evaluation of The Christian Faith in his Göttingen lectures perpetuates the problem. These lectures focus mainly on selected sections from the ‘Introduction’ (§14–15, §29–31, and especially §3–14), rather than on the main, doctrinal body of the work.

Barth regularly lectured on modern theology during his years in Germany (1921–1935). His book on Protestant Theology in the Nineteenth Century consists of lectures given at the University of Münster during the summer semester of 1926 and the winter semester of 1929–1930. He also offered a seminar on Schleiermacher’s Christian Faith during the winter semester of 1926–1927, and another on Ritschl in the summer semester of 1928. Barth repeated the lectures at the University of Bonn during the winter semester of 1932–1933 and the summer semester of 1933. His portrayals of Schleiermacher and other major liberal thinkers in his lectures and subsequent book, despite words of occasional praise—some of which are quoted below—reveal a difficulty in reading these thinkers in bonam partem, that is, with any degree of sympathy. No wonder so many followers of Barth bade farewell to modern theology after reading Barth’s critique of its flawed, anthropocentric constructs. And no wonder his friend Emil Brunner considered himself perfectly ‘safe’, at least when it came to Barth’s reaction to his own takedown of Schleiermacher (Brunner 1924).

However, for all his criticisms of theological liberalism, Barth never ceased wrestling with that tradition and was never able simply to leave it behind. With regard to the modern historical and critical methods of scriptural interpretation, his intention was never to rid theology of them (CD I/2: 464). Unlike many of his disciples, he still had great respect—despite his disagreements (his Kopfschütteln, or head-shaking, as he liked to put it)—for the major liberal theologians. His critical conversations with Schleiermacher in later volumes of his Church Dogmatics, for instance on sin (CD III/3: 319–34), are a model of careful and respectful dialogue—much more so than the lectures from the 1920s. Even in his final years of retirement, Barth continued to offer seminars in Basel on Schleiermacher’s Speeches or his Brief Outline on the Study of Theology, and those who attended recall how Barth was everything but finished with his great predecessor. Barth confirmed this impression in his famous 1968 ‘Postscript’ on Schleiermacher (TS: 274). Whoever climbs the stairs of Barth’s house, now the Karl Barth-Archiv in Basel, can still see the portraits of key modern thinkers and theologians: first Kant; then the Pietist August Neander; then the ‘mediating theologian’ and Schleiermacher disciple, Karl Immanuel Nitzsch; and then Richard Rothe. At the turn of the staircase, there is a slightly larger portrait, at a distance from the others and thus unmissable, of Schleiermacher himself. In the upper half of the staircase, next to the Pietist biblical scholar Johann Tobias Beck and the revivalist pastor Johann Christoph Blumhardt, one finds Wilhelm Herrmann and Adolf von Harnack. In other words, these figures were very much with Barth throughout his life, and they were with him because he decided they should be there. The contrast between Barth, who wished for these thinkers to confront him in his own house every time he moved from the lower level to his study on the second floor, and so many of his students, who did not wish to have anything to do with liberal theology, is striking—it certainly does not speak well of the ‘Barthians’, amongst whom Barth himself liked to say that he ought not to be numbered. Barth was well aware of that contrast and was concerned by it, as can be seen from the Preface to Protestant Theology in the Nineteenth Century, written in 1946 but restating ideas developed several decades earlier:

I have constantly had occasion to wish and suggest that the attitude and approach of the younger generations of Protestant theologians to the period of the Church that is just past might be rather different from that which they now often seem to regard, somewhat impetuously, as the norm—misunderstanding the guidance they have received from me. I would be very pleased if they were (to put it simply) to show a little more love towards those who have gone before us, despite the degree of alienation they feel from them.  (PTNC: 12)

The portraits in Barth’s house therefore only implicitly restate, by the mere fact of hanging on the walls of his home, what he wrote, very importantly, in the introduction to the same text:

Augustine, Thomas Aquinas, Luther, Schleiermacher and all the rest are not dead, but living. They still speak and demand a hearing as living voices, as surely as we know that they and we belong together in the Church. They made in their time the same contribution to the task of the Church that is required of us today. As we make our contributions, they join in with theirs, and we cannot play our part today without allowing them to play theirs. Our responsibility is not only to God, to ourselves, to the people of today, to other living theologians, but to them. There is no past in the Church, so there is no past in theology…The theology of any period must be strong and free enough to give a calm, attentive and open hearing … not only to the voices of the classical past, but to all the voices of the past.  (PTNC: 17 rev.)

For one of his seminars on Schleiermacher, Barth had a bust of the great theologian placed in the seminar room, so that he could ‘point to him and say, “See, he is watching us; be careful what you say!”’ (Tice 1988: 49).

Barth’s important decision to let the entirety of theology past bear the potential to inform reflection in the present means that one should be ready to pay attention and listen even to voices one may be inclined to consider as deeply inadequate. Barth wrote: ‘We cannot anticipate which of our fellow-workers from the past are welcome in our own work and which are not. It may always be that we have special need of quite unsuspected (and amongst these, of quite unwelcome) voices in one sense or another’ (PTNC: 17 rev.). It is useful to consider how Barth moved from this principle to its practical application.

As Barth developed his own thinking in the years following the end of the First World War, some of the major thinkers in liberal theology were passing away. Herrmann died in January 1922, and Troeltsch in February 1923. Harnack died a little later, in June 1930, but in truth he was already in his seventies when Barth came to prominence. The liberal voices which survived were numerous; they were also significant, but arguably less so than the theological scholars mentioned previously—Georg Wobbermin, Albert Schweitzer, Martin Rade, Fritz Buri, and Horst Stephan may be mentioned here. The result is that one may wonder whether Barth had the kind of liberal opposition he deserved in the 1920s and beyond, and also whether Barth was able to be slightly (or not so slightly) unfair to the liberal tradition without anybody really noticing—or caring.

Much recent scholarship suggests that Barth did not sufficiently acknowledge the continuities between his programme and past liberal authors. He was so intent on an overall shift away from modern liberal theology that the nuances of his new position did not embarrass him too much, in certain contexts. Protestant Theology in the Nineteenth Century is a case in point, despite the beautiful exhortations from its preface and introduction quoted above. And so it must be said that Barth did not quite live up to the principles he himself had expressed. He may have sensed that this was the case, for he concluded his preface to Protestant Theology with these words: ‘I will allow the objection that…my lectures fall far short of the demands of the task to stand as witness to an understanding of what I would really like to see and strive for in this field’ (PTNC: 12–13).

However, Barth did put into practice the parenesis contained in this preface elsewhere. In his review of Brunner’s Schleiermacher book (GA 19: 401–25), and later briefly in Protestant Theology itself (PTNC: 428–29, 436), he sharply opposed Brunner’s dismissal of the great theologian and philosopher. Moreover, as part of his lectures on the history of modern theology at the University of Münster (in the summer semester of 1926), Barth praised Schleiermacher in the following manner:

In The Christian Faith chiefly in relation to dogmatics, but in the Kurze Darstellung in relation to theology as a whole and in his philosophical works ultimately in relation to the entire field of human knowledge, Schleiermacher has accomplished what was not achieved before him even by an Augustine or a Thomas Aquinas, a Melanchthon, a Zwingli or a Calvin in their corresponding works with their articulated Chapters, Articles or Loci. He has presented a single, astonishingly coherent view of the separate parts (disjecta membra) of the historical Christian faith.  (TAC: 181 rev.; cf. TS: 189–90).

This is high praise indeed. Elsewhere, Barth wrote about ‘the splendour this figure radiated and still does’ (PTNC: 427) and admitted ‘it is impossible to consider Schleiermacher thoroughly without being very strongly impressed. Indeed one is more strongly impressed every time one does consider him…We have to do with a hero, the like of which is but seldom bestowed upon theology’ (PTNC: 426–27, see also CD III/3: 117). Or again, Barth writes, ‘Protestantism has not in fact had any greater theologian since the days of the reformers’ (TS: 259). And yet despite Schleiermacher’s great and numerous achievements, throughout his mature life Barth had very searching, and serious, questions and reservations concerning his work. To present a comprehensive overview of Christian theology is one thing; to achieve it well is another matter altogether. And so, even if at the formal level Schleiermacher’s systematicity deeply impressed Barth, when looking at the actual content, critical questions abounded. Despite all his greatness, with his theology of consciousness, and his understanding of a God who is ‘co-posited’ (mitgesetzt) as the source (Woher) of our feeling of absolute dependence, Schleiermacher had ‘led us all’ into a ‘dead end!’ (TS: 259). Barth was concerned that God, in Schleiermacher’s theology, was not ‘facing’ the world and humanity as a counterpart (Gegenüber), and therefore that God, because of a lack of objectivity (Gegenständlichkeit), could not freely, as a subject, encounter the world. In addition, Barth wondered whether a key aspect was missing in Schleiermacher’s doctrine of God—divine mercy, which, according to Schleiermacher, because of its anthropomorphic and anthropopathic dimensions, belongs in the realm of homiletics and poetry (Schleiermacher 1989: 353–4). Talk of divine mercy, in other words, seems for Schleiermacher to drag God down to our creaturely level. It implies that God, far from acting exclusively upon the world, is also acted upon or affected by the world—a severe theological mistake, according to Schleiermacher. Barth saw a significant problem here, and it pertains to a key dimension of Christian faith: ‘The source of the feeling of absolute dependence has no heart. But the personal God has a heart. God can feel, and be affected. God is not impassible’, because even if God is not ‘moved from outside by an extraneous power’ God is ‘capable of moving Godself’ (CD II/1: 370 rev.). Such conversations with Schleiermacher on the theme of the divine mercy are amongst the most interesting passages in which Barth engages the ‘father of modern theology’.

To return to the question of a possibly ‘unfair’ critique of liberal theology: the most obvious case against Barth certainly has to do with his claim, in the 1930s, that liberal theology, or more precisely neo-Protestantism, leads straight to the position of the Deutsche Christen, that is, that group of German Protestants who showed a certain openness towards National Socialist ideology (CD II/1: 175). Why was Barth convinced of this? The reason is that, in his view, the decision not to begin with the beginning, namely with God’s Word, but to begin with reason, the law, history, or the intrinsic capacities of human beings, opens the gate to the divinization of contingent figures. Brunner and Bultmann were both shocked by Barth’s way of drawing direct and simple inferences from (what he took to be) theological errors to political ones (GA 33: 241; KB–RB: 151)—and perhaps for good reason. The best response to Barth’s suspicion is to consider the number of liberal theologians who opposed the infiltration of National Socialist ideas into the Church: thinkers such as Horst Stephan, Otto Baumgarten, Hans von Soden, and Hermann Mulert and Martin Rade, the editors of Die christliche Welt. Rade, then seventy-six years old and long retired, was officially dismissed by Hitler’s regime in November 1933; he had published a harsh review of Mein Kampf the preceding year. Barth knew all of this quite well, since he was corresponding with Rade at this time. Even so, it appears that only a minority of liberal Protestant theologians (Georg Wobbermin and his student Martin Redeker come to mind) had anti-Semitic leanings.

The Case of Albrecht Ritschl

Barth had a differentiated view of liberal theology: he considered it a tradition with certain highs and lows. Amongst the highs, unsurprisingly, there is Schleiermacher. Then, representing a certain decline but still worth considering and perhaps even praising, are his fellow Swiss scholars Alexander Schweizer, Alois E. Biedermann, and Hermann Lüdemann (LT: 215). Amongst the lows, there is Albrecht Ritschl and ‘the leading figure of the post-Ritschlian period’, Ernst Troeltsch (CD I/1: 276–7). In this section, by way of a case study, I focus on Ritschl, whose influence on Protestant theology at the turn of the twentieth century was extensive and profound.

For most of his adult life, Barth had difficulty overcoming his antipathy for Ritschl. Even in 1960, close to retirement and with heightened sympathy towards Schleiermacher, Barth stuck to his views on Ritschl, deploring ‘the theology of weariness which began with Albrecht Ritschl and went forward from there’ (LT: 215). Barth tackles (in all the senses of the term) Ritschl in the final chapter of Protestant Theology in the Nineteenth Century, devoting only eight pages to him (half the number of pages he dedicates to Gottfried Menken), and spending more than one of those pages making the (arguably correct) case that Ritschl, far from signalling a new ‘epoch’, represents merely an ‘episode’ in Protestant theology (PTNC: 654).

One of the main problems with Barth’s presentation of Ritschl is that it relies to a significant extent on quotations and interpretations of Ritschl’s Instruction in the Christian Religion—a short, dense book written for high-school students—instead of focusing on Ritschl’s most detailed doctrinal work, the three-volume Christian Doctrine of Justification and Reconciliation (1870–1874). It is as if an interpreter of Barth would glance at Church Dogmatics and instead interpret Barth’s theology on the basis of his shorter and more popular writings. More importantly, Barth offers his evaluation of Ritschl prior to summarizing briefly what he took to be Ritschl’s main concerns (see Barth’s almost non-existent evaluation at the conclusion of his chapter, PTNC: 661). The basic judgement is as follows:

We must not allow ourselves to be blinded by sight of the extensive material Ritschl drew from the Bible and the history of dogma to the fact that this [i.e. a return to Kant, a seizing ‘upon the theoretical and practical philosophy of the Enlightenment in its perfected form,’ in order to present Christianity ‘as that which grandly and inevitably made possible, or realized, a practical ideal of life’], and ultimately this alone, was his chief concern.  (PTNC: 655)

Now certainly, Ritschl interpreted Scripture and the history of Christian dogmatics through modern, Kantian lenses. But Ritschl’s express aim was not to present a purely Kantian theology. He clearly pointed out Kant’s ‘fundamental error in his interpretation of religion’ (Ritschl 1872: 410), namely that, in relying upon the self, one has the intrinsic capacity to justify and convert oneself. Here, as elsewhere, Ritschl believed that Kant unfortunately followed the enlightened view and its ‘apostasy’ (Ritschl 1872: 415–16). And so we should be careful not to exaggerate Ritschl’s debt to Kant. Ritschl’s aim was to articulate Protestant theology on sound theological—not philosophical, or rational, or supposedly ‘neutral’ or ‘presupposition-less’—grounds (Ritschl 1900: 4, 6, 8). And that meant retrieving the original insights of the Protestant Reformers, against all forms of metaphysical speculation about God a se and in se in which God’s being is dissociated from God’s revelatory act. To be sure, Ritschl must have been struck by the convergence between the Reformers’ relational ontology (and the resultant interpretation of knowledge of God as a practical knowledge, dependent on divine action towards us) and Kant’s philosophical critique of the Ding an sich (the thing in itself), the noumenal realm which escapes theoretical reason. But again the connection finds its limit. Ritschl presented Christian dogmatics not simply as ethical in content, but both religious and ethical (and in that order), using the image of an ellipse with two foci (Ritschl 1900: 11). His intent was not to simply ethicize religion, but to correlate religion and ethics, and so to show how the relation of the community of believers to God implied a particular relation to the world (Ritschl 1900: 13–14).

On the other hand, once more, some of the continuities between Ritschl and Barth should be acknowledged, against Barth’s tendency to conceal or ignore them. Certain scholars who had both witnessed the early Ritschlian school and read Barth’s first dogmatic works, such as Martin Rade, could identify certain similarities (KB–MR: 266). With regard to basic methodological decisions, both theologians make a strong case for a sharp rejection of five errors found in Protestant theology: (a) mysticism, especially mysticism of a kind which grounds faith’s certainty in a subjective conversion experience, which flees worldly reality and the Christian community’s responsibility in it, and which often goes hand-in-hand with (b) a tendency to focus on the individual; (c) metaphysics and natural theology, or any God-talk not grounded in scriptural interpretation and the divine revelation to which Scripture bears witness; (d) an undervaluation of the Old Testament in Schleiermacher’s thought (Ritschl 1900: 9); and (e) theology that is done neither from within the church nor for the sake of the church (Ritschl 1874: 22–3). More anecdotally, it may be noted that Ritschl enjoyed mocking the ‘liberal theology’ (freisinnige Theologie) of his time, saying it was ‘out of its mind’ (frei von Sinnen) (Ritschl and Herrmann 2013: 230). In his opinion, sound theology is grounded in revelation (Offenbarungstheologie), not fantasy (Ritschl and Herrmann 2013: 271). In fact, Ritschl entitled an extensive chapter of his survey of the Christian doctrine of justification and sanctification: ‘Complete Disintegration of the Doctrine of Reconciliation and Justification by the German Enlightened Theologians’ (Ritschl 1872: 320–86 rev.).

The above are not marginal points of convergence, since so much in Protestant theology is either indebted to pietism or to the antecedent and concurrent theological movement against which pietism struggled, namely Protestant orthodoxy. Already as a young theologian, before the turning point of 1914–1915, Barth sided with Ritschl and opposed Ernst Troeltsch’s interest in metaphysics. Indeed, preparing to give a lecture in 1911 on the return of metaphysics in theology, Barth predicted he would appear as a ‘reactionary Ritschlian’. In the lecture itself, he appealed to Ritschl’s critique of metaphysics and contested abstract construals of God that signify the ‘unravelling of theology’ (GA 22: 349–50, 359). His distaste of Troeltsch had just been confirmed, indeed increased, when he had heard him speak at a conference two months earlier (GA 22: 331–2).

But Barth did not remain in the shadow of Ritschl. One reason was what he considered to be Ritschl’s overly constricting focus on the pro me of revelation, on Christ’s ‘benefits’ (beneficia), of which Melanchthon famously wrote in the first edition of his Loci communes (1521). Against this ‘optical illusion’, so ubiquitous in modern liberal theology, Barth wished to assert that Jesus Christ ‘is the Son or Word of God for us because he is so antecedently in himself’ (CD I/1: 416 rev). Moreover, in 1932, Barth asserted that theology ‘must speak of God in himself, in isolation from man’ (Gott an sich, in seiner Isolierung dem Menschen gegenüber) (CD I/1: 172; KD I/1: 179). To be sure, specialists have debated whether Barth corrected himself when, in the 1950s, he wrote that ‘there may be human beings without God, but according to the message of reconciliation there is no God without humanity’ (keine Menschenlosigkeit Gottes) (CD IV/3: 119 rev.; KD IV/3: 133), or again when he wrote that ‘We cannot…think of God except as the One who has concluded and set up this covenant with us’ (CD IV/1: 38). With such latter pronouncements, early glimpses of which can already be found in the 1930s (cf. CD I/2: 238), Barth indeed clarified his thought—even if he still sought simultaneously to preserve God’s freedom to be God for us (CD IV/1: 39–40).

Continuities and Discontinuities

Why, then, was Barth never simply an anti-liberal or ‘neo-orthodox’?

It can be argued that Barth, even after his departure from the approaches of his teachers and his unambiguous ‘No!’ regarding ‘the line which leads from Schleiermacher by way of Ritschl to Herrmann’ (CD I/1: xiii), remained sensitive to many important aspects of liberal theology throughout his career. ‘Liberal theology was not really as bad as it often made itself out to be’, he stated in 1932 (CD I/1: 253), while he subsequently reflected that ‘I could indeed fairly claim to be myself a truly liberal theologian…I can still put myself in the place of such a person [i.e. the liberal theologian] and enter into his problems’ (LT: 213 rev.; see also GA 28: 544). Moreover, in his later work, Barth took up a series of concerns typical of the modern liberal tradition.

First, concerning dogmatics and ethics and their correlation: sound doctrine is not simply a presentation of divine objectivity, of God’s being as such—even if Barth worried that the liberal critique of divine aseity made it impossible to speak of God’s free grace (CD I/1: 171–2). It also and mainly considers the ways in which God encounters the world and the human being. That is the grain of truth Barth found in existential theology (CD I/1: 21). Otherwise even the most careful investigation and presentation of Christian doctrine


will harden into a possibly impressive but undoubtedly lifeless idol…Even the trinitarian God of Nicene dogma, or the Christ of the Chalcedonian definition, if seen and proclaimed in exclusive objectivity and with no regard for this accompanying phenomenon [i.e. the fact that God touches human beings, engaging their whole being], necessarily becomes an idol like all others…And there is something menacing and dangerous in an orthodoxy of this kind.

(CD IV/3: 655; see also I/2: 237).

Indeed, Barth knew well that liberalism is parasitic, feeding off of more or less sterile orthodoxies, just as fruitless orthodox theologies serve as poor responses to liberal proposals. A proper articulation of both the objective and the subjective dimensions of theology was the only way to attempt to transcend this divide. It could be argued, too, that the decision to correlate dogmatics and ethics throughout Church Dogmatics aims to achieve precisely this end. At the same time, Barth’s distance with regard to the liberal tradition is obvious in his decision to begin, not with ethics, but with dogmatics (CD I/2: 786). The divine decision or possibility, rather than the human decision or possibility, is the first word, not the second or third (CD I/1: 37, 41, 60; CD II/2: 176); even if it irrevocably calls for this second word, that is, a word about human freedom (CD I/2: 710). This reversal has led Trutz Rendtorff to claim that Barth, with his theology of divine freedom and autonomy, radically transposed the modern concern for (human) autonomy into his account of God (Rendtorff 1972: 164). But for Barth, a theology which seeks conformity to its subject matter will not begin with the human and her precomprehension, or her quest for God, but with the Word of God which searches human beings. The question of theology’s starting point is thus crucial and represents a key aspect of Barth’s departure from liberal theology. Christian theology ought to begin with the specific centre of its message, not with a general or universal consideration of the world, religion, or humanity.

Second, concerning faith as assent: liberal theologians often emphasize the relational and fiduciary dimensions of faith. Faith is primarily trust (fiducia), rather than assent (assensus) to doctrinal propositions or theoretical knowledge (notitia). Barth agrees, in so far as the reality which grounds and sustains faith cannot be reduced to a worldly, immanent reality, such as a book or doctrine (CD IV/1: 745, 759–61). But he also perceived an individualist and anti-intellectualist streak behind this critique of propositional faith (CD I/1: 86). And so he felt compelled to assert that, even if faith is a believing in and not simply a believing that (CD I/1: 19), it does include both assent and real knowledge—or, better, an acknowledgement (not just Kenntnis, but Erkenntnis) of God (CD I/1: 229; CD IV/1: 761). That acknowledgement, in Barth’s view, is much more important than the liberal concern for our personal ‘truthfulness’ (Wahrhaftigkeit; CD IV/1: 292 rev.). God’s truth confounds our untruth, our untruthfulness, and calls us to witness to God’s truth, not to our own truthfulness. And yet, Barth notes, ‘the virtues of intellectual honesty, candour in thought and speech, freedom for the critical approach to the Bible and doctrine, tolerance and the rest of it, no sensible person disputes’ (LT: 219).

Third, on matters related to ‘authority’ or ‘normativity’: the sixteenth-century Protestant Reformers had clearly subordinated tradition, considered as normed norm (norma normata), to Scripture, the higher authority or norming norm (norma normans). Barth further elucidates the matter by subordinating canonical Scripture as a collection of books to revelation: we do ‘the Bible poor and unwelcome honour if we equate it directly with…revelation itself’ (CD I/1: 112). For Barth, God’s Word, first and foremost, is the Son. Revelation cannot be transformed into ‘a fixed sum of revealed propositions which can be systematised like the sections of a corpus of law’ (CD I/1: 137). And, as the historical product of a human decision, the canon is never ‘closed absolutely, but only very relatively’ (CD I/2: 476). The point is not to accept as true all of Scripture’s content indiscriminately, but to listen to it—all of it—and discern, in the act of listening, that to which it witnesses (CD I/2: 65). The Bible is therefore much more than a mere source of information about ancient religious traditions: it is a witness to revelation. As such, as a book, it is not identical with revelation. And yet Scripture, as well as the Church’s proclamation, becomes God’s Word, wherever and whenever God wishes. It will not do simply to equate the three dimensions of God’s Word—the Son, Scripture, and the Church’s proclamation—except in the event in which God discloses Godself.

Fourth, on theology and anthropology: whereas Barth, in the 1920s and in the early 1930s, regularly claimed that theology only has one subject, namely God’s Word—against (amongst others) Bultmann’s well-known thesis, stated most forcefully in 1925, according to which talking about God is impossible without simultaneously talking about ourselves as human beings (Bultmann 1987: 53, 55)—in later years Barth began to state that ‘[t]he Christian doctrine of God cannot have “only” God for its content’ (CD II/2: 509). It is not so much the human being as such who belongs essentially and indispensably with God, but Jesus Christ, the Lord of the covenant between God and humanity. With such assertions, and many others—including, notably, those found in the Humanity of God in 1956 (HG)—a certain rapprochement can be noted with liberal theology and its frequent concern not to abstract God-talk from the world.

Conclusion

Barth certainly cannot be said to have been a ‘liberal theologian’. He spent considerable energy, during most of his life, trying to overcome liberal theology. He had no inclination to begin his theological reflection with general and abstract ideas, such as the human being, history, experience, or the divine. And yet, by focusing on God’s freedom to love, on God’s being and act, and by grounding human freedom and responsibility in divine freedom and love, Barth believed he was proposing a more adequate ‘liberal’ theology than the liberals. Indeed, he suggested, ‘the concern [Anliegen] which has guided Neo-Protestantism on its particular path does not need to disappear from our sight’ (CD I/2: 404 rev.) And so he integrated motifs which were dear to certain liberal theologians at the very centre of his thinking. Even in 1938, Barth sought to ‘honour’ Adolf von Harnack by taking up his teacher’s proposal to present the entire Christian faith under the rubric ‘the life of the children of God’ (CD I/2: 367–8; for some—intentional?—reason, the part of Barth’s sentence in which the idea of ‘honouring’ of Harnack is expressed by ‘zu Ehren bringen’ at KD I/2: 404 is simply omitted in the English translation at CD I/2: 368). And it is not only in his famous ‘Postscript’, written in the year of his death, that Barth generously interpreted Schleiermacher as a theologian ‘of the third article’, that is, of the Holy Spirit and the Christian life (TS: 278). Already in 1938, he considered neo-Protestant theology to have ‘a legitimate place within the doctrine of the Holy Spirit’ (CD I/2: 368; see also III/3: 324).

Barth’s theology, even today, enjoins liberal theologians never to forget the Alpha and Omega of Christian theology—Jesus of Nazareth confessed as the Christ of God in the power of the Spirit. Christian theology does not fulfil its vocation when its fascination for methodological questions (prolegomena) or strictly historical approaches is unbounded. Liberal theology, on the other hand, reminds Barth’s disciples that dialogue with the world, human culture, the academy, the humanities, and philosophy, and also with the natural sciences and other fields of knowledge, remains an indispensable task of Christian theology.
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chapter 9

Barth and Roman Catholicism


Keith L. Johnson




In September 1966, an eighty-year old Karl Barth found himself in the welcoming arms of the Pope. He had travelled to Rome to spend a week dialoguing with Vatican officials about the texts of the Second Vatican Council, and he came prepared. After months of closely studying the Council documents, he arrived with ten sets of questions aimed at both clarification and critique. Much of his time was spent in conversation with key Roman Catholic theologians, and Barth noted that these discussions were marked by ‘brotherly trust, frankness, and relevance’ (ALA: 12). The highlight of the week was a private audience with Pope Paul VI in his study. Barth recalled that the Pope ‘met me at the door, literally with outstretched arms’. They talked for an hour, and while clear differences existed, Barth left the meeting deeply moved. ‘The way in which Paul VI received us and took leave of us was dignified and human in the highest sense’, he wrote. The impression went beyond the superficial: ‘I would be happy to see the words “Protestant” and “Protestantism” disappear from our vocabulary…The Pope is not the Antichrist!’ (ALA: 15–17).

These statements are remarkable given the language Barth had used thirty-four years earlier during another period of dialogue with Roman Catholic theologians. He had spent the latter half of the 1920s teaching in the predominantly Roman Catholic city of Münster, and his engagement with Roman Catholic theology there culminated with his seminar on Thomas Aquinas in the winter of 1929. In addition to leading his students in a close reading of the Summa theologiae, Barth invited Jesuit theologian Erich Przywara to discuss Roman Catholic ecclesiology and the analogia entis (analogy of being). As would be the case with the Pope, Barth left his meeting with Przywara deeply moved, and he spent months thinking through the questions it raised. He focused especially on the work of Augustine, since Przywara appealed to him as a source for his thought. As he read Augustine alongside the works of Martin Luther, he saw a stark difference between them. Barth sided with Luther, as became clear in his lecture on ‘The Holy Spirit and the Christian Life’ delivered that October. There he offered blunt criticism of Augustine, Przywara, and Roman Catholicism, and he began to stake out a distinctly Protestant alternative. He later described this work as ‘the most anti-Catholic piece I have ever written’ (McCormack 1995: 390). This critical posture continued after his move to Bonn the following year. He taught a seminar on Anselm that evolved into a book that challenged Roman Catholic interpretations. During this same period, he began delivering the lectures that would become Church Dogmatics I/1, and he offered strong critiques of Roman Catholic theology in them. He also taught a seminar on ‘The Problem of Natural Theology’, and Przywara again was invited to visit. Student protocols record that, after Przywara’s presentation, Barth and his students concluded that Roman Catholics and Protestants have such ‘different understandings of grace’ that ‘no further discussion is possible’ (Marga 2006: 304). By the summer of 1932, Barth completed Church Dogmatics I/1 and wrote the preface for the manuscript. In the midst of explaining his new methodology, he discussed the roots of his disagreements with Roman Catholic theology: ‘I regard the analogia entis as the invention of the Antichrist, and I think that because of it, one cannot become Roman Catholic’ (CD I/1: xiii). Barth was well aware of the implications of this statement. If the analogia entis served as the basis of all Roman Catholic thought, then its inventor must be the Roman Catholic Church itself. He knew that this remark stood in line with the most intense polemics of the Reformers.

What explains the shift from this early polemical stance to the more open approach that Barth adopted towards the end of his life? Did Barth change his mind about Roman Catholicism, or did other factors lead him to adopt a different posture as the decades passed? Answering these questions will be the burden of this chapter, and the conclusions I draw carry implications for understanding Barth’s entire theology. My central claim is that Barth’s shift in tone testifies, not to a change in his core convictions, but to his more accurate expression of them in conjunction with significant changes in Roman Catholic theology. The same values that drove Barth to reject this theology early in his career led him to embrace certain Roman Catholic theologians as allies late in his life. This claim will be defended over the course of four sections. The first three sections—focusing on Barth’s development, his method of dialogue, and changes in Roman Catholic theology—provide hermeneutical keys for correctly interpreting Barth’s remarks about Roman Catholic theology. The fourth section uses these keys to unlock the answer to our questions and assess the implications of Barth’s dogmatic project with respect to Roman Catholicism.

Barth’s Theological Development

The first key to developing a correct understanding of Barth’s dialogue with Roman Catholicism is to interpret his claims within the context of his theological development. Barth is a moving target: his thinking changes in substantive ways during his career as he acquires fresh insights, asks new questions, clarifies his intentions, and shifts emphases. Discerning the nature of these changes is critical to an accurate interpretation of his work. Amongst the most prominent theories about these changes is Hans Urs von Balthasar’s account of Barth’s ‘conversion’ from dialectics to analogy. The more nuanced version of this theory suggests that Barth’s embrace of analogy began in the late 1920s and solidified with his book on Anselm in 1931. He then gradually refined his thinking over the next decade until he finally came within hailing distance of Roman Catholicism in Church Dogmatics II/1 (Balthasar 1992: 93–113). While this account remains influential, it has been challenged on several fronts. For example, Eberhard Jüngel insists that Barth’s turn from dialectical theology was solidified, not by his work on Anselm, but by an exchange with Erik Peterson in 1925 that led him to embrace the Christology of his mature dogmatics (Jüngel 1982). Bruce McCormack locates Barth’s shift to his 1924 dogmatic lectures in Göttingen, and he argues that this shift was followed by another significant one in the late 1930s (McCormack 1995). More recently, I have offered a four-stage account of Barth’s development that modifies McCormack’s thesis (Johnson 2012), and David Congdon has suggested still another version that builds upon this work (Congdon 2015: 123–9).

Debates about Barth’s development will continue as long as his work is read, but the differences between the theories are relativized by what they share in common. Nearly all Barth’s interpreters agree that determining both how and why Barth’s theology changed over the course of his career is the key to reading him rightly. This conviction corresponds to Barth’s self-assessment. He described himself as a ‘good example of a theologian who is clearly a human being and who lives in time and moves with the time’ (GA 25: 521). Rather than a change of mind, however, Barth preferred to talk about the gradual clarification of his thinking over time. As he saw it, he did not alter his convictions as much as he engaged in ‘the deepening and the application of that knowledge which, in its main channels, I had gained before’ (HIC: 42).

The impetus behind the clarification of Barth’s thinking was his willingness to recognize and acknowledge his mistakes. His remarks about The Epistle to the Romans late in his career provide a good example. On the one hand, Barth always remained convinced that his rejection of Protestant liberalism in the book was well-founded. ‘Were we right or wrong? We were certainly right!…there never could be a question of denying or reversing that change’ (HG: 41). On the other hand, he conceded that he held ‘an uncertain grip’ on the biblical text in his commentary and that it failed to accomplish its aims (CD II/1: 634). He recognized a similar failure in his first volume of dogmatics, Christliche Dogmatik in Entwurf. He recalled that seeing the book in print showed him ‘how much I have to learn both historically and materially’. Once again, he did not think his original theological convictions were misplaced; rather, he simply had failed to understand and express them sufficiently. ‘I could still say what I had said. I still wished to do so. But I could not do it in the same way’ (CD I/1: xi).

Barth typically recognized his mistakes only after seeing how other theologians responded to his work, and Roman Catholic responses played a particularly important role in this regard. Przywara occupied centre stage early in Barth’s career with his critique of The Epistle to the Romans. He argued that Barth had so emphasized God’s transcendence that he effectively negated creation, leaving no room for an incarnation or visible church. This stood in contrast to the ‘Catholic balance between transcendence and immanence’ represented by the analogia entis (Przywara 1923: 350–1). Barth found this critique enlightening. In his 1924 preface to the fourth edition of his commentary, he lists Przywara as one of the ‘Catholic reviewers’ who ‘displayed a genuine understanding of the point at issue’. He acknowledges that it is now ‘obvious that the book needs to be rewritten’ and that he is ‘bound to answer’ his Roman Catholic critics (RII: 20–1). His dogmatic lectures at Göttingen during this period show him turning to the doctrines of revelation and Christology to address the problems Przywara exposed, and their running dialogue continued throughout the decade both in print and in person. Balthasar took up the mantle of Barth’s chief Roman Catholic dialogue partner later in Barth’s career. Although appreciative of Barth’s theology, he raised questions about the consistency of Barth’s claims and the accuracy of his criticisms of Roman Catholic approaches to analogy and creation. Again, Barth valued this interaction with his work, and he labelled Balthasar as one of the ‘comparatively few commentators’ who understood his theological development (FQI: 11).

Barth described this development as involving the addition of a new ‘Christological concentration’ that enabled him to ground his dogmatic claims in the concrete history of Jesus Christ rather than abstract philosophical concepts. ‘I had to learn’, he says, ‘that Christian doctrine, if it is to merit its name and if it is to build up the Christian church in the world as she must needs be built up, has to be exclusively and conclusively the doctrine of Jesus Christ—of Jesus Christ as the living Word of God spoken to us’ (HIC: 43). His key insight in this regard is that our knowledge of God stems from God’s act to make us participants in his own divine self-knowledge in and through our encounter with Christ. As Christ comes to us and we respond to him in faith, we are given a ‘modified understanding’, a new ratio that enables us ‘to see something of the very face of God’. Knowledge of God, Barth explains, ‘depends not only on the fact that God grants [the human person] grace to think correctly about him, but also on the fact that God himself comes within the system as the object of this thinking, that he “shows” himself to the thinker and in so doing modifies “correct” thinking to an intelligere esse in re [understanding of being as such]’ (FQI: 39). Our claims about God are justified, therefore, inasmuch as they are derived from, and correspond to, the personal history of Jesus Christ, the incarnate Son of God.

Barth provides support for this idea by appealing to the distinction between God’s primary and secondary objectivity. In the triune life, God knows himself as his own object; this is the primary objectivity of God. This self-knowledge serves as the ground of the secondary objectivity of God, ‘in which [God] gives himself to be known by us as he knows himself’. God’s secondary objectivity is distinct from his primary objectivity ‘not by a lesser degree of truth, but by its particular form suitable for us, the creature’. Put differently: while God knows himself directly because he is ‘objectively immediate to himself’, we know God indirectly, because we know him ‘only in his clothed objectivity’—that is, through the veil of created realities. This indirect knowledge is no less true, however, because ‘first to himself, and then in his revelation to us, God is nothing but what he is in himself’ (CD II/1: 16). The unity-in-distinction between God’s primary and secondary objectivity explains how the incarnate Son gives us true knowledge of God. We can know God because, in his eternal triune life, ‘God knows himself: the Father knows the Son and the Son knows the Father in the unity of the Holy Spirit’ (CD II/1: 49). We do know God because, when God the Father sends the Son into history, he determines to give us ‘a part both in his self-knowledge and also in his self-knowability’ (CD II/1: 68). We know God by sharing in the knowledge of Christ himself as the Spirit unites us to him and equips us to live together with him. In this sense, God allows us ‘to take part in the history of the inner life of his Godhead, in the movement in which from and to all eternity he is Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, and therefore one God’ (CD IV/1: 215). Of course, because this participation in God is by grace rather than nature—and because it takes place within the context of created history—the knowledge of God that we gain is indirect, mediated, and dependent. This means that any claims we make about God must conform to the specific and concrete way God has revealed himself to us in salvation history. As such, they must be conformed to the being and action of Jesus Christ himself, the crucified and risen one who now intercedes on our behalf and works in us by his Spirit.

Barth described his embrace of this Christological method as the key to his mature dogmatics because he thought it enabled him to address his early critics while also upholding his central conviction that the knowledge of God begins with faith in Christ. While his early theology risked depicting God ‘in isolation, abstracted and absolutized’, his mature theology worked from the presupposition that ‘[w]ho God is and what He is in His deity He proves and reveals not in a vacuum as a divine being-for-Himself, but precisely and authentically in the fact that He exists, speaks, and acts as the partner of man, though of course as the absolutely superior partner’ (HG: 45). This change marks an adjustment, rather than an abandonment, of his earlier views. A correct reading of his theology will account for this adjustment and others like it. For example, criticism levelled against Barth’s early theology should account for whether his theological development mitigates the critique, because in some cases, Barth may have levelled similar criticism of his early views later on in his career. The same principle works in reverse. Appeals to Barth’s later theology miss the mark if they fail to account for the distinct nature of his early theology and the reasons why Barth incorporated new insights as he moved into his mature thought.

Dialogue Between Contemporaries

The second key to developing a correct understanding of Barth’s dialogue with Roman Catholicism is to recognize that Barth consistently interprets Catholic theology through the lens of its contemporary representatives. As a dogmatic theologian, Barth focuses on what the church must say now. This does not mean that he neglects the past. He draws deeply from church history, including the history central to the theology of the Roman Catholic Church, in his dogmatic work. ‘It would seem that church history no longer begins for me in 1517’, Barth writes in Church Dogmatics I/1. ‘I can quote Anselm and Thomas with no sign of horror. I obviously regard the doctrine of the early church as in some sense normative’ (CD I/1: xiii). He finds past insights significant, however, precisely because they help him speak about God in the present. He engages Roman Catholicism as if it is operating in the same manner, which means paying attention to its living theologians. He laments the fact that many Protestants approach Roman Catholicism as if it were a relic of the past. Far better, Barth argues, to engage in a debate where both sides ‘take each other seriously’ and view their disagreements as both personal and relevant (TAC: 273).

Barth’s approach to Roman Catholicism stemmed from his years in Münster, where he encountered it as a living tradition. Particularly formative was his participation in a discussion group that included a number of local Roman Catholic intellectuals along with a variety of outside visitors. Together, they discussed the Roman Catholic approaches to the Trinity, creation, sin, salvation, ecclesiology, and Mariology, and these same topics made their way into Barth’s lectures at the time. In these we see Barth engaging with Roman Catholic sources, questions, and arguments more deeply than before (Marga 2010: 34–5). At the same time, Barth began to invite Roman Catholic theologians like Przywara to visit his seminars, and he continued this practice with figures like Balthasar and Joseph Ratzinger in the decades to come. He also maintained a lively correspondence with a variety of Catholic thinkers during this period, and many of these exchanges involved detailed discussions about dogmatic issues.

These relationships influenced Barth’s thought. Although he wrote his theology for posterity, Barth addressed it to the theologians with whom he was in conversation. He found his conversations with his Roman Catholic contemporaries particularly stimulating because they took dogmatic questions seriously and were willing to engage in rigorous debate about them. Barth relished this kind of debate. ‘I regard it as a most hopeful sign for both sides’, he says, ‘that an opportunity should now be provided of entering into genuine theological, as opposed to merely historical, discussion’ (RII: 21). One of the benefits of such a discussion was that his Roman Catholic friends consistently pressed him to relate his dogmatic claims to the concrete life of the church, since this kind of relationship stood at the centre of their own approach.

Barth talks about the benefits of this kind of dialogue in his 1928 lecture, ‘Roman Catholicism: A Question to the Protestant Church’. He begins with the premise that Protestants should ‘give precedence to the question of Catholicism and let ourselves be questioned and cross-questioned’ by Roman Catholics on core doctrines. It would be a mistake to think that the Reformation had settled all matters of importance. ‘I would ask’, Barth says, ‘whether Protestantism can be a real answer for anyone to whom Catholicism is not a real question’ (TAC: 309–10). Then, using a recent book by Karl Adam (1876–1966) as his guide (Adam 1924), Barth outlines two questions Roman Catholicism poses for Protestants. First, how can Protestants know they are actually a church? Roman Catholic ecclesiology emphasizes the presence of God and Christ in a concrete church that carries real authority. Barth wonders if contemporary Protestants can offer a coherent ecclesiology of their own, especially given the tendencies of Protestant liberalism. Second, does the Protestant church know what it means to be Protestant? Barth worries that his fellow theologians have an unclear sense about the nature of Christ’s authority over the church, the reality of human sin, and the doctrine of justification. These issues determined the shape of Protestant theology during the Reformation, but Barth wonders if his fellow Protestants even understand them in the present. This lack of understanding explains why engaging with representatives of Roman Catholicism is so important. Precisely by listening to their critics and addressing their questions, Protestants are compelled to figure out what it truly means to be Protestant.

While Barth leaves these questions unaddressed in the lecture itself, he spends the next few decades trying to answer them in his own dogmatic theology. In an open letter published in 1933, he identifies Roman Catholicism as ‘an incredibly strong and deep—and ultimately the only really serious—dialogue partner of Protestant theology’, and he contends that his entire theological project aims to discover if Protestantism can offer a worthy alternative to it (GA 35: 227). This goal made personal contact with Roman Catholic theologians indispensable. Barth knew he could achieve his distinctly Protestant aims only by maintaining relationships with them, engaging their criticisms, and offering a coherent alternative to their theology. Late in his life he talked about the ‘strange fame’ that comes with receiving ‘so much critical but also positive and in any case serious interest on the part of Roman Catholic scholars’. He received this critical engagement as a gift, because he thought it made him a better theologian. ‘No doubt the most comprehensive expositions’, Barth said, ‘the most penetrating analyses, and even the most interesting evaluations of the Church Dogmatics and of the rest of my work have thus far come from the Catholic camp’ (HIC: 69).

An important implication of Barth’s personal relationship with Roman Catholic theologians has to do with the task of interpreting his claims about primary sources important to the Roman Catholic tradition. Barth’s reading of these sources will be assessed correctly only when interpreters know both which contemporary theologians serve as the lens through which Barth is viewing these sources and how his engagement with these sources contributes to Barth’s dogmatic aims at that particular moment.

Consider, for example, the various ways Barth engaged with the work of Thomas Aquinas early in his career. Barth’s first recorded interaction with Aquinas takes place in a 1909 essay where he criticizes Aquinas for offering an abstract and impersonal approach to God. He openly acknowledges at this point that his interpretation of Aquinas is drawn from an 1890 volume by Roman Catholic theologian Franz Hettinger, and the influence of his teacher Wilhelm Herrmann can be seen throughout his essay (GA 21: 373–413). When Barth resumes his engagement with Aquinas in Göttingen fifteen years later, his approach to Aquinas is more developed. This time he interprets him through the lens of his colleague Erik Peterson, who taught a course on Aquinas that Barth audited during the winter semester of 1923–1924. Still a Protestant at the time, Peterson brought Aquinas into conversation with dialectical theology, and he presented him as a thinker with contemporary rather than merely historical relevance (Marga 2010: 29–33). Barth found this interpretation of Aquinas’ theology stimulating, and he reports reading ‘hundreds and hundreds of pages’ of his theology as he prepared to lecture on dogmatics later that year (GA 4: 243). He even begins his first dogmatic lecture by citing Aquinas and telling his students that the ‘manner in which Thomas pursued dogmatics leaves the impression of a holy, beautiful, and joyful work of art’ that he hopes to imitate (GD: 3–4). He references Aquinas throughout these lectures, especially in his discussion of the relationship between faith and reason. By the time Barth offers his own seminar on Aquinas in 1929, however, his tone changes again. Now he interprets Aquinas through the lens of Przywara, whose book Religionsphilosophie katholischer Theologie Barth assigned to students in the seminar (Przywara 1927). In light of this book and Przywara’s subsequent visit, Barth began to emphasize his disagreements with Aquinas. He focuses particularly on Aquinas’ principle that ‘grace supports and perfects nature’ and argues that it mistakenly connects God’s grace to a ‘presupposed human capacity and necessity apparently somehow given with our existence as such’. The result is an abstraction. In reality, Barth insists, humans have no ‘inherent grace or capacity for grace’ but rather it is something that breaks into their sinful existence from the outside in order to justify them (FI: 38–40).

The significant point is that the tenor of Barth’s engagement with Aquinas changes over time depending upon which contemporary thinker serves as the lens through which Barth interprets his texts. A similar pattern can be seen throughout Barth’s career. When Barth offers his own distinct interpretation of primary texts central to Roman Catholic thought, he typically does so to serve his particular dogmatic aims in light of his ongoing dialogue with his Roman Catholic contemporaries. His book on Anselm serves as a case in point. While Barth reads Anselm historically and thinks his interpretation is ‘more or less correct’, he acknowledges that his reading runs against the grain of Roman Catholic interpretations and serves his own dogmatic goals (FQI: 11). He knows that many Roman Catholic scholars will find his interpretation suspect for this reason. For instance, Przywara concluded that Barth’s book was ‘no accidental work’ but an attempt to ‘extract a program of theology in general in connection with Anselm’ (Przywara 1932: 138–9). This judgement was echoed by Franciscus Salesius Schmitt, the editor of a critical edition of Anselm’s works, who flatly rejected Barth’s interpretation as a projection of Barth’s own theology onto Anselm (Schmitt 1933). Barth remained unfazed by such criticism, because he saw it as beside the point. He acknowledges that his book received ‘very interesting criticism’ and that ‘the Roman Catholic observations were more pertinent, more reasonable and more worthy of consideration than others’ (FQI: 11). But he refuses to become embroiled in disagreements about historical details. Anselm ‘has quite a lot to say about present-day theology’, Barth insists, and he has no choice but to read him primarily through that lens. ‘Who can read with eyes other than his own?’ he asks (FQI: 9). Most central is the fact that Anselm’s work raises key questions that Roman Catholics and Protestants need to discuss now. It is only through such a present-tense dialogue that the whole church can learn how to speak better about God. In this sense, Barth approaches the Roman Catholic theological tradition less as a historical resource than as a living tradition mediated through its contemporary representatives.

The Renewal of Roman Catholicism

The third key to understanding Barth’s engagement with Roman Catholicism is to realize that his posture changed in light of the dramatic developments that occurred in Roman Catholic theology during the course of his career. Indeed, while Barth is a moving target, so too are his interlocutors: Roman Catholic dogmatics underwent a significant reorientation during the twentieth century as a variety of thinkers challenged the reigning neo-scholastic synthesis of philosophy and theology. The decision to ‘return to the sources’, engage modern philosophy, and undertake liturgical reform prompted new patterns of thought that contributed to the aggiornamento ushered in by the Second Vatican Council (1962–1965).

Of course, Roman Catholic theology always had contained diverse streams of thought and been more nuanced than some Protestants acknowledged. Many of Barth’s early Roman Catholic readers struggled with his work because they found little recognition of these realities in it, and thereby concluded that he simply was rehearsing the caricatures of the Reformation. This conclusion was particularly true vis-à-vis Barth’s Romans commentary, where the Protestant doctrine of justification serves as the lens through which Barth views the God–world relationship. Since this view cuts the Roman Catholic approach out of the picture, it was a non-starter for most Roman Catholics. ‘If Barth met with rejection in Catholic theology’, Benjamin Dahlke argues, ‘the main cause was the “infinite quantitative difference” which he described in The Epistle to the Romans as the central idea of his thought’ (Dahlke 2012: 34–5). Roman Catholic critics regularly argued that Barth’s version of this idea had its roots in modern philosophy rather than divine revelation, and they highlighted its negative implications for the doctrines of creation, incarnation, and ecclesiology. Some even insisted that, taken to its logical conclusion, Barth’s approach negated the value of creaturely life altogether (Adam 1926: 286).

As we have seen, Barth came to recognize the force of some of these criticisms and adjusted his claims accordingly. Yet even as Barth’s tone softened and his understanding of Roman Catholicism sharpened, the negative impression left by his early work was hard to overcome. Some Roman Catholics dismissed Barth’s theology out of hand and ignored his writings. Others measured his work by the criterion of ‘manualist’ Thomism and found it wanting, particularly on the question of analogy (Fehr 1937). More sympathetic Roman Catholic readers struggled to make sense of his later claims about revelation and faith in light of his earlier claims about God’s transcendence (Bartmann 1934). Even those most open to Barth’s insights often had to explain his relevance for Roman Catholic theology in light of his frequent opposition to it. For instance, Barth’s friend Robert Grosche, a member of the Münster discussion group and the editor of periodical Catholica, defended him by insisting that Barth could not actually mean what he said about Roman Catholic theology (Grosche 1935).

Hans Urs von Balthasar adopted a different approach. He sought to reconcile Barth’s various claims by offering a theory about his development while simultaneously correcting his misunderstandings of Roman Catholic theology. If Roman Catholics could recognize that Barth had changed his mind about his earlier claims—and if Barth could realize that his polemics were misplaced—then the early negative impressions could be overcome and an enriching dialogue could occur. Balthasar thought this dialogue would be worthwhile because Barth’s theology provided the kind of methodological and Trinitarian resources necessary for overcoming the deficiencies of the neo-scholastic tradition in which he had been trained (Long 2014: 130). He also believed that Barth’s theology supported the basic insights of Henri de Lubac, who faced strong opposition and even threat of ecclesial prosecution during this period, much to Balthasar’s dismay (Dahlke 2012: 122).

With these concerns in mind, Balthasar adopted a twofold strategy for appropriating Barth’s insights. On the one hand, he insisted that Barth’s unique approach to Christology, grace, and faith resonated with the mainstream Roman Catholic tradition and provided a much-needed corrective to several mistaken tendencies in modern Roman Catholic theology. On the other hand, he argued that Barth so prioritized God’s saving grace that he undermined the grace of creation and effectively identified created being with fallen being. This error signalled a ‘failure of balance’ stemming from an unfortunate Christological ‘narrowing’ (Engführung) in Barth’s theology. This overemphasis on Christ left no ‘breathing room between creation and covenant’ and failed to give creation its proper due (Balthasar 1992: 242). Having identified these two poles, Balthasar then opted to occupy the middle ground: appropriating Barth’s best insights while avoiding his imbalance. The result is a distinct vision of Roman Catholic theology that provides an alternative to neo-scholasticism while simultaneously claiming the authority of the Roman Catholic tradition.

Balthasar’s claims about the analogia entis in his 1951 book on Barth show his twofold strategy in practice. Throughout the book, he criticizes Barth for misunderstanding Przywara’s formulation of the doctrine. However, as he explains the nature of Barth’s mistake, he concedes that Przywara’s thinking developed in two phases. He admits that during the ‘first phase’, which runs through the early 1930s, Przywara’s doctrine can ‘seem like a philosophically constructed system’, just as Barth suspected. Yet he insists that during Przywara’s ‘second period’, which began in the 1940s, the analogia entis is ‘set out more clearly in all its theological contexts’ and does not deserve Barth’s condemnation (Balthasar 1992: 255–7). He then appeals to the insights of Gottlieb Söhngen to offer a further revision to Przywara’s analogia entis that actually incorporates Barth’s insights about the priority of faith for the human knowledge of God (Söhngen 1934a and 1934b). The result is the formula ‘analogia entis within an analogia fidei’ which confirms that the ‘whole order of creation lies embedded in the order of grace’—just as, according to Balthasar, Barth believes (Balthasar 1992: 325). Even though Balthasar recognizes that this formula actually reverses Przywara’s way of ordering the relationship between being and faith, he argues that it best represents what the Roman Catholic tradition always intended to express. Most significantly, this formula builds a bridge to Barth by negating Barth’s earlier criticism while also showing him that metaphysics can play a role in theology without undermining the centrality of Christ, grace, and faith.

It is important to recognize Balthasar’s distinct goal in his engagement with Barth on this issue. He is not interested in replaying the debates of the Reformation, defending past formulations, or proving that Barth had made interpretative mistakes. His purpose, rather, is to show that Roman Catholic theology as it now exists can be brought into conversation with Barth’s theology without substantive loss on either side. He approaches Barth’s criticism of the analogia entis with this goal in mind. He does not simply dismiss Barth’s criticism as incorrect; rather, he uses it as the lens through which he re-examines his own tradition. This lens gives him new clarity about what his own tradition actually teaches. On the basis of this fresh reading of his own tradition, he then offers a revised account of Roman Catholic theology that gives prominence to themes, such as the analogia fidei (analogy of faith) that formerly had been placed in the background by most Roman Catholic thinkers. This reconfigured approach not only mitigates Barth’s criticisms, but it also serves as the impetus for a renewed approach from within his own tradition that incorporates Barth’s dogmatic insights.

Barth recognized that this kind of argument had ecumenical significance, and he responded to it positively. With respect to the analogia entis, by 1940 he was willing to say that if it is true that the Roman Catholic tradition embeds the analogia entis within an analogia fidei, ‘then naturally I must withdraw my earlier statement that I regard the analogia entis as the “invention of anti-Christ”’. He continued to worry that this revised formula did not actually represent the mainstream Roman Catholic position (CD II/1: 82–3). As the decades passed, however, Barth became more hopeful that this kind of approach reflected the truth about Roman Catholic theology. For example, when Hans Küng adopted Balthasar’s twofold pattern of argumentation and argued that Barth’s version of the doctrine of justification did not conflict with Roman Catholic teaching, Barth responded cautiously yet positively (Küng 2004). He admits ‘considerable amazement at this bit of news’ and again wonders whether most other Roman Catholics actually agree with this judgement. Yet he concludes that if Küng is correct, ‘then I must certainly admit that my view of justification agrees with the Roman Catholic view; if only for the reason that the Roman Catholic teaching would then be most strikingly in accord with mine!’ (LA: lxviii). Here we see Barth’s criterion for ecumenical agreement in action. Historical statements and Barth’s own prior understandings are important but not decisive; what matters most is what the church proclaims now. If, as a result of their dialogue with one another, both he and his Roman Catholic interlocutors realize that they can make a common proclamation, then Barth has no qualms in making it. In fact, he believes that the very possibility of such a common proclamation can stem from nothing other than the work of Christ himself.

Barth gestures in this direction when, in the midst of his embrace of Küng’s position, he asks a revealing question about how Küng came to read the Roman Catholic tradition as he did: ‘Did you yourself discover all this before you so carefully read my Church Dogmatics or was it while you were reading it afterward?’ (LA: lxix). Embedded in this question is a clue about Barth’s perceptions of how his dialogue with Roman Catholic theologians shaped their tradition of theology in the twentieth century. Barth suspected that, just as he had acquired theological clarity by engaging with his Roman Catholic critics, perhaps this ‘forward-looking group’ of young Roman Catholic theologians were rediscovering parts of their own tradition by interacting with his work. If their conclusions about their own theology were correct, then Barth thought that the convergence that resulted could only be a miracle. ‘So far [Küng’s] book has not been repudiated by Catholic officialdom, but to the contrary has been openly lauded by various prominent representatives of that church’, he remarked. ‘What is one to say to that? Has the millennium broken in, or is it waiting around the next corner? How one would like to believe it!’ (HIC: 70). After reading the texts of the Second Vatican Council and visiting Rome, however, Barth’s amazement transformed into confidence that Christ himself was working to renew Roman Catholic theology. He declared that the Roman Catholic Church had begun ‘a movement, the results of which are incalculable and slow but clearly genuine and irreversible’. He advised Protestants to respond with a ‘calm, brotherly hope’ for continued reform while also engaging in a ‘thorough housecleaning of our own’ (ALA: 17). This openness to reform reflected the reality that both Roman Catholic and Protestant churches are ‘living communities of the living Jesus Christ’, rather than ‘static power groups’ defined by mutual opposition. As such, the primary question they face is not how their various doctrines, institutions, and confessions can be reconciled, but whether they will give attention to the ‘dynamic movement’ of Christ in history (ALA: 72–3). Barth left Rome committed to spending his remaining years tracing out the trajectory of this movement.

One Church of the Living Christ

With the three keys to interpreting Barth’s dialogue with Roman Catholic theology in hand, we now are in position to see how Barth’s early polemics relate to the openness he displayed late in his life. The link between them is the living Jesus Christ. Barth’s mature theology is governed by his conviction that every dogmatic claim must correspond to God’s revelation in Christ, the eternal Word who is known by the power of his Spirit. This means, as Barth puts it, that ‘the place from which the way of dogmatic knowledge is to be seen and understood can be neither a prior anthropological possibility nor a subsequent ecclesiastical reality, but only the present moment of the speaking and hearing of Jesus Christ himself’ (CD I/1: 41).

Barth criticized Roman Catholicism early in his career because his debates about the analogia entis and Roman Catholic ecclesiology convinced him that it not only presupposed but emphasized the very methods he sought to rule out. He worried that, in its approach, Christ’s speech is ‘incorporated into the existence of the church, and is thus ultimately restricted and conditioned by certain concrete forms of the human understanding of his revelation and the faith which grasps it’ (CD I/1: 40). As the decades passed, however, Barth’s commitment to attending to the living Christ’s speech prompted him to reconsider these judgements. When younger Roman Catholic theologians presented him with a vision of their tradition that emphasized the centrality of Christ, grace, and faith, Barth’s worries began to fade. While the history of the Reformation and the existence of diverse Roman Catholic interpretations left him cautious, his commitment to dialoguing with the Roman Catholicism that actually encountered him left him open to seeing new points of convergence. He grew more optimistic as he read the documents of the Second Vatican Council, particularly those emphasizing the centrality of Scripture for Roman Catholic thought. When he visited the Vatican, he came with a list of critical questions, and many of them remained after his visit—particularly with regard to the nature of ordained ministry, the sacraments, and Mariology. Yet he also left with a sense that the Roman Catholicism he opposed early in his career no longer existed. The theologians he encountered in Rome were listening to the voice of Christ and responding in obedience by renewing their own theology. Barth had experienced a similar renewal in his theology over the course of his career, and he wanted to share the lessons he had learned to help his Roman Catholic colleagues hear and respond to Christ better. That he would do so does not signal a departure from his earlier convictions; rather, it signifies that he remains committed to them by allowing his thinking to be conformed to the ongoing ministry of the risen Christ, wherever he may lead.

Barth displays this commitment in his lecture ‘The Church in Renewal’, delivered during a joint appearance with Balthasar in February 1968. He begins with the premise that the church will be reunited at some point. While this reunion likely will take place only ‘a few days before the return of Christ’, the task of theologians is to help the church more towards this future (KE: 9). This task requires a clear sense of the true state of the church’s existence now, and this is where many theologians miss the mark. Contrary to what many think, the church is neither a finished product nor an end in itself. Rather, it is ‘the wandering people of God’, a band of pilgrims journeying through a fallen world towards the promise of eternal life. As such, the church is only becoming what it one day will be. This means that its present speech and action takes only ‘a provisional, contestable, and contested form’, and its daily life is shaped by its weakness, temptation, and God’s judgement against its sin (KE: 10).

The good news is that the church also has been chosen to live in partnership with Christ, who has promised to be with it until the end (Matthew 28:20). In the same way that God was present to Israel in the cloud and led them to the promised land by the pillar of fire, Christ makes himself present to his people and leads them to their destiny. He does so through his Spirit, by whose power Christ lives, speaks, and acts. The Spirit enables the church to hear the gospel and then proclaim it to the world, together with Christ. This act of proclamation is the visible practice that gives the church its concrete form as Christ works in and through it. ‘Life in the church’, Barth says, ‘means existence in the renewal that he, Jesus Christ himself, carries out among and to his own people’ (KE: 12). The church’s renewal takes place as its life is adapted to ‘the life of another’, which is none other than ‘the life of the triune God in his action in the world and in the church’ (KE: 14). And since God has freely determined to live for the world in Christ, he calls his church to do the same. They are the people who freely spend their lives serving the world by participating in the ministry of the Word of God by the power of the Spirit. ‘The justification of [the church’s] existence’, Barth says, ‘consists in the exercise of this service’ (KE: 15). They perform this service as a people who pray constantly that the church ‘would be what it is: a church in renewal’ (KE: 18). This is what true aggiornamento looks like.

Barth continued to develop this theme until the end of his life. Early in December 1968, he agreed to deliver a lecture to a gathering of Roman Catholic and Reformed leaders the following month. He began writing the lecture on the evening of 9 December. He notes that the various movements taking place in the church ‘are important and good only if they derive from the one movement of the church and serve this movement’ (FT: 53). This movement is that of the risen Christ as he continues to work as the head of his church. It is clear, Barth thinks, that Christ is working in both ‘Petrine Catholic and the Evangelical Catholic confessions’—although his movement ‘is surprisingly more visible and even spectacular in the Petrine than in the Evangelical confession’ (FT: 54). In light of this Christological movement, Barth lists three activities that signify a faithful response by the church: starting out, turning around, and confessing.

The church starts out faithfully when it recognizes that the gospel provides not only a promise but also a future. Any movement of the church should be in the direction of this future. ‘It looks and moves toward [Christ’s] new and glorious coming’, he explains. ‘This is why its starting out, indeed, its whole movement, is such a positive, goal-oriented, and orderly event’ (FT: 57). Barth then insists that this focus on the future means that Roman Catholics and Protestants cannot be determined by the past. Roman Catholics should not be defined by their tradition or their councils; likewise, Protestants should not find their identity in the actions or confessions of the Reformation. Instead, both confessions should be defined by the living Christ who guided the church in the past and who now leads it into the future. ‘He, Jesus Christ, is the old and is also new. He it is who comes [to the church] and to whom the church goes, but goes to him as him who was. It is to him that it turns in its conversion’ (FT: 59, emphasis added). Barth then reminds his listeners that God is the God of the living, and that—from the apostles to the fathers to the church in the present—‘“All live to him”’ (FT: 60).

At this point, Barth broke off his writing and went to bed. He never awoke. While his lecture would remain unfinished, the trajectory of his thought testifies to the end towards which he believed Christ is moving his one church in both its Roman Catholic and Protestant confessions. He was convinced that these two confessions share a common future because, despite their history of division, the same Lord addresses them both. It is this divine voice that will guide the church through the wilderness of division into the unity for which Christ prayed and towards which Barth moved at the end of his life.
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chapter 10

Barth and Modernity


Georg Pfleiderer




The term ‘modernity’ describes a historic era—whether including the present or not—and its specific societal (social, political, economic, technological, scientific) developments and related cultural practices and norms. Regardless of whether modernity is specifically characterized as ‘rationalization’ (Max Weber), ‘individualization’ (Georg Simmel), or functional or ‘stratificatoric differentiation’ (Niklas Luhmann), it should be conceived not so much as a condition of society but as a process. Typical within such a process is the emergence of particular ‘concepts of change’ (Bewegungsbegriffe; see Koselleck 1989), which represent and reflect a process of historicization; but this latter process of historicization is itself characterized by a dynamic of controversial ‘progress’, ‘ambivalence’, ‘revolution’, ‘evolution’, and—particularly—‘crisis’ (Koselleck 1973).

This chapter offers a consideration of the relationship between Karl Barth and ‘modernity’. In a first section, it explores the roots of Barth’s struggle with modernity, arguing that Barth fought this struggle mostly on the ground of basic modern epistemological principles and that one should therefore conceive Barth’s relationship to modernity as an example of ‘reflexive modernization’ that is both modern and anti-modern at the same time. In a second section, it considers the way in which Barth’s response to modernity developed over time, from his beginnings as a confident young scholar of liberal theology in Marburg, through his time as a socially engaged church pastor in Safenwil and the krisis period of dialectical theology, to his work as an academic theologian in Germany and in Switzerland. In a concluding section, it summarizes Barth’s lifelong struggle with modernity, referring to his positive contribution to addressing that which is the fundamental problem of modernity and of Christian theology as well—the justification of human freedom.

Karl Barth and ‘Reflexive Modernization’

Struggling with Modernity (I)

The discovery of the affinity between modernity and crisis was the particular achievement of the intellectual generation, which came to public prominence in the aftermath of the devastating collective experiences of the First World War. The contemporary designation of Karl Barth’s theology (and that of his like-minded contemporaries) as ‘dialectical theology’ or ‘theology of crisis’ indicates that the emergence of this new theology was very much connected with such historical processes and with the intellectual debates of and about modernity. These debates can be understood as the phenomena of a certain stage of modernity that can be called ‘reflexive modernization’. If ‘reflexive modernization’ means ‘a radicalization of modernity, which breaks up the premises and contours of industrial society and opens paths to another modernity’ (Beck, Giddens, and Lash 1994: 3), then there are good reasons to claim that Barth’s theology is a significant example of such a process of ‘reflexive modernization’ in the realms of theology and of the Protestant churches.

The most significant parameter for Barth’s (reflexive) relationship to modernity is his relationship to liberal, neo-Protestant theology, and particularly to Friedrich Schleiermacher, the school of Albrecht Ritschl, and above all the Marburg neo-Kantian theologian Wilhelm Herrmann. Disturbed by his teachers’ embrace of Kriegstheologie (war-theology) in the autumn of 1914, Barth connected their moral failure in this regard to what he identified as a deep-seated, structural deficiency of liberal theology. This deficiency was its putative inability to connect the (subjective) moment of personal belief—and the associated religious truth-claims—with the interior structure of its ‘object’ in such a way as to allow the absoluteness of that object—that is, God and God’s works—to govern those beliefs and the related religious practices and moral conduct of both individuals and communities. On this reckoning, the significance of the concept of religiöses Erlebnis (religious experience) in contemporary liberal theology was, in Barth’s eyes, a particularly egregious error.

Liberal theologians such as Wilhelm Herrmann, Adolf von Harnack, and Ernst Troeltsch were the elite representatives of a theology striving to be compatible with the intellectual standards of modern science and modern culture. Thus this (supposed) structural deficiency in their theologies, uncovered by their adoption of the ‘ideas of 1914’, led Barth more or less directly to a wider and more fundamental criticism not only of neo-Protestant culture but also of modern civil society and modern culture in general.

At the time, such criticism of the interior antagonisms, pluralism, and latent bellicosity of modern civil society was not itself uncommon. The liberal theologians—particularly Troeltsch—were themselves deeply worried about the depersonalizing forces at play in modern capitalistic societies. The Swiss religious socialists Leonhard Ragaz and Hermann Kutter (themselves trained by liberal theologians) had also formulated criticisms similar to those of Barth in the first decade of the century in light of Marxist and socialist critiques of capitalistic modernity.

Nevertheless, according to Barth’s judgement, in August 1914 the international socialist movement had in moral terms failed just as spectacularly as liberal theology. Thus over the course of the war Barth became more and more convinced that neither a change in the behaviour of individuals (however collective it might be) nor a change in the structures of society (whether by revolution or by political reform) would ever be radical enough to solve the structural problems of modern human being and society that the war had made evident. ‘The autonomy of social life’ is ‘a brutal fact’, Barth argued in his famous lecture at Tambach in 1919 (GA 48: 561; WGT: 39), and he saw no inner-worldly cure for it. It is the sinfulness of human beings, their being turned in upon themselves, that the modern age brings into the open.

In respect of this hamartiological concern, Barth’s criticism of modernity resembles the well-known theological opposition which has accompanied and opposed modernity since its beginnings. It also resembles the anti-modern patterns that can be found in many texts of the contemporaneous ‘conservative revolution’ (Breuer 1995). Indeed, Barth’s criticism can be seen as a variant of these traditions in that he radicalizes their view of modernity’s sinfulness in respect of its structural antagonisms by advancing the thesis of modernity’s radical sinfulness on the basis of original sin. With this step, however, modernity loses the character of being a (collective) habitual sin; its perceived problematic now spirals beyond the reach of political, moral, or religious self-improvement—whether individual or collective.

The ‘Reflexive Modernization’ of Theology through Epistemological Principles

For Barth, as mentioned above, the modern and even anthropological oblivion of God was epitomized in the modern liberal Erlebnistheologie (theology of experience). Barth considered this kind of theology, and modernity in general, to be following a certain procedure: advancing a particular type of truth claim in which social phenomena (such as religion) were interpreted on the basis of specific cognitive structures and their associated epistemological convictions. Barth had learned this basic procedure of philosophical neo-idealism—and particularly neo-Kantianism—from his theological and philosophical teachers in Marburg (Natorp 1974; Cohen 1981; GA 22: 363). In the case of liberal theology, Barth increasingly saw that it reduced all human and social reality to experience (Erlebnis).

Yet this philosophical procedure represented not only the philosophy on the basis of which Barth developed the first versions of his own theological thinking from around 1910 onwards, and in contrast with which he tried to present his new dialectical theology after 1915; it was also the enduring intellectual source of the basic convictions that underlay his new dialectical theology and its most important methodological tool. However, instead of human experience standing at its centre, it was divine revelation. Thus, even in his mature thinking, in his magisterial Church Dogmatics, it is revelation that serves as the specific epistemological concept providing systematic guidance for all dogmatic content, structured by (and itself epistemologically interpreted through) the doctrine of the Trinity. For this reason and in this way, the philosophical background of neo-idealism as shaped by neo-Kantianism is in fact permanently constitutive for Barth’s theological approach. A reconstruction of Barth’s reflexive relationship to modernity must therefore focus on its philosophical dimension.

Precisely because of the fundamental and far-reaching claims connected with it, Barth’s fight for the purity of epistemological principles was much more than a contribution to an intra-disciplinary debate on methodology. For him it was—or was increasingly assumed to be—the character of a fight for good against evil, a standing up for God against sinful human being. This virtually apocalyptic dimension of his principled epistemological theology came to light during the rise and rule of the National Socialist regime in Germany. His ‘Farewell’ to his former colleagues in the journal Zwischen den Zeiten (Between the Times) in 1933 (GA 49: 492–515), his angry ‘No’ to Emil Brunner in 1934 (NET), his insistence on a purely ‘theological existence today’ (GA 49: 271–463), and his often-repeated opinion that the real reason why many a theology had become corrupted under the influence of National Socialist ideology was due to a fundamental fault or ambiguity in their epistemological guiding principles—all this documents clearly the existential and political dimension of his theological epistemology. In Barth’s eyes, any theologians who gave even an inch to anthropology, history, nature, religion, or any other dimension of mundane existence in formulating their basic principles would lose their immunity against anti-Christian ideologies. For Barth, to do exactly this, even under the conviction of its principle necessity and right, was the founding instinct of liberal neo-Protestantism or ‘modern theology’ in general.

The virtually apocalyptic dimension in Barth’s distinctive and decisive epistemology was accompanied by an emphatic opposition to the modern perception of time as the permanent flow of relative changes (historicism), and by a resolute affirmation of a concept of time in which the main idea was the actuality of the present as ‘kairos’ time. This perception was actually shared by many radical intellectuals during the Weimar Era (Christophersen 2008), be they politically on the radical left or on the far right. It was usually connected with a tendency to polemicize, not only in politics but also in the sciences, on the basis of emphatic ‘decisionism’ (Krockow 1958) and a schema of radical enmity (Schmitt 1987: 26). Along with Martin Heidegger, Ernst Jünger and Carl Schmitt, many intellectuals in the 1920s interpreted ‘decision’ as the fundamental act of the theoretical, practical (ethical) and aesthetical orientation of the subject. Carl Schmitt’s theory that politics was based on the distinction of friend and enemy represented its political application. For many such intellectuals, these ideas were connected with intense criticisms of liberal parliamentarianism. Nevertheless, despite some intellectual proximity to the basic ideas of those intellectuals who considered the Weimar Republic ‘ripe for attack’ (Scholder 1988: 85), Barth did not join them in their anti-democratic conclusions (Gundlach 1991).

Throughout his life Barth never forgot the epistemological lesson he had learned from his neo-idealist, neo-Kantian teachers during his time in Berlin and Marburg between 1906 and 1909. That lesson was threefold. First: every object of human knowledge—anything (perceived as being) ‘out there’, any ‘real object’—is per se something which exists as such in the perception of human consciousness, otherwise we simply would not be able to recognize it. Second: God is the absolute, the transcendental reason for all finite being, its ‘origin’ and therefore—in epistemological order—the primary source of human reason and consciousness. Thus, however God may be conceived, God is at the very least not of the same structure as finite, limited objects. This means that to be recognized by finite human beings, God must be represented or represent Godself as the transcendental origin (of everything) in a finite way conceivable by human beings. Third: our perception of God’s self-manifesting absoluteness must itself be understood as the basic act of the self in realizing one’s individual personality, which is faith or religion.

Barth continued to develop this threefold epistemological lesson over the course of his lifetime, which led to major shifts in his theological epistemology. In the beginning, he increasingly stressed the ‘transcendence’ and the ‘reality’ of God; later, he began to emphasize the ‘reality’ and the ‘actuality’ of divine self-representation in a finite subject, Jesus Christ, who was the foundational basis for human self-realization as free individual persons. Despite these shifts in his thinking, however, he never forgot this early lesson. And all the subsequent shifts in his epistemology were shifts in logic aimed at a better fulfilment of its basic demands. His emphatic insistence on the absolute subjectivity and sovereignty of God as the founding principle of Church Dogmatics is the expression and form that Barth found to connect the elements of that lesson: God is only conceived as God (for us) if we follow the unfolding of God’s self-presentation as absolute subjectivity. When, in Church Dogmatics, Barth takes up premodern dogmatic concepts like the doctrine of the Trinity and the doctrine of the incarnation (understood in terms of the two natures of Jesus Christ), he always does so to fulfil those basic demands. We can only speak of God if we follow his self-presentation in the realm of finite consciousness and knowledge, which means in history—and specifically in the history of Jesus Christ, which is a history of witness. In this sense, and for this reason, Barth always understood the precise description of belief to be ‘knowledge of God’. The ‘realism’ Barth reached in the Dogmatics is a realism on this epistemological ground; he never fell back into a premodern, pre-Kantian supernaturalism.

For the same reason Barth’s theological epistemology was never merely cognitivist or intellectual. In its quest to express the knowledge of God as the basis and zenith of the self-realization of individual personality, it always conditioned a practical and ethical dimension and direction. It was therefore integrally connected with the relationship between the practice of belief and theoretical reflection in theology. The question of how theology could be conceived and practised as the cognitive (reflexive) aspect of the practice of belief was his main concern regarding the shape of theology. Barth never lost sight of the fact that a methodological difference between belief (religion) and theology, introduced as a fundamental principle of modern theology by Johann S. Semler in the eighteenth century (Hess 1974), had been paradigmatically accepted and established as the epistemological foundation of modern theology by Schleiermacher. By contrast, however, Barth tried a radically new approach in order to overcome both of the fundamental questions posed by all modern theology: (a) how the practical process of belief can be understood as true, which is to say, as knowledge of God; and (b) how a theory of such knowledge (theology) can remain truly practical at the same time. In Barth’s view, the search for the true theoretical structure and the real practical agent of theological truth converge.

In summary, the constitutive function of epistemology for Barth’s theology throughout his intellectual life is the main reason to call his theology a piece of ‘reflexive modernization’ and to consider it at one and the same time both structurally modern and anti-modern. That this is the case and what this means must now be shown by way of a reconstruction of the main stages of Barth’s theology, which tracks the development of its guiding epistemological principles.

Continuity in Discontinuity: Stages of Development of Barth’s Anti-modern Modern Theology

Towards Theological Avant-gardism

In his first printed publication (January 1909) Barth declared: ‘The ideals of the sciences are not identical with the demands of the pastorate. The overcoming of this hiatus is…a giant task’ (GA 21: 317; cf. KB–MR: 33; Pfleiderer 2000: 175–90). To solve this principal problem in respect of modern, liberal theology, Barth considered that it would be necessary ‘to invent scientific methods regulating the awakening of belief in an effective way’ (GA 21: 320). Philosophical or theological reflection on religion and the practical communication of religion must merge. On this basis Barth sketched in 1909 and 1910 a philosophical theory that conceives religion as the practical act (and experience!) of the individual realization (W. Herrmann) of the universal ‘consciousness of culture’ (H. Cohen) that is also universal truth and the common good. As such, religion has to be conceived as ‘die Realitätsbeziehung’ (the relationship to reality) (GA 22: 134 and 161) of all of the dimensions of the consciousness, an act of relating which makes them true and morally good, and at the same time historical and individual (GA 22: 163). Religion must be conceived as the realization of individual personality with reference to God in the mode of a dialectical ‘Urgrundlegung’ (setting of a basic principle) in the sense of Cohen—as ‘not only the negation, but at the same time…the position of everything that can be thought’ (GA 22: 524).

Barth’s practical connections with workers, social democracy and religious socialism in the early Safenwil years made him aware of the social and socio-ethical dimension of belief. The church, idealistically conceived as a social body of free individuals, and the social-democratic movement, no less idealistically conceived as the collective agent of realization of a just society, must be interpreted as two sides of the avant-garde of a ‘true modernity’. In general such avant-gardism—that is to say, the search for a particular agent of true progress—had been a typical feature of modernity since around 1900. Prior to the First World War, then, Barth can be counted as a theological representative of modern avant-gardism.

The reactions of the leading representatives of both movements to the outbreak of the war opened Barth’s eyes to the structural insufficiency of these candidates for the avant-garde for which he had been hoping. Neither one of them individually—nor the two of them together—were able to bring about either practical knowledge of God or a just society. For this reason, starting in 1915, Barth gradually came to the conviction that Jesus and the New Testament presented a ‘totally different world’ (GA 48: 201) from that of ‘modern Christianity’ (GA 48: 200). The ‘full reality of God’ (GA 48: 200) and true ‘knowledge of God’ (GA 48: 201) are communicated by ‘a basic rupture of our world order’ (ein prinzipieller Durchbruch unsrer Weltordnung) (GA 48: 198; see also McCormack 1995: 129–206 and Wittekind 2000: 146–258). That is to say: God himself must be conceived as the actual (transcendent) cause of the constitution of such a collective (empirical) agent of truth and justice. And from the perspective of humanity, the process of communicating theology should be understood as (a pointing to) the self-revelation of God’s own word, God’s own theo-logy.

Barth’s first publication after this turn from liberal (and religious-social) theology to a new kind of performative, theocentric theology is preserved in a volume of sermons published in 1917 which were authored by Barth and his theological companion Eduard Thurneysen (SG). However, sermons can only perform—rather than reflect or explain—the theoretical claim of a new theological enterprise. In order to become practical in the intended programmatic sense, Barth had to transform his theology into a specific form of theological exegesis of God’s Word in the Bible. He began by systematically expositing a scriptural text, treating its content as a summary of biblical theology and its form (an epistle) as theo-logical communication addressing itself to a community of concrete individual persons in the present. Barth’s first edition of The Epistle to the Romans, finished in December 1918 (published 1919; GA 16), was the product of this endeavour.

In this book Barth presents the self-revelation of God in Jesus Christ as the process of God’s self-communication in his Word. Transcendent divine truth must be conceived as bridging the gap between its objective, eternal and universal existence and its finite, subjective, and historical reception. Jesus Christ is the embodiment of this bridge. The knowledge of Jesus Christ as such is communicated by historic individuals—the evangelists or apostles—as witnesses of this self-communicating truth of God. The written Word of God, the Christian Bible, documents this self-fulfilling communication of truth. To be sure, it is the product of finite human subjects, who are gathered as the church, and it becomes the Word of God only as God reveals the truth—to which the Bible is witness—to finite human beings. Yet this is also the process by which Christianity, church history, and a church of believers can be created today. In this way such knowledge should be understood as the constitutive process of creating a free individual person as a subject of faith who discovers that they are part of a community of believers, that is to say, of all those who are willing to interpret themselves and the world in the light of that performative theocentric theology.

Such communication of theo-logical knowledge is dialectical: reading the Pauline letter is a reflexive process of the constitution of human knowledge of God made possible by God. Thus, on the one hand it permanently reflects on its own content as the content of the consciousness of finite human beings, constituting mere ‘religion’. But on the other hand, and in exactly this dialectical way, there is a certain knowledge of God constituted and communicated. By this communication—in so far as it finds readers to understand and to communicate it themselves—a collective ‘agent’, a new theological avant-garde appears on the stage. As such, a prophetic exegetical theology is twofold, involving at the same time both the (theoretical) process of theological reflection on divine truth and the process of its practical proclamation. Scientific theology becomes performative kerygmatic communication, however systematically reflected and theological it may be (Pfleiderer 2000: 275–314).

Avant-Gardism of Crisis

This is what Barth tried to demonstrate and to perform in the first version of his commentary on Romans. There, however, the progress of divine self-revelation is still very much conceived on the basis of an idealistic theory of the absolute, at some points reflecting the late Schelling’s positive philosophy. Johann F. Lohmann has carefully described the way in which Karl Barth was at just this time profoundly influenced by the contemporary writings of his philosopher brother Heinrich, a scholar of Natorp and Cohen, particularly in respect of intensifying his dialectics. This influence marks the difference between the first edition and the second edition of his Epistle to the Romans (Lohmann 1995: 164–204, 288–327; McCormack 1995: 207–326). This situation arose out of a specific tendency on the part of some neo-Kantians towards a critical idealism that emphasized the actuality of the idea of the absolute as the initial ground of reason and finite subjectivity. Hermann Cohen exhibits tendencies in this direction with his concept of the Ursprung (origin [of everything]), and it becomes even more explicit in the later writings of Paul Natorp as well as in the work of Heinrich Barth, who from 1913 attempted to set out the idea of the ‘origin’ in a virtually Platonic sense.

Barth’s concept of God as the One who unveils himself in Jesus Christ in a dialectical way can be understood as a theological version of this development within late neo-Kantianism towards a dialectical conception of a Platonic ‘realism’. This is the background to Barth’s famous declaration in the preface to the second edition of his commentary on Romans, published in 1922: ‘Philosophers name this krisis of human perception—the Prime Cause: the Bible beholds at the same cross-roads—the figure of Jesus Christ’ (RII: 10). This reference to the neo-Kantian concept of the ‘Prime Cause’ (or ‘origin’) demonstrates that Barth was willing to maintain within his theological concept of ‘origin’ the philosophical claim that this ‘origin’ was the origin and source of all human reason, and particularly cognition. The theological concept of revelation, already constitutive for his theological epistemology in both his commentaries on Romans (particularly RII), does not simply denote a ‘gate’ to a transcendent, supernaturalistic world as the premodern world would have understood it; rather, it is a transcendental concept (in the [neo-]Kantian sense of the word) which itself structures all theological content (Pfleiderer 2007: 337–342).

In the same passage of the preface, Barth connects Cohen’s concept of Ursprung (origin) to ‘what Kierkegaard called the “infinite qualitative distinction” between time and eternity’ (RII: 10). Barth discovered the Danish existentialist while preparing the second edition of his commentary, and Kierkegaard became important particularly for the existential dimension of Barth’s dialectical theology. From him Barth learned to conceive of the actuality of the self-presentation of the absolute as the foundation and (at the same time) as the abyss (Grund and Abgrund) of human existence (GA 47: passim).

After the First World War, Barth was not the only theologian who found Kierkegaard’s writings from seventy years prior to be an instructive philosophy for human existence in its relationship to the absolute, to God. Kierkegaard’s ideas also influenced Barth’s companion, the Lutheran theologian Friedrich Gogarten, as well as Paul Tillich and Emanuel Hirsch. Ernst Troeltsch, an attentive observer of the intellectual movements of the time, identified Kierkegaard’s reception amongst the young dialectical theologians as one of the most remarkable characteristics of their intellectual signature (see Robinson 1968: 311–16 and Graf 2011: 139–60). This reception of Kierkegaard in the work of Barth and other scholars of his generation exhibits a type of intellectual modernity that clashes with its own presuppositions without abandoning them completely. The figure of the ‘paradox’, so attractive to those young theological intellectuals in the 1920s, is very different from later, postmodern rejections of any attempt to conceive reason and a general concept of subjectivity.

Kierkegaard’s understanding of Christianity—and of theology in particular—as an ‘impossible possibility’ (GA 47: passim; RII: passim) also initiated Barth’s (re-)discovery of another anti-modern modernist, Friedrich Nietzsche, along with his theological follower Franz Overbeck. Like many of his contemporaries, Barth had read Nietzsche in his early years as a student (Busch 1976: 30). Nevertheless, before 1920 Nietzsche played little role in Barth’s writings, including the first edition of the commentary on Romans. In the second edition of the commentary, however, the work of Nietzsche is regularly present, and particularly his concept of life (Kleffmann 2003: 500–59).

Besides the widespread theological reception of Kierkegaard and the renewed theological reception of Nietzsche (Mourkojannis 2000), it was—as many contemporaries observed—mainly expressionism which influenced Barth’s style in his 1922 commentary. Folkart Wittekind has shown that not only the rhetoric but also the main idea and structure of Barth’s performative dialectical theology should be understood as fruits of expressionist debates concerning the production of religious art in modernity (Wittekind 2014: 185–214).

Lynn Poland, meanwhile, has contextualized Barth’s commentary within the turn to literary criticism (Poland 1985). The wider intellectual context of his work was the so-called ‘linguistic turn’ in the humanities, specifically in philosophy, that was taking place at that time. In continental, German-speaking philosophy, it was especially philosophical personalism, represented by authors such as Martin Buber, Ferdinand Ebner, and Eberhard Grisebach, which embodied this turn. The shared interest of these authors was to overcome the perceived monological character of the traditional modern concepts of (Kantian) reason and subjectivity, and to achieve this by highlighting concepts which concentrated on the ‘concrete making’ of subjectivity by intersubjective communication with a significant other, a ‘thou’ (Buber 1970). Therefore language, particularly oral communication (‘the word’), was considered to be a constitutive medium for the intersubjective creation of subjects. Even if—in marked contrast to Friedrich Gogarten—hardly any direct influence of these philosophers on Barth can be observed in his Romans commentaries, there are nevertheless striking similarities with regard to their shared attempts to present a subject constituted by its relation towards a significant other.

There are in truth even more affinities between Barth’s theological thinking and contemporary cultural trends after the First World War than is often assumed. One is the surprising structural similarity between Barth’s performative theology and modern theatre. Avant-garde dramatists like Max Reinhardt and Erwin Piscator experimented with theatre in various ways to discover techniques that would involve the spectator almost physically in the play. In some performances Max Reinhardt used a stage that was built out into the auditorium. In his ‘political theatre’ Erwin Piscator tried to realize his idea of the performance as an act in which the audience was politically mobilized. Bertolt Brecht would later be the most famous follower of this understanding of Friedrich Schiller’s classic definition of the theatre as a ‘moral institution’. With these modern dramatists of the twentieth century, Barth’s kerygmatic theology agreed on the central need for an ‘abolition of the spectator’ (Pfleiderer 2000: 441–3).

With this type of genuine modern theatre, Barth’s performative-dialectical theology had a particular feature in common—the implicitness of its method. In other words, to the extent that the recipient as a (mere) spectator was abolished by integrating her (as per the intention of the author) into ‘the play’, she lost her position as a critic of such ‘plays’. The abolition of the spectator thus meant the (intentional) abolition of the critic. Criticism, as the attempt to observe the method of an author from a great distance, was seen to be the attitude of the civilized person, the liberal, the ‘flaneur’ (Walter Benjamin), of one who was unwilling to engage in questions of morality or truth. In this way, Barth virtually condemned criticism.

It is well known that the general societal crisis caused by the First World War, particularly in Germany and Austria, prepared the ground for many new currents in culture—whether in art, literature, or philosophy, or even theology. In texts like the preface to the fifth edition (essentially a further reprint of the second edition) of his commentary on Romans, Barth tried retrospectively to downplay the influence of such contemporary trends on his thinking at that time (GA 47: 35). In his later theology he even tried to overcome such influences, for instance that of philosophical personalism. For this reason a follower such as Jürgen Moltmann could later declare: ‘“Dialectical theology” is not rooted in the atmosphere of crisis of those turbulent years’ (Moltmann 1977: X). There is no doubt, however, that these various trends were indeed influential upon Barth’s thought at this time.

Academic Theology

Unlike in the arts, literature, or theatre, where attempts to abolish the role of the spectator and of the critic can be taken as part of the game (and will only work to the extent the individual is willing to allow), in the realm of the academy such rigorous opposition to criticism is obviously a problematic endeavour. To make his theology a respectable part of the academic system, Barth therefore had to transform his theology once again. This process began in 1922, when Barth was appointed as the new extraordinary chair of Reformed theology in Göttingen. To make his theology teachable and accessible for his students, Barth had to explain his theological method at least to some extent, although he considered that ‘[t]he attempt to reflect on oneself and one’s doing and to present a bit of methodology is a bit dangerous’ (GA 3: 451). Hence to do so—and, at the same time, not to do so—Barth proceeded by developing the concept of revelation in a Trinitarian way, along the lines of the basic epistemological procedure that had been originally acquired from his neo-Kantian teachers (Lohmann 1995: 376–99). In this way he was able to unfold his theology as a new dogmatics.

The publication of Barth’s early Göttingen lectures on dogmatics (GA 17, 20, 38; GD) showed that the changes between the commentaries on Romans and Church Dogmatics should be interpreted as demonstrating a turn from an implied theological method to the various stages of an explicit theological method, rather than as a turn ‘from “dialectic” to “analogy”’ (Balthasar 1992: 63). On the way from Göttingen through Münster to Bonn, Barth continually attempted to develop the basic principle of his dogmatics more precisely. He was searching for a way to express the positive actuality of God’s self-revelation in Jesus Christ at a specific point in history, but without taking any empirical historical presuppositions into account. In the Christliche Dogmatik (Christian Dogmatics) of 1927 (GA 14), the preaching of the gospel as it is (‘empirically’) done in the church still played the role of connecting God’s self-revelation with human agency and understanding. In the new approach articulated in Church Dogmatics from 1932 onwards, however, Barth sought to focus almost exclusively on the divine act itself, which by its interior logic also leads to consideration of the human media it uses. Barth’s debate with Heinrich Scholz (1930–1931) on the interpretation of Anselm of Canterbury’s ontological argument was crucial for this purification of the autocracy of God’s Word (GA 13; FQI). Some scholars have observed new stages of development of his fundamental epistemological principle in the doctrine of election (CD II/2), and/or in the first and/or the third volume of the doctrine of atonement (CD IV/1 and IV/3). In the doctrine of the prophetic word in Church Dogmatics IV/3, Barth in fact returned to a communicative—and thereby epistemological—structure within his material unfolding of the content of dogmatics. In this context Barth included amongst the possible media of revelation of knowledge of God ‘words’ and ‘lights’ outside the church (KD IV/3: 106–88; CD IV/3: 96–165). He thereby tried to give the formerly shunned ‘natural theology’ a certain place within dogmatics based strictly on the principle of divine self-revelation.

Dietrich Korsch has called Barth’s theology a theory of ‘the principle (singular) fact’ (Korsch 1996: 170 and 172). Despite, yet also because of, its formality, this is a good description, for it indicates the function of ‘realism’ in Barth’s epistemology. It is the ‘realism’ of God as ‘real’ being—not merely a human idea of God—and the ‘reality’ of God’s self-revelation in history. Barth nevertheless puts great theological emphasis upon, and great theological effort into, the attempt to show how this divine reality opens itself up for human understanding. That it does so is precisely the core of its character as the justification and reconciliation of humanity and of the world by God himself. In this fundamental regard, Barth’s Church Dogmatics is a piece of modern theology.

The modernity of Barth’s dogmatics is precisely connected with the fact that the principle of knowledge—God’s self-revelation in its threefold structure as subject, object, and medium of revelation—actually structures the order and the presentation of its dogmatic content. It is not restricted only to the basic order and tripartite organization of the work (from the doctrines of God and of creation through the doctrine of reconciliation to the [unwritten] doctrine of redemption); in truth, it also governs the presentation and organization of every individual part of Church Dogmatics. The most well-known element is the extraordinary, artificial, and yet beautiful structure of Barth’s doctrine of reconciliation (CD IV/1–3). However, a brief look at any chapter, any section, or any particular piece of argumentation will show that there is almost no passage at all—not even amongst the extensive small print sections—which is not structured in its progression by this extremely artificial order.

This is particularly true of the ethical parts of the Dogmatics. That Barth’s basic principle of knowledge also functions there has to do with the fact that he unfolds the intrinsic cognitive structure of revelation in terms of a logical or moral judgement in a Kantian fashion. This revelation always includes the moment of the universal principle as position (the moment of the Father), the concrete empirical case (as opposition, the moment of the Son), and the (synthetic) mediation between the two (the moment of the Holy Spirit). This conception may also be seen to be a theological version or application of the Hegelian logical categories of the universal, the particular, and the singular (Welker 1983).

In this progressive dialectic, moreover, the performative character of the kerygmatic stage of Barth’s thinking—as evidenced in the Romans commentaries—is clearly preserved into his dogmatics. Barth’s theology is addressed to the reader, and has as its goal the reader’s reflexive self-involvement. Again, the effect of this order and intention is particularly evident in the ethical parts of Barth’s dogmatics. The author never presents the answer to the ethical question definitively or in an authoritative way, but instead unfolds a method by means of which the question receives critical Christian evaluation. He always leaves to the individual reader the concrete moral judgement in a particular situation. Precisely in this freedom the true modernity of this anti-modern dogmatics (and ethics!) comes to light.

It must be added that Barth also exercised great creative freedom in the composition and application of his theological method. Regarding this creativity and variability, interpreters of today may have some justification in calling Barth a ‘postmodern’ theologian—or perhaps better, a modern theologian, ‘modern’ in the sense of a twentieth-century modernity. Barth’s creativity also has to do with the narrative and rhetorical quality—and the epic scope—of his work. Not even in Church Dogmatics do we find Barth to be a ‘sober’, detached writer: his vivid and expressive style—his lifelong sympathy for playful systematics and for systematic playfulness—is noticeable in every part of his voluminous work.

Autonomy and Otherness

Struggling with Modernity (II)

Barth’s life-long insistence on, and search for, the adequate form of true theological knowledge of God was motivated not only by the need for systematic transparency regarding theological truth claims and the certainty of belief, but also by a material interest in finding the theoretical and existential foundation of true human freedom (HG: 69–96). For Barth, this freedom was a matter of self-determination or autonomy (Rendtorff 1972: 161–81; see also Macken 1990). The anti-modern turn within Barth’s modern theology of freedom only comes, at this point, in the fundamental conviction that all human autonomy must be derived from God’s own autonomy. It is only in this way that the freedom of which we speak can be guaranteed to be not the opposite of love but its mode of realization and its final goal. On the basis and in the light of God’s free love and loving freedom, true individualization and true socialization lose their contrariness—the church as the body of Christ is the realization of both. In this social body, according to Barth, the negativity and structural antagonism of modern societies—their individualism and their tendency to hidden or manifest social repression—can be overcome.

The question of whether or to what extent Barth was able to develop his principle of God’s sovereignty and autonomy as the true ground of the ‘otherness’ of humanity and of creation has been debated for decades. That the doctrine of atonement in particular is keen to develop God’s sovereignty in the sense of Philippians 2 as ‘the way of [the son of] God into the far country’ (KD IV/1: 171; CD IV/1: 157) is beyond controversy. The question still remains, however, as to whether this self-exposure of God to that which is ‘other’ truly represents a self-alteration, a change in the divine being. Sharp critics of Barth, like the Munich Hegelians Falk Wagner and Friedrich W. Graf, have argued that Barth would be unable and unwilling to accept such ‘strong otherness’ in respect of God (Rendtorff 1975: 10–43 and 76–118). However, Dietrich Korsch has defended Barth on this very point, arguing that at least in the later parts of his dogmatics, Barth succeeded in overcoming the former essentially autocratic and monistic tendencies in his concept of divine sovereignty by referring strictly to the singular event of the person Jesus Christ, in whom God revealed himself definitively and unchangeably as ‘God with us’ (KD IV/1: 1–22; CD IV/1: 3–21; see Korsch 1996: 172).

Following such an interpretation, one might also accept Barth’s late declaration from the 1960s that his theology did not contradict liberty and liberal theology, but offered a new and purely theological basis for it (GA 28: 543–51). It is clear that a specific interpretation of the role of authority in theology and church plays an integral part in Barth’s understanding of freedom and liberty. According to Barth there is no freedom and no liberty in the church without authority. This necessary and legitimate authority, however, is not that of an ecclesiastical order of clergy, but is rather God’s own authority. All claims for authority must be formulated with reference to Jesus Christ and the divine Word of the Bible. Such theological authority is thus very different from political authoritarianism (KD I/2: 743–6; CD I/2: 663–6). Indeed, it is for Barth precisely this ‘otherness’ of the church and its specific authority which the state has to accept as the limit of its sovereignty and which, according to Barth, marks its character as a legitimate constitutional state: ‘This right of the church to liberty means the foundation, the preservation, the restoration of all—really all human law. Let us see whether more than this is needed!’ (SchS: 56; cf. CSC: 147).

This is Barth’s version of the liberal philosopher of law Georg Jellinek’s famous thesis that religious liberty is the (historical and systematic) origin of human rights in general (Jellinek 1985; see also Joas 2011: 40–54). To verify Barth’s argument, however, would require as a minimum that it be transferred from its exclusively theological ground to a wider ethical and political theory of human dignity and human rights. And this task would scarcely be possible without referring to a concept that Barth from 1915 onwards had tried to overcome—the modern concept of religion. Whether the radical refusal of Barth to formulate the right of such critical otherness by engaging any (non-theological) theories with universal claims (of religion or of human freedom) should be interpreted as a limit of his theology and/or as a characteristic achievement that marks the depth of his insight into the structure of such otherness, remains an open question.
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chapter 11

Barth and Politics


Timothy Gorringe




For many commentators, Karl Barth appears to be a paradigmatically ‘ivory tower’ theologian. Significant here is the notorious phrase he wrote in the 1933 pamphlet, Theologische Existenz heute!: in face of the rise of National Socialism, Barth insisted that one must carry on with theology ‘as if nothing had happened’ (TET: 9). This remark convinced the historian of the German church conflict, Klaus Scholder, that Barth had abdicated all political responsibility (Scholder 1989: 45). Equally significant is Barth’s 1962 letter to his Czech friend Josef Hromádka, in which Hromádka is rebuked for favouring socialism: ‘our attitude should be one in which, with our Word and for the sake of God, we can be in helpful solidarity with man as such, and therefore with those of the left and the right, those who suffer and those who strive, the righteous and the unrighteous, Christians and atheists, the followers of humanisms A, B, C, and D’ (L: 82).

Yet Barth himself, in a radio interview shortly before his death, declared that the ‘theology which I tried to fashion out of Scripture was never a private affair, foreign to the world and humanity. Its object is: God for the world, God for human beings, heaven for the earth. It followed that my whole theology always had a strong political component, explicit or implicit…this interest in politics accompanies me to the present day’ (FT: 24–25 rev.). And Barth was a ‘political animal’ in the sense that he both had strong political convictions and, as his correspondence shows, maintained a lively interest in politics. As a pastor he organized workers in the local factory, so that its owner considered Barth the worst enemy he ever had; as a teacher he invited students for evening discussions of current affairs; when Hitler came to power he immediately became involved in the work of the Confessing Church; during the Second World War he wrote and spoke ceaselessly on behalf of the Allies, rendering him deeply unpopular in Switzerland; and after the war he courted unpopularity by supporting nuclear disarmament and by refusing to equate Soviet communism with fascism.

Barth delivered a number of lectures on the relation of church and state both before and after the Second World War—and I shall comment on these in due course—but his political theology cannot be limited to them. His political theology instead pervades his work, from his early lectures on Christian socialism to the final fragments of Church Dogmatics. Although Barth changed his mind on a range of dogmatic matters, there are strong continuities—especially in his political concerns—evident throughout his life. Amongst these I will highlight his understanding of theology as social and political critique; his emphasis upon the struggle against the ‘lordless powers’; his account of creation, which emerged in the years after the Second World War; his response to the need for reconciliation which followed the Second World War and the liberation movements which broke out everywhere in the developing world; and his explicit conceptions of the nature of the state. I will conclude with a summary of what I consider to be the heart of Barth’s account of the relation of the Gospel and politics.

Theology as Ideology Critique

Barth entered the pastorate in 1909 at the age of 23, strongly influenced not only by the theological liberalism he had learned from Wilhelm Herrmann but also by the Christian socialism of Leonard Ragaz and Hermann Kutter (the latter figures being particularly prominent in his early papers and his pastoral practice). His shock at the level of theological support for the German war effort in 1914 precipitated his search for a different foundation for his theology, which he found in ‘the strange new world of the Bible’, the foundation of all his original theological work. Friedrich-Wilhelm Marquardt has argued that Barth’s thought acquired its characteristic structure from his engagement with Scripture, especially in its prioritization of the community over the individual, and in its vivid sense of the reality of God, which shapes human history (Marquardt 1981).

Barth’s concern in both editions of his commentary on Romans (1918 and 1922), as well as in the famous Tambach lecture on ‘The Christian in Society’ (1919), is to emphasize that God, as we encounter God in Scripture, certainly calls us to political work, but that God may not be co-opted for any particular political programme. The knowledge of God therefore constitutes a critique of all ideologies (Plonz 1995). To the dismay of many, this critique came to include Christian socialism, which Barth came to attack as a form of Pharisaism. Barth wrote: ‘The divine may not be politicised nor the human theologized—not even for the benefit of democracy and social democracy’ (GA 16: 509). We must not confuse divine renewal with human progress; whatever is done against the present state can in no way represent the victory of God’s kingdom (GA 16: 507–9). What should be engaged, by contrast, is the ‘absolute revolution of God’ which ‘revolutionizes revolution’ (GA 16: 506).

Christianity does not agree with the state, then; it negates it in both its presupposition and its essence. Barth writes: ‘It is more than Leninism! It is for Christianity a matter of “all or nothing” in the sense that the fulfilment it expects is not…the goal or result of a development or a gradual “ascent of man” but the discovery of a new creation’ (GA 16: 506–7). Paul’s advice to be subject to the authorities, by extension, means not to take them seriously. Barth takes it for granted that a Christian can have nothing to do with ‘monarchy, capitalism, militarism, patriotism and liberalism’ (GA 16: 509); but, at the same time, he posits that revolt against the ruling powers leads to the region of God’s wrath (GA 16: 509–10).

Christians have to take part in ‘fundamentally dirty’ political realities, but we must not be untrue to God by marching into the political arena flying God’s flag, for ‘the Spirit does not knock at the hard shell of politics. It bursts it from inside!’ (GA 16: 516). The important thing is to deny the state the pathos, seriousness, and importance of the divine (GA 16: 516 and 517). And so, Barth writes:

Fulfill your duties without illusion, but no compromising of God! Payment of tax, but no incense to Caesar! Citizens’ initiative and obedience but no combination of throne and altar, no Christian Patriotism, no democratic crusading. Strike and general strike, and street-fighting if needs be, but no religious justification and glorification of it! Military service as soldier or officer if needs be but under no circumstances army chaplain! Social Democratic but not religious socialist! The betrayal of the gospel is not part of your political duty.  (GA 16: 520)

The state might not worry that we withhold it only this final honour, but if it realized the danger of these revolutionary methods, then our martyrdom might become a real possibility (GA 16: 522). Barth concludes that ‘Only love builds the new world’ (GA 16: 522). It is the love of Christ that remains faithful to ‘the hope, the unquiet, the longing, the radical and permanent revolution’ (GA 16: 353). At the present moment (1918!), the Spirit can be nothing other than revolution—‘precisely what we call revolution at the moment!’ (GA 16: 316). Yet amidst the disappointments of contemporary socialism Barth looks forward to the hour when the embers of Marxist dogma are newly kindled and ‘the socialist Church will be resurrected in a socialist world’ (GA 16: 444).

In the Tambach lecture, given to a Christian socialist rally in 1919, Barth insists that over against all political, social, and religious movements there is the divine movement that is ‘the perpendicular line which cuts through all of our pieties and experiences’—the movement of God’s history, the movement whose power and significance is revealed in the resurrection of Jesus (WGT: 44). Barth already speaks of God as the ‘Wholly Other’—albeit One whose otherness drives us to look for correlations with God’s life, a ‘revolution of Life against the powers of death that surround it’ (WGT: 47). The power of death rests in the claim to self-sufficiency and autonomy, the valorization of authority, family, art, and religion for their own sake. By constrast, Barth writes, ‘We put our energy toward both daily and banal business and tasks, but also toward a new Switzerland and new Germany precisely because we are waiting for the new Jerusalem to come down from God out of the heavens’ (WGT: 67). Our eschatological faith guides our political action, following attentively upon what is done by God.

In the second commentary on Romans, ‘crisis’ is the key word. The critique of religion is greatly strengthened, but also the critique of revolutionary action. ‘A political career…becomes possible only when it is seen to be essentially a game; that is to say, when we are unable to speak of absolute political right, when the note of “absoluteness” has vanished from both thesis and antithesis’ (RII: 489). According to Ulrich Dannemann, Barth is arguing here for a politics of reform as a way of attacking the pathos of both bourgeois and revolutionary politics, as a protest against ‘the powers that be’—the commentary has ‘a pronounced antiauthoritarian ethic’—and as a protest against social oppression (Dannemann 1977: 112–14). For Ragaz, who had been attacked in the first commentary, this was—Dannemann writes—the ‘eschatology of the waiting room’: it is a moment in which the critique of the established orders of society is carried through with such radicality there is no room for ideas of improvement, such that ‘In the crisis theology of this commentary…the idea of a Reform politics cannot be carried through, and had to wait for the grounding first supplied in the Church Dogmatics’ (Dannemann 1977: 118).

After eleven years in the pastorate Barth moved to the academy and from Switzerland to Germany. Later he rebuked himself for taking ‘ten years out of politics’, driven by the need in the 1920s to bring himself academically up to speed. In fact, his correspondence with Eduard Thurneysen and Charlotte von Kirschbaum shows that in truth he was never disengaged, for example running political discussion evenings for his students in Bonn. Indeed, rather than pursuing a break from political activism, one sees Barth in this period deepening the foundations and exploring the implications of the positions sketched out in Tambach and in the second commentary on Romans. This was in itself a political task, as he wrote in the preface to the first volume of Church Dogmatics in 1932: clarifications in theology were essential to intervening in politics, in order that ‘a better Church dogmatics might well be finally a more significant and solid contribution even to such questions and tasks as that of German liberation than most of the well-meant stuff which even so many theologians think in dilettante fashion that they can and should supply in relation to these questions and tasks’ (CD I/1: xvi). In the course of the first two volumes of Church Dogmatics, and in the discussion of analogy in the doctrine of God, Barth is exploring in depth the question which had so vexed him in and since Safenwil, namely: How is it possible to escape cultural solipsism? Is it really the case that human beings live only in an ‘echo chamber’, or might it be the case, as Barth felt he had found in Scripture, that humans are addressed from beyond themselves, so that they are not simply left to the mercy of their own conscience (which, as the experience of National Socialism showed, is extremely malleable)?

Barth was perfectly well aware that Scripture was a human document—the product of thousands of hands, culturally relative, the vehicle of competing ideologies, the victim of scribal error and confusion and, like any text, at the mercy of every interpreter. How could something that was derivative of human culture speak a word from God? Responding to this question led Barth to the doctrine of the Trinity, and then to Christology, and—within Christology—to the resurrection as the reason for speaking of Christ at all. Christology, then, becomes the central focus of Barth’s work, for Scripture tells us something we cannot tell ourselves to the extent that it speaks to us of Christ, and if that is really the case then it becomes necessary to think of God’s being as event. These volumes, then, can be understood as the thorough outworking of where to begin if theological liberalism is hollow, if it leads to the practical paganism evinced in Kriegstheologie (war theology), if one cannot simply begin with ‘experience’. And the culmination of this teaching can be seen in the Barmen Declaration, which offered a theological foundation to the Confessing Church, and which sketched the basis for a theological, and therefore political, response to fascism—and which later became the basis for a response to apartheid (in the Kairos Document) and was drawn upon in the church’s response to climate change (in the Ash Wednesday declaration). The appeal to Scripture, and therefore to Christology (the first article of Barmen), makes possible a thoroughgoing critique of essentially pagan ideologies.

The God of Life and the Lordless Powers

Already in the first edition of the commentary on Romans, Barth spoke of the ‘lordless powers’ to which God was opposed. He returned to consider them in greater detail in the last fragments of Church Dogmatics. Against these powers Barth sought from the beginning to set the reality of the God made known in Christ—characterized as ‘the Origin’ in the first edition of the commentary on Romans, as ‘Wholly Other’ in the second, and finally approached through the analogia fidei (analogy of faith) in Church Dogmatics. Throughout, Barth wanted to emphasize that the existence of God changes all things for Christians: ‘in great things and in small, in whole and in part, in the totality of their existence as human beings, they should and must live with the fact that not only sheds new light on, but materially changes, all things and everything in all things—the fact that God is’ (CD II/1: 258, emphasis added). Barth speaks of God not in primarily ontological categories, but in ‘salvation historical-eschatological ones’, and the field of concern is ‘the whole of human existence’ (Marquardt 1985: 240–1). Precisely for this reason, dogmatics cannot for Barth be separated from ethics. At issue here is not, as many commentators have supposed, Barth’s pursuit of an answer to the ‘theory–praxis’ problem; it is rather that Barth understands God’s Word as bringing into being a new world. The Word of God therefore has effects, and the community responds all along the line: culturally, socially, and also politically.

In Church Dogmatics II/1, written in 1938, we find the exposition of God’s power turned decisively against the arbitrary and unjust power of the Third Reich. Barth here writes: ‘Power in itself is evil. It is nothing less than freedom from restraint and suppression; revolt and domination’ (CD II/1: 524). Thus failure to ground our understanding of power on the Word of God, which is to say on the event of Christ, leads to ‘the irruption of a Third Reich of madness’ (CD II/1: 537). Of course, God’s power is that which preserves the stars, moves the sea and directs the lightning; but absolutely and decisively it is the Crucified who is the power of God, and it is from the cross that we learn what it means to say that the knowing and willing of God’s omnipotence is that of God’s love (see CD II/1: 607 and 598). Again, over against a ‘vast waste of falsehood’ is the knowledge of God which sets itself limits (CD II/1: 546). The limit is non-being, death, and hell. We may fall prey to these, but in doing so we do not fall out of the realm of God’s grace and judgement: this, Barth notes, ‘is the comfort and the warning contained in the truth of the divine omniscience’ (CD II/1: 554). Even before the outbreak of the Second World War, Barth could speak of the downfall of the Third Reich as stemming from its idolatrous challenging of the first commandment—its denial of the unity of God (CD II/1: 444)—so profound was his conviction that God constitutes our reality, and cannot therefore be ultimately contradicted.

Human beings live in correspondence to the God who is not just righteousness in Godself, but who actively seeks the creation of that which corresponds to the divine righteousness in creation. ‘A political attitude’, writes Barth, follows from the righteousness of God, ‘decisively determined by the fact that human beings are made responsible to all those who confront them as poor and wretched, that they are summoned on their part to espouse the cause of justice, and to espouse it for those who suffer injustice’ (CD II/1: 387). Barth explains:

Because in them it is manifested to him what he himself is in the sight of God; because the living gracious action of God towards him consists in the fact that God Himself in his own righteousness procures right for him…The man who lives by the faith that this is true stands under a political responsibility. He knows that the right, that every real claim which one man has against another or others, enjoys the protection of the God of grace…He cannot avoid the question of human rights. He can only will and affirm a state which is based on justice. By any other attitude he rejects the divine justification.  (CD II/1: 387)

Moreover, God always takes his stand unconditionally and passionately on this side, and on this side alone: against the lofty and on behalf of the lowly. To correspond to God, humanly, is to take the same stand. Because God is the all-in-all, God concerns the totality of human existence. God not only illuminates but also transforms reality.

Between 1939 and 1941 Barth worked on the doctrine of election. Barth understood the worldly concept of a ‘leader’ as a secular imitation of the concept of the election of Jesus Christ—but as an utter reversal and caricature of that election. In it we have the apotheosis of Western individualism. Parallel with this there are two worldly imitations of the election of the community: one in the idolatrous exaltation of the nation state (as in nationalism), another in the idea that the proletariat is the true agent of history (as in communism). In both cases, the individual is in truth annulled: one discerns here the impotence and inner uncertainty inherent in the ideology of individualism (CD II/2: 312). Although in his concern with nationalism Barth is thinking mainly of fascism, he also considers that Zionism is ‘the prototype of all bad nationalisms’ (CD II/2: 380).

Yet both here and in his lectures at the time Barth insists in the strongest terms on the impossibility of anti-Semitism. ‘A Church that becomes antisemitic or even only a-semitic sooner or later suffers the loss of its faith by losing the object of it’ (CD II/2: 234). The ‘Jewish question’, Barth insists, simply cannot be relegated to the realm of eschatology: in relation to Israel ‘the responsibility of the Church, which itself lives by God’s mercy, is already a wholly present reality’ (CD II/2: 305).

A misjudged doctrine of election entails, finally, on the part of each individual, ‘an invasion of the dark kingdom of lies’ (CD II/2: 417). Barth returned to this theme at the end of his life, in the fragments which were to be part of Church Dogmatics IV/4, at the point at which consumerism and the growth of a predatory capitalism comprised his main concern. Zeal for the honour of God, he argued, means revolt. It calls us to rebellion and resistance (Aufstand und Widerstand) against the regime of vacillation, against compromise with the lordless powers. This kind of resistance movement questions the reigning practice, brings to light its limits, strengthens nonconformity, issues a warning against collaboration and keeps alive the hope of liberation (CL: 174). Such nonconformist practice follows from allowing the real precedence of the Word of God in our lives. As this particular person, with my own bundle of determinations, I live, think, and act ‘as, above all things, I hear the Word of God’ (CL: 180). All the steps I take are interim ones, but action of some sort is imperative. Barth observes of the Christian that ‘If the annexe of action is missing, then the first petition (and with it the whole of the Lord’s Prayer) becomes no more than idle chatter in his heart and on his lips’ (CL: 181).

Christians are summoned to revolt not against people, but for all humanity and therefore against the disorder which controls and poisons and disrupts all human relations and interconnections. They are called to a militant revolt against the lordless powers, the motors of society, the secret guarantee of our conventions, customs, habits, traditions, and institutions. Barth posits that ‘Through mankind’s fault, things are invisibly done without and above man, even above the human individual in all his uniqueness, by the host of absolutisms’ (CL: 216), which are ‘the great impersonal absolutes in their astonishing wilfulness and autonomy’ (CL: 219). These are the ‘principalities and powers’ of the New Testament. Certainly, Barth recognizes that the world picture of the New Testament may have been somewhat ‘magical’, but what is more important is that the New Testament authors were ‘less hindered than we are by the world picture of their contemporaries, which was also their own, from taking freely into account the strange reality and efficacy of the lordless powers’ (CL: 217). We know them in the form of political absolutisms, with their drive for empire. We know them as Mammon, which Barth describes in terms very similar to Marx’s theory of commodity fetishism:

Money is a flexible but powerful instrument which, supposedly handled by man, in reality follows its own law. In a thousand ways it can establish some opinions and even convictions and suppress others. It can also create brutal facts…It can serve peace yet pursue the cold war even in the midst of peace. It can make ready for a bloody war and finally bring it about. It can bring provisional paradise here and the corresponding provisional hell there.  (CL: 224)

Such ideologies, to whose presuppositions and sketches we ascribe a permanent and quasi-divine normativity, function in such a way that we cease to have anything of our own to say. Finally, and Barth does not claim that his list is exhaustive, there are ‘chthonic forces’ such as fashion, sport, pleasure, and the obsession with speed—all these are expressions of the rule of Capital, and forces of death (CL: 228).

Over against the kingdom of human disorder stands the kingdom of divine order. The fact that Christians pray ‘Your kingdom come’ is, for Barth, proof that God resists the torrent of human injustice and evil. Prayer for the coming of the kingdom is a call for human righteousness and order amidst disorder, but it does not come as a continuance of our action. Barth comments that ‘Those who know the reality of the kingdom, Christians, can never have anything to do with the arrogant and foolhardy enterprise of trying to bring in and build up by human hands a religious, cultic, moral or political kingdom of God on earth’ (CL: 264). Prayer for the coming kingdom is a strictly eschatological prayer; it looks towards an act of God as the goal and end of all human history. In fact, it is Christ who is the kingdom: ‘He is the mystery that cannot be imprisoned in any system of human conceptuality but can be revealed and known only in parables. He is God acting concretely within human history’ (CL: 252). Christians, then, wait and hasten towards the dawn of God’s day. They wait by hastening, praying that justice be done. Although they cannot bring in the kingdom by their own efforts, they are claimed for action in the effort and struggle for human righteousness. Thus, Barth writes, ‘They may and can and should rise up and accept responsibility to the utmost of their power for the doing of the little righteousness’ (CL: 265). Christian action, then, will be ‘kingdom-like’, which means that in all circumstances it takes place with a view to people, in address to people, and with the aim of helping people rather than in the interests of a particular cause. From the start Christians are therefore ‘humanists’ whose especial task it is to bring people hope: ‘To bid man hope, and thus to mediate to him the promise that he needs, is their task. Concern for this is their conflict’ (CL: 270).

Creation as Grace

The years immediately after the Second World War were often characterized by a deep world weariness, and it was in this context that Barth wrote his doctrine of creation. As opposed to Tillich’s accusation that kerygmatic theologians (such as Barth) throw the Gospel at people ‘like a stone’ (Tillich 1951: 7), in fact Barth consistently stresses that creation as we know it in Christ is not Yes and No but simply Yes—Yes to God Godself, and Yes to that which is willed and created by God. Creation is good because it is the product of the divine joy, honour, and affirmation. It is the goodness of God which takes shape in it, and God’s good pleasure is both the foundation and end of creation (CD III/1: 331). The world whose reality is made known to us in revelation is good because it corresponds with the God who is good. Creation is good because God both actualizes it and justifies it. Its rightness, goodness, worth and perfection spring from its correspondence to the work of God’s own Son as resolved from eternity and fulfilled in time (CD III/1: 370). We have to love and praise the created order because, as is clear in Christ, it is so well pleasing to God. Creation therefore calls forth joy—a note sounded intensively throughout Barth’s account of creation. That we should seek joy is not merely a concession or permission but a command. What is especially forbidden us is the ‘sadly ironic smile’ which conceals ‘an evil superiority, a wholly inadmissible resistance to the divine revelation, which so illumines the created world that it demands our brightest and not an obstinately clouded Yes’ (CD III/1: 371). This ‘Yes’ characterized Barth’s ethics of creation, in which there is no ground for Lynn White’s notorious accusation, published the year before Barth died, that a Christian doctrine of ‘dominion’ lay behind the ecological crisis (White 1967). By contrast, Barth sets out an ethics of gratitude.

Barth’s Christological approach to creation also directed his anthropology and the ethics which followed. The socialist concerns of the first edition of the Romans commentary and of the early lectures all reappear here, against the Cold War trumpets of free enterprise and Soviet communism, which sabre-rattling on both sides almost ended in nuclear catastrophe. Barth discerned the roots of war in the operations of capital: ‘It is when interest-bearing capital rather than man is the object whose maintenance and increase are the meaning and goal of the political order that the mechanism is already set going which will send men to kill and be killed’ (CD III/4: 459). War is basically a struggle for coal, potash, oil, and rubber, for markets and communications, for more stable frontiers and spheres of influence as bases for the deployment and acquisition of power. In particular, for Barth, the world-wide armaments industry demands that war should break out from time to time so that existing stocks be depleted and demand for new ones generated. The real issue in war, then, is the economic power which possesses us (CD III/4: 452). As opposed to the doctrine that it was always necessary to prepare for the eventuality of war, Barth maintained that peace was the real emergency to which all our energies should be devoted, and he believed that the idea that war was inevitable was ‘satanic’ (CD III/4: 460). Barth writes: ‘Neither rearmament nor disarmament can be a first concern, but the restoration of an order of life which is meaningful and just’ (CD III/4: 459). Writing at the time of the Cold War, he refused to endorse the ethic of the just war, and insisted that war could only be undertaken in extremis. Barth posited that the church needed to learn the lessons of Christian concern for fashioning true peace amongst nations and for peaceful measures and solutions amongst states to avert war; it might then have the confidence to say that it did not accept the absolutism of the pacifist thesis, and that Christian support for war was not entirely beyond the bounds of possibility (CD III/4: 460). The church at any rate should exist within the state as ‘a genuinely unreliable element upon whose co-operation it is impossible to count unconditionally, since it may at any time be found in opposition’ (CD III/4: 469).

Reconciliation and Liberation

The Second World War ended with bitter memories, and the need for reconciliation between enemies. The following decade witnessed the unravelling of nineteenth-century imperialism, the growth of liberation movements throughout the world, and, in the year of Barth’s death, the emergence of liberation theology. During this time, Barth’s own thought responded to social and political developments and anticipated future theological advances.

Berthold Klappert has highlighted the way in which Barth’s doctrine of reconciliation, written during the 1950s, is also a theology of liberation (Klappert 1994). Reconciliation springs from the resurrection of the crucified one, and the resurrection, Barth argued, cannot be understood outside the covenant with Israel and the inclusion of all human beings in its fulfilment in Christ. Earlier in Church Dogmatics Barth had understood the resurrection in the light of the Exodus (CD II/1: 19 and 20), and now it is set in the perspective of universal liberation. In Church Dogmatics IV/1 Barth details the humiliation of the Son of God as the history of the universal establishment of justice; in Church Dogmatics IV/2 he expounds the exaltation of the Son of Man as the history of the universal gift of freedom; and in IV/3 he treats the prophetic office of Jesus Christ as the corresponding liberation and redemption of all human beings and the world. Justification and sanctification are the foundation and presupposition of liberation; liberation is the goal of justification and sanctification. In his understanding of reconciliation, Klappert writes, Barth sets 2 Corinthians 5:17 (the reconciliation of the world in the Messiah) and 2 Corinthians 5.19 (God’s new world in the Messiah) back-to-back. The effect of this ordering is to bring Barth’s concern with what God does with Israel together with the liberative concern for the coming new world of God. The ‘battle history’ of Christ mediates between first and final coming, giving it an intense urgency directed to ‘real human beings’ and their central concerns. It is as light, Word, and truth that reconciliation is historical in a distinctive and outstanding way (CD IV/3: 211). What is set out in this history are neither utopian dreams nor practical programmes for the amelioration of the world but ‘something incomparably more basic and helpful because quite simply far more true, namely, that the future has already begun’ (CD IV/3: 246). Here already, anticipating the later work of Jürgen Moltmann (Moltmann 1967), Barth outlines a theology of hope: with the eschatological perspective of the Bible, the Gospel speaks irruption of the future into the present, ‘of the advent of the new man here and now, of his peaceful and merry life in fellowship with the present, as it also speaks of the present passing of the old man’ (CD IV/3: 249).

The doctrine of reconciliation can be understood as a massive exposition of the claim that Jesus means freedom. In Church Dogmatics IV/2, Barth sets out an account of the guidance (Einweisung), warning (Zurechtweisung) and instruction (Unterweisung) we are given in the use of our freedom. According to the first term, the Spirit places us ‘in a very definite freedom’ which alarms, incites, and unsettles us precisely by setting us under the law of grace (CD IV/2: 363). Second, Barth observes that while the Spirit ‘champions freedom against unfreedom, obedience against disobedience, our life against death, the one possible thing against the many impossible’, nonetheless, as the fire which Jesus came to cast upon the earth, the Spirit causes human beings weal and woe (CD IV/2: 368). Finally, Barth observes, ‘in face of the instruction of the Holy Spirit there can only be the most concrete obedience’ (CD IV/2: 372). The Spirit ‘does not put the Christian at a point or in a position. He sets him on the way, on the march. And it is a forced march, in a movement which never ceases…He does not make him either a great or a little beatus possidens. He makes him a seeker…who has not yet apprehended, but wants to apprehend, because he is already apprehended’ (CD IV/2: 376).

As a human being, Jesus exists analogously to the mode of existence of God, and this constitutes his messianic existence. With God he is ignored and forgotten, with God he is decisively in favour of the weak and meek and lowly. Barth writes: ‘In fellowship and conformity with this God who is poor in the world the kingly man Jesus is also poor’ (CD IV/2: 169). In accordance with this poverty is the ‘pronouncedly revolutionary character’ of his relationship to the orders of life in his society (CD IV/2: 171). Barth observes that Jesus ‘did not oppose other “systems” to these…He simply revealed the limit and frontier of all these things’ (CD IV/2: 172). As such, we do not for Barth know Christ if we do not know him as the partisan of the poor and as this revolutionary in whose teaching we can find critiques of the political order, the family, and the economic order (CD IV/2: 180). It is clear from the gospels, Barth maintains, that the right of God is in irreconcilable conflict with every human right, that the divine state is incompatible, not merely with the wicked totalitarian state but with every conceivable human regime, that the new thing cannot be used to patch or fill the old. It is evident that all human order, whether capitalist or communist, is here betrayed ‘into the proximity of a final and supreme menace’ (CD IV/2: 179). The blessing promised to disciples, Barth warns, stands at 180 degrees to current ideas of happiness and good fortune: it does not promise us ‘the good life’ but that our being will be lit up in a new way by the kingdom of God (CD IV/2: 188).

The Christian Community and the Civil Community

Both editions of Barth’s commentary on Romans make clear that Christians should participate in the work of the state. Barth taught this consistently throughout his life, writing in the midst of the Second World War: ‘Because Christians recognise the order of God in the order of the sword, compulsion and fear…they themselves can be neither anti-political nor a-political…They will then understand…that their reasonable service, consistently with the will and work of God himself, must take the form of the service of God in politics’ (CD II/2: 722).

Barth’s views on politics were set out in a number of lectures both before and after the Second World War, in Germany, Switzerland, Hungary, and other places. In the background are, first, a discussion which began with Kant about the Rechtstaat (the constitutional state), and second, Lutheran teaching about the state as one of the orders of creation. It seems probable that Barth also has in mind Max Weber’s definition of the state as laying claim ‘to the monopoly on the legitimate use of physical force’ (Weber 2015: 136). Barth defined the state as


an attempt undertaken by men to organise the outward life of man, with the intention of preventing individual encroachments on the rights of the whole community and at the same time encroachments of the community on the rights of individuals. The order set up is guaranteed by force—it is part of the nature of the State, that it depends in the final resort on the availability of force. But this must not be isolated from the other point, that the State must be supported by the free responsibility of its members…A proper State will be one in which the concepts of order, freedom, community, power and responsibility are balanced in equal proportions, where none of these elements is made an absolute dominating all the others.  (AS: 95)

About this state, and the Christian relation to it, Barth had essentially three things to say.

First, because Christ is the Lord of all things, he is the Lord also of the state. Church and state are to be thought of as two circles, an inner (the church) and an outer (the state), the centre of both of which is Christ. The state belongs to the order of redemption: it is part of the world redeemed by Christ (CSC: 120). The state exists as a parable (Gleichnis), a correspondence or analogue to the kingdom of God which the church preaches and in which it believes (AS: 33). The state should not per se be identified with the beast from the abyss of Revelation 21 and even evil states serve God’s purposes. All forms of the state are imperfect. We can speak of a nisus within Christianity for democracy, but we cannot say that democracy is the Christian political order. We are not called to love the state, but to serve it responsibly. All claims for absolute allegiance on the part of the state are idolatrous. Since the disciples of Christ do not rule but serve, Christians will regard all ruling that is not primarily a form of service as diseased and never as a normal condition. No state can exist without the sanction of power. But the power of the good state differs from that of the bad state as potestas differs from potentia. Potestas is the power that follows and serves law; potentia is the power that precedes the law, that masters, bends and breaks the law—a naked power which is directly evil (AS: 40).

Second, for Barth, under God the purpose of the state is to provide order and peace for human communities. It does this through legislation, government, and the administration of justice. The community knows that human beings need to have ‘kings’, that is, they need to be subject to an external, relative, and provisional order of law, defended by superior authority and force (AS: 19). At the same time, Romans 13:1 does not require that the Christian offer the blindest possible obedience to the civil community and its officials. What is meant by this text instead is that Christians should carry out whatever is required of them for the establishment, preservation, and maintenance of the civil community, and for the execution of its task (AS: 21). The acid test for Christian support of a political programme is whether proposals are calculated to preserve and develop the common life (AS: 45).

Third, the church exercises, in Barth’s view, a priestly and prophetic ministry vis-à-vis the state: it must pray for the state, but also critique it (CSC: 130 and 139). It reminds the world of God’s kingdom, God’s commandment and righteousness, and thereby of the responsibility of governments and government (AS: 26). By its political activity it calls the state from neutrality, ignorance, and paganism into co-responsibility before God, thereby remaining faithful to its own particular mission (AS: 34). The church must never serve causes, far less parties. Its primary responsibility is always the human being. The church is a witness to the fact that the Son of Man came to seek and save the lost. And this implies that the church must concentrate first on the lowest levels of human society. The poor, the socially and economically weak and threatened, will always be the object of its primary and particular concern; and the church will always insist on the state’s special responsibility for these weaker members of society. The church, in short, must stand for social justice in the political sphere. It must always choose the movement from which you can expect the greatest measure of social justice (AS: 36). Finally, the church can never defend and proclaim abstract norms, ideals, historical laws, and sociopolitical ideologies. Its concern must never be with political principles, creeds, and catechisms, but only with definite and concrete political constellations. It cannot make itself responsible either for any ‘ism’ or for rejecting it. It recognizes no political supporters and no political enemies—it only recognizes human beings (AS: 91).

In the ethics of creation, which Barth was writing at the same time as the last of these lectures, Barth speaks of the basic form of the active life as direct or indirect cooperation in the fulfilment of the task of the Christian community. He recognized that the church would always be a tiny minority, but maintained that church activity was the most secular of all activities because it was that which ‘truly binds the world together and which is the ultimate goal of all else that is done’ (CD III/4: 485). The church cannot be a national church, but only the body which exists to serve people. It is not identical with a particular institution, but is constituted by the call of Christ. In it, all are useless and all are used; all are clergy and all are laity. The life of the community must be human and natural in its Christianity. Barth notes that ‘Its strictly Christian character can flourish only on the soil of a serious and cheerful secularity [Profanität]; yet, on the other hand, it can live a meaningful human and worldly life only as this has an unassuming but self-evident Christian impress’ (CD III/4: 496). It does not constitute an end in itself but exists for ‘the world’, the great majority of which is non-Christian. It cannot be against the world, but only for it. Although it knows that the attempt to live without God is impossible, its decisive task is not to meet people with criticism and negation and a plan for improvement, which would be the way of Moral Re-Armament. Instead, with regard to every person the decisive presupposition with which the church has to approach them is that Christ has died for them. As such, Barth writes, the ‘whole credibility of the Christian service of witness as a human act depends on whether the work of active human love precedes and follows it, accompanying and sustaining it as the commentary and illustration of an eloquent parable’ (CD III/4: 504). The heart of the message with which the church is entrusted is the divine ‘Yes’. The Gospel always involved a championing of the weak against the strong, and for this reason the Christian community ‘can and should espouse the cause of this or that branch of social progress or even socialism in the form most helpful at a specific time and place and in a specific situation’ (CD III/4: 545). As in the two commentaries on Romans, however, Barth warns at once that the church’s decisive word ‘cannot consist in the proclamation of social progress or socialism. It can consist only in the proclamation of the revolution of God against “all ungodliness and unrighteousness of man” (Rom. 1:18), i.e., in the proclamation of his kingdom as it has already come and comes’ (CD III/4: 545).

That there is a real identity between Christ, the kingdom of God and the church means that the community has an exemplary function within world history—for example, in the way in which it structures itself on the law of service, which is fundamental to the being of the church (so CD IV/2: 692 and 820). The church’s orientation—in Gollwitzer’s words—is thus that of an ‘anarcho-socialist, decentralized, democratic group’, whose existence creates ‘repercussions and correspondences’ in the world (Gollwitzer 1976: 89). From the church’s deed and word ‘those outside’ need to learn ‘that things can be different, not merely in heaven but on earth, not just some day but even now, than those to which they think they must confine themselves in the formation and administration of their law’ (CD IV/2: 721).

Conclusion

Barth had a passion for justice and understood that this had to be worked out in society in political ways. In his early days in the pastorate, and again after the Second World War, he gave thought to specific political formations which were always more or less social democratic, if not verging on anarchist. However, politics was not the decisive thrust or interest of his theology: this was the Word of God which was to be heard in the church and proclaimed to the world. A number of commentators have highlighted the ideological-critical function of Barth’s work, and in particular of his understanding of Scripture. This is fair enough, especially given the absence of realistic democratic alternatives. The critique of ideology sometimes seems to be the most that can be done. But to make this the main characterization of Barth’s work would be a serious misrepresentation. The major note of his theology is always one of gladness, of the divine ‘Yes’ to human beings: ‘The Word of grace is not the Word of divine morality in conflict with human immorality. Only indirectly, secondarily and incidentally does it say of the being and attitude in which man finds himself engulfed that it is evil or bad or at least imperfect and in need of correction. What it is really concerned to say is that this being and attitude rest on a presupposition which is no longer present’ (CD IV/3: 242). This word of grace is what truly shapes our world, and hearing it, bearing witness to it, and responding to it is the substance of Christian political work.
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chapter 12

The Tasks of Theology


Christoph Schwöbel




In his final public lecture series, delivered in the winter semester of 1961–1962 in which he was acting as his own stand-in before a new professor was called, Barth offered a course entitled ‘Introduction to Evangelical Theology’. In the preface to the published version, Barth writes that he wanted to use this opportunity to give an account of what he had learnt in the field of theology, given five years as a student, twelve years as a minister and forty years as a professor. He opens with a definition of theology:

Theology is one among those human undertakings traditionally described as ‘sciences’. Not only the natural sciences are ‘sciences’. Humanistic sciences also seek to apprehend a specific object and its environment in the manner directed by the phenomenon itself…The word ‘theology’ seems to signify a special science, a very special science, whose task is to apprehend, understand, and speak of ‘God’.

(ET: 3)

In Barth’s explication of this definition there follows a series of disclaimers regarding what theology cannot be and should not attempt to be if it seeks to do justice to this ‘object’. While Barth acknowledges that there are many theologies with their own respective deities (or their surrogates, in atheist ideologies), he insists that the theology of the one, only true and real God cannot engage in competition with these other theologies to claim superiority. It can only be and rely for its vindication, as Barth says in allusion to Lessing, on the ‘proof of the Spirit and the power’—‘if it should hail and proclaim itself as such, it would by this very fact betray that it is certainly not the one true theology’ (ET: 5).

The only hint that Barth gives about the character of true theology is that it is called to be evangelical theology, theology of the Gospel. It is concerned with apprehending, understanding, and speaking about the ‘God of the Gospel’, whom Barth describes as ‘the God who reveals himself in the Gospel, who himself speaks to men and acts among and upon them’ (ET: 5–6). That God becomes an object for theological apprehension, understanding, and expression is entirely dependent on God’s own self-communication and can only be described as an event. God’s self-giving never becomes a ‘given’ for us. Yet when and wherever God ‘becomes the object of human science, both its origin and norm, there is evangelical theology’ (ET: 6).

Barth describes the character of this event of the theology of the Gospel in four steps. First, since God is understood as the One who is superior to all human endeavours, who discloses himself and is to be discovered anew, time and again, theology must refrain from all attempts to offer justifications for its claims. Because theology is wholly determined by its object, it is a modest science (ET: 7). Second, the subordinate presuppositions of theological reflection—human existence, human faith, and human reason—are ‘bracketed’ by the superordinate condition of God giving himself as the object of theology. Theology is therefore a science liberated from dependence on subordinate conditions. Third, because the object of theology is ‘God in the history of his deeds’ (ET: 14, emphasis added), because God’s essence and existence are given only in the dynamic process of his actions, theology is a critical science, permanently confronted with the crisis of the continuing activity of the living God. The God of the Gospel is not an absolute deity, closed in on himself in his self-sufficiency. He is a God who is freely not only God above, but God with and for humans; and because of this ‘humanity’ of God, theology is also ‘theo-anthropology’ (ET: 12; see also HG: 37–65). In this sense, theology is a grateful and—Barth’s phraseology alludes here to Nietzsche—a joyous science, a fröhliche Wissenschaft: ‘Having this God for its object, it can be nothing else but the most thankful and happy science!’ (ET: 18).

When one considers these programmatic reflections, one gets the impression of a radical disempowerment of theology in defining and executing its tasks. Since Barth defines the theology of the Gospel as being, in the most fundamental way, from God as its ‘object’, theology in all its dimensions—in its subject-matter, tasks, and methods—is radically dependent on the event of God’s self-giving. It is not in control of its own presuppositions and cannot guarantee the success of its own endeavours. While it is rational discourse about God, it is entirely dependent on the event of God’s discourse with human beings. Indeed, whatever else can be said about the tasks of theology presupposes this radical withdrawal of theology from the range of independent human possibilities. How, in view of this radical disempowerment, theology is nevertheless empowered to fulfil the tasks it is set, in the self-giving of its object, is one of the persistent themes and irritations of Barth’s work in all its phases.

The Beginnings and the Disruption

Karl Barth’s declared intention to give an account of what he learnt during his time as a theological student indicates that it is helpful to look closely at the beginnings of Barth’s intellectual life. The conflicts between Karl Barth and his father, the conservative New Testament scholar Fritz Barth, on the appropriate university for the eldest son of the family to attend were already characterized by a dispute about the understanding of theology and its tasks. Fritz was concerned that his eldest son would too easily embrace a modern understanding of theology as a historical discipline, and would have preferred him to find his theological orientation in the so-called ‘positive’ theology. In the end, Karl was successful in persuading his father to agree to a year of studies at Marburg, one of the centres of the ‘modern’ approach to theology. Here he became an enthusiastic follower of Wilhelm Herrmann (McCormack 1995: 49–68) and found in Martin Rade a supportive theological father figure who—because of the marriage of Karl’s brother Peter to Rade’s daughter Helene in 1915—later became ‘Vater Rade’ in their correspondence (see KB–MR and Schwöbel 1980). One of Barth’s early reviews dealt with the reform of theological studies, and his first article in the Zeitschrift für Theologie und Kirche, ‘Moderne Theologie und Reichsgottesarbeit’ (Modern Theology and the Work of the Kingdom of God), published in 1909, focused on mediating between academic theology and pastoral practice (GA 21: 334–47).

When Barth made the transition from studying theology to serving as a minister in Safenwil, Rade’s emphasis on the social task of theology and his views about the obligation of ministers to engage in politics accompanied him, and Barth continued to regard Marburg as his academic ‘home’. Moreover, Barth’s increasing engagement with the Swiss Religious Socialist movement enriched the existing social orientation of his theology (McCormack 1995: 78–125). However, faced with the task of preaching Sunday after Sunday, living up to the title of being a Verbi Divini Minister (minister of the Word of God—the official title of pastors in the Swiss Reformed Church), introduced gradual changes in Barth’s theological outlook.

A serious disruption came with the outbreak of the First World War. In response to the first issues of Rade’s journal, Die Christliche Welt, which mirrored the ambiguous response of German theologians to the war by oscillating between patriotic enthusiasm and criticism, Barth assailed what he saw as the positive response of the German theological academy to military conflict. ‘Why don’t you leave God out of the wordly, sinful necessity [of the war]?’, he asks Rade in a letter of 31 October 1914 (KB–MR: 96). Barth recommends complete silence instead of ‘involving God in the matter, as if the Germans with their big cannons were allowed to feel that they are his proxies, as if they were permitted to shoot and burn with a good conscience at this time’ (KB–MR: 97). In a letter to his former teacher, Wilhelm Herrmann, Barth also questions the objectivity of the German academy in its support for the war, and questions the suitability of experiential categories, such as Herrmann’s own concept of Erlebnis, for interpreting the war (KB–MR: 113–17). In Barth’s judgement, ‘German patriotism, war-mongering and Christian faith have become hopelessly confused’ (KB–MR: 96), and the journal Die Christliche Welt had stopped being Christian, having simply adopted the position of ‘this’ world. All of this seemed to accelerate a process in the course of which Barth took leave of the theology of his teachers, and went in search of new foundations.

In a letter to Rade from June 1915, responding to an article in Die Christliche Welt where an unknown soldier had called for a ‘moratorium on Christian faith’ during the time of war, Barth, borrowing phrases from Rade’s response to this plea (Rade 1915: 473–5), for the first time contrasts the ‘world as a whole’ with the ‘world of Jesus’. Barth puts two questions to Rade. First, if the world as the whole of the conditions of our life is godless, and if the world is confronted with Jesus who is also a comprehensive whole, is it not necessary that Christian faith seeks orientation in the world of Jesus, and distances itself clearly from a Christianity of compromise which seeks its ethical orientation on the basis of the old, godless world? (KB–MR: 133). Second, if Jesus stands in the midst of the godless world as our Redeemer, is he to be understood as the one who sanctifies and sanctions an ethics based on the foundation of the old godless world by granting the individual personal forgiveness of sin—or does Jesus, as the new world, destroy all our ethical endeavours, because they are built on the old, godless world-order? In other words, is it the case that, in Jesus, the whole of human conditions of life are confronted with the whole of the divine conditions of life? (KB–MR: 134).

Here we have a sharply focused contrast between two worlds, the world of Jesus and the world of godlessness, combined with the emphasis that, in Jesus, a new and good common will confronts the old and evil common will. The two worlds are contrasted in the form of a radical diastasis, a chasm that cannot be overcome from the side of the godless human world. And in this context, the question of the tasks of theology is transformed into the prior question of the possibility of theology. The only possible starting point for theology is identified negatively in the radical criticism of the godless world; but how can theology actually start where it should start—from the world that is Jesus?

In Search of Foundations

Sometime in the middle of 1916, Karl Barth and his friend Eduard Thurneysen consciously began to look for new foundations for the theological task. Barth started with a rereading of the philosophy of Kant (GA 3: 145), and in July 1916 he announced that he had started with an exegesis of Paul’s letter to the Romans (GA 3: 146). Barth finished a first draft of the book by July 1918; it was published in December 1918, although bore the year 1919 as its publication date. In terms of the development of Barth’s theology and his understanding of the theological task, it is the document of a transition. Almost immediately after publication, Barth began extensive revisions, which eventually led to the second edition of the commentary. However, while the first edition presents a transitional stage even within his early theology, it does contain answers to the questions of what the task of theology is, and how this task should be approached. These answers are more evident in the way Barth practises theology and tackles its tasks in an interpretation of Romans than in any fully developed theological proposal. A key and programmatic phrase is ‘God is God’, repeated almost like a mantra from 1915 onwards (McCormack 1995: 129–35). From this world, the world of everyday experience, the world of so-called history, there is no access to the world of God. The only access is the access which God opens up, and in theological practice this can be grasped nowhere better than in exegesis. The task of exegesis, however, is not a historical enterprise in the sense in which historical investigation is elsewhere conducted. Rather, it is the paraphrasing of the biblical text in the expectation that here the relationship between the world of God and our world can be apprehended, and in a way that discloses both our distance from God (and so dislodges the sense of reality of our historical experience), and God’s way of relating to us and relating God’s reality to our reality. That God gives us access to his reality, furthermore, is the presupposition of a style of interpretation that subordinates questions about authorial intention, historical circumstance and context, and about the literary forms of biblical texts, in order to engage with the reality (die Sache) with which the biblical texts are themselves engaged. Yet this is not a particular theological discipline over against other disciplines. It is the fundamental practice of all theology and so contains all theology, be it exegetical, historical, systematic or practical.

This practice meant profound irritation for the first readers of the book. What is accepted in preaching and is seen as its legitimate task is here made fundamental for the whole practice of theology. And one can see Barth’s further development as the unfolding of the presuppositions of this way of going about the task of theology that he had adopted. The turn to biblical theology is thus an element that remained foundational for Barth’s theology in all its subsequent forms (WGT: 71–100).

While the first edition of Romans remains bound to a process eschatology that sees the Kingdom of God as the goal of history—the Kingdom, that is, as the goal of God’s history and not of the so-called history of worldly development; a goal which makes itself present as the ‘eternal now’, disrupting and undergirding the whole process—it proved, for Barth, to be in need of modification and improvement. In the so-called ‘Tambach Address’ of 1919, ‘Der Christ in der Gesellschaft’ (The Christian in Society), to the astonishment of his religious–socialist audience, Barth tackled not the question of the Christian in society, but of Christ in society, and this work offers insights into the logic of Romans I. God is a whole, novel in kind and radically different in relation to the world; and society is also a whole, though in a fragmented way, closed in upon itself ‘without windows to the kingdom of heaven’ (WGT: 39). The ‘breakthrough of the divine into the human’ (WGT: 46), conceptualized in the relationship of revelation and the miracle of faith, is here depicted in the three traditional concepts of the Kingdom of Nature, the Kingdom of Grace, and the Kingdom of Glory. Their relationship is explained in the language of dialectic. Both the thesis and the antithesis are grounded in the synthesis, in God himself, as God is intended in the thesis (creation), sought in the antithesis (redemption) and, as the ultimate synthesis (the Kingdom of God), is the rupture of everything that is penultimate—and in this way its original meaning and its moving power (WGT: 66). In this dialectical dynamic, actualized and exemplified in the resurrection, any reification is shattered and every pre-stabilized order is disrupted. Everything finds new being and meaning in the dynamics of the coming of the Kingdom.

Eduard Thurneysen perceptively remarked that the tone of the second edition of the commentary on Romans was different from the first. What in the first appeared as an enthusiasm for discovering the dynamics of the history of God in the so-called history of the world, now assumes a darker, reflective quality, characterized by a sense of anger and horror (GA 3: 436–7). Does this indicate a change in eschatological outlook, a transition from Romans I to Romans II, and a change Barth was prone to exaggerate? The framework of Romans I is broadly that of a dialectical process eschatology, interrupted by moments of the rupture of the Kingdom of God as the eternal Now. In Romans II, the interruptive moment takes on a fundamental and programmatic function, associated with Barth’s reference to the Kierkegaardian phrase, the ‘infinite qualitative distinction’ (RII: 10) between time and eternity. It is often overlooked that Barth immediately qualifies this evocative phrase by saying that the relationship of this God to this human being and, conversely, of this human being to this God is for him ‘the theme of the Bible and the essence of philosophy’ (RII: 10). Philosophers call this ‘krisis of human perception…the Prime Cause’ whereas the Bible sees ‘at this same cross-roads…the figure of Jesus Christ’ (RII: 10). How does this change Barth’s view of the tasks of theology?

Instead of referring to the many programmatic statements of Romans II, it might be useful to focus on what Barth says about the actual tasks theology has to perform in the body of Christ in his interpretation of Romans 12:6b–8. In characterizing the different gifts of grace, which specify different tasks in the community, Barth also discusses the task of the teacher. The concern (Anliegen) of theology remains in view of the question mark—or the exclamation mark—of the resurrection. There is, therefore the ‘almost inevitable possibility’ (RII: 447 rev.) that Christianity is betrayed where this concern is engaged. Barth explicates this concern by going through the main theological disciplines. The concern of theology means, first of all, to be taught by the Bible about the meaning of the Word of God at the moment when it becomes a human word. Second, this concern implies disclosing ‘historically’ the irreconcilable difference between Christianity (understood as the representative of this human word) and all human culture—and non-culture. Third, it contains the task of ‘systematically’ tracing the boundaries that are set for human beings and, in doing so, of stating indefatigably the meaning of the question of God raised for human beings by this opposing and always defeated human word (as a witness to the Word of God), as well as by their own limitations. Fourth, the concern of theology includes issuing to everyone who dares to become a minister an urgent warning against illusions, securities, and servitude to human beings, as well as offering an encouragement towards ‘objectivity’ (Sachlichkeit), as ‘practical’ theology (RII: 447–8 rev.). It is in this sense, then, that Barth writes: ‘Strange it is, then, that Theology too could be…the only ethical possibility’ (RII: 448 rev.), in the sense that as a human action it is a parable and testimony to God’s action and so bears witnesses to the transformation of the new life in Christ by the ‘renewing of your minds’ (Rom 12:2).

Just as the ‘Tambach Address’ can be seen as the summary of the main structure of Romans I, so ‘The Word of God as the Task of Theology’ (1922) can be interpreted as the summary of some of the key thoughts of Romans II, especially with regard to Barth’s understanding of the task of theology. Here Barth identifies the task of theology with the Sache, the ‘object’ of theology: ‘As theologians we ought to speak of God. But we are humans and as such we cannot speak of God. We ought to do both, to know the “ought” and the “not able to”, and precisely in this way give God the glory’ (WGT: 177, emphasis removed). We ought to speak of God—that is the expectation that people bring to theologians. Speaking of God: that means, for Barth, raising the question of the meaning of everything, the question that cannot be answered by humans themselves, and that in this sense is the ultimate eschatological question. Barth repeats here the language of the limits, the boundaries of human existence—which he had deployed in Romans II—with regard to the task of systematic theology: ‘The theological problem comes into being on the boundaries of humanity’ (WGT: 178). In raising this question, people are asking not for something human, but for God, for God as the Redeemer of humanity. And, as the discipline tasked to deal with this question, theology in the university is only an ‘emergency measure (WGT: 181), indicating that in and behind all the questions with which the sciences and humanities deal, there is the riddle, the mystery of humanity in which human existence is “nothing else than a question”’ (WGT: 184). The solution of the riddle and the unveiling of the mystery would be ‘the absolutely new event: The impossible itself becomes the possible, death becomes life, eternity becomes time, and God himself becomes human’ (WGT: 184). ‘To speak of God’, Barth writes, ‘would mean to speak that Word which can only come from God himself: the word, God becomes man’ (WGT: 185).

Barth then characterizes three ways of speaking of God: the dogmatic, the self-critical, and the dialectical. The dogmatic way tends to confront us with the content of the dogma, which is simply to be accepted. In Barth’s view, this does not answer the question of the human; instead, it precipitously replaces the question of the human with a calcified answer. Rephrasing his theological mantra, Barth writes: ‘God alone is not God…The God who reveals himself—this is God. The God who becomes human is God. Dogmaticians do not speak of this God’ (WGT: 187). The self-critical way is equally problematic, for in constantly declaring the negation of the human, it similarly is not yet speaking of God. In a purely negative theology, human subjectivity still rises into the sky like a broken column (WGT: 190). Barth writes: ‘There is speaking of God only where God becomes human (in that objectivity which orthodoxy knows so much about!); only where he enters our emptiness with fullness, into our “No” with his “Yes”’ (WGT: 190). The dialectical way, which relates the assertion and the negation, can therefore make clear that humans can only speak of God by witnessing to God’s own speaking, God’s speaking in the act of the incarnation. This, however, can only occur where the dialectical way is disrupted. Only in its failure to speak of God can the dialectical way succeed in speaking of God by pointing to God’s own speaking. Barth summarizes tersely: ‘The Word of God is the necessary but impossible task of theology’ (WGT: 195). If that is true, then only God can speak of God; and that implies the necessary defeat of all theology. All that remains, for Barth, is the possibility

that the word of God that we will never speak…has taken on our weakness and perversion, so that our word becomes capable of the Word of God precisely in its weakness and perversion—or at least becomes the mantle and earthen vessel of it.

(WGT: 197)

When, with the New Testament, we speak the name of Jesus Christ, then we have to leave the subjunctive mode of talking about the possibility of God’s Word becoming our word, and have to state the actuality in the indicative: ‘It is.’ This is for Barth only a viable way if we witness to the witness of the first witnesses in the New Testament and so become ‘theologians of Scripture’ (WGT: 197). In closing, Barth raises the question whether theology can and should ever go beyond the prolegomena to Christology. The lecture ends with the ominous sentence: ‘It could…indeed be the case that with the prolegomena everything is already said’ (WGT: 198).

One can read this lecture either as a summary of Barth’s development leading up to and including Romans II, or as a prelude to the subsequent development of his theology. The conclusion—that the impossible task of theology, to speak the word of God which only God can speak, so that theology can only by means of a failing dialectic point to the event of God speaking—states an obvious aporia. To let the event of God speaking be the fulfilment of the task of theology requires us to say more about what the Word of God means and how it becomes effective, without deviating either to the dogmatic way of supernaturalism or the apophaticism of the self-critical way. So far, Barth has only indicated that what needs to be said has to be an explication of Jesus Christ on the basis of the scriptural witness. Can all that is required be said in the prolegomena to Christology, or must Christology provide content to the prolegomena?

Ressourcement for the Task of Theology and Jumping the Gun

When Barth gave the lecture at the conference of the Friends of the Journal Die Christliche Welt at the Elgersburg, he had already become Professor for Reformed Theology at Göttingen. The move from the pulpit to the lecture-hall confronted him with the task of rapidly building up a scholarly basis for his academic teaching. Barth’s lecture courses at Göttingen, in which he focused on the teaching of the Reformed churches, were as much a learning experience for him as for his students. After lecturing on the Heidelberg Catechism, the theologies of Calvin and Zwingli and the Reformed confessions—and on the Reformed theologian he had already identified in the lecture on the Word of God as his main opponent, Friedrich Schleiermacher—in 1924, Barth undertook his first attempt to lecture on dogmatics under the title Unterricht in der christlichen Religion. The entirety of the prolegomena to the so-called Göttingen Dogmatics is focused on the notion of the Word of God. The word of God as the ‘problem’ of dogmatics is introduced in the thesis of the first paragraph, which provides the structure for the whole prolegomena.

The problem of dogmatics is scientific reflection on the Word of God which is spoken by God in revelation, which is reproduced (wiedergegeben) in the holy scripture of the prophets and apostles, and which now both is and should be proclaimed and heard in Christian preaching. ‘Prolegomena to dogmatics’ is what we call the attempt to achieve a basic understanding of the theme, the necessity, and the course of such reflection.  (GD: 3)

This, in effect, is the outline of the whole prolegomena, which, after identifying the task of preaching as the starting point and the goal of dogmatics, proceeds from ‘The Word of God as Revelation’, through ‘The Word of God as Holy Scripture’, to ‘The Word of God as Christian Preaching’. The decisive new step in Barth’s reflections is to move from a preliminary reflection on the concept of revelation (§3) and the part played in it by human beings and their question (§4), to the doctrine of the Trinity (§5). This work forms the basis for dealing with the incarnation (§6), and only then follows a discussion of faith and obedience (§7). Almost in passing Barth remarks: ‘I regard the doctrine of the Trinity as the true centre of the concept of revelation’ (GD: 131). Barth is fully aware that, in placing the doctrine of the Trinity in the prolegomena, he anticipates what belongs naturally to material dogmatics, to the developed doctrine of God. Quite apart from the fact that Barth believes that inevitable, the introduction of the doctrine of the Trinity has a critical and a constructive purpose. On one level, it serves to secure the claim that God remains the subject in the event of revelation in all its aspects. What Barth feared as the ultimate failure of the whole task of theology, that is, that somehow the human subject lays down the conditions under which God can make himself known, can only be prevented if the conditions of all knowledge of God remain in God. Thus Barth emphasizes at the beginning of the paragraph of the Trinity: ‘The content of revelation is God alone, wholly God wholly, God himself’ (GD: 87). This is a radical statement of the identity of form and content in revelation. God, while remaining distinct from the media of revelation, gives himself in revelation so completely that any differentiation between natural and revealed theology becomes impossible—negatively, because ‘natural theology’ does not reckon with the reality of God’s self-revelation and therefore lapses into idolatry; positively, because God’s self-revelation gives the theologian everything with which he or she needs to contend. The doctrine of the Trinity safeguards ‘the inexhaustible vitality or the indestructible subjectivity of God in his revelation’ (GD: 98). On another level, the doctrine of the Trinity is developed in explicating that God gives himself to be known as the Father, the Son and the Spirit. Barth here defines the identities of the three persons as, respectively, God’s transcendence as Father, God’s immanence in the Son, and God’s eternal care for human beings in the Spirit, so that the whole of the economy of salvation is comprehended in the doctrine of the Trinity. However, if God in his revelation is the irreducible and unsublatable subjectivity of God, Barth asks, does that not imply that God’s revelation is also God’s hiddenness? And what is the condition whereby God’s hiddenness can become God’s revelation? Barth answers in this way:

What if he, the immutable subject, were to make himself object. What if he who is indivisibly one were to take the form of a second…What if he who is unchangeably who he is were also to meet me as a thou. This is the decisive point. He would have to be not merely an object but a recognizable I, a human being.

(GD: 136)

Barth then develops the conditions for God’s hiddenness in four Christological statements, loosely based on the Chalcedonian Definition. This is an extraordinary move: the systematic relation of Trinity and Christology grounds the actuality of revelation in the incarnation, interpreted along the lines of the doctrine of the anhypostatic union of the person of Christ. Barth establishes the doctrine of the Trinity as the systematic link between the concept of the Word of God, and Jesus Christ as the event of the word of God. With God as both subject and object in the event of revelation, the subject in its irreducible subjectivity and the object in the concrete otherness of Jesus Christ, the possibility of God’s speaking is seen to be actualized in the reality of Jesus Christ.

When one considers these reflections, made only two years after the Elgersburg Lecture, one can see the direction to be pursued and developed in Church Dogmatics. However, Barth did not immediately arrive at that position. Some of the thoughts and theological decisions which we find foreshadowed in the Göttingen Dogmatics needed to be tried out and modified before they found their later form in Church Dogmatics.

In 1927 Barth published the first volume of Christian Dogmatics, based on the Göttingen Dogmatics. Later Barth described it as a false start, as jumping the gun on the course of developing his dogmatics. Certainly, Barth had a tendency of overemphasizing the difference between his first and second attempts at a given project. However, if one looks a little more closely one can find already in the tables of contents of the relevant volumes a minor change, of a fairly technical nature, with significant implications. §14 of the Christian Dogmatics, on the incarnation of the Word, has the heading ‘The objective possibility of revelation’, while §17, on the outpouring of the Holy Spirit, deals with the ‘subjective possibility of revelation’. The corresponding paragraphs in Church Dogmatics, §§13 and 16, with the corresponding headings ‘God’s Freedom for Man’ and ‘Man’s Freedom for God’, both start with the ‘actuality of revelation’, objectively with regard to Christ and subjectively with regard to the Holy Spirit, and only then discuss the ‘possibility of revelation’. The order of modalities is inverted. What difference does this make and how did it come about?

Fides Quaerens Intellectum and Moby Dick

In the summer semester of 1926 Karl Barth, now Professor of Dogmatics and New Testament Exegesis at the University of Münster, led a seminar on Anselm’s Cur Deus homo? The upshot of this engagement with Anselm can be found on the pages of Die christliche Dogmatik. In Anselm, Barth had found a theological ally. In his interpretation of the Proslogion, Barth constantly emphasizes the priority of the being of God above all human attempts to understand God, or the priority of the ontic over the noetic, as Barth was fond to say at that time. The prayer form of the Proslogion is therefore crucial. This second-person language is the acknowledgement that every possibility of knowledge of God depends on God’s self-manifestation: Ostende nobis te ipsum (show yourself to us!) is, for Barth, the chorus which accompanies every step of both Anselm’s and his own argument, especially since it includes the petition that God teaches us to search for him. The maxim of a theological epistemology can only be: ‘We know God’s word not by ourselves and in ourselves, but we know it through God and in God’ (GA 14: 137–8). If we know in being known, in being grasped by the actual reality of God in his Word, then Barth is right to call his ‘theory of knowledge’ the ‘renunciation of any theory of knowledge’ (GA 14: 142). There are no other conditions for knowing God other than the being of God in his revelation; there is no possibility from which the actuality of God could be deduced or demonstrated. This Barth had already asserted in the thesis of §7: ‘The meaning and the possibility of dogmatics is the Word of God. The actuality of the Word of God is grounded absolutely (schlechterdings) in itself’ (GA 14: 109). If this is true, it is right to define dogmatics in §1 of the Christian Dogmatics as the ‘effort for knowledge of the legitimate content of Christian Discourse of God and of Man’ (GA 14: 13).

Since this is already said before the book on Anselm—which was published in 1931 and was triggered by a course of lectures given by Barth’s friend, the philosopher and logician Heinrich Scholz, on the proof for the existence of God in the Proslogion—can the book on Anselm be regarded as a watershed in the development of Barth’s theology? There is a complex scholarly discussion of this question in the secondary literature (McCormack 1995: 412–49; see also Gunton 2007: 53–69). If the Anselm book is not a dramatic turning point but just one step in the development of Barth’s theology, and certainly an important one in Barth’s view, in what does its significance consist? On reading Barth’s painstaking exegesis of Anselm in Die christliche Dogmatik and Fides quaerens intellectum, one cannot help but assume that the Anselm book is for Barth not so much a new step with regard to theological content, but rather a forceful invitation to work critically and constructively on the consistency of his presentation of his theology, and to excise and/or correct possible ambiguities. The same invitation to consistency was demanded by the different reviewers of Die christliche Dogmatik. Any attempt at building bridges to the newly formed existential theology, or to a theology of history along the lines of Friedrich Gogarten, appeared to Barth to compromise the consistency of his approach (CD I/1: xi–xiv, especially xiii). What has to be aimed for is consistency without compromise. In a theology that defines itself and its tasks exclusively from its object, the inconsistencies in the explication all too easily appear as inconsistencies in the object of theology, the triune God in his self-revelation. And where could one learn the drive towards consistency better than in interpreting Anselm?

Church Dogmatics, then, documents this striving for theological consistency, this pursuit of a theology that is consistent with its object and with the way in which this object is the subject of all theology. In §1 of Church Dogmatics the reference to the concept of knowledge disappears. Dogmatics is defined as ‘scientific self-examination of the Christian Church with respect to the content of its distinctive talk about God’ (CD I/1: 3). Because the actuality of the word of God is rooted, in all three of its forms, only in itself, knowing can only have the form of recognition, of acknowledgement (Anerkennung), that is rooted in the Word of God (CD I/1: §6).

When Barth then discusses Jesus Christ ‘as the objective actuality of revelation’ in §13, he explicitly explains the inversion of possibility and actuality compared with Christian Dogmatics, in order to exclude possible misunderstandings (CD I/2: 9–10). Possibility can only be discussed on the basis of the actuality, in a reconstruction that is a posteriori, not in an a priori transcendental deduction. This also applies to the priority of the subjective actuality of revelation in §16, when Barth offers a similar reinterpretation of §17 of Christian Dogmatics (CD I/2: 205–6). The inversion of the modalities of ‘possible’ and ‘actual’ may appear to be a rather technical matter, but it implies nothing less than Barth’s dismissal of two of the central dogmas of modernity: the priority of knowledge over being, and the priority of possibility over actuality (Schwöbel 2000: 17–36). On the basis of these modern dogmas, the explication of Christian dogma has actually become an impossibility. However, if the way of theology is the patient thinking after of what is always before, if theology has to proceed strictly a posteriori, retelling the story of God’s ways to the world, which are grounded in God’s eternal election of Jesus of Nazareth, the result is Church Dogmatics—a text which, given its monumental size and its white covers, Dutch theologian Kornelis Heiko Miskotte aptly calls the ‘white whale’, the ‘Moby Dick’ of modern theology (Miskotte 1961: 12).

What Are We To Do In Doing Theology?

Throughout his theological writings there are many points at which Barth flatly rejects the question ‘What are we to do?’, anxious that this is a question that human beings use to appoint themselves as hidden directors in the theatrum gloriae mundi (theatre of the glory of the world). In Evangelical Theology, Barth nevertheless gives an account of what we are to do in doing theology. He addresses the question only after lecturing on the location of theology, the mode of theological existence, and the hazards of theology. And he deals with it under four headings: prayer, study, service, and love. Prayer is the necessary interruption of theological work, a spiritual Sabbath, which reminds us that theological inquiry depends on the address of God as a Person, and so should take the form of a dialogue wherein God is addressed as a divine Thou. Barth considers the matter thus:

The task of theological work consists in listening to Him, this One who speaks through His work, and in rendering account of His Word to oneself, the Church, and the world.  (ET: 163)

With reference to Anselm’s Proslogion, Barth insists that the third-person language of theology should be transparent about the second-person language that underlies it, in order that theological work proceeds ‘in the form of a liturgical act, as invocation of God, and as prayer’ (ET: 164). Seeking and gratefully receiving its foundation in prayer, theology is nevertheless for Barth a human work of study: ‘A definite intellectual task is set for the theologians and others by the Gospel’ (ET: 171). In seeking to fulfil this task, theology proceeds as a conversation, as a primary conversation with the biblical witnesses and as a secondary conversation with other theologians. If the interpretation of the scriptural witness is approached as a conversation, the historical-critical task is not yet complete when the texts are interpreted by way of state-of-the-art academic exegesis. Theologians also take into account—‘according to their own sober historical-critical judgment’—the fact that some texts ‘are purely kerygmatic’ (ET: 177), calling for faith or unbelief. Theological work also involves the study of the history of the church, which Barth interprets as part of world history formed by its particular theme—the relationship of faith and unbelief, of proclamation and renunciation of Jesus Christ. For Barth, this implies both suspending ultimate judgement on the persons, events and processes involved, and a refusal to subordinate history to a particular logic of the unfolding of an idea that can be grasped apart from the concrete details of history. And how does systematic theology relate to study? Barth emphasizes the need for orderly procedure. In considering the Word of God, it has to hold fast to the ‘order, formation, architectonics, and teleology prescribed at given times by this Word itself’ (ET: 181 rev.—the English translation wrongly has ‘theology’ instead of ‘teleology’). This order is the condition for the freedom of systematic theology, and for fulfilling its purpose to serve ‘the cause of appropriate action, proper renewal, and purification, as well as concentration and clarification of the statements which must be made in the community’s proclamation’ (ET: 181). With regard to practical theology, Barth focuses on the problem of language. For him practical theology is concerned with communication which ‘must speak in solemn and commonplace tones, both sacredly and profanely’ (ET: 183) as it relates the Word as it goes out from God and goes to humans. The two poles belong together as the church narrates the history and story of Israel and Jesus Christ to the life and times of Christians and non-Christians today.

Inasmuch as theology is not only work, not only prayer and study (ora et labora), it is also for Barth a service for the church. The task of theology, in fact, is not to rule but to serve (ET: 188). The particular form this service takes is to keep the question of truth alive, inside and outside the church (ET: 191). The clarification of the question of truth, in a theological sense, is therefore also the justification of a faculty for theology in the church. Service requires constant awareness that the object of theology, God in his revelation, aims at a covenant where God and humanity are gratuitously free for one another in love.

If love, the topic of the last lecture, is to have the final word, then it is not as scholarly eros (though even this, too, has its place in theology). Above all, it is love as agape, as ‘the total seeking of another’ (ET: 200), which is not to be separated from freedom for the other, freedom from needing the other ‘as a means of self-assertion and self-fulfilment’ (ET: 201). It is in this love, in this freedom, that the attempt of the human subject to usurp the object of theology can diminish, so the theologian is ‘not only cleansed and controlled but also transformed and integrated’ by the object of theology (ET: 202 rev.).

Barth’s final word on the tasks of theology is that for all theology is tasked with, the key remains the gracious disempowerment that finds expression in the praise of the triune God who is love. And so Barth’s final lecture, and the end of his career as a theological teacher, concludes with the Gloria Patri et Filio et Spiritui sancto (Glory to the Father and to the Son and to the Holy Spirit).

The Practice of Theology

Surveying the development of Barth’s understanding of theology from the vantage point of its last exposition, one is struck by the fact that Barth did not understand the tasks of theology in terms of a project, such that one could lay down a normative framework of the sources, norms, and criteria of doing Christian theology. How theology needs to be done is not developed as an instruction, based on a normative theory, but as an initiation into a form of practice that can be described in terms of virtues and vices. Not surprisingly, the introduction to Evangelical Theology is structured in such a way that the section on theological existence concludes with faith (ET: 96–105), the section on the threat to theology with hope (ET: 145–56), and the last section on the work of theology with love (ET: 196–206). The three theological virtues of faith, hope, and love, then, comprise the systematic structure of the book, and one could read Evangelical Theology as an account of the theological virtues ingredient to the practice of theology.

What shapes the theological virtues is the way that the object of Christian theology, the triune God, gives himself in the act of his self-revelation. The task follows from the gift, and the way the gift is given—which, in its Trinitarian form, is summarized in the name Jesus Christ. At first, notably in ‘The Word of God as Task of Theology’, Barth seems to have thought that theology could only accept its task by going back, time and time again, to reckoning with its impossibility, and acclaiming the way in which God, the irreducible subject, makes himself the object of an encounter with humans…who are nothing but a question they cannot answer for themselves. If that is the way in which theological reflection goes about its task, it cannot hope to be more than a prolegomena to Christology. However, is it right to specify conditions for the possibility of doing theology, conditions which only God can meet, in order to wait for the event of God’s speaking? Does not the witness of Scripture point to the way these conditions have been fulfilled in Jesus Christ, so that theology can only specify the conditions for the possibility of revelation on the basis of the actuality of revelation? If God does not lay down the conditions on the basis of which he can be known, but has fulfilled these conditions in his being, so that revelation is the being of God in his revelation, which spans the whole of the divine economy, then the question of prolegomena—how God can be known—can only be answered by going through the material of dogmatics: the whole of the divine economy. God’s revelation in the history of Israel, in Jesus Christ, and in the church becomes the story in which the question of how God can be known is answered, because every event in this history must be understood as an act of divine self-determination, God’s choosing in Jesus Christ, which is indeed the unsublatable, irreducible subjectivity of God. Learning from Barth, then, cannot mean filtering a set of rules and regulations out of his theology, then making them normative for the task of doing theology. It means following Barth’s practice in doing theology and thus agreeing to being initiated into the virtues of the practice of doing theology.

Barth is clear that God in his self-revelation, which is the gift that defines the task of theology, never becomes a ‘given’ with which theologians can deal on the basis of their own possibilities. God’s Word is always actual and only becomes transparent for its possibilities, for God’s possibilities. This seems to be the reason why Barth emphasized the openness of theology, and of systematic theology in particular. He writes: ‘At every present moment and under all circumstances, this science awaits and hopes for a future consideration of the Word of God that should be better—that is, that should be truer and comprehensive—than all that is possible at this time’ (ET: 168). In this sense, I am sure that Barth would have welcomed critical and constructive conversations on ways of thinking theologically beyond the point he had reached. What he abhorred, however, was anyone who treated his theology as a completed system, which was itself the standard by which orthodoxy could be measured.

Could one identify particular questions that could motivate one to go with Barth beyond Barth? Three seem to me to be promising avenues for theological thinking after Barth.

The first concerns the concept of revelation. If God as the object of theology is only known in so far as God is given—that is, as God gives himself in his Trinitarian self-revelation—is it correct to reserve this as a special case in which God’s being is given by God to be known, and not to see this as the initial intuition of understanding all knowledge as based on revelation? Are there good reasons, in other words, for a general theory of revelation, which is not to be confused with a theory of general revelation? Barth has often been described as insisting on the autonomy of theology because of its unique foundation in the revelation of God in Jesus Christ, and he has occasionally been criticized for defending an ‘isolationist’ view of theology, set apart from other forms of knowledge. Reading Barth in this way overlooks Barth’s insistence that the contrast of theology to the other sciences is only relative and provisional, and that, in eschatological terms, all forms of knowledge will eventually conform to the mode of knowledge that can now be understood from God’s revelation in Jesus Christ. To be sure, Barth programmatically (and often polemically) rejects the idea that theological knowledge can be subordinated to forms of knowing which see knowledge as being constituted by human knowers. The revelation of God in Christ, however, shows that knowledge of God, whenever it occurs, is constituted by God for human knowers. This is not an exception from all other forms of knowing: it is the exemplary case of knowledge being constituted by God as the object of knowledge who, in this way, shows himself to be the true source of the possibility and actuality of all knowing. The actuality of God’s revelation reveals in this way the universal conditions of the possibility of all knowledge. It may be that we only discern the universality of revelation as the universal condition for the possibility of all knowing, then, when what we see in the light of nature is illumined for us by the light of grace which is but an anticipation of the light of glory in which we hope to know all in God. And this view seems to be in accordance with Calvin’s contention that the Spirit of God is the only fountain of truth: ‘If we regard the Spirit of God as the sole fountain of truth, we shall neither reject the truth itself, nor despise it wherever it might appear, unless we wish to dishonour the Spirit of God. For by holding the gifts of the Spirit in slight esteem, we contemn and reproach the Spirit himself’ (Calvin 2006: 273–4).

The second question concerns the meaning of the incarnation. If the incarnation in Jesus Christ, God disclosing himself in human form, is indeed the incarnation of the Creator Logos who communicates via created means, would it not theologically be right to assume that by the incarnation of the Son, the whole of creation becomes ‘readable’ again, so that a Christian doctrine of creation must also be a theology of the readability of the Word of God in creation? This would not be a deviation from a biblically based theology, since the Bible itself gives us the world to read—and anything less would reduce the scope of the witness to God’s triune revelation. If that is the case, was Barth right to evoke the image of a mutual boundary between theology and the natural sciences, and refrain from engaging in a conversation with them in Church Dogmatics III/1? Indeed, in view of the significance of meta-scientific metaphors and concepts in framing the theory and practice of the sciences, one might say that belief in the incarnation of the Creator Logos in Jesus commits theology to an ongoing conversation with the sciences. The view of the universe as governed by dumb forces, which have no meaning unless we ascribe meaning to them, is clearly incompatible with belief in the incarnation of the Creator Logos. The image of the ‘boundary’ would next have to be interpreted not as a demarcation line between different areas of investigation, but as a provisional description of different modes of engagement. Barth is surely right when he predicts that future engagements with the doctrine of creation will find ‘problems worth pondering’, and show the ‘boundary’ not to be a line of division but a meeting place that invites conversational exchange (CD III/1: x).

One last question, connected to the other two: Is Barth right to hold fast to the conceptuality of subject and object throughout his theology? A subject is always posited over against an object, even when this is a reciprocal relationship (as Hegel has shown with unmatched subtlety). However, is that the way in which the biblical witnesses depict God’s interaction with his creation and his human image? It seems that the whole stress of the biblical witness and a good part of the Christian tradition is, for good reason, not couched in terms of subject–object relations, but in terms of personal communicative relationships (Schwöbel 2003). A person, however, has his or her counterpoint not in objects, but in other persons. That is one of the reasons why persons can only be described in the plural in their interpersonal relations. Una persona est nulla persona: one person is not a person. Could it be, then, that Barth’s strictures against a psychological concept of person in terms of personality and self-consciousness has tended to obscure conceptual possibilities inherent in his mature theology? Does not the Christology of Church Dogmatics IV/1–3, precisely by alluding to and by Christologically subverting the Hegelian dialectic of lord and servant, transcend the relationship of subject and object and, in this way, also the conceptual opposition of substance and subject—and indeed, of essentialism and actualism? Upon closer inspection, all the key concepts that are employed, such as ‘covenant’ or ‘reconciliation’, are interpersonal, relational terms. The identity of Jesus Christ is itself a strictly personal relational identity, defined by the intersection of the relations to God the Father and the Spirit and the relation to human beings which, like every personal relational identity, can only be accounted for in terms of a narrative identity description. The relationship of Jesus Christ to the Christian church, again, is depicted in terms of personal communicative participation, transcending the matrix of subject and object. The closer Barth’s narratival reconstruction of the identity of Jesus Christ is to the biblical witnesses, then, the further removed it is from the conceptuality of subject and object, essence and act, and the more it points to personal communicative relationships of such a kind that one can truly say that being is in becoming, that its essence is in act. Would the move from ‘subject’ to ‘persons’ change the way in which a theological practice—inspired by, and initiated in, the virtues of Barth’s theology—would deal with the doctrine of the Trinity or construe the relationship between divine and human freedom?

Many more such questions could be raised. In dealing with them, it seems advisable not to remain trapped in the secondary conversations of theologians amongst themselves (the Nebengespräch), but to follow Barth’s advice and try to resolve these issues by engaging together in the primary conversation (the Hauptgespräch) of theologians with the biblical witnesses.
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chapter 13

 God


Katherine Sonderegger




Karl Barth’s doctrine of God stands alone; it brooks no peers. To read volume II/1 of Church Dogmatics is to cross uncharted land, unimprisoned by the tradition, breathtakingly innovative and marvellous and unsettling. Barth does not take up expected elements of the doctrine of God in an expected manner, nor does he cite the theologians we ordinarily cite in an ordinary doctrine of divine attributes. Barth sheds the puzzle-cases, arcane debates, and riddles of this doctrine as if an old suit of clothes. Perhaps better: They never weighed on him at all. What all too often frames the Christian treatment of God—a conceptual and highly formal architectonic—seems to leave Barth largely untouched. More remarkable still is Barth’s relatively light touch for detailed exegesis in this part-volume of Church Dogmatics. ‘The Doctrine of God, Part I’ does not delve deep into scriptural narrative, analogy, or exempla, especially when held up to the strong light cast by Barth’s doctrine of election in Church Dogmatics II/2. Barth’s innovative and influential recasting of the doctrine of election rests on remarkable set pieces of biblical exegesis—narrative and figural readings that outshine the material positions they underwrite. Not so in the preceding part-volume. Here Scripture illustrates, undergirds, and emphasizes; but the heavy lifting is done by Barth’s own singular vision. Long stretches of Church Dogmatics II/1 develop with a serenity hardly broken by the voices and preoccupations of past theologians. This is especially true in the deliberate and patient unfolding of the knowledge of God—§§25, 26, and 27, the first two hundred and fifty pages or so of the work—a doctrinal locus that has been the prized possession of Thomists, Kantians, and scholastics of many schools. Barth’s doctrine of God, in short, is startlingly new. Yet I do not mean to say that the linchpins of traditional doctrine go completely missing here; certainly not!

Traditional voices speak in the midst of striking originality. A student of this volume of Church Dogmatics, for example, will still find references to philosophers and theologians, bent on the specialized tasks of epistemology and metaphysics. The doctrine of analogy and the natural theology that appears to be its twin step onto the stage, however briefly. So, too, will the reader find the Scripture index rimmed full of Psalms and citations from Exodus and Isaiah, the gospels and the apostle Paul. Conceptual terms belonging to the divine attributes of omniscience and personality—problems of middle knowledge, say, or to the proper or real distinction of attributes from one another, or to the relation of time and eternity—will find their way into the indices, and receive specialized treatment. But in Barth’s hands, everything old becomes new. These traditional elements and teachers do not hold the prominence they do in other theologies, nor will Barth’s material positions sit easily with any of the main categories reserved for them. Barth moves forcefully ‘against the stream’ here, and his doctrine of God achieves what is rare indeed in theology—an ancient doctrine made new.

We may wonder what drives such innovation. It is not, I believe, that Barth casts off the church’s traditional taste for conceptual ordering and analysis of God’s reality and properties; he remains, even in this volume, and over many volumes, a scholastic. But something has happened to Barth in his journey from Heppe and Schmid—two modern compilers of seventeenth-century Protestant scholasticism—into the heartland of Church Dogmatics. It is not merely that Barth knows much more in these years than he did when first he lectured on Reformed dogmatics in Göttingen. It is also, and much more, that Barth in the course of the 1930s had grasped how radical, far-reaching, and systematic were the effects of his original decisions about Holy Scripture as the Word of God: it swept all before it. But, unlike the powerfully expressive essays from his early, ‘dialectical’ days, Barth now funds this revolution in the coin of academic theology. Now it is a matter of theological method.

Revelation as Divine Self-demonstration

Here is Barth in the early sections of Church Dogmatics II/1, §25. Barth begins abruptly with a blunt question: ‘But does He?’—does God ‘forcefully carry through His self-demonstration in His Word, in the covenant established with [the human creature] by His Word?’ ‘This,’ Barth asserts, ‘is obviously the decisive question which no one can answer for another. In face of it we can only point others—and indeed ourselves—to the answer given by that self-demonstration.’ Barth ensures we do not miss the radicality of this answer: ‘We can wait for the rest of our lives and the whole of eternity, and we will have to do so to our eternal loss, if we want the inner compulsion, the constraint of our personal experience, to become strong enough to be a reason for yielding to that self-demonstration. And even if sooner or later we do yield to it…we are definitely not doing so in the proper way…we are building secretly on the sand, i.e., on ourselves.’ Barth concludes firmly: ‘The self-demonstration of God in His Word consists in these materials of revelation’ (CD II/1: 46 and 47). Unmatched in any other volume of Church Dogmatics, I would say, Barth here allows theological method to ground and generate doctrine; he embeds theological method within doctrine, too, and the two are made one because everywhere the doctrine of God bears the distinctive marks of Barth’s epistemology, his own form of the doctrine of revelation.

Now it is common amongst Barth scholars, in these matters, to examine closely Barth’s knowledge of and dependence upon Kant and Marburg neo-Kantians, his inheritance as a young theology student in Wilhelmine Germany. And, of course, there is far too much evidence of Barth’s instruction by and struggle with critical idealism in its many forms to deny it a seat at the table. It is the stamp of these early years, after all, that compels Barth to begin his volume on the doctrine of God with a long exposition dedicated to that most Kantian of problematics, the ground and possibility of the knowledge of God. And we are not surprised either when we stumble over familiar furniture strewn about by critical idealism: the stern rebuke of any direct experience of God, especially as the ‘given’; the indirect search for ‘conditions of possibility’ of such knowledge; the moral urgency that attends the solution to all these epistemic problems. But, all the same, the foundation has shifted. No longer do we find extended polemics against Schleiermacher and his theological method, however prominent he remained in Church Dogmatics I. Nor do we discover detailed analyses of Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason, or of the theologians who have sought to make this work their own. (A comparison here with Karl Rahner, from the days of Spirit in the World to Foundations of the Christian Faith, would prove instructive; see Rahner 1968 and 1978). But the doctrine of God tells us that the methodological decisions Barth has made by this season in his theological career partake much more deeply of a radical form of biblical realism than they do of the Grenzbegriffen (limit-concepts) of theological Kantians. We see that readily when we turn to the section just quoted from §25.

The central move Barth makes comes in a form so quick and dense that we may pass it by unremarked. Barth quietly speaks of the knowledge of God as an event in which God ‘forcefully carries through [God’s] self-demonstration’ (CD II/1: 45). Our creaturely knowledge, note, is an event of God’s own agency. God manifests himself, declares himself, proves himself—the German bears the force of a mathematical or logical proof. In place of the traditional scholastic demonstrations of the reality of God, Barth inserts a divine act—the unrivalled and self-authenticating revelation of God into his world. The text Barth especially admired from his early theological work—Fides Quaerens Intellectum, a study of Anselm’s Proslogion—has here borne fruit in the doctrine of God. As in Barth’s reading of Anselm, so here in the doctrine of God, Barth understands human knowledge of God to be a form of obedience to God’s own self-naming. God proves or demonstrates himself in the world, and he does so effectively, ‘forcefully’. Military metaphors, never far away from Barth’s armoury, do special work: God vindicates himself, triumphs and wins through to a world that has no native ability to know God; indeed it rebels against him. Note that Barth here assumes that, for theology, God is already on the scene, so to say. The problem of the knowledge of God is, for Barth, a question and a struggle generated not by the haunting absence of God in the sin-sick world but rather by his devastating nearness. God hurtles through the barriers erected by a creature bent on knowing only the world and worldly desires, and bends that creaturely mind and heart to the divine Presence, a LORD alarmingly, vividly near. Accordingly, Barth begins the whole enterprise of theological knowledge by a paragraph that affirms in ringing tones that God already ‘stands before the human’ (CD II/1: 32 and passim) and it is just this divine self-demonstration that brings forward the question, the limits, and the incompleteness of the creature’s knowledge of God. God is mystery just because he is present. God stands before the creature as Lord.

Now this may strike some students of Kant as a rather tame rehearsal of some transcendental arguments that Kantians of many stripes had advanced in the early twentieth century. And to be sure, Barth had covered this Kantian ground many times in the years leading up to, and away from, the celebrated second edition of his commentary on Epistle to the Romans (1922). Appearances, however, can deceive. In Barth’s illuminating discussion of the seventeenth-century scholastic, Andreas Quenstedt, Barth turns the bon mot: Sometimes when someone says the same thing he does not mean the same thing (CD II/1: 238). As with Quenstedt, so now: Barth’s Kantianism is in truth threadbare, though it appears at some distance close-fitting and well-pressed. Perhaps we might put the point this way: The distinct impression of §§25–7 of this volume is that Barth is in fact ‘done with all that’; he has said long ago everything he wished to say about Kant and the limits of the human understanding. Such things belong in these sections, and they will have their day; but the energy and white light of Barth’s theological focus has turned to another domain. No longer is the strait gate the very Kantian question, ‘How do we know God?’, but rather the very biblical one, ‘How far do we know him?’, or even more pointedly, ‘How far are we known by God?’ Barth’s doctrine of God now takes flight from Scripture only, and its limits and mysteries and truths show the contours of the Bible alone. ‘The self-demonstration of God in His Word’, Barth writes, manifests itself in ‘these materials of revelation’ (CD II/1: 47).

Consider what has been left behind. Traditionally, in Latin theology, the doctrine of God begins with a broad and highly general quest for deity in the creaturely realm. The golden text is Romans 1:20: ‘Ever since the creation of the world his eternal power and divine nature, invisible though they are, have been understood and seen through the things he has made.’ Common to such traditional treatments are questions such as these: Why is there something rather than nothing at all? How did the motion or change or stability of the universe begin? Why is nature orderly or lawful? Is creaturely life meaningful? How does it end, how does the universe end? Does the human conscience answer to an objective good? Why is the world beautiful? Why is it scoured by suffering? Questions of these kinds appeal to the largest and most universal urges and puzzles of the human condition—or so it is hoped. The observation of the universe as a whole is thought to awaken the intellect and guide it to a transcendent origin and good, a mystery that illumines every dark sky. The mediaeval tradition has named this path the first or perennial philosophy, and it has lived on in doctrines of God far removed from the Hellenistic roots that first gave it life. Decidedly more modern, but missing, too, from Barth’s canvas, is the broad appeal to human religiosity and practice. Aside from polemics, launched largely in the first volume of Church Dogmatics, Barth shows no interest in the near-universal cult of sacrifice or ritual ceremony; makes no survey of prayer or liturgical worship or pilgrimage; offers no appeals to symbol, archetype, dreams and incantation; and most certainly shows no fascination with mystics and mystical union. The history of religions leaves Barth cold. And the seeming hunger of human cultures from earliest dawn to present day for the miraculous, the majestic, the numinous, does not tug at Barth’s sleeve in the least. In this sense, Barth’s doctrine of God is not a religious one; despite the book’s title, Barth is not ‘churchy’ in a common-sense way. Hans Frei, the great Barth interpreter, famously said that he considered Barth to wear a ‘secular’ air (Frei 1993: 171–4), and it may well be that these striking omissions in Barth’s doctrine of God conjure an enigmatic mixture of scripturalism and pure worldliness.

Notice what Barth does include. Barth thinks that the doctrine of God is begun by reading a book, not by asking a question. Where is God? And who is God? These most basic questions in mainstream theologies receive only an indirect response: Tolle, lege; take up and read. This is what Barth intends where he ties revelation to the concrete ‘materials’ of the biblical books. Though Barth drifted close to some Heideggerian and existentialist ideas in his early days—Bultmann at least considered himself Barth’s fellow traveller early on—by the time of Church Dogmatics Barth understood revelation to be a doctrine about Holy Scripture, and not an encounter with human authenticity, courage, or decision. When someone seeks after God, Barth will point to the Bible: read there, he says, the God who proves himself.

Recasting the Doctrine of God

Now, all this has an odd effect on the form and content of the doctrine of God.

The form: the doctrine of God in Church Dogmatics II/1 does not take shape between the teachings of the church, or even of Scripture, and the human believer. We do not aim to ‘justify’ the doctrine ‘before the demands of conscience and truth’, as Karl Rahner will put a rival view (Rahner 1978: 2). Nor are we cataloguing and ranking the dogmatic definitions of the church, not even in correspondence to their scriptural roots; Barth’s doctrine is not propositional in this sense. Properly, Barth holds, theology does not attempt to explain or render rational, credible, or persuasive the self-demonstration of God. Nor does it strive to overcome objections; there is no theodicy of a traditional sort here. Strikingly, Barth does not worry a hair’s breadth about the doctrine of God being found believable, even in the theologian himself. Note that Barth’s methodological framework, cited above, assumes that human creatures, even the religious ones, will find it a rocky path to belief, and the question, whether in truth God has demonstrated himself, can find no answer if the appeal be made to the human heart. That is sinking sand. I can no more compel myself to believe than I can reassure myself that in truth I do believe in God. This is not quite the traditional Augustinian affirmation that fides ex auditu, faith (comes) through hearing, nor the Reformed teaching that only the Holy Spirit gives faith. Such appeals to inspiration, however correct materially, retain the form of ‘relationalism’, an interplay and indwelling of the Gospel with the human soul. Barth’s aim here is more radical than all that. God’s self-manifestation is effective—‘forceful’—not by its capture of the rebellious heart, but rather in its perfect and self-enclosed Lordship in Holy Scripture. It really is all contained there. Note where Barth points the restless heart: to the ‘answer given by God’s self-demonstration’ (CD II/1: 46). Always Barth points us away, away from our questions, away from our human or cultural experience, away from rational grounds and argument, and towards God’s covenant, enacted forcefully in Israel and Israel’s Lord, Jesus Christ. Barth’s doctrine of God is mediated doctrine: the perfect work of God ad extra has taken place in the Word, and the Bible is the record of that finished work. Because that is so, the struggle Barth diagnoses in the conscientious believer—do I fully or sufficiently believe?—can never receive a final answer. This in truth is the hollow shell of the old Kantian temple. Rather we deflect this question altogether, for it is in and towards Another that God’s works have met with praise, and that is where the forceful and effective self-demonstration of God can be witnessed and studied. The Christian, Barth insists, is to be obedient to that witness and to correspond in her life to that divine victory prosecuted in the covenant with Israel and the royal life of King David’s greater Son. The form of Barth’s doctrine of God, then, is indirectness. In it lies the motive power of Barth’s great freedom in this doctrine.

The content: the doctrine of God in Barth’s hands will conform to the Bible, and most especially to the biblical witness to the Word, the covenant fulfilled in Jesus Christ. We may put it this boldly: the doctrine of God in Church Dogmatics is a Christological doctrine, through and through. Now, this will not mean that Barth speaks of only Christ, rather than of God in himself nor does Barth restrict himself to the deity, only, of Christ. Rather, Barth will patiently unfold the divine attributes as traditionally, and untraditionally, named—omnipresence, omnipotence, and eternity, but also divine grace and mercy and patience—as they are caught up in his summary phrase, God as ‘the One who loves in freedom’ (CD II/1: 257). These attributes, we will learn, will be grounded in the being and work of Jesus Christ. But before this rich content is laid out, Barth will prepare the ground through the programmatic axiom: ‘God is who He is in His works’ (CD II/1: 260). Now, such an axiom will demand careful application and delimitation. But we may begin with a slightly fuller re-statement of the axiom Barth himself advances some paragraphs on: ‘The being of God…is one which is from the first filled out in a quite definite way…This means that we cannot discern the being of God in any other way than by looking where God Himself gives us Himself to see, and therefore by looking at His works’ (CD II/1: 260–1). We can sum up this line of argument with a scholastic tag Barth himself uses for this part-section: ‘The Being of God in Act’. But we must watch our step here! The scholastic act of being cannot be read as the prior and controlling insight in Barth’s doctrine of God; rather, ‘God in His works’ must control and precede any notion of act or being. Barth offers an axiom at once epistemic and metaphysical. But always the metaphysical steps out before the epistemic. God is the living One, and distinct from all idols, all abstract concepts and ideals, all transcendental notions; God is ever active, effective, dynamic; God is always at work. Barth is firm in his rejection of all ideal concepts, the still, the unmoving. Not for him the ancient fascination with the Good, the True and the Beautiful! Always these metaphysical concepts are taken to be ‘inert’, ‘static’, ‘lifeless’, and ‘empty’; they are the province of a ‘dead god’. Barth does not argue against these universal or transcendental notions in the doctrine of God; rather, he simply takes them to be pejoratives and does not hesitate to rebuke them as ‘pagan’, unfit for the God of Israel.

The God known in his works forbids a doctrine of God forged from the abstract. So common is this pejorative use of ‘abstraction’ in Barth’s work that the reader rarely lingers over the force and origin of this rebuke. Clearly, Barth prefers the concrete, the particular, the specific; indeed he orders the general—if such must be used—to the particular, and expects proper theological knowledge to begin with the singular, the unique. Under the impress of this theme, Barth dares to say that Christians should not hesitate to use particular, concrete, and embodied language for God. That almighty God has eyes and outstretched arms, that he rides on the wings of the wind, that he sits majestic on his heavenly throne, that he walks in the cool of the evening, amongst his creatures, and clothes them when they flee him—these frankly embodied words are warmly embraced by Barth as examples of proper, biblical speech. They are no more anthropomorphic, he warns, than are the favoured conceptual abstractions; indeed, far less so. The traditional viae in the doctrine of God—the ways of negation, remotion, and eminence—are firmly pushed aside in Barth’s theological novum. Now, readers familiar with Barth will recognize these hallmarks of Barth’s dogmatic style; they are unmistakable. But notice how Barth never argues for these most remarkable programmatic claims. Rather, he assumes and uses them. We would look in vain for a justification of the singular as in itself intelligible. We would not find a searching discussion of the problem of universals and the Scotist development of the individual, the haecceitas (thisness). Indeed, the distinguished pedigree of the ‘problem of individuation’ will not find a place on Barth’s scholarly shelf. This should strike us as very odd! How can the reader be exhorted to avoid the abstract, the general, the universal, and favour—with a religious zeal—the concrete, the singular, and the particular without further appeal, warrant, or argument? Some critics of Barth have assumed that such lacunae confirm that Barth is the ‘poet among theologians’, as Maurice Wiles has put this point (Wiles 1974: 24). He is no ‘academic theologian’, might be another. But I think if we consider this theme in the midst of our particular locus, the doctrine of God, we can see illuminated another facet of Barth’s vocation as dogmatic theologian.

For Barth, God just is a concrete individual; better, the concrete Subject. God is the One who acts in just this way, and not another. What we are seeing in Holy Scripture is the unfolding of a God who discloses himself in his singular and almighty acts in creation. And not just or principally in creation in general! Always Barth begins with God’s self-demonstration in Israel; always he ends with God’s complete and unsurpassable self-proving in Jesus Christ, his Word. God is particular and specific just because he is personal, the person. Just this is the witness of Holy Scripture: that God is the One who acts, the subject of his works, and his ways and will are disclosed in the people Israel, plucked out of the nations of the earth to receive this demonstration, and be exalted by it. We, the readers of Scripture, are made witnesses of these things.

The Divine Identity: Action, Love, Freedom

What follows from the above is that the doctrine of God will be a description and unfolding of divine identity, not nature. That ‘God is the One known in His acts’ means that proper dogmatic theology concerns itself with who God is, not what God is, even less, what deity is. Such pronounced emphasis upon identity gives Barth’s doctrine of God its distinctive and strange literary character, as though the Lord God of Israel were the principal player in the drama that is Israel. Much ‘narrative theology’ in the North American academy has turned on these novelistic pivots: fit of character and act; history-like narratives; unique and irreplaceable actors within a scene; the meaning and referent of a literary work enclosed within the telling of it; the little world of the realistic novel. Just as Barth ruled out of court the inner testimony of the sceptic or believer, so these narrative theologians have pointed away from historical referent or epistemic foundation or adequation of concept to thing in their doctrines of theological knowledge or of God. In this sense, the American theologian, Robert Jenson, is a faithful follower of Barth’s pioneering ways when he speaks in his Systematic Theology of the divine drama that is God’s triune identities. Or, in his own programmatic axiom: ‘God is He who raised Jesus from the dead’ (Jenson 1997: 63). Now, we may well wonder if such literary elements in dogmatic theology are in truth a reliable friend in the doctrine of God. It may seem cold comfort to the alienated modern seeker after God to be told he is something much like an unsubstitutable character in a play. Yet Barth is willing to take real risks in theology; his biblical realism demands such a venture. And we should be quick to say that such a focus on identity does not rule out a discussion of divine being, in either Jenson or Barth; indeed as we have seen, Barth devotes an entire section to God’s ‘being in act’. Nor does it rule out a certain form of objectivity in the doctrine of God. God, Barth affirms, can become ‘Object’ to us in our intellect, just because God has acted in his Word. But note the revolution in the very idea of Being when Barth takes in his hands this most ancient artefact of the Aegean.

God’s being is entirely personal. Just this is the force of Barth’s insistence that God is who he is in his works. Being, the ‘most general of categories’, in Aristotle’s phrase, is determined, delimited, rendered concrete in God, Barth says, just because God is he who acts. We can pick out the divine triune God, not because he is One in a great series, or the supreme instance of a set, even a null set. We can pick out and name and praise the God of Israel, Barth tells us, because God’s very being is to move and act and elect in these most concrete, distinctive, and unsurpassable ways. Just so we say that we know a friend’s character by her ordinary and expected actions, her habits, her well-formed tastes and predilections, her fears or her forms of rest. We may allow human being to remain a generic category or universal—rational animal, say—but her personal being, the life that is she, this very one, can be discovered only in her self-disclosures or the patterns we observe in her life-history. Almighty God is subject of his life in just this way. He creates and calls and judges and pardons; he spreads his Spirit abroad; he speaks through the prophets; in the fullness of time, he sends his own Son, born of a woman, born under the law, to redeem those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death. The being of God is personal; more, it is Gospel. God is not Another than the One who acts in just this way. There is no God or divine nature ‘behind’ or apart or remote from these mighty works; God just is the One who works in this way. That is why Barth can insist that the divine predicates cannot be ‘defined in advance’, as he is fond of saying, but must rather be filled out, defined, and delimited by God alone. We must be shown what it means to say, God is love, or mercy, or righteousness, Barth says, time and again. The singular being in act who is God will demonstrate just what his perfections are, and how they may be encountered and praised.

Now, the reader well versed in traditional, scholastic doctrines of God will be impatient to object, and object strongly, to several elements in this entire programme. Such objections are hardly to be stilled—you just don’t understand Barth!—because it is only by examining the puzzles and protests raised by Barth’s axioms that we gain an insight into the remarkable freedom and risk that is Barth’s doctrine of God. Let me list a few that spring directly from traditional treatments of the doctrine of God. Just what is the relation between ‘being’ and ‘act’ in God? Is it coherent to speak of an act without a prior and independent actor? Can there be absoluteness, substance, simplicity, immutability in God? What is the relation between the economy or missions of the divine persons and the self-subsistent and free Trinity? How are freedom and necessity to be understood in the divine reality? Just how is language for God being used? Can a subject who defines the semantic range and delimitation of any term receive anything more than equivocal predication? How is Holy Scripture read in such a doctrine of God? What is the relation between revelation and divine mystery? What is the distinction as well as relation between the triune God and Christology?

We might begin close to home, with the rich enigma of human speech and its fittingness for praise and description of God. Barth’s doctrine of God has insisted that the divine subject defines his own predicates; our words, Barth dares to say, have no native ability to refer to God at all. Now this is a startling claim, indeed one that must strike the Thomist reader of Barth as frank equivocation. To say that another—even a divine Other—‘fills out’ or defines what our words mean has customarily served as an illustration of equivocation: we use a word, thinking we know what it means, but another has set the range and scope to a different rule altogether. Does Barth intend such a radical undermining of human speech? Although it is easy to find sentences in Church Dogmatics that would satisfy the heart of any equivocator, I believe the answer to this question is, no. When Barth says that we do not know what it means to say, for example, that ‘God is loving’—we must wait on God to define this term—Barth does not intend, I say, that God could be just as well Descartes’s deceiver as the Lord of love. Barth does not aim to unsettle our theological vocabulary and referents in such a way that we could just as well say that ‘God is eternal’ means ‘he is four years old’, or that ‘God saves’ could just as well be expressed, ‘he torments the innocent’. Nowhere in Church Dogmatics does Barth ever speak in this way! Always the Lord God burns with a loving zeal towards his lost creatures; always Barth speaks of a divine patience that yields time for our repentance and return; always the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ is rich in mercy; his very name is grace. Now, Barth does not pretend we have no idea what the terms patience or mercy or grace or love mean; indeed his long excurses in the divine perfections assume quietly that we know very well indeed. What Barth intends, I believe, is that God’s being is through and through personal, and in just this way, takes up, renews, and sanctifies the acts and words of his creatures. An example: God is immutable, changeless. Barth insists that the ‘subject defines the predicate’; we learn from God what this perfection means. But that is because the perfection is a characteristic or qualia of a living actor, One who enacts his own being in a distinctive, unique manner. Like John Zizioulas, Barth takes person or the personal to be fundamental to the very being or reality of God (see, inter alia, Zizioulas 1985).

Holy Scripture, Barth tells us, portrays a God who remains faithful to his covenant when the people he has called and blessed reject and defile it. He judges them, chastens and renews them, but in all these acts, he is the self-same, the faithful, and constant one. To use the word ‘immutable’ with the true God is simply to tell this characteristic story: When all fall away, he remains true. Just so we might say that we know what ‘sacrifice’ means when we encounter the lives of parents who quietly put all aside for the good of their children; or that we know what ‘heroism’ depicts when we watch a deeply depressed soul sit on the edge of a bed and aim to take a single step. These may not be the examples and enactments we expect—they fill out the term, or yield fresh meaning when held up against these distinctive lives—but it does not contradict or render senseless the attribution of these virtues to them. Indeed, I think it is fair to say that such use of predicates, trimmed to fit their unique, personal subjects, would more properly be considered a species of univocity, over any other mode of reference.

Yet, in the end, we must say that Barth’s doctrine of God does not fit tidily into the doctrines of predication long loved and developed in Latin theology. Barth does not wield his terms ‘analogously’, however that complex notion is defined. His encounter with Roman Catholic Thomists in the inter-war years gave him a fresh appreciation for the technicalities of such scholastic method, and though he could use words such as ‘similarity’ or ‘likeness’, even on occasion, ‘analogy’, Barth never could swim in those waters. This is the force of Barth’s rejection of the bare category of ‘being’. There is and can be no natural theology of the kind he diagnosed in Roman Catholic and Protestant modernism because there are no ‘natures’ of this sort to be compared or brought into relation or caused by one and received by another. And in truth, this very denial courts the danger of bringing Barth too close to the presuppositions of a world he simply refuses to recognize. God is the one who acts, and the perfections that are his, and who he is, belong to him as the unique property of the one who is and has this identity and no other. He discloses this character to his fallen creatures; he is gracious. All theological knowledge, Barth concludes, is an enactment of the doctrine of justification, sola gratia. God remains mystery—‘an unveiling in veiling’ Barth writes (CD II/1: 224)—just because he remains Lord in this act of grace towards sinners. God disposes or controls his own self-demonstration—he will be gracious to those to whom he is gracious—and no rational argument, conceptuality, or architectonic will overcome that sovereign and austere freedom.

The one God is absolutely free: this we may take as the second axiom governing Barth’s majestic doctrine of God. So free is this God of Israel that his very transcendence—his aseity or absoluteness—can be identified or constituted by freedom. In §28, ‘The Being of God as the One who Loves in Freedom’, Barth lays out, only to set aside, the complex legacy of nineteenth-century German academic theology in its struggle with absolute idealism. For D. F. Strauss and A. E. Biedermann, pure reflection on ‘absolute spirit’ forbad the theologian any conceptual room for divine personality (see Strauss 1840–1841 and Biedermann 1869); yet the longing remained. Barth breaks free from this airless and rationalized immobility by a characteristic re-definition of the entire cellblock. By the absolute and the most necessary, Barth will mean and intend the utterly free. We can see now why the first axiom, God is who he is in his works, must be delimited by the second, in all his works, God is most free. This, we hasten to say, is personal freedom, the concrete freedom of the one who is Lord. Barth writes: ‘With the idea of freedom we simply affirm what we would be affirming if we were to characterise God as the Lord…Freedom in its positive and proper qualities means to be grounded in one’s own being, to be determined and moved by oneself. This is the freedom of the divine life and love’ (CD II/1: 301). Perhaps with a sidelong glance at Barth’s Kantian upbringing, we might term this ‘noumenal freedom’. God’s very being is freedom, or to speak in Barth’s distinctive idiom in §28.3, the ‘depth of God’ is freedom. Still we do not search after an ‘abstract’ deitas, nor do we hope to settle age-old puzzles about necessity and simplicity in this exploration of God’s absolute freedom. Rather, Barth counsels, we turn to Scripture where God is shown as sovereign over all his ways and works. At heart and in the very depths this means Jesus Christ: ‘The freedom of God must be recognised as His own freedom and this means—as it consists in God and as God has exercised it. But in God it consists in His Son Jesus Christ, and it is in Him that God has exercised it. In all its possibilities and shapes it remains the freedom which consists and is exercised in Jesus Christ’ (CD II/1: 320). Jesus Christ is Lord; he is universal Judge; he is Lover of souls, Redeemer. This is the immanent presence of God in his lordly freedom.

Now, note the revolution here in the doctrine of God. Aseity or freedom is not a negative predicate! There is hardly any element in the via negativa more central and fixed than the conviction that God is independent, or free over against the world. If God be absolute, he must not be conditioned or categorical. If God be simple or transcendent, he must be the opposite of the complex or earthbound. If God be eternal, he is just what the temporal creature is not. If God be free, tradition says, he must not be dependent upon or essentially require the creature: he cannot be reduced to the economy. Indeed, and more dangerous still to Barth’s ears, we could say, in this rival view, that what the creature is, God is not. We remove the finite, the immanent and passionate, the passive and bound, the mortal and frail and heartbroken, and we elevate whatever remains that is and is good: this is God in his freedom over the world. Once again, Barth warns, the menace of ‘abstraction’ threatens. The freedom of God here seems to be forged by way of pounding away the creaturely, and prising out—abstracting—the reality that remains. Barth considers this an ancient foreshadowing of Ludwig Feuerbach’s theory of ‘projection’: God is the perfection defined by—and Feuerbach would add, generated by—the world’s lack (Feuerbach 1957). Against this entire movement of thought, from Dionysius forward, Barth will set his face like flint. Barth will define the freedom of God as God’s personal self-movement. It is a positive predication, indeed an unsurpassed positivity and concreteness that can only be God himself. Freedom is the readiness of God to love, his own personal love. From his own depths, God plunges into the world in Jesus Christ; he is free to love in just this way, unpredictable, lavish, triumphant. Without constraint, without coercion or necessity—Barth will allow this much via negativa!—God will become a ‘secondary object’ to his creature. He will become flesh, lost and suffering flesh, in order to love it and bring it to himself. God is the One who loves in freedom. There really is no point, Barth would say, in attempting to save the divine aseity through inoculating and isolating God from his world. ‘It could have been otherwise’—Barth will make use of bare counterfactuals to shore up his account of divine freedom. But he will do little more than this. Whole continents of theological work are washed away by Barth’s reconstruction here. The incarnate Word, Jesus Christ, can ‘stand at the beginning of all God’s ways and works’, be both ‘electing God and elected man’, in eternity, just because God is free to be gracious to his creatures—to be self-moved and self-demonstrated—in just this positive and concrete sense. Just so, Barth echoes another revolutionary in the formation of doctrine, Gregory Nyssa. ‘God has no opposite’, Nyssa suggests in a quiet aside in his Life of Moses (Nyssa 1978: 31). A whole doctrine of God could be built from such an aside.

Conclusion

Perhaps we should say, ‘A whole doctrine of God has been built’. For we now have in place the blueprint and the building blocks for the remainder of Barth’s remarkable doctrine of God. The attributes will be treated as ‘perfections’: not predicates, strictly, but rather as qualities, glories of the divine character. They will be ordered dialectically. Pairs of perfections will be lodged principally under love—grace and holiness, mercy and righteousness, patience and wisdom—others under freedom—unity and omnipresence, constancy and omnipotence, eternity and glory. But this is quite specific dialectic, fitted out for the work of showing the ‘multiplicity, individuality and diversity’ of the divine reality (CD II/1: 331). The perfections cannot be identified with one another without remainder. God cannot be ‘prisoner’ to simplicity, nor our knowledge of him to a form of ‘nominalism’ or ‘learned ignorance’. Rather, we truly know the one, triune Lord as he is revealed to us: eternally rich; alive; generous; mighty to save. Just as divine freedom is the depth of the divine love, so the perfections that name God’s perfect freedom indwell those that denote the divine love. Even more: each pair of perfections, whether those of freedom or of love, indwell, condition, and show forth the other. Divine loving is free; divine freedom is love. Within each perfection, Barth aims to set forth the Lord in his works—and just this is his being. After a culling of exegetical examples, Barth will cite a traditional problem or opponent—Is grace opposed to holiness? Is omnipresence identical to omnicausality? Is time consistent with eternity?—then draw all these wide-ranging and rich reflections into a Christological thanksgiving. For it is in Jesus Christ that God is the One who loves in freedom.

There are wonders to behold here in Barth’s revolutionary doctrine of God. His treatment of omnipotence as personal—an expression of divine intellect and will—or his fresh and strikingly original development of eternity as the divine pre-, supra- and post-temporality, will both awaken delight at a theologian who can transmute bare metals to gold. There is much that will puzzle and trouble the reader too: revolutions will spill blood. But Karl Barth will rally every force to praise God’s merciful and just work in Jesus Christ; he will seek no peace with those who hunger after another god; and he will rebuke any doctrine of God that is not suffused with joy and gladness. In all these ways, and in so many more, Karl Barth is a doctor of the church, the ‘glad partisan of the good God’ (GA 15: 482).
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chapter 14

Trinity


Bruce L. McCormack





The letter I began eight days ago has been lying on the table…because I had once again to return to my tunnel, in which I now find myself in the midst of the mysteries of the Trinity. I had to think long and hard, brooding again and again over the runes which the ancients left behind: essentia, persona, notiones personales, opera ad intra—ad extra, perichoresis, ‘opera ad extra sunt indivisa’ (a thing to be well considered but all very complicated!), not to forget the filioque. You men, my dear brothers, what a mess! But do not think for a second that this is all just outdated rubbish. All of it, but all of it, makes good sense when seen in the right light. I understand the Trinity as the problem of the unsublatable [unaufhebbaren] subjectivity of God in His revelation, and I cannot withhold my approval from Athanasius, who must have been a splendid fellow…However much I may laugh in my letter-writing, my hair frequently has stood almost on end the entire week from anxiety about the whole subject. Once, recently, I awakened with a start in the middle of the night because I had just dreamed very concretely of this unheard-of subjectivity in revelation, which somehow came upon me substantially (and so, I am sorry to say, objectively!), the wind having suddenly, at that very moment, torn open the door to the room and slammed shut the window (really!) so that uproar and dogmatic vision were strangely combined.

(GA 4: 253–4; all translations in this chapter are my own)

The origins of Karl Barth’s doctrine of the Trinity date to late May 1924, as he worked at a feverish pace on his first cycle of lectures in dogmatics in Göttingen. The ‘problem’ of how best to formulate the doctrine of an ‘essential’ Trinity is one that arises on the soil of Barth’s concept of revelation, as an earlier letter to Thurneysen makes clear: ‘The essential Trinity, not just the economic! At all costs, the doctrine of the Trinity! If I could just get the right key in my hand there, everything would come out well…’ (GA 4: 245). Revelation, he proclaimed in the Leitsatz with which he introduced his treatment of the Trinity in §5 of his Göttingen Dogmatics, has as its content ‘Gott allein, Gott ganz, Gott selber’ (‘God alone, God in His entirety, God Himself’) (GA 17: 105; GD: 87). God is the ‘subject’ of revelation as He is in Himself; nothing that is proper to God is ‘left behind’ in His Self-revelation. He is fully and completely present.

Does this mean that revelation is ‘exhaustive’? On its objective side (in Christ), yes, absolutely. It is a false humility which would like to conceive of revelation on its objective side as partial or incomplete. It is a humility which results from thinking of revelation as ‘a to us having been revealed’ rather than as taking place ‘in the act of God. [A] God who reveals Himself quantitatively is not God’ (GA 17: 113; GD: 93). Yet revelation is certainly not ‘exhaustive’ on the subjective side of the epistemic relationship established in revelation, on the side of the human reception of revelation: ‘our conceiving, comprehending, appropriating, reproducing, attesting of revelation is always only a drop in relation to the ocean, a particula veri; partial, highly partial only is human hearing and speaking of the Word of God…’ (GA 17: 113–14; GD: 93). And it is not simply because we humans are caught in a web of sinfulness that our reception of revelation is limited. Nor is it the consequence of our finitude. The limitation in question is due rather to the modality or structure of God’s Self-revelation to fallen human beings. For although Barth thought God gives Himself wholly and completely in revelation, he also thought that this takes place in and through a ‘veil’ of creaturely flesh (or language) in relation to which the being of God remains unmixed and unconfused precisely in the event itself. God remains ‘other’ than the ‘veil’ through which He ‘unveils’ Himself and, in this way, is the ‘subject’ of revelation (cf. Busch 2004: 80–2). That is what Barth means in referring to the problem of ‘the unsublate-able subjectivity of God in His revelation’. What the doctrine of the Trinity provides, as he sees it, is a description of the ontological conditions in God which makes revelation possible. What must God be if revelation is as I have described it in §3? Barth is asking himself. That is the problem to which the doctrine of the Trinity set forth in §5 of the Göttingen Dogmatics provides an answer.

That there can be no one definitive answer to Barth’s question should be obvious. His own answer would undergo some expansion and clarification—and even modest correction—as time passed. But the problem he is seeking to address by taking up the Trinity in his Prolegomena would remain the same on into Church Dogmatics. And the formulation by means of which he articulated that problem in Göttingen would also be preserved in an almost identical form: ‘Der Gott der sich nach der Schrift offenbart, ist Einer in drei eigentümlichen, in ihren Beziehungen untereinander bestehenden Seinsweisen: Vater, Sohn und Heiliger Geist. So ist er der Herr, d.h. das Du, das dem menschlichen Ich entgegentritt und sich verbindet als das unauflösliche Subjekt und das ihn eben so and darin als sein Gott offenbar wird’ (The God who reveals Himself according to Scripture is One in three distinctive modes of being subsisting in their mutual relations: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. It is thus that He is the Lord, i.e., the Thou who meets man’s I and unites Himself to this I as the indissoluble Subject and thereby and therein reveals Himself to him as his God) (KD I/1: 367; CD I/1: 348). The verbal difference in the formulation has to do with the substitution of the word unauflösliche (‘indissoluble’) for the earlier term unaufhebbaren (‘unsublate-able’). But there is no difference in the sense. The point in both cases is that God does not cease to be the ‘subject’ of revelation in that it is taking place. Expressed in contrary form: at no point is God ‘taken up’ into human subjectivity such that He ceases to be the sovereign subject of the revelation event.

In what follows, I will begin with the treatment of the Trinity found in the Göttingen Dogmatics, supplementing it as needed from the parallel material in Die christliche Dogmatik im Entwurf (Barth’s second cycle of lectures on dogmatics given in Münster in the winter semester of 1926/1927. I will then turn in a second major section to consideration of paragraphs 8–12 of Church Dogmatics.

Barth’s Treatment of the Trinity in Göttingen (and Münster)

Everything Barth has to say about the immanent Trinity finds its basis in the divine economy. Because that is so, his initial formulation of the doctrine identifies the ‘persons’ of the Trinity with soteriological relations. That much is already clear in the Leitsatz. ‘He, the eternal Father, is the Lord at the beginning and at the end of our contradiction. He, the eternal Son of the Father, is the living Lord also in the midst of our contradiction. He, the eternal Spirit of the Father and of the Son, is and becomes our own Lord in that He, proclaiming the victory over the contradiction, addresses us as God’s children and servants, [and] bestows on us faith and obedience’ (GA 17: 105; GD: 87). Here the differentiation of the Trinitarian ‘persons’ is clearly established soteriologically in the first instance. The common element, which runs like a red thread through this formulation, is: ‘He is…the Lord.’ And that abbreviated statement then becomes the basis (in revelation) for Barth’s construction of the immanent Trinity.

Initial Problems to be Treated

Virtually all of the problems and issues treated in Barth’s doctrine of the Trinity in Church Dogmatics I/1 are already treated in Göttingen. The first of which mention should be made is the place of the doctrine in a Christian dogmatics; its optimal location where disclosure of the primary question(s) addressed by it is concerned. Under this heading, what Barth has in mind, generally, is the arrangement or disposition of a dogmatics—and, more narrowly, the relation in dogmatics of the article on the ‘one’ God (i.e., the being and attributes of God) to the article on the Trinity. For Barth, the doctrine of the Trinity belongs in the prolegomena. He would only take up the being and attributes of God in dogmatics proper (in the second semester of this cycle of lectures). Trinity belongs to prolegomena because it is ‘the presupposition of all the doctrinal presuppositions of Christian preaching’ (GA 17: 116; GD: 95). In support of this claim—and in protestation against their own chosen arrangements of the material!—Barth cites Johann Gerhard and Herman Bavinck (amongst others). ‘J. Gerhard writes of it: “whoever does not know the mystery of the Trinity does not know Him as He has revealed Himself in His Word”’ (GA 17: 117; GD: 96). And from Bavinck: ‘“The whole of Christianity, the whole of special revelation, stands and falls with the confession of God’s triunity. It is the heart of Christian faith, the root of all dogmas, the substance of the new covenant”’ (GA 17: 118; GD: 97).

Two observations are in order in relation to the claims being made here. First, Barth cites these passages in order to suggest that we can only be certain that it is the triune God of whom we speak when we come to define His nature and attributes in dogmatics proper if we have already treated the doctrine of the Trinity and, by extension, to protest against the idea that the Christian doctrine of God as triune is merely a ‘special case’ of a ‘general concept’ (GA 17: 119; GD: 98). It is, of course, natural theology against which Barth raises a protest here. But it is worth noting that he was also, somewhat surprisingly perhaps, able to interpret Thomas on the relation of De deo uno to De deo trino quite generously at this point in time. ‘And even in Thomas Aquinas, the insights one can gain into the divine being apart from revelation have only the significance of a possible and necessary ancillary construction that brings glory to the truth of revelation after the fact’ (GA 17: 112; GD: 92). That Barth could read Thomas in this way had something to do, in all likelihood, with the influence of Erik Peterson. A few months earlier, Barth had written to his friend Eduard Thurneysen, ‘In relation to the question of reason and revelation, I have received illumination from Peterson, whose lectures on Thomas Aquinas I am attending—which makes Book I of Calvin’s Institutes more understandable. There is a “natural theology”; even the proofs for the existence of God are not to be completely despised. Precisely from the standpoint of revelation, a relative and naturally imperfect knowledge of God on the part of the intellect must be postulated. But tell this to no one. I must sleep on it for a while before it becomes ripe for promulgation. Just think how all the Ritschlians especially will leap from their seats then’ (GA 4: 211).

Second, the claim that the doctrine of the Trinity is the doctrine by which the Church stands and falls was not unique to Bavinck. It was a claim also made by none other than Schleiermacher—albeit, with his own version of the doctrine in view. ‘Essential to our presentation in this Part’—that is, The Christian Faith, Part II, of which the treatment of the Trinity constitutes the ‘conclusion’—‘has been the doctrine of the union of the divine essence with human nature, both in the personality of Christ and in the common Spirit of the Church; with which the whole conception of Christianity in our Church doctrine stands or falls’ (Schleiermacher 1960: 458; [ET] 1976: 738). In any event, while the point being made here can certainly be given great prominence by being placed in the prolegomena, it is clear that it can also be made just as emphatically in a ‘conclusion’ to a treatment of redemption. Location, in matters of theology, is not always of decisive significance, as Barth himself admitted with reference to Thomas.

The second topic treated is the epistemic ‘root’ of the doctrine of the Trinity. How do Christian theologians gain access to the material treated under this heading? Where should they turn first? Barth begins to advance an answer by beginning with the historical ‘necessity’ of the doctrine. It is important to reiterate that Barth finds his starting point in the economy, in the historical movement from belief in the deity of Christ as evidenced in the New Testament to the elaboration of a doctrine of the Trinity in the early Church. He agrees with Adolf von Harnack: ‘the confession of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit is a development of the belief that Jesus is the Christ’ (GA 17: 121; GD: 99). Of course, the unpacking of the originating confession might well lead to more than one doctrine of the Trinity (and certainly it has, historically). What argument(s) does Barth offer in support of his own doctrine?

The ‘root’ of Barth’s construction is to be found in his analysis of the event of divine Self-revelation. The One who reveals God must Himself be God. Otherwise, it is not God who is revealed but information about God (a teaching merely). And so: if it is Christ Himself, in His ‘person’, who simply is the revelation of God, then what is revealed is not something but Someone, a divine Subject with whom He must be ‘of the same essence’ (GA 17: 122; GD: 100).

But, now, a peculiarity of Barth’s teaching is to be found in his affirmation that the One who reveals God in the ‘here and now’ of the existence of the man Jesus is One who lives ‘in the midst of our contradiction’—which means that his focus falls here especially on the union of this One with the human Jesus, understood as Son. Not a metaphysical abstraction is the ‘Son’ (i.e., a logos asarkos whose being is defined without reference to the humanity He would assume), but Jesus Christ in the concreteness of His human existence is the ‘Son’. This understanding leads quite quickly to the affirmation of a train of thought closely akin to what Barth would later call (in the 1950s) the ‘humanity of God’: ‘It is precisely God’s deity which, rightly understood, includes his humanity’ (HG: 46), which means that ‘In Him [i.e., Jesus Christ] the fact is once and for all established that God does not exist without man’ (HG: 50). In raising a necessary protest against the reduction of the Son and the Spirit to mere ‘modes of appearance’ already here, in the Göttingen Dogmatics, Barth writes: ‘As though God did not reveal Himself as He is, His essence, when He reveals Himself! As though for Him manifestation and essence, economic being and immanent being were not one in revelation rather than two! As though to all eternity and in the deepest depth of His deity, He were not this God, the one in three, because He is God: the object that turns and becomes subject, wherever and however we may think it, when we think of this object!’ (GA 17: 123; GD: 101). The point is dramatically underscored at the end of the paragraph when Barth says ‘God’s relation to us is not accidental. It is necessarily contained and grounded in God’s being…God would not be God if the relation to Him were not intrinsic to Him from the start’ (GA 17: 156, 157; GD: 128).

It is because Barth is focused on the human element in the incarnate Lord—in the midst of our contradiction!—that he also speaks of ‘three subjects’ (GA 17: 121; GD: 100) here in Göttingen rather than, as later, one subject in three modes of being. At the same time, it is not at all clear that Barth intended anything else by ‘three subjects’ than: one subject, three times. It remains the case, as will be seen further below, that the heavy emphasis laid on the idea of ‘inseparable operations’ tilts back in the direction of a single subject.

A third and final ‘preliminary’ problem follows directly from the second and consists in a consideration of the problem of so-called ‘vestiges of the Trinity’—analogies of the Trinity found in the human being as such (including Augustine’s appeal to intellect, will, and memory in human beings) or in nature (GA 17: 127; GD: 104). Barth’s view is that where analogies are employed, it becomes very hard in the long run to justify the claim that the Christian Trinity is the archetype and other triads are mere ‘copies’ (GA 17: 129; GD: 105). It is better by far to keep one’s eyes fixed on God’s Self-revelation in Christ, not looking away from it.

The Immanent or ‘Essential’ Trinity

Having justified his starting point, Barth turns to the task of constructing a doctrine of the immanent Trinity. Here again, however, the trajectory along which Barth carries out this task is provided by the economy—thus testifying to a relation of material identity (not reduction!) between the economic Trinity and the immanent Trinity. And so it is the immanent (or ‘essential’) Trinity that Barth is describing when he says: ‘He, the eternal Father, is the Lord at the beginning and end of the contradiction of our existence. He, the eternal Son of the Father, is the living Lord in the midst of our contradiction. He, the eternal Spirit of the Father and the Son, is and becomes our own Lord by proclaiming victory over the contradiction, addressing us as God’s children and servants, and giving us faith and obedience’ (GA 17: 105; GD: 87).

The Father–Son Relation

The starting point for this construction is to be found in the distinction implied and sometimes made explicit by the New Testament writers between One who speaks for Another and an Other who makes His own this speaking; between One who is exalted by being given the ‘name above all names’ (Phil. 2:9) and One who exalts Him; between One who lives in our contradiction against God and One who, precisely in that He is able to bestow power and authority upon the Crucified, shows Himself to be above our contradiction (GA 17: 136; GD: 111). Throughout the New Testament—and not just in the prayer which Jesus taught His disciples—the One who ‘has no part in the antithesis of transcendence and immanence in which we have to think, who has his existence from no other, who is anarchos…as the older theologians put it’ (GA 17: 137; GD: 112) is called ‘Father’.

Moreover, it is the eternal (pre-temporal) relation of the Father to his Son that makes him Father and not the relation to the world which is established in creating (GA 17: 137; GD: 113). ‘He was “begotten of his Father.” Later theologians rightly took this to mean that he did not come into being by a special act of the Father’s will, although naturally not without this will. It is of the nature of the Father and his will to beget the Son, this one Son. It is his eternal will to do it. “Before all worlds,” and not therefore by the incarnation, by the virgin birth, by his baptism in the Jordan, or by his resurrection and exaltation…The begetting, like the will, is as eternal as God himself. There was no time when the Son was not …’ (GA 17: 148; GD: 121). And so: ‘his sending into the world by the Father in time is to be distinguished from the eternal relationship between the two which underlies it’ (GA 17: 147; GD: 120). Distinguished as eternity is from time, not distinguished in content, however! For as the very next sentence informs us, ‘The Son is what he is because God in his revelation, in his Word, does not just posit something but posits himself. He is both subject and predicate, and truly subject only in the predicate’ (GA 17: 147; GD: 120).

What Barth is doing here is building the mission of the Son into his eternal begetting. His begetting, proper to the nature of God though it may be, looks forward to revelation in time as its ‘telos’. The use of the Hegelian phrase sich selbst setzt (‘posits himself’) is instructive at this point. The willing in question may be a necessity of nature but it is not pre-reflective or unconscious; it is the necessary willing of a living, self-reflexive subject. And the act of will is not without an element of intentionality. What we catch sight of here is a shift from the sphere of ontological discourse (with its talk of ‘essence’ and ‘natures’ and ‘persons’) to the phenomenological realm of discourse (which speaks of God as a self-conscious subject, as an agent of rationally willed activity). As a ‘necessary’ act, no ‘choice’ is involved in the self-positing that is eternal generation. But eternal generation is a fully conscious act, which looks forward to an outcome in history. That much is guaranteed by the aforementioned claim that God’s relation to human beings is not accidental but intrinsic to God’s being as God. That all of this is thought to have been realized in God’s being in protology—by way of anticipation, we might say—is what distances him finally from Hegel’s eschatologizing of divine self-consciousness, though the proximity of Barth’s exposition to Hegel is clear.

Finally, Barth affirms the homoousios of the Creed. In doing so, he takes it to mean that ‘the divine essence of the Father is also that of the Son; without division, without reduction, without limitation’ (GA 17: 150; GD: 122). Or, as he can also put it: ‘God would not be God, were he not so much God that he could and would encounter a second (and in this second, himself!), without losing his deity in the least’ (GA 17: 146; GD: 119).

Pneumatology

God is the Lord above the contradiction and in its midst—and also (we now add) in the proclamation of victory over the contradiction. In that the earliest Christians took the confession Jesus Kyrios on their lips, they demonstrated visibly that the event of revelation has a third moment, a moment in which individuals are enabled to say ‘my Lord’ (GA 17: 153; GD: 125). Revelation, thus, has a third ‘moment’ in which the lordship of God is established in the life of a recipient. In that this occurs, God stands with and in us…before himself (GA 17: 155; GD: 126).

In proclaiming the victory over the human contradiction of God, God remains other than ourselves. God is the Lord in this moment too. God is the content of revelation ‘even in our receiving of his Word, even in our being addressed, even in the reception of his gift’. And so Paul can say ‘The Spirit is the Lord’ (2 Cor. 3:17); not because he is collapsing the second person of the Trinity into the third, but because both are instantiations of the One Lord, the triune God (GA 17: 156; GD: 128). As such, both are also what they are not only in revelation but in themselves. The immanent distinction of Father from Son on the basis of an acknowledgement that the Sent One in the midst of our contradiction requires a Sender who is above it now leads to a distinction of the Spirit from both Father and Son. From all eternity, the triune God is also the Spirit. To the eternal begetting of the Son, there is necessarily added the spiration of the Spirit.

Barth concludes his relatively brief treatment of the Trinity in the Göttingen cycle with an affirmation of the filioque, though he admits that he does not understand as yet what was at stake for Eastern Christianity in their rejection of it (GA 17: 159; GD: 130). He would eventually come to the view that the Father is not the Father without the Son: a principium of the Spirit which had no reference to the Son would make of the Father an abstract principle of origin. But he is not yet in a position to draw that conclusion.

The Münster Dogmatics

Barth’s treatment of the Trinity in his Münster Prolegomena constitutes a considerable material expansion of the earlier version in Göttingen—above all where consideration of historical sources is concerned. The single paragraph devoted to the Trinity in Göttingen now became five paragraphs (§§9–13): God in His Revelation, God’s Triunity, God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit (GA 14: vi–vii). Each of the three last-named paragraphs begins with the work ‘appropriated’ to a particular person in the economy in order then to move ‘back’ or ‘up’ to consideration of the eternal ‘person’ to whom that work has been ‘appropriated’. So, for example, in §11, ‘The Father as Creator’ (GA 14: 233) is followed by ‘The Father as Fons Deitatis’ (GA 14: 239). In §12, ‘The Son as Reconciler’ (GA 14: 245) is followed by ‘The Uniquely Begotten Son’ (GA 14: 256). Thus, the movement in thought is always from the economy to the immanent Trinity, from below to above.

This disposition of the material anticipates in every respect what would later be found in Church Dogmatics I/1. And since it is framed from first to last by questions already raised in Göttingen, it offers strong external testimony to the degree of continuity in the development of Barth’s doctrine in all three versions. Most conspicuous, perhaps, is the fact that the ‘differentiation’ of the Trinitarian persons again finds its root in the understanding that God is the Lord above the contradiction in which humans find themselves, in that contradiction, and in the proclamation of victory over that contradiction.

For our purposes here, it is not necessary to re-visit points already made. What we are interested in are new accents given to already existing material, the expansions, and the corrections. Where new accents are concerned, the most important perhaps is the consideration given to the ‘root’ of the doctrine of the Trinity. The ‘root’ is still—as before—the structure of the event of revelation in its three moments. But Barth now ‘summarizes’ this finding in the statement: ‘God reveals Himself as the Lord’ (GA 14: 173). He tells us that this statement should be understood as an ‘equation’ in which the subject, the predicate and the object are all God (GA 14: 174). Who speaks? God alone (GA 14: 174–7). What is said? That God is wholly and completely revelation (GA 14: 177–80). To whom is this said? To God Himself as the One who hears in us, and hears in us in God’s ‘otherness’ (without His own speaking and hearing in response to His Self-revelation flowing into ours, without His standing in a relation of continuity with ours; see GA 14: 180–3).

Barth would later say of the statement ‘God reveals Himself as the Lord’ that it may be rightly regarded as an ‘analytical judgement’ (CD I/1: 306)—that is, one in which the predicate is contained in the grammatical subject. That assessment, in particular, unleashed a fair bit of less than helpful commentary a generation or so ago, which might have been avoided had the statement been taken more seriously as the ‘summary’ Barth said it to be of insights gleaned from the revelation event as depicted in the New Testament. Barth is not engaged here in speculation as was sometimes suggested (Pannenberg 1980: 96–111; Moltmann 1981: 139–44). Pannenberg, for example, contended in a brilliant essay that in the equation of the economic Trinity with an immanent Trinity which provides the former with its ground, Barth’s doctrine of the Trinity ‘finds itself in material proximity to Hegel’s’ (Pannenberg 1980: 98). That much is certainly true. Where Pannenberg’s analysis begins to lose traction in Barth’s own thought has to do with his worries over whether making the Father the ‘primary form’ of the one personal ‘I’ and the author of the other two modes of being does not result (necessarily?) in a ‘de-potentiation’ of the Son and the Spirit. I would say that it does not—for reasons that will become clear. That this critique should have been advanced at all has to do with the fact that Pannenberg would like to understand the ‘personality’ of God as the ‘result’ of the three modes of being (in their collective activities?) (Pannenberg 1980: 98). There is at work here a preference on Pannenberg’s part for the eschatological over the protological. Be that as it may, what I am suggesting here is that a proximity to Hegel’s conception is not a bad thing. And the proximity in question offers no guarantee that Barth has become ‘speculative’ since the train of thought which has led to the proximity begins with an analysis of the revelation event as depicted in the New Testament—a subject in which Hegel evinced little interest, so far as I am aware.

Barth’s starting point is rather Dei loquentis persona (‘God speaking in Person’; GA 14: 172; cf. CD I/1: 304)—an event to which the whole of the NT bears witness. The more important point here is not the ‘derivation’, as such, but the equation which makes it possible. ‘The ratio of the Trinity is the ratio of the revelation of God’ (GA 14: 199). God is, in His revelation, ‘the Revealer, the revelation and that which is revealed’ (GA 14: 199). God is himself in all three ‘moments’ of revelation because God is those things in Himself. It is quite true that it is only Barth’s ‘concept’ of revelation that leads to this conclusion. But, then, all any theologian has at her disposal are concepts; it is never the thing itself. The thing to do when confronted by such an observation is simply to ask: to what extent is Barth’s ‘concept’ of revelation an adequate representation of the revelation event to which the NT points? His starting point lies in hymns and confessions found in the NT. If he refuses to begin with the ‘exegetical results’ of an investigation into the ‘historical relationship of Jesus to the Father’ (Pannenberg 1980: 101), that does not mean that he does not have a historical starting point—to treat life of Jesus research and speculation as the only possibilities is mistaken. It simply means that his historical starting point is not to be found behind the texts of the NT but in them—in the confession of the primitive church.

Where significant expansion is concerned, the most significant point to be mentioned has to do with Barth’s treatment of triunity in God. There is in God, Barth now says, not ‘three personalities’ but ‘one divine I, individual or subject, one personality of God…’ (GA 14: 208). The modern substitution of the self-conscious subject for the Boethian definition of a ‘person’ as ‘an individual substance of a rational nature’ (GA 14: 217) will no longer allow us, Barth thinks, to speak of a differentiation of Trinitarian ‘persons’—since that would imply the existence of three self-conscious subjects. Thus the talk of ‘three persons’ from Göttingen here gives way to talk of one divine Subject in three ‘modes of being’ (GA 14: 218–19, 227). Barth also advances here for the first time the distinction which would provide his defence against the charge of modalism, between ‘modes of being’ and ‘modes of appearing’ (GA 14: 210). And he now saw clearly that to understand the three hypostases in the triune God as ‘individuals’ or distinct ‘personalities’ made one guilty of that ‘tritheism’ which had been condemned in the ancient church in relation to Johann Philoponos, in the middle ages in relation to Joachim of Fiore and in modern times in Anton Günther and Richard Grützmacher (GA 14: 220). The ancient church did not speak of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit as three gods but one and the same God ‘three times, the one whole God in three persons’ (GA 14: 208). Barth’s correction of the tradition is, thus, in its way, a modest one; a making plain of its intention. He does not yet speak of triunity in God in terms of an ‘eternal repetition in eternity’, as he would later (CD I/1: 350), but he could well have done so already. The building blocks for that formulation are all here.

But—and this is a point often missed by Barth’s critics such as Pannenberg and Moltmann—Barth’s ‘monotheism’ is qualified by his insistence that numerical predication in relation to the triune God can never rise above the level of analogy and those who fail to recognize this get themselves into serious problems on the one side or the other (cf. CD I/1: 354–8). The ‘one-ness’ of God is something other than ‘singularity’ and ‘solitude’ (GA 14: 211). God is, in fact, neither ‘singularity’ nor ‘multiplicity’ but rather ‘three-in-oneness (Dreieinigkeit). Barth cites, with approval, Peter Lombard and Thomas Aquinas who say that use of numerical concepts in speaking of the triune God can only have a ‘negative significance’ (GA 14: 212). That is to say: God is ‘3’ but not a multiplicity. And God is ‘1’ but not a singular or solitary individual.

And so it follows quite naturally that Barth would qualify the affirmation that the Father is the fons totius deitatis (a phrase he found in Augustine’s De Trinitate IV, 20 and 29; cf. GA 14: 229) with the affirmation of the ancient doctrine of perichoresis (in both its senses—circumincessio and circuminsessio; cf. GA 14: 226)—and vice versa. In his time, it was the first move that would have caused perplexity and discomfort—given widespread disdain for metaphysical discussions of the Trinity. Today, however, it is the second. But this dialectic is crucial to Barth’s recognition that God is not 1 and also 3 or 3 and also 1 (as if we could know without reference to the triune God what one-ness and three-ness mean and simply add them together—as three ‘persons’ are added to one ‘essence’). A recognition that numerical predication is analogical in nature means that God’s ‘three-in-oneness’ is only adequately attested where it is also recognized that one cannot speak of God as a single personality without immediately qualifying that affirmation with the concept of perichoresis. And if, on the other hand, one should try to objectify perichoresis epistemically through a refusal of the confession that the Father is the source of the deity of the other two, there God will have been stripped of His deity and brought under human epistemic control (GA 14: 244). Along this trajectory of thought, it has also become possible—though Barth did not quite say this—to treat perichoresis as having a more general significance and to apply it to human-to-human relations, for example. It is only in and through careful preservation of this final and ultimate (epistemological) dialectic that a doctrine of the Trinity can point beyond itself to the reality of the triune God in whom both sides of this dialectic are truly reconciled.

But now notice: use of this dialectic also preserves the proper orientation or directional flow of the analogy between Trinitarian reality and those human concepts whose use has been authorized by the witness of the New Testament. On the plane of creaturely reality, for ‘one’ to be the ‘source’ of ‘another’ would entail subordination of the second to the first. Equally, on the plane of creaturely reality, a ‘mutual indwelling’ (should such a thing even be conceivable) would result in an egalitarianism which erases difference. The point is that the only possible justification for the use of what appear to be mutually contradictory conceptions is that both are reconciled in God, that they are both true—but true in God alone. That then also means that ‘generation’ in God is unlike anything we know as generation. Barth would correspondingly later write of the care necessary at this point: ‘in this one God there is primarily at least—let us put it cautiously, something like fatherhood and sonship, and therefore something like begetting and being begotten, and then a third thing common to both, which is not a being begotten, nor proceeding merely from the begetter, but…a bringing forth which originates in concert in both begetter and begotten’ (CD I/1: 363). And it means in addition that perichoresis is unlike anything we know and experience as egalitarian relations. And if, nevertheless, it is necessary to use them, it can only be because the Self-revelation of God in Christ as attested in Scripture requires to do so. If, indeed, an analogy between divine reality and human concepts exists, it will only be recognized where divine reality gives itself to be known in and through these concepts.

This use of a dialectical method in order to preserve that direction of thought from which alone a true analogy between the Trinity and the human concepts employed to speak of the Trinity can emerge is vividly on display once again when Barth turns to the images of ‘Son’ and ‘Word’. The image of the ‘Son’ is connected by the ancient church with ‘eternal generation’—which speaks of a ‘continuity’ in essence of the triune Subject in His first and second modes of being. The image of ‘Word’ on the other hand upholds the distinction between the divine Speaker and that which is Spoken by Him in Jesus Christ. Neither of these images can stand as a fitting analogy to apply to God in God’s second mode of being without the ‘correction’ offered by the other (GA 14: 264). Both are needed if the dissimilarity and the similarity in the analogy proposed are to be rightly specified. Both are needed if we are to be in a position to recognize that the second person of the Trinity is both Son and Word—and what that means.

Taking a step back, what we see emerging here are the clear outlines of Barth’s so-called ‘analogy of faith’. Speaking of the relation of faith to revelation, Barth writes that ‘The human indeed does, in fact, something corresponding, parallel, analogous in his own created sphere of being in view of that which God does in His as He reveals Himself’ (GA 14: 180), and thus that what the human does stands in ‘analogy’ to what God does in knowing Himself in His Self-revelation—but not in ‘continuity’ (GA 14: 181). These outlines emerge without, be it noted, requiring the abandonment of his dialectical method. And it is happening within the bounds of that doctrine which Barth considers basic to all others. Dialectic is clearly subordinated to analogy; the former serves the latter. And that is as it should be.

A final expansion deserving mention has to do with the filioque. Barth’s reservation against abandonment of the filioque has to do with the fear that an independent relation to the Father as the principium et fons deitatis on the part of the Spirit who gives life to believers would provide an excuse for looking past the revelation of God in Christ, thereby establishing a direct relation to a ‘Creator God’ which has no existence (GA 14: 288). The fons totius deitatis is only ever ‘Father’—and, therefore, the Father who is never without His Son. Put more positively, he believes that the filioque does greater justice to a doctrine of the Trinity, which seeks to be faithful to the understanding of revelation attested in the New Testament.

We come then finally to ‘corrections’ introduced into the Göttingen material. Most conspicuous by its absence is the passage cited above which read: ‘God’s relation to us is not accidental. It is necessarily contained and grounded in God’s being…God would not be God if the relation to Him were not intrinsic to Him from the start’ (GA 17: 156, 157; GD: 128). We must be careful, however, not to exaggerate the significance of this deletion. As we have noted already, Barth could still say—well into the 1950s—that ‘It is precisely God’s deity which, rightly understood, includes his humanity’ (HG: 46). It is possible that, in the writing of Die christliche Dogmatik im Entwurf, Barth felt such a claim too easily misunderstood when placed alongside a contemporary treatment of the Trinity like that of Friedrich Gogarten in his work Ich glaube an den dreieinigen Gott (Gogarten 1926)—a text Barth described privately to his friend Thurneysen as ‘the book of confessions of the new Protestantism’ (GA 4 [1974]: 440). But a more precise and confident treatment of this problem awaits further research.

Barth’s Treatment of the Trinity in Church Dogmatics I/1

The doctrine of the Trinity found in Church Dogmatics I/1 is, once again, the result of considerable material expansion (from eighty-eight pages in the original German text of Die christliche Dogmatik im Entwurf to 204 pages in §§8–12 of the Church Dogmatics). The wealth of historical knowledge acquired not only through manuals of Roman Catholic dogmatics but also through serious acquaintance with the writings of Thomas Aquinas, Matthias Scheeben, and others is most impressive for the period in which Barth was writing. Rarely had a modern Protestant theologian invested so much time and energy in acquainting himself with Roman Catholic teaching. In any event, such problems as Barth does not consider are the result not of ignorance but of a decision not to speculate.

The temptation to read the doctrine of the Trinity here as a free-standing treatise has proven irresistible to many (see, for a recent example, Hunsinger 2015). What such readers miss through disregard of the learning process which led to this final version of the doctrine of the Trinity is the degree to which the driving concern to tailor the doctrine of the Trinity to the requirements of a biblical understanding of revelation—present from the beginning—controls all that is said here as well.

The doctrine of the Trinity, as Barth now makes clear, is not to be found in the New Testament. The problem to which the doctrine of the Trinity provides the best possible answer is to be found there, but that doctrine had to be produced by the Church. The problem was this: ‘the question that is answered by the doctrine of the Trinity is a very specific question regarding the basic concept of the revelation of God or the basic fact of it as attested in Scripture…The specific question about revelation which is answered in the doctrine of the Trinity, however, is the question of who it is that reveals Himself, the question of the subject of revelation…The Church doctrine of the Trinity is a self-enclosed circle. Its decisive and controlling concern is to say with exactitude and completeness that God is the Revealer. But how can it say this with exactitude and completeness unless it declares that none other than the Revealer is God?’ (CD I/1: 379–80). It is quite clear that Barth still regards the doctrine of the Trinity as the answer to a question posed by the concept of revelation he thinks himself to find in Scripture. Revelation has to do most fundamentally with the knowledge of God. It is more than that, since to know God is, for Barth, to be known by Him. Revelation is, we might say, reconciliation. But there can be no question but that Barth’s discussion of the ‘root’ of the doctrine of the Trinity has a great deal to do with theological epistemology.

This connection has not always been recognized in recent literature. Hunsinger, for example, argues that Barth’s treatment of the ‘root’ of the doctrine of the Trinity in Church Dogmatics I/1: 304–47 does not have the character of a ‘derivation’. Indeed, according to Hunsinger, ‘He was not trying to explain how the dogma of the Trinity is acquired. He was presupposing the dogma and using it to interpret the revelation.’ And because Barth is said to have ‘presupposed’ the Church’s dogma of the Trinity, Hunsinger concludes that Barth’s discussion of the ‘root’ of the doctrine ‘was not so much epistemological as logical and analytical’ (Hunsinger 2015: 2). On all of these points, Hunsinger is mistaken. Barth does not ‘presuppose’ the dogma. Rather, presupposing that ‘the Word of God is above dogma as the heavens are above the earth’ he tests the dogma in the light of a fresh hearing of the Word in Holy Scripture (CD I/1: 266). ‘The dogma’, after all, ‘does not have divine dignity for us but only human pedagogic dignity’ (CD I/1: 415). Moreover, to say that discussion of the ‘root’ of the doctrine is ‘analytical’ is to put Barth back into the fire of criticisms brought against his doctrine by Pannenberg and Moltmann considered above.

The understanding of the immanent Trinity which is commensurate with Barth’s starting point in the economy is as follows: God is one Subject in three ‘modes of being’. Barth regards ‘modes of being’ [Seinsweisen] as a proper translation of the Greek tropos huparxeos (‘modes of origin’; CD I/1: 359). There is much to be said in favour of this decision. ‘Modes of origin’ are proper to God; they are no mere ‘appearances’. And, in fact, ‘modes of origin’ were all that the early Church had at its disposal in its attempt to differentiate the divine ‘persons’ from one another. In Thomas’s great synthesis, ‘persons’ simply are ‘subsisting relations’—a definition which Barth believes Calvin to have approved. And so, it is with a good deal of historical justification that he regards the ‘persons’ as ‘modes of being’.

So: ‘triunity’ in God refers to the fact that God is one Subject in three modes of being. That means that God is one divine ‘I’ three times—an ‘eternal repetition in eternity’ (CD I/1: 350, 353)—such that ‘we are speaking not of three divine I’s, but thrice of the one divine I’ (CD I/1: 351). That God is an eternal repetition in eternity means that there was never a ‘time’ when this repetition had not already taken place, however true it may be that the life-act of generating and spirating are perpetual. The Father is never without the Son, and so on. That God is an eternal repetition in eternity means that the one divine I is fully Himself in each of His three modes of being, without diminution. Thus, to speak of a full equality of the modes of being is to affirm that God is fully and completely God in each of His modes of being.

The language of modes of being should not be off-putting, though many have complained about it. It is not, in Barth’s hands, impersonal language. The one ‘I’ three times means that each mode of being is the one divine Person or Subject. Barth wishes only to say that the more appropriate point at which to take up the concept of the divine ‘person’ is in dogmatics proper. ‘It belongs to another locus, to the doctrine of God proper, and to this as derived from the doctrine of the Trinity’ (CD I/1: 358; cf. CD II/1: 284–5).

The term perichoresis is used by Barth to guarantee that God is fully Himself in all three of His modes of being. But the affirmation that triunity in God consists in one divine Subject three times strictly limits the range of application of this ancient concept. It is not appropriately used to speak of a communion or fellowship of distinct ‘persons’ (individuals), since Barth regards such a concept as tritheistic. Perichoresis refers to a ‘complete’ (in the sense of being original to God and originating in God) participation of each mode of being in the other two modes (CD I/1: 370). The truth is though that, in Barth’s hands, perichoresis adds little or nothing to that which is also achieved by the emphasis on divine Self-repetition—that God is fully Himself in each of His modes of being. Given that this is so, he had no real need for it—and could have done without it.

The Trinitarian axiom opera trinitatis ad extra sunt indivisa (the external works of the Trinity are indivisible) follows quite naturally from the understanding of God as a single Subject in three modes of being (CD I/1: 362). Barth interprets this axiom in its full Augustinian significance. If one ‘person’ of the Trinity does something, all ‘three’ do it—even though we may be required by Scripture to ‘appropriate’ a particular activity of the triune God to a specific ‘person’ (i.e., creation to the Father, reconciliation to the Son, redemption to the Spirit). Barth follows the manual dogmatics of the Roman Catholic theologian Bernhard Bartmann in affirming three rules for correct use of the doctrine of ‘appropriations’: 1) ‘appropriations’ must not be arbitrary but must reflect the real distinctions in God which are posited with the differing ‘modes of origin’; 2) ‘appropriations’ must not be intended exclusively: they are not ‘personal’ properties of the mode of being to which they are assigned since they belong, at the end of the day, to all the modes of being in common—which is to say that works (and, indeed, attributes) of God are ‘common’; and 3) ‘appropriations’ must not be freely invented but must demonstrate material derivation from Holy Scripture (CD I/1: 374). Thus, the Trinitarian axiom of inseparable operations is basic; the doctrine of ‘appropriations’ functions, in Barth’s thought, as a ‘hermeneutical process’ which gives the appearance of having something more at our disposal than ‘modes of origin’ alone when speaking of the differentiation of the three (Jüngel 2001: 48—this book remains, to this day, the finest monograph length treatment of Barth’s doctrine of the Trinity). But we all know—or Barth thinks that we should—that ‘appropriations’ are not to be taken so literally as to conflict with the axiom of inseparable operations (though I am not myself convinced and would side more readily with Karl Rahner when it comes to the question of ‘personal properties’ [cf. McCormack 2012: 230–53]).

Barth proceeds to devote a full paragraph of Church Dogmatics in turn to Father, Son, and Spirit. In what follows, I will attend only to the second section of each paragraph with the result that it is only the immanent Trinity that will put in an appearance. But it should be remembered that the first section of each paragraph deals with economic relations.

God is ‘the Father’ not first because He is the Creator or ‘our Father’ through adoption but because ‘fatherhood’ is ‘an eternal mode of being of the divine essence’ (CD I/1: 390). ‘Paternity’ has to be a responsible description of the first mode of being in the triune God if it is ‘eternal generation’ which gives rise to the second. God is ‘Father’ because He is ‘the Author of His other modes of being’ (CD I/1: 393). All other uses of the name ‘Father’ in relation to activities of God directed ad extra are ‘derived and improper’ in comparison with the one use which is original and proper (CD I/1: 394). Thus, the first article of the Creed is not ‘an article of natural theology’ (CD I/1: 391).

Jesus Christ does not become the Son or Word in the event of revelation. He reveals Himself as these things because He is them in Himself. ‘Down to the very depths of deity, not as something penultimate but as the ultimate thing that is to be said about God, God is God the Son as He is God the Father. Jesus Christ, the Son of God, is God Himself as God the Father is God Himself’ (CD I/1: 414). From the other direction (‘from below’): ‘as Christ is in revelation, so He is antecedently in Himself’ (CD I/1: 428). Notice that in each case, it is ‘Jesus Christ’ who is the referent of these claims, not an ‘eternal Son’ as such. ‘We have to take revelation with such utter seriousness that in it as God’s act we must directly see God’s being too’ (CD I/1: 428). There is no difference in content where the distinction between the eternal Son and the incarnate Lord is concerned. What this might mean remains underdeveloped and we will not speculate about it here. And, finally, nothing Barth has to say here about the eternal begetting or the homoousios constitutes a substantial advance over against what we already saw in Die christliche Dogmatik im Entwurf. What is worth noting is this. Barth says of his treatment of the relation of Father and Son—and the begetting which makes each to be what ‘He’ is: ‘We do not know what we are saying when we call God Father and Son. We can say it only in such a way that on our lips and in our concepts it is untruth’ (CD I/1: 433). And so: ‘we cannot claim that what we have thought and said is correct. Correctness belongs exclusively to that about which we have thought and spoken, not to what we have thought and spoken’ (CD I/1: 432).

Finally, the agnostic drift created by the reduction of differences amongst the three modes of being to ‘modes of origin’ is dramatically exacerbated by the fact that we humans can say nothing with regard to how the generation of the Son and the procession of the Spirit differ as activities (CD I/1: 474–6)—when the filioque is rejected as it is in the East. Barth’s rationale for lending his support to the filioque has to do with the fact that the Spirit appears in the economy as the Spirit of both Father and Son, a point not contested by Eastern Christians. That the relation could be somehow different in the immanent Trinity than in the economy—which Eastern Christians would also want to say (CD I/1: 480)—is rendered impossible by the ‘rule’ with which Barth has worked throughout, viz. ‘that statements about the divine modes of being antecedently in themselves cannot be different in content from those that are to be made about their reality in revelation’ (CD I/1: 497, emphasis added). To emphasize the point, Barth continues, ‘The reality of God in His revelation cannot be bracketed by an “only,” as though somewhere behind His revelation there stood another reality of God; the reality of God which encounters us in His revelation is His reality in all the depths of eternity’ (CD I/1: 497). That the Father is never not already the Father of the Son means that, in breathing forth the Spirit, the Father does so precisely as Father and not as an abstract principle of origin. And that means: not without the Son. And even the concessive addition made by some Eastern theologians ‘by the Father through the Son’ is not finally adequate for expressing the ‘essence of the Spirit’ as the ‘consubstantial’ (co-equal) fellowship of Father and Son (CD I/1: 482). And so: the Son is not the instrument of the Father in breathing forth the Spirit (CD I/1: 484). The meaning of the filioque must not be watered down. Its meaning is that the Spirit has a twofold ‘origin’. In so saying, Barth made himself to be one of the strongest supporters of the filioque in the modern Western churches (Protestant or Roman Catholic).

Conclusion

Karl Barth never returned to the doctrine of the Trinity in a direct and extended way after completing Church Dogmatics I/1 in 1932. But the Christological sections of the later volumes of his dogmatics do contain interesting and important insights that are suggestive of a certain advance over against the earlier formal treatment. Where Christology is concerned, the critical step taken in Church Dogmatics IV/1–IV/3 lies in the substitution of the narrated ‘history’ of Jesus of Nazareth as confessed in the New Testament for a doctrine of the ‘person’ of Christ. The ‘person’, in other words, was defined by this history rather than by ontological categories in the first instance. The two ‘natures’ were ‘actualized’ (CD IV/2: 105)—and in this way, ‘historicized’ (i.e., rendered in the form of a single shared history in which the ‘being’ of the God-human was constituted).

Corresponding to this development, Barth sought the ontological ground of this shared history in a description of intra-Trinitarian relations in which that history is anticipated, so to speak. Crucially, Barth now speaks of an eternal humility and an eternal obedience of the Son to the Father (CD IV/1: 193). Clearly, this cannot have been intended to be taken literally. Barth was as committed as ever to his basic Trinitarian model of one subject in three modes of being. One cannot have a humility of One before Another or an obedience of One to Another if there is only one subject. What is intended is to make the Self-humiliation of God as proper to Him as His majesty. Barth writes: ‘We have not only not to deny but actually to affirm and understand as essential to the being of God the offensive fact that there is in God Himself an above and a below, a prius and a posterius, a superiority and a subordination’ (CD IV/1: 200)—in other words, ‘for God it is just as natural to be lowly as to be high’ (CD IV/1: 192). To accomplish this, Barth now built the Trinitarian missions into the Trinitarian processions (CD IV/1: 202–4)—so that the processions look forward to the incarnation of the Son and the outpouring of the Spirit in time as the culmination, if you will, of God’s ‘aseity’, that is, of His eternal act of Self-constitution as the triune God that He is.

In taking this step, Barth had found a remedy for a heretofore unresolved problem in the ‘orthodox’ conception of the Trinity. The unresolved problem lay in the fact that no answer had been given to the question of ‘what’ the Trinitarian ‘persons’ are. The only answer available to the orthodox lay in their differing ‘modes of origin’. But ‘modes of origin’ is not an answer to the ‘what’ question; it is an answer to the ‘how’ question—how each is constituted—which tells us nothing as yet with regard to ‘what’ each is or what the ‘three’ are collectively. ‘Modes of origin’ differentiate while evading the ‘what’ question. The truth is that an answer to the ‘what’ question which would truly differentiate the ‘persons’ would have to lie in ‘personal properties’ rather than shared or ‘common properties’. Where all you have are ‘common properties’ of three somethings distinguished only by ‘modes of origin’, there all you have is one ‘who’ and three ‘I know not whats’.

The problem, traditionally, is that the one divine ‘essence’ was conceived as a spiritual ‘substance’ in which all three ‘persons’ must ‘participate’ fully and equally for all three to be ‘essentially’ God. On this showing, every attribute ascribed rightly to God can only be a description of the one divine ‘essence’ or spiritual substance as a whole. By the same token, attributes could only be ‘common’. ‘Personal properties’ which truly differentiate would mean an addition to the one substantially conceived ‘essence’—and every ‘addition’ would have to mean a lessening of divinity, a movement away from an ‘essence’ defined as perfect. In sum: it wasn’t simply an oversight when the Tradition failed to answer the question ‘what are the three?’ It was an outcome necessitated by the metaphysics employed.

But, now, if we were to follow Barth in defining the Trinity as one Subject in three modes of being, then the ‘essence’ of the divine Subject would no longer be defined substantially but ‘historically’—that is, in terms of the lived history of that Subject. What is ‘essential’ to the divine Subject is what is proper to each ‘mode of being’ as the lived forms or modalities of this Subject’s existence when seen together. This does not have to mean that the divine ‘essence’ is an eschatological concept; all of this can be understood as contained in the Trinitarian processions and, therefore, as admitting of a protological anticipation in which there is already real differentiation.

What then is the ‘personal property’ of the eternal Son? Barth has already pointed to the answer: humility, lowliness, self-emptying. What is the ‘personal property’ of the Father? Again, Barth has provided an answer: He is the fons et origo of the Son and Spirit and, as such, exalted, majestic. What is the personal property of the Holy Spirit? Here Barth needs some supplementation. The Spirit is, I would say, the power by means of which Father and Son do all that they do ad extra; the creative and redeeming power at work in Christ and therefore in creation and in and through the Church. What God is ‘essentially’ is all three sets of personal properties (and any ‘common properties’ which can be shown to be expressed in all three ‘modes of being’).
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chapter 15

Revelation and Scripture


Kenneth Oakes




The doctrines of revelation and Holy Scripture played pivotal roles in Karl Barth’s attempt to understand and present the whole length and breadth of Christian doctrine and its meaning for the life of the church. In Barth’s hands, revelation and Scripture become the noetic corollaries of the triune God’s presence amongst, and self-communication to, creatures. As attested in Holy Scripture, this divine presence and self-communication is primarily enacted and known in the incarnation and resurrection of the Son and the outpouring of the Holy Spirit. Put in these terms, the doctrines of revelation and Scripture are not fielded to dispel epistemological worries, nor are they objects of apologetic projects, nor do they provide bits of rough or provisional data intended for conceptual improvement. Instead, the doctrines of revelation and Scripture form part of the wider presentation of the being, presence, and activity of the triune God in the creative, gracious, and redeeming works directed towards creatures. As such, these doctrines may be handled in discrete loci, but they will also need to be constantly articulated and developed through other doctrines, especially Christology, pneumatology, and ecclesiology. As can also be seen in two dramatic biographical episodes, Barth thought that the church’s life and discipleship depended upon a faithful listening to and exposition of revelation and Scripture. There is his famous turn to Paul’s Epistle to the Romans after the outbreak of the First World War and his disappointment and frustration regarding the religious support offered by German theologians to Kaiser Wilhelm II’s war policy. And there is the 1934 Barmen Declaration, written largely by Barth himself, which declares Jesus Christ as attested in Scripture to be the one source and norm for the church’s understanding and proclamation.

The following presentation of revelation and Scripture in Karl Barth focuses on Church Dogmatics and is expository in nature. It covers Barth’s doctrines of the three forms of the Word of God, revelation, and Holy Scripture as presented in the prolegomenal Church Dogmatics I/1 and I/2, and then discusses several notable appearances of these themes in the later volumes which deal with Christian doctrine. Thereafter, criticisms of Barth’s stance on natural theology and his doctrine of Scripture are briefly summarized before some concluding remarks.

The Three Forms of the One Word of God

Barth’s doctrines of revelation and Scripture are placed within his larger account of the Word of God in Church Dogmatics I/1 and I/2. His doctrine of the Word of God forms a sweeping circle and is described through three ‘forms’: church proclamation, the Word of God preached; Holy Scripture, the Word of God written; and revelation, the Word of God in itself and in its work ad extra. The Word of God enters into consideration inasmuch as Barth initially defines dogmatics as a churchly activity that corrects and criticizes church proclamation on behalf of its source and norm: the Word of God. This relationship between dogmatics and church proclamation leads to an introductory section on the three forms of the Word of God, followed by extended accounts of revelation and Holy Scripture. Barth then returns full circle to the issues of church proclamation and pure doctrine with which the discussion began.

Revelation

The primary and original form of the Word of God is revelation, which is the free and gracious presence and self-communication of the triune God ad extra. Put simply: ‘revelation is God Himself’ (GIA: 13). As the ontological and noetic corollary of the presence of God, revelation can only be realized and known through and by itself. Thus Barth writes: ‘revelation—that which came to prophets and apostles as revelation—is nothing less than God Himself’, which means that it is ‘a reality the possibility of which resides absolutely within itself; and therefore, also, we shall never, no, not in all eternity, be able to understand, derive, and substantiate it except out of itself. God is of and through Himself’ (GIA: 12–13). As revelation is the presence and activity of God himself, in Church Dogmatics I/1 and I/2 Barth elaborates his doctrine of revelation over three parts: the Trinity (§§8–12), the incarnation of the Word (§§13–15), and the outpouring of the Holy Spirit (§§16–18).

As Barth clarifies at the outset of his account of revelation, the task at hand is not to offer a logical, historical, or comparative analysis of a generic concept of revelation; it is to elucidate the fact, manner, and content of the revelation presupposed by Christian proclamation. Just as church proclamation does not entertain the notion of ‘revelation in the abstract’ or ‘revelation as such’, so the dogmatics concerned with church proclamation ‘must keep to Holy Scripture as the witness of revelation’ (CD I/1: 295). As Barth explains:

We are asking about the revelation in terms of which proclamation can and must be measured by the Bible and to which the Bible and proclamation both relate in what is also, then, a mutual relation. We have to do with the concrete concept of revelation which the Bible attests to have taken place and proclamation promises will come, with the concrete bracket which embraces a specific past, the epiphany of Jesus Christ, and what is always a specific future, the moment when men will hear God’s Word, in the Scripture that is adopted by the proclamation of the Church.

(CD I/1: 290)

In this way Barth’s exposition of revelation presupposes a specifically Christian and materially rich concept of revelation, normed by, and drawn from, Scripture and oriented to the faithfulness and health of church proclamation.

Barth develops his doctrine of revelation in Church Dogmatics I around an analytic statement and three interrelated questions. The analytic statement is: ‘God reveals himself as the Lord’ (CD I/1: 306). The three questions are: Who is the God who reveals himself? How is revelation accomplished? What is the result or effect of revelation? Barth’s initial response is that ‘God reveals himself. He reveals himself through himself. He reveals himself’ (CD I/1: 296). This response is itself a restatement of the doctrine of the Trinity in terms of God’s self-revelation and humanity’s ‘threefold knowledge of the God who is Himself the Revealer, Himself the act of His revelation, and Himself His Revealedness, in the doctrine of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit’ (CD I/2: 203). More materially determined answers to Barth’s three questions would be that the God who reveals himself is Father, Son, and Holy Spirit (the first part of his doctrine of revelation); that God reveals himself through the incarnation of the Word (the second part); and that the result of God’s self-revelation is the outpouring of the Holy Spirit (the third part).

The root of the doctrine of the Trinity is that the one God who reveals himself as Lord in Scripture is Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, and is thus thrice our Lord. In his preliminary exposition of the Trinity, Barth characterizes the persons of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit in terms of their traditional economic appropriations as Creator, Reconciler, and Redeemer, and as they are eternally and antecedently in themselves. God the Father, as Creator, is and reveals himself to be Lord of our existence. God the Son, as Reconciler, is and reveals himself to be Lord in the midst of our enmity towards God. And God the Holy Spirit, as Redeemer, is and reveals himself to be the Lord who has set us free. The one God can encounter us as Lord in these three ways because he is antecedently and in himself Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. God can be our Father and the Lord of our life and death because he is antecedently and in himself the Father of the Son. God the Son can be the one who comes to us as our brother and as the Word spoken to us because he is the Son and Word of the Father antecedently and in himself. God the Holy Spirit can be the Lord who sets us free to become children of God because he is the eternal love and fellowship of the Father and the Son. Thus it is not only in his creative, reconciling, and redeeming revelation and action ad extra that God is Father, Son, and Holy Spirit; it is also that God is eternally and antecedently Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. What Barth says of the Holy Spirit applies to each person of the Trinity in turn: ‘What He is in revelation He is antecedently in Himself. And what He is antecedently in Himself He is in revelation’ (CD I/1: 466).

As for how revelation takes place, Barth answers, ‘According to Holy Scripture God’s revelation takes place in that God’s Word became a man and that this man has become God’s revelation. The incarnation of the eternal Word, Jesus Christ, is God’s revelation’ (CD I/2: 1). Jesus Christ, then, is the objective reality and possibility of revelation. Jesus Christ, very God and very man, is the revelation and enactment of God’s freedom for humanity. This act of freedom stands at the very centre of Scripture and shows that God is free to be for us and has time for us. The time of the revelation and presence of the Word in the flesh is fulfilled or real time, the fullness of time, in contrast to our own lost time. This revelation and its own unique time are anticipated by the prophets and remembered by the apostles. The Old Testament is the time of expectation towards this revelation; the New Testament is its time of recollection. The shared content to which both witness and testify, each in its own way, is the resurrection of Jesus Christ. The resurrection of Jesus Christ, however, is not an isolated event in the distant future or past. It is an event which is present to all time and which belongs to ‘a time which overarches our time’ (CD I/2: 116). Fulfilled time, even though it is present to all times, is not indefinitely extended, for it is followed by the time of recollection in which Christ’s apostles point back to fulfilled time. In this way, Barth posits, ‘Revelation remains revelation and does not becomes a revealed state. Revelation remains identical with Christ and Christ remains the object of Christian faith, even though He lives in Christians and they in Him’ (CD I/2: 118).

As for his question regarding the result, goal, or effect of revelation, Barth states, ‘According to Holy Scripture God’s revelation occurs in our enlightenment by the Holy Spirit of God to a knowledge of His Word. The outpouring of the Holy Spirit is God’s revelation. In the reality of this event consists our freedom to be the children of God and to know and love and praise Him in His revelation’ (CD I/2: 203). The subjective reality and possibility of revelation, then, is the Holy Spirit, God’s revelation with us and in us. Indeed, the free event of the outpouring of the Holy Spirit creates and enables human freedom for God, freedom to be the children of God. And the elaboration of human freedom for God is a necessary step in following and understanding revelation. In addition to Scripture’s witness to the reconciliation of humanity to God accomplished in Jesus Christ, Scripture also relates the existence of human beings who have heard, loved, and followed Jesus Christ. The existence of these individuals is in fact proof that revelation can be received, believed, and followed. By witnessing to the outpouring of the Spirit and to the free and faithful response of humanity to revelation, Scripture attests not only the subject and manner of revelation, but also its final effect. Revelation shows that human beings are and can be turned into ‘doers of the Word’ who freely love and praise God (CD I/2: §18). The result, effect, and end of revelation, the Holy Spirit’s creation and summoning of children of God and siblings of Jesus Christ, is thus given in revelation itself and forms an integral part of it:

The fact and form of the coming of God’s Word to man so that man becomes a hearer and doer of it, the fact that Jesus Christ the Son of God acquires many brothers and His eternal Father many children, the fact of the fulfilment of grace: these very facts constitute an integral part of the biblical testimony to revelation and of revelation itself, and that part belongs directly and indispensable to the substance of the record.  (CD I/2: 207)

This remarkable fact shows that ‘Not God alone, but God and man together constitute the content of the Word of God attested in Scripture’ (CD I/2: 207).

This foray into the content of revelation, the primary form of the Word of God, already has implications for how the other two forms of the Word of God are to be understood. Only God can be identical with God, and so revelation, strictly understood, is God himself in his active presence and person. Indeed, it is upon this claim that the doctrines of the Trinity and Christology hang. By definition, Scripture and proclamation can only have an indirect identity with God in his revelation. As Barth explains, ‘in God’s revelation God’s Word is identical with God Himself. Amongst the three forms of the Word of God this can be said unconditionally and with strictest propriety only of revelation. It can be said of Holy Scripture and Church proclamation as well, but not so unconditionally and directly’ (CD I/2: 304). Scripture and proclamation are also the Word of God, but they are so indirectly. They are the Word of God as revelation is mediated through the prophets and apostles and through preachers and priests. Despite this significant difference, Barth notes that ‘there is no question of higher rank or value’ (CD I/2: 305) between the three forms of the Word of God.

Holy Scripture

Barth turns to Holy Scripture after these lengthy discussions of revelation as presupposed and displayed in the doctrines of the Trinity, the incarnation and resurrection of Christ, and the outpouring of the Holy Spirit. There has already been, however, an explicit obedience to Scripture throughout his doctrine of revelation. In fact, offering a doctrine of Holy Scripture might seem superfluous at this point: it should suffice simply to say, ‘Lord, Lord’ (CD I/2: 461). Barth’s explanation of the need for an explicit account of Scripture is that the acknowledgement and confession of Scripture as Scripture, as the authoritative witness of the prophets and apostles to Jesus Christ, is a necessary part of obedience to the revelation given to the church.

Barth’s account of the relationship between revelation and Holy Scripture can be summarized by his remarks that ‘Revelation engenders the Scripture which attests to it’ (CD I/1: 115), and that Holy Scripture is ‘a witness of revelation which itself belongs to revelation’ (CD I/2: 501). Present within these two lines are the unity, difference, and unity-in-difference which characterize Barth’s perspective. At times in his exposition the emphasis can alternate between difference and unity (even if the other is present), and at other times the two are positively interrelated: Scripture is one with revelation in its difference from it. Indeed, these lines serve as glosses on the dominical indicatives and imperatives that Barth often references when discussing revelation and Scripture: ‘you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you will be my witnesses’ (Acts 1:8); ‘Whoever listens to you listens to me’ (Luke 10:16); and ‘remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age’ (Matthew 28:20). Such, in brief, is Barth’s understanding of the relationship between revelation and Scripture.

The material treated in Barth’s doctrine of Scripture includes many prominent themes from his theology more generally: the sovereign and gracious presence of God; the material and formal significance of the doctrine of the Trinity; grace as creative, free, and total; the rejection of natural theology; an expansive view of salvation as the justification, sanctification, and vocation of free and responsible human agents; and a profound Christocentrism. These themes appear in, and orient, Barth’s discussions of revelation and Scripture inasmuch as he believes these to be the themes of Scripture. Indeed, one of the most striking aspects of Barth’s doctrine of Scripture is how much of the content and form of Scripture are used to determine and portray the nature and characteristics of Scripture. So while the traditional attributes of Scripture—such as its necessity, sufficiency, clarity, and authority—may be addressed at times, as are the standard topics of inspiration, illumination, infallibility, and inerrancy, these topics are determined by his presentation of the content and form of Scripture itself.

Succinctly stated, Scripture is a witness to divine revelation which has been, and which will become, part of revelation. The category of witness contains both a limiting and a positive element. The limiting element is that Scripture is distinguished from revelation as, strictly understood, revelation is the self-communicative presence and act of the triune God. The prophets are not the Lord and the apostles are not Christ, and thus ‘a witness is not absolutely identical with that to which it witnesses’ (CD I/2: 463). The positive element is that witness ‘is simply revelation as it comes to us, mediating and therefore accommodating itself to us—to us who are not ourselves prophets and apostles, and therefore not the immediate and direct recipients of the one revelation, witnesses of the resurrection of Jesus Christ’ (CD I/2: 463). A doctrine of Scripture should be able to acknowledge and describe both the limiting and the positive elements, both the differentiation of the witness (as human words) from revelation and its unity with revelation (as the foundation and content of these words).

The Scripture, which the church acknowledges and receives as Scripture, is the canon. Integral to the notion of canon, as a rule of faith, is the realization that ‘in no sense of the concept could or can the Church give the canon to itself’ (CD I/2: 473). In receiving the canon as Scripture, the church confirms and confesses what it has been given. Yet as is clear in antique and early modern debates regarding the canon, the church does not passively observe the canon’s formation from afar, but in the ‘venture and obedience of faith’ accepts the canon as the Word of God for and to the church. As given to and received by the church, the church’s decision regarding the canon precedes any opinion of the individual on the matter. Nevertheless, the content of the canon comes from an ecclesial law, not a divine one. For Barth, Protestant orthodoxy erred and contradicted its own complaints against Rome regarding ecclesial authority when it ‘equated the Canon which it recognized with the Canon revealed by God’ (CD I/2: 480). As Barth thinks also happened in the case of the doctrine of inspiration in Protestant orthodoxy, this equation of divine and human decision and certitude ‘gave to the Church, that is, to men in the Church, power and assurance, which, according to its own presuppositions, could only be the power of assurance of God as opposed to all men’, with the canon then becoming something which ‘could be laid on the neck like a yoke’ (CD I/2: 480). In principle, then, the canon, as received from God in an ecclesial endeavour of faith and obedience, is open to revision by the church even if there is currently no reason to question its contents.

Canonical Scripture consists of the words of Moses and the prophets, and the words of the Evangelists and the apostles. Both the Old Testament and the New Testament are equally Holy Scripture in the twofold, yet unified, form of expectation and recollection of the revelation of Jesus Christ. The prophets and apostles are properly called witnesses inasmuch as they either look forward to the revelation achieved in Christ or inasmuch as they testify to its accomplishment. As witnesses to revelation, they cannot produce or actualize it in and by themselves. The structure of Scripture as expectation and recollection means that a self-aware biblical theology realizes that its task is not to produce a stable and complete synchronic system of Scripture, but instead to offer a ‘series of approximations, a collection of individual exegeses’ (CD I/2: 483). To dissect and rearrange Scripture into a fixed structure may give a false impression or yield to the temptation that assumes that one may make revelation itself present instead of pointing towards it in either anticipation or recollection.

As a witness to the incarnation of Jesus Christ and the outpouring of the Holy Spirit, Scripture witnesses primarily not to itself but to revelation. Scripture only indirectly testifies to itself as it relates the witness of the prophets and apostles to the incarnation and resurrection of Jesus Christ:

Scripture attests itself in the fact that at its decisive centre it attests the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead. But the attestation of the resurrection of Jesus, which awakens faith and its knowledge, is itself only the self-attestation of God by the Holy Spirit. In the final analysis, therefore, we have to say that Holy Scripture testifies to and for itself by the fact that the Holy Spirit testifies to the resurrection of Christ and therefore that He is the Son of God.  (CD I/2: 486)

It is the content of Scripture that, in turn, displays its form to be that of witness. Scripture can only attest to itself indirectly, and yet Scripture truly does witness to revelation and is the witness of revelation given over to all.

Holy Scripture is thus the prophetic-apostolic witness to revelation, and ingredient to its witness is the calling and commissioning of the prophets and apostles as witnesses to and of the Word. The unity of the form and content of Scripture means that revelation comes to the church through and in these words alone: ‘We cannot have revelation “in itself.” The purpose of the biblical witness is not to help us achieve this, so that its usefulness is outlived when it is achieved’ (CD I/2: 492). This unity of form and content also means that ‘We cannot, therefore, free ourselves from the texts in which its expectation and recollection is attested to us. We are tied to these texts’ (CD I/2: 492). Attempts have been made, both good-natured and mischievous, to look for revelation behind these texts. While these witnesses do indeed point beyond themselves, they do not point to a history which in itself would be revelation: ‘the revelation which they attest does not stand or occur, and is not to be sought, behind, or above them but in them’ (CD I/2: 494). Being perpetually bound to Scripture as the sole mediator of revelation does not mean that critical examination of the social, political, and material contexts of the origins, transmission, and context of Scripture should be ignored, for their insights and assistance to theology and biblical studies is of too great an importance. Indeed, Barth writes, ‘The demand that the Bible should be read and expounded historically is, therefore, obviously justified and can never be taken too seriously. The Bible itself posits this demand’ (CD I/2: 464). The limits of such undertakings, however, must be acknowledged as well.

Perhaps the closest identification Barth offers between revelation and Scripture comes in the form of a complex Christological analogy drawn from Christ’s two natures and his identity as the Word made flesh, and even here the difference between revelation and Scripture is registered. In terms of an analogy with Christ’s two natures, Barth posits, ‘Holy Scripture is like the unity of God and man in Jesus Christ. It is neither divine only nor human only. Nor is it a mixture of the two nor a tertium quid [third thing] between them. But in its own way and degree it is very God and very man, i.e., a witness of revelation which itself belongs to revelation, and historically a very human literary document’ (CD I/2: 501). While there is no unity of the divine and human in the prophets and apostles as there is in Jesus Christ, and while the humanity of the prophets and apostles is not risen, glorified, and self-revealing as that of Jesus Christ, Scripture ‘in its own way’ is ‘very God and very man’. In terms of an analogy with the Word being made flesh, Scripture ‘can and must—not as though it were Jesus Christ, but in the same serious sense as Jesus Christ—be called the Word of God: the Word of God in the sign of the word of man’ (CD I/2: 500). In other words, Jesus Christ is the Word of God made human flesh just as Scripture is the Word of God made human word. The former, however, is the ground and presupposition of the latter: ‘The divine Word became the word of the prophets and apostles by becoming flesh’ (CD I/2: 500). As witnesses to revelation, which are now part of revelation, the prophets and apostles ‘now stand in the originality which is proper to Him’ and ‘share ministerialiter [ministerially] the honour which is principaliter [magisterially] proper to Him’ (CD I/2: 500). The ‘becoming Scripture of the Word of God’ (Schriftwerdung Wortes Gottes) is thus not for Barth identical with the Word’s ‘becoming flesh’ (Fleischwerdung) (KD I/2: 555; CD I/2: 500), nor can there be ‘a direct identity between the human word of Holy Scripture and the Word of God’ (CD I/2: 499); nevertheless, Holy Scripture still ‘belongs to the first and original sign, the true humanity of Christ’ (CD I/2: 500).

Alongside analogies such as these there is the motif of Scripture ‘becoming’ revelation or the Word. As this theme is sometimes isolated from other aspects of Barth’s presentation, it is worth noting that this ‘actualistic’ or ‘vertical’ vision of Scripture ‘becoming’ revelation is paired with the more ‘habitual’ or ‘horizontal’ claim that Scripture has, can, and will become the Word of God, the revelation of God. As the Word of God for and to church, Holy Scripture ‘has priority over all other writings and authorities, even those of the church. We believe in and with the Church that Holy Scripture as the original and legitimate witness of divine revelation is itself the Word of God’ (CD I/2: 502). The ‘has priority over’ and ‘is itself the Word of God’, as rendered in the present tense, point to a free divine action and disposing of Scripture as the Word of God for the church. To offer these statements in the present tense, as indicative of the presence of God, is a venture of faith and obedience. They are advanced in thankfulness that there has been a ‘has had priority’ and ‘was itself the Word of God’ and in the hope that there will be a ‘will have priority’ and ‘will be itself the Word of God’. The past and future tenses of these statements circle around and depend upon a gracious and free present, just as expectation and recollection circle around and depend upon fulfilment in the past. Equally, the Word of God in and as Scripture cannot be relegated solely to a past event or to a future one, for this present is a divine and sovereign present. As Barth expressed these ideas earlier: ‘The Bible, then, becomes God’s Word’ in the event of revelation, and ‘in the statement that the Bible is God’s Word the little word “is” refers to its being in this becoming. It does not become God’s Word because we accord it faith but in the fact that it becomes revelation to us’ (CD I/1: 110). The Bible thus for Barth ‘becomes again and again what it is’ (CD I/1: 109): God’s Word for the church. That Scripture is the Word of God is a claim ventured in faith, but it is not faith which makes Scripture the Word of God. By contrast, Barth writes, ‘We accept’ Scripture ‘as true even apart from our faith and beyond all our faith and even in face of our lack of faith’ (CD I/1: 110).

Scripture’s witness to the justification of the sinner by grace through faith applies to the biblical authors just as much as did their sanctification by the outpouring of the Spirit. The prophets and apostles thus speak as ‘fallible, erring men like ourselves’ (CD I/2: 507), as individuals who are liable and vulnerable to error. The prophets and apostles did not enjoy a complete knowledge of history or of the natural world (CD I/2: 508), and there seem to be inconsistencies, lacunae, and over-emphases in their writings. Their capacity for error even extends to religious or theological content. Supreme caution is necessary here, and Barth argues that one can at most speak of the ‘capacity for error’ of the biblical authors, but not of error as such. Readers and interpreters of Scripture are thus not sufficiently competent or permitted to play one part of Scripture off against another, or to declare that one part has erred. ‘From within certain limits’ (CD I/2: 510), however, Barth suggests that we can say that the biblical authors were capable of error, for to deny their fallibility is to take away their humanity and fall into docetism. At the same time, Barth denies that one may use the vulnerability of Scripture, the capacity for error of its authors, to divide Scripture into revealed and non-revealed parts. For example, the sagas of the Old Testament, even though—given the theme under discussion—they are ‘frankly non-historical’ and fit into the genre of ‘saga’, are still part of holy and inspired Scripture and thus ‘a constituent part of the biblical witness and therefore itself a witness to God’s self-revelation’ (CD III/1: 90).

Barth’s doctrine of inspiration—elaborated by way of small-print exegeses of 2 Timothy 3:14–17, 2 Peter 1:19–21, 2 Corinthians 3:4–18, and 1 Corinthians 2:6–16—attempts to maintain the unity of revelation and Scripture, while also recognizing that this unity is a miracle and an event of grace. Strictly speaking, of course, both 2 Timothy 3:16 and 2 Peter 1:19 seem to refer to the Old Testament, but for Barth they hold true for all witnesses of revelation and can be legitimately applied to the New Testament as well. Barth’s exegesis of 2 Timothy and 2 Peter emphasizes the temporal elements of recollection, expectation, and revelatory present. In 2 Timothy there is the recollection of what the Scriptures have meant for the life and action of their readers (3:14–15), and the expectation that those who belong to God may be perfected through good works (3:17). Between recollection and expectation there stands the divine movement which grounds them both: the whole of Scripture being ‘of the Spirit of God’ (theopneustos), ‘i.e., given and filled and ruled by the Spirit of God, and actively outbreathing and spreading abroad and making known the Spirit of God’ (CD I/2: 504). The relationship between God and Scripture here is one of free grace, divine disposition and decision, in which the Sprit ‘is present and active before and above and in Scripture’ (CD I/2: 504). In 2 Peter there are similar themes of recollection, revelatory present, and expectation: the prophetic message is known, is a lamp shining in the darkness, and is to be attended until the coming day. No message of prophecy ever came about by the will of human beings, but only by the movement of the Spirit (2:21). At the centre of both passages is the communicative and originary activity of the Holy Spirit as the one who calls, generates, and equips witnesses. The creaturely counterpart to this theopneustia is the free obedience of human beings to this service and witness. In their being claimed and employed by the Holy Spirit for the execution of this work, there is no dissolution of the personality, biography, or historical setting of these witnesses, who ‘have heard His voice as we cannot hear it, as we can hear it only through their voices’ (CD I/2: 506). Verbal inspiration does not mean ‘the infallibility of the biblical word in its linguistic, historical and theological character as a human word’ (CD I/2: 533); instead, it indicates that fallible and faulty human words are employed by God and become divine words. That these human words are fallible and unworthy in themselves does not prohibit the free exercise of God’s grace in justifying and sanctifying them for his own purposes. The text, in its humanity, historicity, and fallibility, becomes an object of miracle and grace to such an extent that ‘God Himself now says what the text says’ (CD I/2: 532).

As for the history of the doctrine of inspiration, Barth’s judgements are largely negative. His main worry as regards past doctrines is the loss of the irreducibly miraculous and mysterious reality that ‘here a real human word is the real Word of God’ (CD I/2: 518). In the attempt to stabilize the revelatory presence of the Word of God in Scripture there emerged a view of inspiration as a ‘mantically mechanical operation’ (CD I/2: 518), and a turning of verbal inspiration into verbal inspired-ness. If the temporal and theological framework of Paul’s remarks on Scripture in 2 Timothy and 2 Peter are forgotten, then the danger arises of a secularization and naturalization of revelation as the free presence of God. Barth thinks that some in the early church were able to keep inspiration within this larger theological framework (Irenaeus), but that others were not (Gregory the Great and Athenagoras) and risked veering into docetism. Luther, Calvin, and the early Reformers are viewed positively, for they avoided a mantic or mechanical view of inspiration, and recognized instead that inspiration contains a constellation of elements which are given in the content to which they witness, and that the Word of God which inspired them is the same Word of God which illuminates us to receive the inspired Word. In the post-Reformation period, however, the mystery of Scripture and inspiration were, according to Barth, destroyed by an increasingly supernaturalistic view of inspiration and an increasingly naturalistic view of the content and use of Scripture within the church. Scripture thus became part of the natural knowledge of God, as revelation that is present and inherent in human words independently of God’s presence and action. In this way Scripture became a ‘codex of axioms which can be seen as such with the same formal dignity as those of philosophy and mathematics’ (CD I/2: 525), as grounded in itself apart from Christ and the Holy Spirit. Much of this development occurred in the honourable hope of combatting Enlightenment rationalism; but that could not be accomplished by the theories of inspiration present in high Protestant orthodoxy, which Barth views as a reversal from docetism into ebionitism, transforming history or a book into revelation as such.

The existence of Holy Scripture means that the Word of God has spoken once and for all in his revelation in Jesus Christ through the Holy Spirit, has generated witnesses to this event, and will generate future witness as well. Holy Scripture thus confronts and consoles the church by speaking anew through these witnesses to the Word of God. Barth recognizes that some may question whether ‘the objectivity of the truth that the Bible is the Word of God’ (CD I/2: 534) has been sufficiently upheld in his doctrine of Scripture. His response is that to believe in the inspiration of Scripture means to ‘believe in the God whose witness it is’ (CD I/2: 534), the God who revealed himself once and for all in the resurrection of the Son and the outpouring of the Holy Spirit, and who continually speaks to his church. Scripture is the witness to God in his revelation, which has been, is, and becomes God’s revelation to and for the church. It is distinct from revelation and yet is the form and content of revelation to the church: ‘If God speaks to man, He really speaks the language of this concrete human word of man’ (CD I/2: 532).

Doctrine

Having explored Barth’s preliminary exposition of the doctrine of the Word of God in Church Dogmatics I, three themes arise which are worthy of further elucidation: revelation as binding knowledge of God’s eternal being and will; Barth’s discussion of natural theology; and Barth’s characterization of revelation in his doctrine of reconciliation.

First, as part of the triune Lord’s self-presentation and expression, revelation presents and expresses who God truly is and how God may truly be known. As the divine self-revelation and expression, revelation genuinely discloses the eternal life, being, and will of God. As the self-presentation of the Lord, this revelation becomes binding knowledge and acknowledgement for its recipients. In his doctrine of God, Barth expresses this revelation of God’s eternal life, being, and will in terms of God freely seeking and creating fellowship with creation inasmuch as God is loving fellowship in and of himself. As the Holy Trinity has its ‘being with and for and in another’, so the ‘overflow of his essence that He turns to us’ (CD II/1: 273) is the self-giving of God in seeking and creating fellowship with creation; thus Barth writes ‘We shall find in God Himself, in His eternal being, nothing other than this one thing’ (CD II/1: 275). In his doctrines of election (which for Barth also belongs to the doctrine of God) and reconciliation, Barth expresses this insight regarding revelation in terms of the historical fulfilment of the eternal covenant of grace in the life, death, and resurrection of the man Jesus Christ (CD II/2: 145–94; CD IV/1: 3–78). As a binding knowledge of God’s eternal life, being, and will, revelation therefore prohibits the positing of a Deus absconditus (hidden God) behind the Deus revelatus (revealed God), or of a voluntas beneplaciti (desired or decreed will) behind the voluntas signi (signified or revealed will) expressed and enacted in Jesus Christ and his establishing and fulfilling of the eternal covenant of grace. Revelation is such that ‘we are therefore bound to it and cannot ignore it or live without it. By the very nature of the case we cannot try to seek or find Him except where and how He has given Himself to be sought and found’ (CD II/1: 518). Revelation as the self-revelation of God means that there is no other God behind, above, or beyond the perfect and majestic Father, Son, and Holy Spirit who freely and lovingly create, redeem, and glorify creation.

Second, and as a corollary of this understanding of revelation, there is in Barth’s theology a firm rejection of ‘natural theology’ and of ‘natural knowledge of God’. In his doctrine of the knowledge of God, Barth addresses the possibility of revelation being found elsewhere than in Scripture—there could, for instance, be knowledge of God simply as Creator. In response, Barth turns to Scripture itself for guidance, and posits that listening to the whole of Holy Scripture prevents one from having a Creator who is not simultaneously the God of Abraham, Jacob, and Isaac, and who is not humanity’s Reconciler and Redeemer (CD II/1: 80). Yet what of the possibility that, in addition to Scripture, there could be a direct and immediate speaking of the Holy Spirit to individuals or an indirect and mediated revelation to humanity through the cosmos? In response, Barth notes that Scripture rules out the first alternative inasmuch as the prophets look only to the history of Israel in which God speaks and has spoken for their knowledge of God, and inasmuch as the apostles know only of a Spirit who is the Spirit of the incarnate Son and mediated through the Word. And as for the second alternative, Barth observes that potential revelation in the cosmos is effectively ruled out by Scripture, inasmuch as it does not form a significant and enduring theme but is subordinated to the ‘main line’ of Scripture’s account of revelation (CD II/1: 102). Barth offers short interpretations of verses from Genesis, the Psalter, Romans 1 and 2, and Acts 17:22–31, all of which have been used to substantiate revelation being mediated through the cosmos. In each case he then points to the material surrounding these verses which stresses humanity’s need for grace and its inability to know or follow God without such grace. This perpetual dependence of a rebellious and sinful humanity upon grace itself forms ‘the main line’ of Scripture. To have these types of independent revelations means for Barth that ‘assertions of the main line are understood in a weakened, hyperbolical, or poetic sense. What the Bible calls death is only sickness. What it calls darkness is simply twilight. What it calls incapability is merely weakness. What it calls ignorance is only confusion’ (CD II/1: 104–5). His conclusion, then, is that ‘Holy Scripture neither imposes the necessity nor even offers the possibility of reckoning with a knowledge of God of the prophets and apostles which is not given in and with His revelation, or bound to it; and therefore to that extent with a “Christian” natural theology’ (CD II/1: 125).

Third, the intrinsic connection between revelation and reconciliation is especially brought to light in Barth’s doctrine of reconciliation in Church Dogmatics IV. Revelation is the vocal, perspicuous, and glorious form, communication, and outreaching of reconciliation towards its recipients. The doctrine of revelation intimately belongs to and within the doctrine of reconciliation too inasmuch as the event of reconciliation fully accomplished in Christ’s crucifixion is followed by its declaration and application in the resurrection, ascension, and continuing prophetic office of Jesus Christ. The resurrection and ascension are part of an event of Jesus Christ’s self-declaration which ‘reveals and discloses itself’ (CD IV/2: 134), which encloses, reaches out, and encompasses others, and which ‘has the power to communicate and proclaim’ (CD IV/2: 134) itself through the creation and empowerment of witnesses to these events and to himself. In his office as prophet and mediator between God and humanity, Jesus Christ witnesses to himself by imparting and announcing himself through others, for ‘In the glory of the Mediator as such there is included the fact that He is in the process of glorifying himself among and in and through us, and that we are ordained and liberated to take a receptive and active part in his glory’ (CD IV/3: 278). As the victorious and living prophet, Jesus Christ ‘shines out, not with an alien light which falls upon Him from without and illuminates Him, but with His own light proceeding from Himself. He lives as the source of light whose shining gives light without’ (CD IV/3: 46). ‘As the true and living God is eloquent and radiant’ (CD IV/3: 79) in himself as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit and in his works of creation and history, so too, Barth writes, ‘Reconciliation is not a dark or dumb event, but a perspicuous and vocal’ one (CD IV/3: 8). Indeed, Barth’s characterization of the scope of Christ’s prophetic work is expansive. Not only does Christ call and commission the apostles and their testimony for the sake of the church as a whole, so too Christ ministered then amongst his people Israel (CD IV/3: 49–71) and ministers now to his church in Word and sacrament as well as extra muros ecclesiae (outside the walls of the church) in ‘secular parables’ or ‘parables of the Kingdom’ (CD IV/3: 107–36). Even the great, brilliant, and enduring ‘lights’ of creation—being as being for another, the dynamic intelligibility of being, the natural dialectics of existence, natural and spiritual laws, the summons of being into freedom and spontaneity, and the irreducible depth and mystery of being—are for Barth ‘primarily and finally’ reflections of Christ’s light as the light of life (CD IV/3: 136–65).

Criticisms

The most constant criticism of Barth’s doctrine of revelation, and perhaps of his theology in general, has involved his dismissal of natural theology and the natural knowledge of God. Here Barth clearly and stubbornly seems to be at odds with Scripture (Barr 1993), his own Reformed heritage (Rohls 2003), and the teachings of the Roman Catholic magisterium (Denzinger 2002: §1785). One could even argue that holding to the possibility and reality of natural knowledge of God and of a corresponding natural theology has been the position of the overwhelming majority of Christian traditions, except for that small and recent cadre of theologians overly impressed by the arguments of Hume and Kant. This dismissal—together with Barth’s worries regarding the programmatic use of anthropology, philosophy, or history as necessary foundations for theology—have led some to accuse Barth of abandoning in turn theology’s rationality, plausibility, universal scope and validity, and ability to interact with other disciplines, especially the natural sciences (Pannenberg 1968 and 1991).

Several points might be noted by way of brief response. First, while the dismissal of natural theology has perhaps become the most characteristically ‘Barthian’ aspect of Barth’s theology, it has immediate precedents in nineteenth-century Protestant theology, particularly the school of Albrecht Ritschl. Second, the categories of ‘natural theology’ or ‘the natural knowledge of God’ can be so underdetermined that there come to be included within them figures and movements with exceptionally disparate projects and understandings of revelation, theology, the content and possibility of natural knowledge of God, and the scope and task of natural theology. In this way, appeals to Newtonianism, Spinozism, and Cartesianism as advocates of natural theology and the natural knowledge of God along with Augustine, Aquinas, Calvin, and the Fathers of Vatican I obscure as much as they reveal. Third, the denial of a natural knowledge of God as typically understood or the wisdom of a focused development of natural theology can, and should be, untangled from the many other issues which quickly surround these topics, such as one’s evaluation of reason, philosophy, and the sciences, or the relationship between theology and other discourses more generally. On Barth’s own terms, the scope of theology’s vision and problematic can potentially be as broad as one would like (Dalferth 1988) and the interaction between theology and other disciplines is not only salutary but necessary for theology (Oakes 2012). Finally, as contended above, Barth argues explicitly that the continuing and efficacious prophetic office of Jesus Christ, the light of life and Lord over all times and spheres, means that he is also at work beyond the walls of the church in ways that are seldom taken into account.

There have also been a variety of criticisms surrounding Barth’s doctrine of Scripture. G. W. Bromiley, the co-editor and co-translator of many volumes of Church Dogmatics, calls it ‘a tour de force of self-contradictory disjunctions, which are unlikely to command substantial or lasting assent’ (Bromiley 1986: 294). While the polemics and textual selectivity of some of the critical treatments of Barth’s work at this point invalidate their status as fair or illuminating evaluations of his position, there have also been well informed yet still critical accounts (Gibson 2016). In terms of specifics, it has been argued that Barth’s emphasis upon Scripture’s fallibility or ‘capacity for error’ should be balanced by an emphasis upon Scripture’s reliability and truthfulness; that his use of the categories of ‘saga’ or the distinction between Geschichte and Historie—roughly, ‘narrated history’ and the history reconstructed by scholars—endangers the necessary historicity of the events narrated in Scripture; that his rejection of the doctrine of inspiration found in Calvin or in Protestant orthodoxy casts doubt upon his theology as a whole (Klooster 1961: 40); and that his characterization of inspiration could have been more careful (Webster 2015). While responses to these criticisms have been indicated, indirectly, in the above presentation, a couple of points may be reiterated. Regarding the common criticism regarding Scripture ‘becoming’ revelation, attention could be given to the more ‘habitual’ and ‘horizontal’ aspects of Barth’s theology of Scripture: that it has been, may be, and will become revelation; that Scripture is a witness to revelation engendered by and belonging to revelation itself; and that Scripture is called and commissioned prophetic and apostolic testimony. Equally, when Barth speaks of Scripture as ‘witness’ he means not only that Scripture witnesses to revelation, but that Scripture is also a witness of, and on behalf of, revelation. One should note that some hold to cautious hope for a rapprochement between Barth and some evangelicals on the doctrine of Scripture (Vanhoozer 2006), while the judgement of a prominent New Testament scholar, highly conversant with Barth’s works, is this: ‘From beginning to end, Barth’s Church Dogmatics is nothing other than a sustained meditation on the texts of Holy Scripture’ (Watson 2000: 57).

Conclusion

For all their weaknesses, convolutions, and polemics, Barth’s accounts of revelation and Scripture exhibit a host of fruitful and illuminating theological judgements: the placement of revelation and Scripture within a wider account of the Word of God for and to and in the church; the continual indexing of revelation to the being and activity of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit; the binding knowledge of the eternal being and activity of God that revelation is; the insight that revelation enacts and Scripture portrays the creation and authorization of faithful witnesses to itself; and the sweeping sense of Christ’s active self-presentation and self-declaration in the Holy Spirit. With these seemingly simple and plain insights, Barth has provided contemporary theologians with a series of formal and material guidelines for reflecting upon revelation and Scripture.
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chapter 16

Exegesis


Donald Wood




Scriptural exegesis was not a peripheral or occasional concern for Barth. He was, rather, centrally and continually occupied with the task of reading, reflecting upon, and expounding the biblical text. Just so, the most persuasive accounts of Barth’s theological achievement are those that reckon seriously with his conception and use of the Bible, recognizing the scriptural orientation of his theology not as a secondary feature of his work—a reflex of more fundamental philosophical or socio-cultural interests, reducible in analysis to underlying biographical or contextual factors—but as a matter of primary significance (see Mützlitz 2013; Bergner 2015). Put plainly: Scripture mattered for Barth—not for its own sake but in its appointed place and function as a privileged sign and instrument of God’s gracious rule of human creatures, the prime textual witness to revelation and the proximate norm of the church’s proclamation.

In considering Barth as a reader of Scripture, one may conveniently distinguish three topics: his understanding of the nature and authority of the Bible; his theology of scriptural interpretation (including his portrayal of the conditions, tasks, aims, and ends of biblical interpretation); and his concrete exegetical practices and proposals. In what follows, I will attend directly to the first two topics, touching on the third—a matter of quite considerable complexity and controversy—along the way.

In doing so, I will direct attention to what may be called Barth’s mature doctrine of Scripture and theology of scriptural interpretation, with special reference to the treatment of these themes in the first volume of Church Dogmatics. But in recognition of the fact that Barth’s conception and employment of the Bible varied significantly across his career, I begin with a sketch of some elements of his earlier writing on Scripture and its interpretation.

Scriptural Reading in Barth’s Earlier Theology

Barth’s first formal exercises in academic biblical interpretation—essays in New Testament criticism produced during his university studies in Bern and Berlin—were in many respects unremarkable. In a pair of text-critical studies in the synoptic gospels (GA 21: 46–60, 126–47) and an extensive historical enquiry into Paul’s missionary activity as portrayed in the Acts of the Apostles (GA 21: 148–243), Barth showed himself an energetic and conscientious student of the text, attentive to interpretative questions arising from close reading in the original language. Well-trained in the conventions and procedures of historical criticism and broadly familiar with the standard commentarial literature, he shared a widespread impatience with pre-critical styles of biblical exegesis and with the doctrine of verbal inspiration that informed them (GA 21: 55).

In accepting a call to parish ministry in the small industrial town of Safenwil, Barth committed himself to the defining obligations of the office—preaching, catechesis, and pastoral care—with characteristic energy and urgency, cultivating new styles of exposition and persuasion appropriate to these tasks (see Pfleiderer 2000: 265–70). Barth’s earliest pastoral employments of Scripture were informed by a commitment to the theological principles he had learned during his studies in Marburg, and display a special debt to the theology of Wilhelm Herrmann, whose post-Kantian articulation of Luther’s law-gospel dialectic left a deep impress on Barth’s thinking (see Herrmann 1909; Chalamet 2005: 31–5). The shape of his doctrinal convictions and interpretative habits at this stage in his career are visible in outline in the notes Barth prepared for his confirmation courses. Addressing candidates in the class of 1910–1911, Barth maintained that the goal of all philosophical and theological study worthy of the name is ‘to learn to be a good person, to learn truly to live’ (GA 18: 57). The principal task of theological instruction thus is to specify what makes for a worthwhile life, and here a distinction is to be drawn between a life expended in the acquisition and enjoyment of worldly (and therefore ephemeral) goods and a life of enduring value, an eternal life in temporal form (GA 18: 59). A sustained willingness to interrogate the meaning and direction of one’s own life is, Barth insisted, a precondition for meaningful engagement with the writings of Israel’s prophets—just as it is with classical texts in moral philosophy. But both the prophetic call to righteousness and the philosophical vocation to a life which conforms to the law of the good lead inevitably to ethical failure and to despair: all who strive strenuously after the good come sooner or later to acknowledge their inability to achieve it. This experience of the frustration of moral purpose is the condition for faith’s apprehension of the gospel. The Christian, Barth held, is one ‘who knows a good and certain answer’ to the acute question of the purpose and value of human life, one who has recognized in Jesus a life—hidden, as a treasure buried in a field (Matthew 13:44)—of final significance and surpassing value. The New Testament is the literary expression of this recognition, the witness of those who first perceived in Jesus the embodiment of, and the way to, eternal life (GA 18: 60–1).

Barth’s prevailing interest in the relation between moral endeavour and Christian experience was intimate to two further concerns: the connection of faith and history (i.e., the certainty of a faith indexed to contingent historical events, which seem only to admit confidence proportionate to probability) and the communicability of faith. Faith perceives, Barth insisted, the eternal in the historical; it does not simply bypass or suppress the textured surfaces of history but presses through them to the reality of God. And it wills that the gift of divine grace should be made available to all, expressing itself by attesting Jesus as the one in whom the eternal is realized and manifest. But if faith is innately self-expressive, it remains in a fundamental sense incommunicable, being a qualification of the inner life of the individual who enjoys an immediate experience of the divine. Christian witness is not competent per se to elicit faith; it serves rather to indicate the direction in which religious certainty is to be sought. Correspondingly, it takes no interest in commanding assent to individual doctrinal or moral propositions, but attains its goal and proves its value if it becomes the site of a personal experience of God in Jesus (GA 18: 61–7).

This conception of Christian faith informed Barth’s teaching on the nature and interpretation of the Bible, several features of which display a continuity with Barth’s later work: a commitment to treating Scripture in its relation to divine revelation, understood not as a deposit of divinely imparted truths but as the dynamic, self-actuating reality of the divine Word; an insistence that New Testament texts be characterized both according to their referential function as ‘living witnesses of the faith’ to God’s self-revelation in Jesus Christ (the Bible, Barth insists, is called Holy Scripture because it speaks of the one who is holy), and according to their mediatorial function as themselves revelation for us; a denial that the Bible may fruitfully be read as a sourcebook of binding doctrines, universally applicable moral precepts, or independently verifiable historical reports; and a conviction that the doctrine of inspiration in its scholastic articulations inhibits full recognition of the sheer complexity and contrariety of the texts as human productions. In view of later developments, it is notable also that at this stage in his career Barth accords a prominent explanatory role to the concept of religious experience in determining the relation between divine revelation, the production of the biblical writings, and their reception within the Christian church. It is precisely as a record of human religious experience of divine revelation that the biblical texts—and especially the texts of the New Testament—command attention: ‘It was human beings who had experiences with God and now communicate these experiences’ (GA 18: 68–9). This claim, importantly, does not amount to an equation of revelation with its biblical expression. ‘God has not closed the book of revelation with the completion of the Bible’ (GA 18: 67), Barth observes, and any natural occurrence or cultural production that conforms to Jesus (Alles, was jesusmäßig ist) can become the site of a personal experience of the reality of God (GA 18: 69). Sustained, disciplined attention to the text stands in intimate connection with an openness to the world, so that Barth can speak—in a formulation he came to regret, and later carefully to qualify—of reading the Bible alongside the newspaper (GA 8: 494; GA 3: 300).

Barth’s Safenwil sermons stand as a record of his endeavour effectively to implement this practical dialectic of scriptural exegesis and informed cultural analysis. In the turbulent and formative years leading up to the beginning of the First World War, Barth undertook—often to his own profound dissatisfaction, as well as that of his parishioners (see, for example, GA 29: 44–62)—to bring the biblical text immediately to bear upon contemporary political, economic, and cultural developments. In doing so, he came to recognize that the synthesis of Herrmannian theology and religious socialism that had informed his preaching during the first years of his pastoral ministry required radical reconsideration. What followed was an intensive period of theological retrenchment, centred on a sustained exercise in biblical exegesis. ‘In my work as a pastor’, Barth later said, ‘I gradually turned back to the Bible’ (FT: 23).

In pursuing this renewed interest in the biblical text, Barth developed new ways to speak about the communicative agency of the Bible and the act of biblical interpretation. Like the pool of Bethesda, he claimed, the Bible exercises revolutionary power when the Spirit of God moves upon it. Its efficacy does not rest upon the religious sensitivity or hermeneutical sophistication of its readers; it requires of its readers simply a readiness to be heard as divine revelation (GA 48: 37). The Bible is indeed a difficult book to understand; but this difficulty is not properly portrayed principally as a reflex of the historical distances and cultural differences that separate the contemporary reader from the ancient text. The fundamental interpretative challenge is to lay aside the presumption—one that is deeply embedded in both pietistic and modern academic readings of Scripture—that the Bible is best approached as a variegated reflex of, and testimony to, the human experience of God. The Bible, Barth insisted, must be understood in all its complexity as a book about God—as the unitary story of God’s ways with humanity (GA 48: 408), the literary threshold of the ‘new world of God’ (GA 48: 317). Thus Barth writes, ‘If you seek only the human factor in it, the Bible will elude you!’; yet, by contrast, ‘If you seek God—what he thinks and does—then it will speak to you’ (GA 48: 408). This does not mean that the historical, moral, and religious dimensions of the text are matters of indifference; it means, rather, that they do not constitute the Bible’s main theme (Hauptsache), so that any reading that terminates on such matters—also and perhaps especially when it is undertaken in accordance with highly refined rules of procedure—amounts to a playing with trifles. The Bible is patient of such enquiries, but not finally vulnerable to them: ‘Holy Scripture interprets itself, despite all our human limitations’ (GA 48: 325). As it does so, it enjoys preponderant authority in the most conflicted cultural situation. More closely: As a sign of hope to a world at war, for Barth, the Bible speaks ‘more loudly than the cannons’ (GA 32: 346).

This new conception of the nature of Scripture and scriptural interpretation found its most notable early articulation in Barth’s startlingly original and widely controversial commentary on Paul’s letter to the Romans. While the first edition, published in late 1918, immediately distinguished itself as a work of considerable spiritual penetration and rhetorical power, its first readers divided on the question of its pertinence for an understanding of the text of Paul’s letter—it is, one early reviewer observed, ‘a peculiar book, markedly different from conventional expositions of Romans’ (Steinmetz 1920: 323). The second, revised edition of 1921 consolidated Barth’s growing reputation as a theological provocateur; established him as the leading exponent of a new, dialectically charged style of theological reflection and argument; and provoked renewed questions about Barth’s distinctive conception and practise of biblical interpretation.

In both editions, the commentary recommended an interpretative programme and exemplified a commentarial style notably distinct from that employed by many leading exponents of wissenschaftlich New Testament exegesis. Attracted by the rhetorical power of those commentaries that preferred continual paraphrase of Paul’s argument to discrete analysis of its constituent elements and several influences, Barth resolved not ‘constantly to interrupt the flow of the exposition’ (GA 16: 590; see also Burnett 2004: 283) by attempting to justify his interpretative decisions in detail, and chose only occasionally to make explicit the exegetical reasoning underlying his translation of Paul’s text and comment on it. Referring his readers to the wider commentarial literature for technical discussion of relevant lexical, grammatical, textual, and historical matters, he focused his attention not on identifying the proximate sources and formal features of Paul’s letter but on drawing out its meaning as a unified, coherent whole, seeking to grasp ‘the relation of the words to the Word in the words’ (GA 47: 14; on the distinction between causal and semantic forms of explanation, see Griffiths 1999: 89–90). In doing so, he brought to bear two hermeneutical convictions that he never relinquished. First, to understand (verstehen) and explain (erklären) a text requires one to discover and represent the relation between the text in its concrete form and the communicative intention it embodies; and this process of discovery and representation is best conceived as an attempt—provisional and corrigible, requiring always to be undertaken anew in search of deeper insight—not simply to locate the author and text in a broad field of cultural activity but to gain an interior appreciation of the intentional movement of the text, to retrace the act of authorship in thought. In Barth’s own terms: ‘[T]he decisive presupposition for the explanation of a text…is participation in its Sache’—that is, the theme or subject matter that provoked the author to write and that retains the power to elicit a hearing (GA 16: 591; see also Burnett 2004: 284). To this conception of textual understanding and explanation corresponds, second, a view of the relation between the interpreter and author. One understands an author, Barth insisted, by ‘making common cause with him, collaborating with him, taking his every word seriously’ (GA 16: 596; see also Burnett 2004: 288). The interpreter is to trust the author, to ‘stand by him’; and this means to recognize that one belongs with the author in a historically extended and culturally diverse community of moral-spiritual concern. To understand an author, Barth said, is ‘to presuppose that what once was a serious problem remains so today and, conversely, that the problems which occupy us today are serious problems and not mere idiosyncrasies’ (GA 16: 587). It is in this sense that Barth understood himself as a genuinely historical reader of Paul’s letter to the Romans: ‘The understanding of history is a continuous, increasingly candid and penetrating conversation between the wisdom of yesterday and the wisdom of tomorrow, which is one and the same’ (GA 16: 3; RII: 3).

In portraying the work of biblical understanding and exposition in this way, Barth distanced himself from two other conceptions of the conditions of responsible textual interpretation with broad influence in modern academic biblical scholarship. On the one hand, he rejected the widespread view that interpretative objectivity is a function of critical distance and detachment. To adopt such a view was, on Barth’s account, simply to position oneself over against the biblical text as a partisan ‘for the modern reader and his prejudices’ (GA 16: 591; Burnett 2004: 284). Accordingly, Barth displayed a pronounced impatience with forms of material criticism in which a clear distinction is made between those elements of Pauline theology that retain contemporary theological value and those that may safely be treated as mere curiosities. What appears as hermeneutical sophistication in such cases, he argued, reduces to unconsidered cultural complacency and methodological naiveté: ‘the historical critics must be more critical!’ (GA 47: 14; RII: 6). On the other hand, Barth resisted the suggestion that the distance observed by historical critics between ancient text and contemporary reader could be bridged by acts of interpretative empathy, arguing that reliance on psychological resonances between the modern reader and classical author—informed by speculative appeals to a shared human condition or a common religious interest—rests on an abstraction of the author and his text from the cause his communicative act serves.

Barth’s sharply phrased critique of what he regarded as a lack of interpretative charity and objectivity in some modern Pauline scholarship elicited strong critical reaction. Barth complained that he was widely—and wrongly—regarded to be ‘an avowed enemy of historical criticism’ (GA 47: 11; RII: 6). And if this charge was never directed against Barth in just these terms, figures like Adolf von Harnack (1851–1930), Adolf Jülicher (1857–1938), and Paul Wernle (1872–1939) argued that Barth was at once heedless to the advances of modern critical scholarship and insufficiently attentive to the specifically religious reasons why modern readers of Paul must keep a critical distance from some aspects of his work (see GA 16: 643–4; GA 47: 19; RII: 11–12). At the same time, in positing a clear distinction between the form and content of the biblical text (or between the words of the apostle and the subject matter these words commonly intend), and in portraying attentiveness to the text as instrumental to an interest in its theme, Barth was exposed to the recurrent worry that he was not finally subject to the discipline of the text as it stands. Taken together, such considerations led many readers to the conclusion that the commentary on Romans was not a genuine exercise in textual explanation so much as an exploitation of Paul’s letter for Barth’s own polemical and constructive purposes (for a recent restatement of this concern, see Watson 2017: 19–20; on exegetical and exploitative interpretation, see Rescher 1998).

The commentary on Romans is on any account an exceptional work, one that retains a distinctive place in Barth’s corpus as the only full-scale commentarial product of his Safenwil pastorate. Perhaps most aptly characterized as a commentary exhibiting and recommending a particular form of homiletical exegesis (see Mützlitz 2013), it nevertheless differs in intention and design from the sermons that Barth delivered while drafting the book. Careful attention to the use of Scripture in Barth’s Safenwil sermons—a topic that has attracted little scholarly interest to date—will facilitate more compelling descriptions and more penetrating judgements about the interpretative and communicative judgements on display in the commentary.

The publication of the second edition of the commentary on Romans (in late 1921) coincided with Barth’s accession to an academic position at the University of Göttingen, where he took up the newly inaugurated honorary chair of Reformed theology. Here Barth undertook historical and doctrinal studies that led him to a more complex and richly informed conception of the nature and interpretation of Scripture, one which drew together key elements of his earlier work while manifesting a new appreciation for the theological and spiritual cogency of the Protestant Scripture principle and a special regard for its classical Reformed articulations. This development is evident in Barth’s lectures on Calvin, Zwingli, the Reformed confessions, and Schleiermacher (his lectures on the Heidelberg Catechism remain to date unpublished). In these studies on key texts and figures in the Reformed tradition, Barth sought to elucidate the character of Reformed theology in its integrity and distinctiveness, bringing to the material his long-standing interests in the relation of history and faith, the creaturely mediation of revelation, and the grounds and scope of human moral agency. The Christologically focused theology of grace to which Luther recalled the church, Barth argued, remains the common inheritance of Lutheran and Reformed Protestantism. The special vocation of Reformed theology is to attend to the historical and ethical correlates of God’s revealing and saving action in Christ, to give conceptual expression to ‘the positive relation between the vertical and horizontal’ (GA 23: 66; TC: 49), to occupy itself with ‘the problem of the relation of religion and ethics’ (GA 40: 67), to ‘attempt to relate eternity to time, the forgiveness of sins to the life of the sinner, spirit to existence in the flesh, incomparable love to a very unremarkable obedience’ (GA 23: 523; TC: 387 rev.). And it is in the light of this distinguishing interest in the moral entailments of the gospel, he maintained, that we are to understand both the Reformed emphasis on the normative role of Scripture as the rule of faith and life and the ways in which the Reformed depicted the act of scriptural interpretation.

In the 1922 lectures on Calvin, Barth developed this line of analysis with reference to Calvin’s 1539 exposition of Romans:

Wherever, as with the Reformed, it is a matter of acting with God and for God, knowledge of God must come first. And wherever it is a matter of knowledge of God, what else calls for consideration but the Bible, the Epistle to the Romans?…The way things go is remarkable enough: ethical concern for the glorifying of God on earth leads to the question of the intellectual norm and then to the classical record of Paulinism. If we take note of this, we cannot fail to see what is the root of the ethical fervor of Reformed Protestantism. Truly it was not any lack of understanding for that which was so important for Luther as the pure and simple gospel of forgiveness and faith, but the very desire to understand this gospel. The ethical turn did not imply any abandonment of this gospel but was meant to lead back the more forcefully to it. Knowledge of God engenders a desire to act. A desire to act engenders a new seeking of God. The new quest for God engenders new knowledge of God. That is the way that Reformed thinking goes.  (GA 23: 524–5; TC: 388)

In observing this connection between moral and biblical interest in Calvin’s theology, Barth presumed that for Calvin the Bible is a privileged medium of God’s self-communication: ‘The place where God’s revelation comes to us is holy scripture’ (GA 23: 222; TC: 167). The relation of revelation and the Bible is settled (thus Calvin’s doctrine of inspiration), and as such, the desire for the knowledge of God necessarily takes concrete form as scriptural exegesis and exposition. ‘We can learn from Calvin’, Barth maintained, ‘what it means to stay close to the text…Everything else derives from this. But it has to derive from this. If it does not, then the act of exposition is not real questioning and readiness to listen’ (GA 23: 526; TC: 389). But in commending to his students the objectivity of Calvin’s exegesis—his firm, continually enacted confidence that the Bible in its received form invites, demands, and rewards rigorous study—Barth also drew attention to Calvin’s teaching on the indispensable role of the Spirit in scriptural reading: ‘God himself must bear witness concerning himself to those who would receive and pass on the witness of the biblical author. God is not just the theme but also the Lord of biblical truth’ (GA 23: 525; TC: 389).

Barth found in Calvin a model of the kind of theological exegesis—objective, alert to the full scope of biblical teaching and of the role of each book or passage within the whole, theologically purposeful precisely in its interpretative composure and sobriety—which he sought to exemplify in his own exegetical lectures on the New Testament. In Göttingen, Barth delivered lecture courses on Ephesians, James, 1 Corinthians 15, 1 John, Philippians, Colossians, and the Sermon on the Mount. As the recent publication of the lectures on Ephesians and James has made clear, upon assuming a university post Barth immediately began to cultivate a new style of exegetical explanation—one more closely ordered to the communicative conventions of the classroom than the pulpit. Barth now began to show his working: the exegetical decisions that remained largely hidden from view in Barth’s sermons and in the Romans commentary were brought to the surface; interpretative options were reviewed; standard commentaries were consulted and cited; where a firm interpretative judgement was made, the reasons that told decisively in its favour were made explicit; and degrees of certainty were noted. Central topics in New Testament introduction—the identity of a text’s author and intended audience; the proximate circumstances of its composition; text-critical problems; the history of interpretation and canonization—found more or less extensive consideration. Barth continued to stress that historical enquiry into the New Testament was a more speculative enterprise than is often recognized, and he admonished his students not to be unduly interested in his own views on contested historical questions (see GA 46: 158), but in his lectures on James he nevertheless led his students through an orderly and considered treatment of the letter’s date—Barth accepted a range of 50–150 c.e., but stressed the importance of recognizing that the letter belongs to ‘that century in which occurred the two great events with which the real history of the church begins: Paul’s proclamation of Christ and the rise of the old Catholic church’ (GA 46: 166). Barth also considered the identity of its author (finally unknowable), and reflected on the authenticity of the letter (cast in doubt most notably by Luther, who presumed that what is not materially Pauline is not authentically biblical) (GA 46: 168–80).

One may discern a certain restlessness in Barth’s handling of such matters in his earliest exegetical lectures, in which Barth is at once visibly keen to demonstrate his command of the commentarial literature, while also promoting a markedly deflationary view of much historical-critical scholarship and regularly adopting an ironic tone when characterizing his own relation to it. As he grew in confidence and composure, he developed more positive and settled ways to formulate the task of scriptural interpretation. Notable in this regard is the impressive introductory statement to Barth’s lectures on the Gospel of John, delivered in 1925 during Barth’s first semester in Münster, where he was appointed to a chair in dogmatics and New Testament exegesis. Recalling Augustine’s portrayal of the role of Scripture and scriptural exposition in the mediation of divine wisdom, Barth introduced his lecture series by reflecting upon the objective character of the space of exegetical reasoning. In confronting ‘the task of reading and explaining John’s gospel’, he observed, ‘we enter a concrete, specific situation whose form does not depend at all on us but which is this situation and not another by a necessity that lies in the matter itself [in der Sache selbst]’ (GA 9: 4; WW: 3).

This means, first, that in approaching this text we find ourselves in the sphere of the Gospel, the pronouncement of a truth that does not wait upon external warrant or validation but encounters us with native power and clarity, eliciting from us the decision of faith. The communal reach of the Gospel is marked by baptism: ‘John’s gospel is part of the canonical Scripture of the Christian church. It was not written and does not exist as anything other’ (GA 9: 5; WW: 4). To read John’s gospel objectively—to read it for what it in fact is and says—does not require the suspension of personal religious conviction and adherence to ‘the customary law of scholarship’ (GA 9: 4; WW: 4 rev.). It requires, rather, that one acknowledge and rationally inhabit the relation to God that this gospel announces and intends.

Second, it belongs to the task of scriptural interpretation to reckon seriously with the text as a means of grace. The relation of reader to the Gospel is mediated by the figure of the evangelist who speaks in this text: ‘the relation to him is in fact the relation in which wisdom imparts itself to us’ (GA 9: 7; WW: 6). The evangelist is a human creature, subject to the conditions and limitations of creaturely life, and the product of his authorial activity is a human artefact. If he speaks God’s Word, he cannot speak it as his own: ‘He does not proclaim God without God’ (GA 9: 8; WW: 6). But by virtue of a movement of divine grace, through God’s active qualification of the evangelist’s words, he in fact becomes, and may be recognized as, a bearer of the divine address. Interpretation of the gospel of John accordingly requires differentiated and ordered attention both to the particular humanity of the text and to its qualification and employment by God. As a medium of divine communication,

the historical element, the human word of the witness to revelation demands our entire, concentrated, serious attention. But precisely as medium, not for its own sake and not to be understood out of itself but as witness that itself requires witness and awaits witness—the witness that its subject matter must provide. And this provision is an event, an action, the action of God in the strictest sense of the term. The meaning of our action as hearers and interpreters of the gospel stands and falls with God’s own action through the instrument with which we have to do.

(GA 9: 9; WW: 7 rev.)

Third—and in full recognition that the obedience of faith that the scriptural text intends is a matter of the illumination of the mind by God, an act of divine grace which we cannot claim by right but for which we may and must continually pray—to enter the space of scriptural interpretation is to be confronted by a concrete demand that Barth characterized as ‘a readiness to understand’, ‘an openness to the necessity of understanding this subject matter within the framework of its own logic and ethics’, or simply ‘objectivity’. The subjective presupposition required of every interpreter of John’s gospel is a ‘sincere and earnest desire to read and expound the gospel not as teachers but as students’ (GA 9: 10–11; WW: 8–9 rev.).

We find, then, in Barth’s exegetical lectures from the 1920s, signs of important developments in his hermeneutical commitments and interpretative practices. The nature and significance of this material for a full account of Barth’s exegesis awaits further investigation, and the publication of additional lecture material from this period will allow for a more rounded account. In the meantime, much is to be gained by reading Barth’s available exegetical works alongside his historical lectures and his lectures in dogmatic theology from Göttingen and Münster, in which he began to work out an account of the nature of Scripture and the task of scriptural interpretation within a Trinitarian doctrine of revelation (see GA 17: 53–83, 245–320; GD: 45–68, 201–62; GA 14: 58–69, 435–530; and GA 19: 500–44).

A Theology of Scriptural Reading: Church Dogmatics I

The treatment of scriptural interpretation in Church Dogmatics I represents a massive elaboration and refinement of the analysis provisionally developed in the Göttingen and Münster dogmatics lectures. As in these earlier works, scriptural reading is treated as part of an extensive consideration of Scripture as the proximate norm of church proclamation, where the presiding question is the conformity of the church’s proclamation to divine revelation (KD I/1: 3; CD I/1: 4). A brief rehearsal of the larger movement of thought will help to place Barth’s explicit hermeneutical reflections in their doctrinal setting.

It is useful to begin with Barth’s characterization of the task of dogmatics. In distinction from exegetical theology (which enquires after the biblical basis of the church’s teaching) and practical theology (which asks after its goal and the means appropriate to it), dogmatic theology takes a leading interest in the question of the true content of church proclamation, asking what the church must say here and now in the light of what is said in the writings of the prophets and apostles (KD I/1: 15; CD I/1: 16). It proceeds by way of critical analysis of church proclamation as it has found expression to date: ‘Starting with the question of how the church talked about God yesterday, dogmatics asks how this should be done tomorrow’ (KD I/1: 78–9; CD I/1: 77).

In posing this question, dogmatics does not seek to hold Christian proclamation to an alien standard but refers to divine revelation as the material norm of the church’s witness. This revelation—the Word of God—is, Barth stresses, God’s own act of self-communication. It is not in the power of the church to compel this act, but only to recall and expect it in faith (KD I/1: 94–5; CD I/1: 93). The textual site of this recollection and expectation is Holy Scripture (so KD I/1: 114; CD I/1: 111). In acknowledging Scripture as canon, Barth writes,

the church expresses the fact that it is not left to itself in its proclamation, that the commission on the ground of which it proclaims, the object which it proclaims, the judgment under which its proclamation stands, and the event of real proclamation must all come from elsewhere, from without, and very concretely from without, in all the externality of the concrete canon as an imperative that is also historical, that speaks in time. And with its acknowledgement that this canon is in fact identical with the Bible of the Old and New Testaments, with the word of the prophets and apostles, it expresses the truth that this reference of its proclamation to something that is concretely external is not a general principle, nor a mere determination of form whose content might be this or might be quite different, but that this reference is wholly determined in content, that it is a received direction and effected connection, that this part of past history consisting of specific texts constitutes the working instructions or marching orders by which not just the church’s proclamation but the very church itself stands or falls.  (KD I/1: 103–4; CD I/1: 101)

It is crucial for Barth that the normative assessment of church proclamation refers to the Word of God in its written form. Precisely as text, Barth claims, Holy Scripture represents—as an appeal to an oral tradition cannot—the truth that the church is addressed by God through the prophets and apostles ab extra (that is, from the outside). In Barth’s own terms: ‘In unwritten tradition the church is not addressed; it is engaged in dialogue with itself’ (KD I/1: 107; CD I/1: 105), but in its ‘written-ness’ (Schriftlichkeit), the Bible can occupy in relation to the church ‘the position of a free power and therefore of a criterion’ (KD I/1: 108; CD I/1: 106).

At this point the problem of scriptural interpretation is acute: ‘Exegesis is always a combination of taking and giving, of reading out and reading in. Thus exegesis, without which the norm cannot assert itself as norm, entails the constant danger that the Bible will be taken prisoner by the church’ (KD I/1: 108; CD I/1, 106). Neither an appeal to the authority of the magisterium nor reliance on the expertise of professional biblical scholarship will resolve this problem; the attempt to regulate the threat of interpretative licence by placing the Bible under institutional control or reserving its use to the guild is a bid for power that the church cannot endure. ‘The exegesis of the Bible’, Barth insists, ‘should rather be left open on all sides, not for the sake of free thought, as liberalism would demand, but for the sake of a free Bible’ (KD I/1: 109; CD I/1: 106). Ecclesially fruitful scriptural exegesis, then, will scrupulously observe the infrangible difference between text and interpretation, and will understand the role of scriptural exegesis and commentary in ministerial rather than magisterial terms.

In sum: The Word of God possesses by nature and communicates by grace a native competence and eloquence. It speaks for itself, and as it does so it exercises and reveals its creative and saving power. It is not subject to the control of the church; rather, it governs the church in its form as canonical Scripture, which enjoys ‘immediate, absolute, and material authority’ in the church (KD I/2: 598; CD I/2: 538). Accordingly, the church properly adopts a position of obedience in relation to Holy Scripture, and the doctrine of Scripture is the conceptual articulation of the church’s obedience, its confession that it is free to be the church of Jesus Christ when it submits itself to the authority of the Word it encounters in the writings of the prophets and apostles.

The ‘basic statement’ of the doctrine of Scripture is that ‘the Bible is the witness of divine revelation’ (KD I/2: 511; CD I/2: 462). To read the Bible for what it is means to attend to it as witness—as human words that intend to refer us to the Word of God, and that succeed in doing so as and when God wills. This means, as Barth had freely acknowledged already in Safenwil and came to maintain with greater fluency in the 1920s, that the Bible must be approached under a double aspect. On the one hand, as witness to the Word of God, scripture relates so intimately to divine revelation that one rightly may speak of it as the Word of God, recognizing it as ‘nothing other than revelation as it comes to us, mediating and therefore accommodating itself to us’ (KD I/2: 511; CD I/2: 463). And in its character as the Word of God, Holy Scripture requires no interpretation, being perspicuous in itself. On the other hand, as witness to divine revelation, the Bible is to be distinguished from the Word of God, as the creature is distinguished from the Creator, and ‘human words need interpretation’ (KD I/2: 799; CD I/2: 712).

This means that the humanity—and so the historicity—of the text must be fully acknowledged and carefully considered. We have, Barth writes, ‘to take it for what it undoubtedly is and is meant to be: the human speech uttered by specific figures at specific times in a specific situation, in a specific language and with a specific intention’ (KD I/2: 513; CD I/2: 464). But the humanity of the text must continually be rediscovered in the course of scriptural exegesis: it is not a matter of bringing to the biblical text a priori convictions about human creatures, and their capacities, limitations, and interests, to which the biblical texts must conform. In programmatic summary: ‘We have to hear [hören] what it says to us as a human word. We have to understand [verstehen] it as a human word from what it says. We have to expound [auslegen] it in its relationship to what is said in it’ (KD I/2: 516; CD I/2: 466). Such interpretative labour has a twofold end, being undertaken ad gloriam Dei et aedificationem ecclesiae—to the glory of God and the edification of the church (KD I/2: 800; CD I/2: 714).

In the course of his explication of the task of scriptural interpretation as a work of freedom and responsibility in the church of Jesus Christ, Barth does not develop a comprehensive account of the intellectual and spiritual operations ingredient in this work. His conception of the interpretative procedures appropriately employed in the explication of the biblical texts must be discovered through consideration of his partial sketch of the shape of free, responsible interpretative activity in the church. His observations here do not break significant new ground. Once again he stresses the need for scriptural interpretation in the church and commends it as an activity for which all members of the church are responsible (KD I/2: 800–1; CD I/2: 714); he restates his conviction that in the exegesis of Holy Scripture the proper exercise of interpretative freedom is the continual subordination (not the wilful suppression) of the interpreter’s own opinions and convictions (KD I/2: 805–6; CD I/2: 718); and he distinguishes ‘three individual phases in the process of scriptural interpretation’—explicatio (faithful observation of the scriptural text as it stands), meditatio (repentant reflection upon what the text says, in modest employment of all suitable intellectual resources and in constant invocation of the grace of illumination), and applicatio (the appropriation of the Word in and by the church—a use of Scripture in which the church continually discovers that Scripture is not the object of communal use so much as the acting and prevailing subject of its application). These interpretative ‘phases’ are not discrete acts separable in time but rather are three aspects, distinguishable in analysis, of one complex act (KD I/2: 797–830; CD I/2: 722–40).

Conclusion: On Reading Barth as an Exegetical Theologian

Much of what can be learned from Barth regarding the interpretation of Scripture is to be gained not by study of the explicit hermeneutical proposals advanced in the first volume of Church Dogmatics but by attending at length to the ways in which he engages Scripture and the exegetical tradition in the course of his doctrinal exposition. The sheer range and scope of scriptural citation and explication in Church Dogmatics remains one of its most remarkable features—according to one widely cited figure it contains in the region of two thousand exegetical excurses (see Bergner 2015: 16)—and much work remains to be done on the character and role of exegetical reasoning in Barth’s dogmatic theology (see Baxter 1981; Gibson 2009; Gignilliat 2009; Hunsinger 2012; McGlasson 1991). Future studies of this biblical material in Church Dogmatics will not only enrich our understanding of Barth’s mature theological vision but may also generate fresh insights into the ways in which an attentiveness to scriptural teaching may require us to press beyond Barth to more scripturally responsive and exegetically cogent expressions of Christian faith. At the same time, further study of Barth’s sermons and exegetical lectures will afford us a clearer view of the development of his interpretative instincts and habits, and will allow us to demonstrate with greater precision and clarity the central and formative place of scriptural reading in the pastoral and academic work that Barth pursued with such passion and distinction.
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chapter 17

Jesus Christ


Rinse H. Reeling Brouwer




The fact that Jesus Christ is the central content of the biblical witness is easy to see and easy to state, as every student of the Bible knows. And the corresponding confession—‘Jesus is Lord’—is also clear and easily understood. Yet that statement or that confession would be by itself void and meaningless. It has to be interpreted and explained. I have been speaking of ‘faith seeking for understanding’ and the statement and confession about Jesus Christ needs understanding. Jesus Christ is a living person—both in the Bible and in us, for God and for human beings. So in our relation to him and his relation to us there is a mystery—analogous to our relation with our all-too-human neighbour. And Jesus Christ is the neighbour! So the confession that Jesus is Lord is not so easy after all, and involves a task with which we have to deal anew each day if we would understand who and what he is.

(Karl Barth, during a conversation in Princeton, 4 May 1962; GA 25: 515)




Throughout his life as a Christian and his work as a theologian it was Karl Barth’s intention to be a witness of Jesus Christ and to confess his lordship. But in its forms of expression and in its attempts at understanding, this witness underwent sometimes subtle, sometimes dramatic changes and breaks—even as some initial themes either remained constant or returned to view in Barth’s later work. This chapter notes several stages on Barth’s path towards a theological understanding of Jesus as Lord, with its constant desire to ‘start anew’, its advances in thinking, its articulation and recapitulation of themes, and its successive constructive outcomes. I begin with Barth’s intuition, held from 1915 onwards, that Jesus is the embodiment of a fully new initiative from heaven. I then show how Barth’s intuition connects with Christological dogmas in 1922—dogmas developed as Barth engaged with Reformed and Lutheran thinking in 1924–1925 and in the 1930s. From this point, I consider Barth’s original contribution to the renewal of Christology, announced in his doctrine of election (1942), and elaborated in his doctrine of reconciliation (1953–1959). I conclude with some questions that await further consideration.

The Theologian Inspired by Bad Boll

Research in the last few decades has shown that Barth gained decisive theological insights during the course of a conversation with Christoph Blumhardt in Bad Boll between 10 April and 15 April 1915 (Spieckermann 1985: 68–71; McCormack 1995: 123–5). From that moment onwards, the presuppositions that underwrote Barth’s own brand of liberal Protestantism began to give way to a new manner of reasoning. For instance, in a lecture on ‘A Time of War and the Kingdom of God’ (Kriegzeit und Gottesreich) given in Basel in a debate with Paul Wernle on 15 November 1915, Barth remarks: ‘the world is the world, and the yield of the world war is of no religious importance; it does not produce anything new, no victory over the world. God is the one, who can be known in the life and word of Jesus; everything else that calls itself divine besides him, even Wotan (the god of war), is not God’ (GA 48: 193). Slightly later, Barth similarly declares, ‘The Kingdom of God, as Jesus proclaimed it, was never the final goal of the natural development of the world, but rather the new dawning of the authority [Geltung] of God’ (GA 48: 196). And finally, Barth observes, ‘In the life and death of Jesus God meets me in a way that shows me with a clearness that excludes any misunderstanding that God is radically different from anything else that might otherwise appear to me to be true and important’ (GA 48: 201). Barth refused to publish this lecture because of the ‘unprotected’ character of its assertions. It also seems to lack a detailed Christology. Yet the name of Jesus Christ is here identified, from the very beginning, with the primary fact of a fully new relationship that is created by God himself—a unity of a God that we do not have with a human being that we are not (Spieckermann 1985: 77). The liberal-theological presupposition of an experience with Christ, given beforehand in human subjectivity, has completely collapsed. Now, the divine initiative in the Word who is Jesus Christ alone is to serve as the true basis for any human knowledge of God.

When, shortly afterwards, Barth provided his first paraphrase of the Epistle to the Romans (1916–1919), the impulse received in Bad Boll showed its creative force. A central concern in this text is for ‘real history’, in contrast to ‘so-called history’. ‘Real history’ is, for Barth, history as it is realized in Christ: history in which God approaches us in an immediate way, and which constitutes our knowledge of God, history in which we not only know but are known. There is no path to this knowledge that begins with the historical Jesus, not even as the culmination of history, or with Jesus’ ‘inner life’—as Wilhelm Herrmann had contended. The turning point must be located in heaven. It is there that the divine decision with regard to the dawning of the new world has taken place. And the world that is coming is neither a second world, nor a purely transcendent world, but is this world made new. Because of this turn in heaven, a breakthrough has taken place on earth, with its focus in the meta-historical event of the raising of Jesus from the dead. Concomitantly, in the cross and the burial of Christ the old and fallen world is judged: there is a divine verdict that brings the old Adam to an end, so that humanity is now separated from sin. In all this, however, Bruce McCormack is right to speak of an ‘extremely thin’ Christology and a ‘rather summary treatment of the work of Christ’ in the first edition of Romans (McCormack 1995: 162). As McCormack observes, Barth’s ‘clipped answer to the problem’ of how ‘Jesus’ “rediscovery” of a life of immediacy to God was possible under the conditions of fallen human existence…was quite simply: God was in Christ. But what that means in detail, he did not say’ (McCormack 1995: 152).

‘God Sent His Own Son in the Likeness of Sinful Flesh’: The Second Edition of the Commentary on Romans

How ‘thin’ was the Christology in the second edition of Barth’s commentary on Romans (1922) that followed? To answer, it is useful to look at Barth’s treatment of Romans 8:1–3: ‘There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus…For God has done what the law, weakened by the flesh, could not do: by sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh, and to deal with sin, he condemned sin in the flesh.’ Barth’s remarks on these Pauline verses involve multiple claims (for what follows, see RII: 271–83).

First, in his own Son, God shows himself to be singular, so that there exists no timeless Christ-idea, only a unique personality. At the same time, this singularity is exposed by the divine existentiality: God’s revelation in the human being, Jesus. In this way, any rationalism—the eternal God as a ‘necessary truth of Reason’, as Lessing put it—is excluded.

Second, God sends the Son ‘from the eternal, unfallen, unknown world’. In an unnecessary but, given his liberal-theological background, understandable way, Barth warns the orthodox not to rejoice when, in considering this Son who has been sent, he draws on early confessional authorities. In turn, Barth cites from the Nicene Creed of 325/381 ‘begotten, not made’—commenting that ‘he is contrasted with every creature familiar to us’; then from the Apostles’ Creed ‘born of the Virgin Mary’—observing that ‘he is the protest against assigning eternity to any humanity or nature or history which we can observe’; and, third, from the ‘Definition of Chalcedon’ of 451 ‘very God and very human being’, positing that ‘he is the document by which the original, lost-but-recoverable union of God and humanity is guaranteed’. Compared with the ‘real history’ and the ‘turning-point in heaven’ of the first edition of the commentary, important progress has been made. The heavenly decision now receives Christological substance, and it appears possible to formulate the contrast between real history and so-called history in terms of the dogmas of the early church. However, the purpose of the Father sending the Son to carry out the work of reconciliation still appears to be the restoration of the original unity of God and humanity. A remnant of the philosophy of identity in German idealism—longing for and asserting an ‘original unity’ of thought and being, subject and object, God and humanity—therefore remains present in this text, and a genuine theological answer to the goal of salvation seems not yet to have been found.

Third, the Son has been sent into the world of the ‘flesh’, that is, into ‘so-called history’ or the systems of ‘humanity, nature and history’, which belong to the past that has been judged. Barth speaks about these systems without any illusions. Under their impress, life has finally to be interpreted only in biological categories, history only from the point of view of economic and materialist concerns, and human consciousness only by psycho-analytical unmasking. But Barth insists that flesh must not be confounded with spirit, and certainly not with the Holy Spirit.

Thus it is, fourth, that the claim that the Son came in the ‘likeness of the flesh’ has great importance. This likeness to the flesh tells us that it is quite possible to interpret the historical figure of Jesus in a sceptical way, as anything but the glorious appearance of the eternal Son. His God-consciousness can be seen as paranoid and his sinlessness as deceitful; his miracles are susceptible to medical explanation; his preaching can come across as mere moralism; his crucifixion can be viewed as that of an enthusiast who died in despair; and the story of his resurrection can be construed as early Christian boasting. Apologetic attempts to oppose such judgements make no sense, precisely because the Son is sent in the likeness of sinful flesh.

The fifth and final observation pertains to the Son of God taking the ‘form of a servant’—that is, his kenosis or ‘impenetrable incognito’. There is a ‘decreasing tendency’ in his appearance, a downward way, showing itself in the history of his temptations and finding its nadir in Gethsemane and Golgotha. Perhaps his cross, his existence in the likeness of the flesh of sin, is the only truly important word that can be said about him. Barth therefore hesitates concerning the munus triplex, the traditional threefold office of the Redeemer (see RII: 159): is the obedience of the Son not the only message that can be proclaimed? He is not able to forgive or to save himself; and the verdict, the acquittal—for ‘there is no sentence of death’—is reserved for his Father in heaven to pronounce.

Becoming Acquainted with the Doctrine of the Early Church: The Göttingen Dogmatics

Prolegomena: The Mysteries of the Deity of Christ and of his Primal History

The allusions in the second edition of the commentary on Romans to the decisions of the early church became more solidly grounded in Barth’s theology as he became better acquainted with them through the mediation of post-Reformation orthodoxy—this took place during his lectures on dogmatics in Göttingen (Reeling Brouwer 2015: 88–91, 99–106). Barth’s leading question at that time remains in line with that of his earlier dialectical theology, and is fully modern in character: How ought one to honour the unsublatable subjectivity of God in his self-revelation? As he studied and lectured upon them, the doctrines of the early church came to be useful in helping Barth to answer the question. Thus the title Kyrios might be seen as an improper way of speaking—as a pious metaphor suggesting (but not really meaning) the apotheosis of the human Jesus, or as a mythologization which posits a divine being alongside or under God (GD: 114). But in distinction to the divinization of humanity or the humanization of a divine idea, the patristic doctrine of Christ’s deity is to be understood in the sense that Christ reveals his Father—and this Father is God. He who reveals him, then, reveals God. But who can reveal God except God himself? Neither a human being that has been raised up nor an idea that has come ‘down to earth’ can do it (GD: 117; see also CD I/1: 406). Given this stance, Barth is able to comment favourably on the Christological section of the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed (GD: 120–3; see also CD I/1: 423–47). For Barth, this section of the Creed stresses that the sending of the Son by the Father in time is grounded in his generation in eternity, which ultimately means that dogma renders all apotheosizing or mythologizing illegitimate.

In a further step, Barth reckons with the Son of God assuming human nature without ceasing to be fully divine and without human nature undergoing substantive alteration. Thinking in terms of union and distinction, to be sure, had already featured in Barth’s earlier theology. In his famous Tambach lecture of 1919, for example, Barth had warned of a ‘simple opening of the floodgates’—a Christianization of society—or, at the same time, of a ‘secularization’ of the new world of the Bible into our world, even as he also worried about an ‘isolation of the human toward the divine’ and a ‘holy realm set apart unto itself’ (WGT: 37, 46). This warning implies that the ‘Chalcedonian pattern’ in Barth’s theology (Hunsinger 2000) was present well before Barth had really studied the Symbol of Chalcedon. Chalcedon’s double limitation—‘no confusion and no change’ (against Eutychianism) as well as ‘no division and no separation’ (against Nestorianism)—was thus being applied in respect of the history that God makes from heaven, in and against the fallen old world, before Barth had fully explored the right doctrinal categories for it. Barth shifts the categorical field to which the Chalcedonian definition belongs from metaphysical speculation (where modern theology suspected it belonged) to the ‘primal history’ (Urgeschichte—the unknowable origin of a phenomenon [GD: 148]) that God makes by sending his Son in the flesh, a history that transforms all so-called history of the fallen world and that can be seen only though revelation and grasped only by faith. For that reason, Barth wants to locate this primal history in the context of the double witness of Scripture to the covenant of God with Israel and to the apostolic message of Jesus Christ, and at the same time recognize that neither of the two witnesses offer a direct identification of the divine mystery with human history.

Yet there is a significant development in terms of Christology, in a limited sense, at this juncture. In an old Reformed source, the Leiden Synopsis, mentioned in the textbook of Heppe, Barth made his wonderful discovery of the post-Chalcedonian (although in its implication perhaps already Cyrillian) doctrine of the an- and enhypostatic nature of the assumption of the flesh by the eternal Word (GD: 157; see Heppe 2007: 418). This doctrine posits that the humanity of Christ has no personhood of its own but only in its union with the Logos of God. Already in the first edition of the commentary on Romans, Barth asserted that there is no path from the historical Jesus to knowledge of the ‘real history’ that God initiated on earth from heaven. Now he found the dogmatic formula needed to express this basic idea, and this formula would remain foundational for his whole approach to the relationship of revelation and history from this point. That is a surprising phenomenon, for it presupposes a modern context (the question of the ‘historical Jesus’) that was totally unknown to the fathers of the sixth century who are said to have coined the formula (contra Shults 1996).

Remarkably, Barth’s exposition of the incarnation does not conclude with an explanation of the Symbol of Chalcedon, but with the dogma of the virgin birth from the Apostles’ Creed. Barth identifies the virgin birth with the assumption of the flesh by the Logos as such; later, he will distinguish the incarnation from this accompanying ‘sign’ (Resch 2012). Its importance for Barth at this time in Göttingen is that Jesus is confessed as the human being born from above: in history, yet in history as the end of the old history—which since the days of Adam and Cain had predominantly been a male history. Jesus anhypostatically sets aside this old history, and at the same time marks the onset of the new history (GD: 160–3). The onset of this new history by way of this event is told as a miracle, and as such can only be formally acknowledged as indirect communication. This means that it can only be recognized and acknowledged in faith, making any ‘fundamentalist’ reading inappropriate.

The Redeemer, his Person and his Work

In the prolegomena to the Göttingen Dogmatics, the treatment of the assumption of the flesh within the doctrine of revelation was what Barth describes as an ‘intentional anticipation’ (GD: 133). The incarnation received further attention in the lectures on reconciliation in 1925, when Jesus Christ the Revealer is at the same time seen to be the Reconciler. Barth’s thinking on the person of Christ is dominated here by a sketch of the contrast that obtains between Reformed and Lutheran Christology. In thinking through Chalcedon, Barth observes, the Lutherans are occupied by a fascination with the communication between the divine nature and the human nature of Christ, and therefore by an interest in the immediate experience of divine qualities by the human being. In line with the second edition of the commentary on Romans, and strengthened by an increasingly ‘actualistic’ sensibility that supposes that God’s being is always a being-in-act, Barth is suspicious of that direction. At the same time, he is enthusiastic about the Reformed alternative, that is, the emphasis on the Logos who takes the initiative in the hypostatic union. This alternative does not imply a denial of this communication between the natures of Christ (communicatio idiomatum) as one of the consequences of the union. However, that aspect is not stressed; it is overshadowed by the attention given to the communication of graces (communicatio gratiarum) passing from the divine nature to the human Jesus, which finds its aim in the common operations of both natures under the command of the person of the Mediator (communicatio operationum). The hypostatic union as a unique divine act is therefore without analogy, and even the comparisons used by the early church to describe it—such as the union of soul and body—fail in the end. It is possible to derive this kind of analogy from what is not meant, such as from the construction of Apollinaris in which the Logos takes over the function of the human soul in the incarnation. Thus, in truth, the positive content of the enhypostatic existence of humanity in the Logos can only be described in rather bare sentences, such as: ‘This singular person (that was also met by Caiaphas or Pilate) is the Logos, the Son of God’; or, ‘The divine person is exactly his human person’ (GA 38: 47). ‘One is curious to learn more’, Barth states, but the Reformed guides are reserved in this respect, with good reason (GA 38: 72).

In addition, for the first time Barth deals extensively here with the doctrine of the work of the Mediator, even though he appreciates that the early church, as distinct from modern Protestantism, took the doctrine of Christ’s person to encompass the entirety of knowledge that was needed for salvation. Barth here endorses the idea of Christ’s threefold office—the munus triplex—and distances himself from his negative remarks about this idea in the second edition of the commentary on Romans (GA 38: 99). At the same time, he maintains from the earlier work the importance of the solidarity of Jesus Christ with the damned—realized in the priestly work of Christ on the cross—as the kernel of the dangerous provocation that the Word brought into the world (GA 38: 140). The advantage of the threefold office is that it reckons with a range of perspectives, and in this way honours the universal church.

As with the Reformed tradition in general, Barth begins with the prophetic office. This office expresses the Logos as the Word of God, as proclamation, and it can be found particularly in the gospel of John, where Jesus speaks of himself. Barth then combines the treatment of the priestly and the royal offices with the doctrine of the ‘states’ of humiliation and exaltation respectively. During his lectures on the priesthood of Christ, he writes to Swiss friends: ‘with many headaches and much astonishment I ultimately have to agree with Orthodoxy on nearly every point, and I hear myself reciting things which as a student or a pastor in Safenwil I would never have dreamt could truly be this way’ (GA 4: 328–9). To these ‘things’ belong the doctrine of the eternal covenant of God with Christ as the new human being and our substitute, the doctrine of the satisfaction provided by Christ in his work on the cross, the doctrine of the elect as the addressees of the atonement (albeit with a clear reserve that Barth has towards the traditional Reformed view of predestination). At the same time the royal office enables Barth to recover the motif from his conversations at Bad Boll concerning the resurrected Jesus as victorious over all demonic powers (GA 38: 85). Finally, Barth remarks on the aspects of Christ’s intercession, which he offers to God the Father after his expiatory oblation, and on the reign of Christ as the head of the church together with the members of his body, and notes that in these regards Christology passes into pneumatology.

The Third Draft of the Prolegomena: A ‘Twofold Course of Christological Confession’

We pass over the second series of lectures on dogmatics that Barth gave in Münster in order to look at the Prolegomena of Church Dogmatics. In the winter semester of 1933–1934 in Bonn, Barth lectured on the incarnation of the Word. As he notes himself, he could not have done justice to John 1:14 any earlier: ‘Revelation is an eternal…but not therefore a timeless reality…It does not remain transcendent over time, it does not merely meet it at a point, but it enters time; nay, it assumes time; nay, it creates time for itself’ (CD I/2: 50).

In the New Testament Barth discerns a twofold course of Christological confession (CD I/2: 15–25). Along one line, represented by Paul and John, the eternal Word forms the starting point for reflection. To guard against docetism, however, this line is emphatic that the eternal Word bears the name of the human being Jesus—which means that Word can only be found in the flesh, that the Lord became a servant, and that his glorification can only be recognized on the cross. Along the other line, represented by the synoptic witnesses, the starting point for reflection is the way that human beings associated with their fellow human being, Jesus of Nazareth. There is an obvious mystery surrounding this person, a mystery with which demons and the devil are familiar, but which they are at the same time forbidden to expose. But more than once the wonderful voice from heaven is heard, ‘This is my Son, the Beloved; with him I am well pleased; listen to him!’ (Matthew 17:5), and, on earth, people like the centurion at the cross finally confess, ‘Truly this man was God’s Son!’ (Matthew 27:54). With such claims, contrary to any ebionite hesitation, it is proclaimed that Jesus is the Christ, that God is with us. Between the two lines there is, Barth emphasizes, no antithesis. On the contrary, the ‘extraordinary criss-cross relations’ between the interlocking lines testify to one reality, which apparently cannot be represented by only one kind of witness. Barth states that this ‘must be remembered when we are compelled to adopt a position towards the antitheses which repeat the same variety in Church History, namely between the Christologies of Alexandria and Antioch, of Luther and of Calvin’ (CD I/2: 24). Here one notices a shift from Barth’s sturdy Reformed stance in Göttingen. If he once saw in Lutheran Christology a dangerous deviation from pure doctrine, now he speaks ecumenically about the antitheses of distinct theological ‘schools’. That shows an evolution in his thought, to be sure; but it also signals that in the days of the German Church Struggle rather more important enemies had come into view, against whom both Lutheran and Reformed must be mobilized.

In the more technical elaboration of dogmatic statements about Jesus Christ as ‘very God and very man’, that is, on the doctrine of the ‘assumption of the flesh’ (CD I/2: 165–71; Sumner 2014: 95–9), Barth comments on the ἐγένετο (becoming) of John 1:14: ‘The event of the hypostatical union has to be understood as a completed event, but also as a completed event.’ The Lutherans address the ontological reference point of completeness, the identification of the Logos with Jesus in the flesh; the Reformed, for their part, address the dynamic and revelational event of the Logos becoming flesh, as the Word overcomes the divide between God and sinful human beings. The problem of the Lutheran position is that it risks obscuring the fact that God’s determination to be found only in this presence of the Son—at the cross, in the deepest humiliation—is conditional upon God’s freedom, and does not lead to the Word being submerged in the flesh that it becomes. The problem of the Reformed position, on the other hand, is that while it clearly sketches the path of reconciliation, it is less clear in stating where this path reaches its terminus, that is, in the union of Word and flesh. Barth does not propose a third position or synthesis between the two approaches. In Church Dogmatics I/2, he prefers to speak of a ‘twofold theological school’ (eine zweifache theologische Schule), in which each side is ‘calling to the other and questioning the other’ (gegenseitiger Ruf und gegenseitige Frage), since the reality of Jesus Christ ‘does not admit of being grasped or conceived by any unitary theology’ (Einheitstheologie) (CD I/2: 171).

The Christological Renewal in the Doctrine of Election

One has to ask therefore, whether and to what extent Barth perseveres with this twofold way of speaking, or whether he presents a new, unitary Christological proposal in the later volumes of Church Dogmatics. However, before one can pose this question, it is necessary to examine the profound renewal he achieved in his part-volume on the doctrine of election, published in 1942. To introduce his innovative thesis that Jesus Christ should be seen as the ‘electing God’ as well as ‘the elected human’, Barth offers an excursus on the prologue to the gospel of John. At this point, he drew on exegetical lectures he had given in Münster in 1925/6 and later repeated in Bonn in 1933 (Sumner 2014: 79–84; Reeling Brouwer 2015: 234–5). At that time he had discovered, based on Schlatter (WW: 28), that the οὓτος of John 1:2—‘the same was in the beginning with God’ (KJV)—should not only be understood as an anaphoric (backward) reference to the ‘Word’ of the first verse, but also as a cataphoric (forward) reference (GA 9: 26–35). It is obvious, Barth claims, that for the author of John, the Logos ‘plays…the role of a locum tenens [placeholder]’, having ‘the character of a quid pro quo’, and thus serving as ‘the provisional designation of a place which something or someone else will later fill’ (WW: 23). This ‘someone’ in question appears to be the one concerning whom John testifies in verse 15, and who in verse 18 turns out to be Jesus Christ. So it is, then, that according to Barth the word ‘Logos’, which only appears in the first verses of the Prologue, ‘is a substitute for Jesus Christ. His is the place which at one and the same time is occupied, reserved, and delimited by the predicates which are ascribed to the Logos, by the history which is narrated about him’ (WW: 23). Inspired by this discovery, Barth’s dogmatic conclusion is as follows: ‘The choice or election of God is basically and properly God’s decision that the Word which is “the same”, and is called Jesus, should really be in the beginning, with himself, like himself, one with himself in his deity. And for this reason it is per se an election of grace’ (CD II/2: 101). When, as Barth asserts in Church Dogmatics I/2, revelation is eternal but not timeless, it also becomes possible to claim that ‘Jesus Christ is God in his movement towards man’ (CD II/2: 7). This is really a new proposition in the history of doctrine—though it can be argued that the fathers of the early church would have seen it as ‘Sabellian’ (Meijering 1993: 53 and 244). It steps beyond the traditional category of a logos asarkos, a Logos ‘outside’ the flesh, a Logos that has not yet become incarnate. From the ‘eternal beginning’ onwards, the Logos must be conceived as the placeholder for the historical name of Jesus, one human being in the midst of humanity. It is this insight that will, in fact, dominate the remaining volumes of Church Dogmatics.

Jesus Christ in the Doctrine of Reconciliation

Some General Remarks: Church Dogmatics IV/1, §§57–8

In the 1950s, Barth presented an innovative and experimental reworking of traditional dogmatic loci. It is impossible to write comprehensively about the central place of Jesus Christ in the unfolding of thought that characterizes Church Dogmatics IV/1–3. Fortunately, several suitable surveys exist (Thompson 1978: 47–135; Webster 2000: 113–40; Bourgine 2009). In this section, I will confine myself to remarks that connect with observations from the previous sections, and conclude by highlighting some issues that merit further discussion.

In attending to this material, what must be remembered at every juncture is the ‘sum of the gospel’ that is the doctrine of election: the conviction that God takes upon himself the rejection of sinful human beings and elects humanity to participation in his own glory. When Church Dogmatics IV begins, it has become abundantly clear that this event is no timeless decision in heaven. On the contrary, this decision is executed and becomes apparent in a harsh and radical history that occurs on earth. Within this context God takes up the totally lost cause of humanity and makes it his own in Jesus Christ, the one who is at the same time the new and true human being who participates in the life of God and manifests God’s glory.

Presupposed throughout this history of reconciliation is the covenant, which, according to the mature view of Barth, only exists as the covenant of grace (Busch 2004: 95–9). This means that Jesus Christ can never be isolated from God’s witness in and to Israel, and that Jesus Christ embodies the destiny of all humanity, for there is no God but the God of the covenant (der Bundesgott) and no human being other than one who stands within the covenant (der Bundesmensch). With that, any claim of ‘Christomonism’ (CD IV/4: 19) is excluded. It is simply not the case that Christ absorbs the histories of each individual into a generic history of humankind. On the contrary, all human beings are involved in this history in their own way, albeit in a way which allows them no neutrality.

Above, I raised the question as to whether Barth was working towards a ‘unitary’ Christology. The shape of Church Dogmatics IV/1–3 provides an answer. In Barth’s mind, it remains quite impossible for a theologian to represent the overwhelming reality of Christ through just one history, one story, or one theological line of thought. This reality must be set out along several pathways, just as one might go up through several naves of a basilica to the altar(s). As such, in Church Dogmatics IV, Barth does not simply repeat the testimonies of the various gospels or reconstruct the arguments of the various theological ‘schools’. Rather, he develops three successive representations of Jesus Christ, which must nevertheless be read simultaneously. Even so, with some qualifications one might say that the first ‘pathway’, which concerns the humiliation of the Son of God in his priestly office and is the ground of the human being’s justification in Christ, mostly resembles the Pauline witness and the theologies of Cyril and Luther (CD IV/1). The second pathway, which concerns the exaltation of the Son of Man in his royal office and is the ground of the human being’s sanctification, displays certain affinities with the synoptic gospels and with the theological posture of the Antiochenes and the Reformed (CD IV/2). Finally the third pathway, which concerns the revelation of the life of the Mediator between God and humanity in his prophetic office and is the ground of humanity’s calling, has parallels with the Gospel of John (CD IV/3). This last pathway discloses a Christological approach particularly necessary for theology in the modern period, given that with the coming of the end of Christendom, the missionary task of the community of Jesus Christ has a special urgency unknown to former generations.

It is worth noting, finally, that Church Dogmatics IV was written in a fraught context—after two World Wars and a significant economic depression, and in the midst of the Cold War. In these circumstances, there was little agreement as to the meaning and status of humanity as such. In pursuing his ‘Christological concentration’, then, one task which Barth attempted was to search for the meaning of humanity, and to locate this mystery hidden in the act of the grace of God in which the eternal Son of God assumed human flesh. In what Barth writes about the exaltation of the Son of Man, or about human rights and human dignity (as linked to justification), this search is clearly present in his argument.

Church Dogmatics IV/1, §59: The Obedience of the Son of God

In §59.1, Barth continues to uphold his early confession of the deity of Christ. But he now explains it in this way—that ‘God as God is able and willing and ready to condescend, to humble Himself’ (CD IV/1: 177). He continues: ‘Who the one true God is, and what He is…His “divine nature”…this we have to discover from the fact that as such He [Christ] is the very man and a partaker of human nature…from what He has done and suffered in the flesh’ (CD IV/1: 177), as ‘He humbles himself and becomes lowly and obedient…without being in contradiction with His divine nature’ (CD IV/1: 199). That means, also, that the obedience of the Son of God and the equality of the Father and the Son are not in contradiction. Rather, Barth posits, ‘God is God in these two modes of being…in the history which takes place between them’ (CD IV/1: 203). This is not a ‘kenotic’ Christology in the nineteenth-century sense of the word, but it might be asked whether this rendering of the matter does not invite us to speak of a willed self-emptying and receptivity by the Logos vis-à-vis the experience of the human nature it assumed—its obedience, its passion, its being condemned and brought to death (McCormack 2006; also Jones 2008: 214).

Barth’s first major elaboration of the priestly office of Christ since the Göttingen Dogmatics is found in §59.2. It would be interesting to compare both texts in detail. In his mature work in Church Dogmatics, Barth at this point often retains Anselmian or orthodox Reformed vocabulary, yet—often more through suggestion than argument—he effects slight modifications of the tradition. Specifically, Barth does not primarily focus on the motifs of the priest who offers a sacrifice, but instead consistently favours juridical forms of expression (perhaps thereby generating some problems—see Thomas 2002). To the question, ‘what did Jesus Christ do for us and for the world?’, Barth answers: ‘he took our place as Judge. He took our place as the judged. He was judged in our place. And He acted justly in our place’ (CD IV/1: 273). Jesus Christ, in other words, executed divine judgement over sin by undergoing it himself—Barth recalls here Romans 8:3: ‘God sent his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh, and for sin, and condemned sin in the flesh’ (CD IV/1: 255). In this event the human sinner meets the annihilating fire of God’s love (Jones 2008: 239; see also Mikkelsen 2010: 178–202).

A ‘transitional discussion’ is offered in §59.3. In the new act of raising Jesus from the dead, God the Father declares a verdict on the path followed by the Son—a verdict that asserts that the Son acted justly. This is God’s assessment of Jesus Christ in his following the will of his Father in going the way of the cross, of course; but at the same time it forms the basis of the change in the standing of human beings of all times (CD IV/1: 316). And the only possible response human beings can give to this event, this change in standing, is the response of faith.

Church Dogmatics IV/2, §64: The Exaltation of the Son of Man

In the second part-volume of Church Dogmatics IV, Barth writes that in the divine election of grace, in which ‘we have to do with the Son of Man elected by the eternal Son of God’, we have to do ‘with His election to a fellowship with God corresponding to God’s fellowship with him, and therefore to his wonderful exaltation to be the faithful covenant-partner of God, to an existence as the brightness of His glory, to participation in His own, eternal life, in the perfect service of His Word and work’ (CD IV/2: 34). Indeed, Barth observes, ‘[a]ll that follows depends on this. Reconciled man is not merely a shadow of the reconciling God. The exaltation of man is not to be envisaged only optionally with the humiliation of God’ (CD IV/2: 35). Barth begins his exposition of this second aspect of the one Christ-event, which is just as important as the first aspect treated in the previous part-volume, with an exploration of the hypostatic union and the togetherness of the true God and the true human being in the one person of Jesus Christ (§64.1). He seems to repeat many of his statements found in Church Dogmatics I/2, but he now has a greater tendency to reframe the language of ‘natures’ (which is prominent in the Symbol of Chalcedon of 451) and to emphasize instead the story of reconciliation as the telling of a story, as real history. After dealing with the an/enhypostatic character of the hypostatic union, Barth pursues an exploration of the threefold communication that exists between the divine and the human in this union, and in doing so follows the order of Johannes Wollebius (CD IV/2: 73). The discussion with the Lutherans on the subject of the communication of properties (communicatio idiomatum) is more balanced than it was in the time of Göttingen, but distrust remains: Barth posits that there must be ‘no deification of the creature or humanisation of the Creator, or both’ (CD IV/2: 79). The communication of graces (communicatio gratiarum), meanwhile, gives Barth the opportunity to elaborate, as Calvin had done earlier, on ‘the presence and effective working’ of the Holy Spirit both in the life of Jesus and in the execution of his royal office towards the community (CD IV/2: 94–5). And Barth conceives finally of the communication of works (communicatio operationum) as the ‘common actualisation of divine and human essence as it takes place in Jesus Christ’ (CD IV/2: 104). Here one might comment that an argument that began in an Alexandrian key, with the identity of the divine person and his human person, ends in an Antiochene key that emphasizes the relationship of God and human being in Jesus Christ (Hunsinger 2015: 162; contra Waldrop 1984; cf. Loon 2003).

Barth’s subsequent section entitled ‘The royal man’ (§64.2) has been linked to the ‘new quest’ for the historical Jesus in New Testament exegesis. Yet it is clear that Barth upholds here the legacy of Martin Kähler, emphasizing that all knowledge of Jesus, at least as it is given in the synoptic gospels, depends on his self-revelation to his disciples in his resurrection and ascension (CD IV/2: 156). Barth himself conceived of his detailed sketch of the human Jesus as a new undertaking in dogmatics. The doctrine of the threefold communicatio is presupposed here. Jesus as the true human being lives in conformity to God, and this conformity implies a particular kind of revolutionary preaching and acting that is determined by a particular exercise of human freedom (Jones 2008: 150–83). At this point, on a secondary level, there is a connection to contemporary debates around the Cold War: for Barth, a free human being who tried to escape the so-called inevitable alternatives of that time could only exist in affliction (see the personally tinted material on CD IV/2: 609–11).

The ‘transitional discussion’ in this volume (§64.3) can be characterized by noting the way in which Barth cites Questions 45 and 49 of the Heidelberg Catechism regarding the benefits of Christ’s resurrection and ascension. Barth notes that the Catechism responds that the respective benefits are ‘that we are awakened now by His power to a new life’, and ‘that we should have our flesh in heaven as a sure pledge that he as the head will also take to Himself us as his members’ (CD IV/2: 274). It is for Barth these answers, in fact, that form the basis for everything that is to be said on Christian discipleship.

Church Dogmatics IV/3, §69: The Glory of the Mediator

After two simultaneous movements that are respectively conceived as downward (‘the humiliation of the Son of God’) and upward (‘the exaltation of the Son of Man’), there follows in the third part-volume of Church Dogmatics IV the description of a third forward movement, in which the glory of the Mediator between God and humanity, the ‘light of life’ (§69.2), illuminates the world. As Barth had discovered in Göttingen, the prophetic office deals with the Word of God. But unlike in his first attempt in dogmatics, Barth now places this prophetic office at the close of his presentation. For, as revelation is reconciliation, reconciliation in its turn is also revelation. In this way Barth is able to reengage the epistemological concerns of Church Dogmatics I in the conclusion of Church Dogmatics IV. At the same time, there is a significant shift between the 1930s and 1950s. In a certain sense, one can say that what Barth was reading in the prologue to John, that the Logos in the beginning must be seen as a ‘placeholder’ for the concrete name of Jesus Christ, is also true for the discourse of Church Dogmatics as a whole. Retrospectively, the Word of God of volume I of Church Dogmatics can be seen to function as a ‘placeholder’ for the all-embracing and gracious presence of the living Lord Jesus Christ himself, who concretely dominates the part-volumes on reconciliation in volume IV.

The work of the Reconciler is here conceived to be that of Christ revealing himself (§69.3). This is joined to a ‘transitional discussion’ of the threefold parousia (coming again) of Jesus Christ: in his resurrection on Easter morning, in the impartation of the Holy Spirit, and in his coming again as the author of the general resurrection of the dead and as the fulfilment of universal judgement (§69.4: ‘The Promise of the Spirit’). ‘In these last days’ (Hebrews 1:2), Barth observes, the Christian community does not live in an empty time; it lives in a time filled by the presence of Christ in the Spirit. Now, right now, Jesus Christ is a living person—both in Scripture and in us. Under the two first points of view of Church Dogmatics IV, it was necessary to think about the connection between the time of the Bible and the time of the community, and to pose the question of how it is possible that the historical events of cross and resurrection are at the same time current events. But in this third point of view, now Barth looks forwards, in the presence and at the same time in the expectation of the third form of the parousia. The cry that was decisive for Blumhardt the elder, ‘Jesus is Victor!’ (Jesus ist Sieger), is a cry for the demonstration of the actual power of the Lord. In this manner, at the end of his lifelong reflection, Barth once again revealed himself to be a theologian of Bad Boll. The circle was closed, even as it was also lifted up to a higher level, with the Lord expected as the one who is, who was, and who is to come (Revelation 1:8).

Conclusion

There is an array of clear tendencies evident in the Christology of Church Dogmatics IV/1–3, some of which have been extended or questioned in the theological debates that have arisen since Barth’s death. Four merit mention here by way of conclusion.

First, it seems apt that Church Dogmatics IV/1, §59.1, on the obedience of the eternal Son in his self-offering and humiliation, be read simultaneously with Church Dogmatics IV/2, §64.3, which reckons with ‘the Son of Man who is willing to undergo his hanging on the gallows as a criminal between two other criminals, and his dying with that last despairing question on His lips, as One who was condemned and maltreated and scorned by men and abandoned by God’ (CD IV/2: 252). Yet in §64.3, Barth fails to go back to the viewpoint of Church Dogmatics IV/1 and does not ask how this historical experience of the Son of Man was received by God. This raises questions that require further investigation, particularly with respect to how the ‘receptivity’ of the eternal Son, vis-à-vis the experience of suffering and death on the part of the human being Jesus, actually plays out.

Second, there is the issue of the Holy Spirit. In §64.2, Barth modifies the traditional Reformed doctrine of the communication of graces (communicatio gratiarum). He stresses that ‘divine grace is particularly addressed to, given to and received by the man Jesus’, who participates ‘not only in the good-pleasure of God the Father but also in the presence and the effective working of the Holy Spirit’ (CD IV/2: 89 and 94). This line of thought, it would seem, may make it possible to connect fruitfully elements of Barth’s Christological perspective with more recent theological explorations in so-called Spirit Christology.

Third, one might bring Barth into conversation with other recent theological trends. For Barth, some physical aspects of salvation, that had often been neglected in Western Christianity, were highly relevant for, and closely related to, the ‘Christ is victor!’ (Christus victor) motif, which had obvious connections to the ministry of Johann and Christoph Blumhardt in Bad Boll. Barth recognized the importance of the theology of the Eastern Orthodox Churches in this respect, but in the contemporary ecumenical situation an engagement with the theologies of Pentecostals and with Christologies from the African context would also be important.

Fourth and finally, one might consider the connections between Christology and ethics. In the years after the Second World War, Barth’s doctrine of reconciliation, in which the divine revolution from heaven changes the traditional coordinates of divinity and humanity, helped to reinstate confidence in Christian discourse of ‘the exaltation of humanity’, after a period of totalitarian horror. Talk of ‘exaltation’, going beyond talk of mere justification, supplied a foundation for a particular Christian affirmation of human rights. Yet in our contemporary context, challenges to human dignity and to human rights continue apace. The result is that our speaking of the revolution of God in Jesus Christ can sometimes sound more muted, our confession of Jesus as Lord appear more fragmentary, and the testimonies of our lives express themselves in more afflicted ways. Indeed, as Barth declared, ‘the confession that Jesus is Lord…involves a task with which we have to deal anew each day if we would understand who and what he is’ (GA 25: 515).
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chapter 18

The Spirit


Wolf Krötke Translated by Paul T. Nimmo and Paul Dafydd Jones




To appreciate the pneumatology of Karl Barth properly means having to be well informed about his theology as a whole as well as about its various phases of development. In the first place, it is important to understand why Barth understood the Holy Spirit as ‘the Spirit of Jesus Christ’ and not as a generically acting divine spirit. Second, it is necessary to bear in mind that the distinction between God’s Spirit and human religious spirituality was a fundamental concern of Barth’s theology, particularly in view of their commingling in the historical course of German Protestantism. Third, it is illuminating to recognize Barth’s Trinitarian understanding of the Holy Spirit as a Spirit of love. And finally, it is to be emphasized that the Holy Spirit in Barth’s understanding liberates human beings for partnership with God in witness to God and in service of God’s creatures. Each of these four central themes will be explored in the sections that follow.

The Holy Spirit as the Spirit of Jesus Christ

The Holy Spirit ‘is the Spirit of Jesus Christ’ (KD IV/1: 723; CD IV/1: 648). This sentence describes concisely the profile of the pneumatology of Karl Barth. Barth rendered its meaning more precise in the following way: the Holy Spirit ‘is the Spirit of the God who acts in Jesus Christ, reconciling the world to Himself and revealing himself in the world as the doer of this work’ (KD IV/1: 723; CD IV/1: 647). The Spirit, according to Barth, ‘attests the Son’ who—in the human Jesus—‘trod…the way into the far country’ in order to reconcile sinful humanity with God. The Spirit testifies in a similar way to the ‘verdict of the Father on the world’ which is spoken in the resurrection of Jesus Christ, which is to say to the grace and righteousness directed to the world in Jesus Christ (KD IV/1: 723; CD IV/1: 647). Immediately following this, and thus evidently not in contrast to it, Barth adds: the Holy Spirit is the awakening, quickening, and enlightening ‘power in which Jesus Christ attests himself [!]’ (KD IV/1: 724; CD IV/1: 648). By means of this power, Jesus Christ effects the ‘subjective realisation of the reconciliation’ between God and humanity (KD IV/1: 719; CD IV/1: 719 rev.), which had objectively taken place in his life and death. This meant, for Barth, that the Holy Spirit establishes the freedom of the human being ‘to know and love and praise’ the God revealed in Christ (cf. KD I/2: 222; CD I/2: 203). The Holy Spirit liberates human beings for ‘active participation…in the divine act of reconciliation’ (KD IV/1: 719; CD IV/1: 643).

Pneumatology in this sense is encountered in Church Dogmatics as a particular doctrine that is artfully and discriminatingly included in the doctrine of reconciliation (CD IV). This doctrine of reconciliation is under the directive of Christology, from which it gains its dynamic profile. The movement of the exaltation of the true human being—the servant as Lord (CD IV/2) corresponds to the movement of the true God who humbles Godself for us—the Lord as servant (CD IV/1). Jesus Christ, the true witness, takes up both movements in his prophetic office (CD IV/3). The pneumatology that Barth implements meshes with this Christological dynamic in several ways. In ‘The Verdict of the Father’ (CD IV/1: §59.3), ‘The Direction of the Son’ (CD IV/2: §64.4) and ‘The Promise of the Spirit’ (CD IV/3: §69.4), it is established that the Holy Spirit is to be understood as the particular manner of the presence of Jesus Christ in the time between his ‘first parousia’ (resurrection) and his ‘final parousia’ (return) (cf. KD IV/1: 367; CD IV/1: 332–3). His work is the gathering (CD IV/1: §62), upbuilding (CD IV/2: §67), and sending (CD IV/3: §72) of the community, as well as the awakening of faith (CD IV/1: §63), love (CD IV/2: §68), and hope (CD IV/3: §73) in individual people. In the ethics of reconciliation, this work is summed up in the concept ‘baptism with the Holy Spirit’ (KD IV/4: 3–44; CD IV/4: 2–40).

The abundance of insights that Barth develops in these fascinating and extensive paragraphs and chapters on pneumatology must not, however, lead to the view that Barth’s pneumatology is only one section of his dogmatics. For if everything that can be said about God and humanity in human knowledge is due to the work of the Holy Spirit, then Christian theology as a whole and in all its parts moves ‘in the sphere of control of the Spirit’. As Barth therefore said in his last series of lectures, theology is thus only possible at all as ‘pneumatic theology’ (EET: 64–65; ET: 57 rev.).

Nevertheless, Barth wondered in his later years whether he himself had done justice to this claim in the unfolding of his Church Dogmatics. The question arose particularly in his dispute with the theological programme of Friedrich Schleiermacher. Schleiermacher, as Barth understood him, wanted to conceive and present faith in God as a human possibility. For Schleiermacher, this was a matter of countering the estrangement from faith in God that was spreading amongst the ‘despisers of religion’ in post-Enlightenment Europe—an estrangement that is still spreading today. In considering this programme, Barth wondered whether he himself should not have taken up the legitimate concern to render comprehensible how human beings come to faith in God in a sustained manner by way of a ‘theology of the Holy Spirit’ (cf. NW: 310–12; TS: 277–9). The presentation of the creation of God and of his creatures, and especially the doctrines of election and reconciliation, would then have had to be put ‘under the sign of the Holy Spirit’ (NW: 311; TS: 278) and thus of the ‘subjective’ reception of the revelation of God by human beings.

Barth never revealed for posterity how he would have envisaged such a reshaping of Church Dogmatics into a ‘theology of the Holy Spirit’ in detail. However, both in his own lifetime and in ongoing critical conversation with his work up to the present day, it has been doubted whether he would have been capable of a comprehensive ‘theology of the Holy Spirit’ at all. What is certain is that even as he mentioned the possibility of bringing all the loci of dogmatics under the heading of pneumatology, he never thought of revising his understanding of the Holy Spirit as the ‘Spirit of Jesus Christ’.

Yet the question remains: Can Barth’s understanding of the Holy Spirit as the ‘Spirit of Jesus Christ’ do justice at all to the universal scope and diversity of the work of the Holy Spirit as it is attested in Scripture? Against Barth, for example, Wolfhart Pannenberg objected that the ‘essence of God’s spirit’ could not just be ‘an emanation of Jesus Christ’ (Pannenberg 1993: 18; ET: 6). The Spirit instead had to be understood as a divine ‘field of force’ (Pannenberg 1993: 19; ET: 7), to whose creative power creation itself was due (Pannenberg 1993: 13; ET: 1–2). As the origin of life, it does not stop working anywhere in creation prior to the eschaton. Even Jesus Christ is the ‘recipient of the Spirit’ (Pannenberg 1993: 17; ET: 5) and not simply its source.

Such a line of criticism is not without support in Barth’s writings, as the texts quoted above show. Indeed, there are statements from Barth in which he speaks of the Holy Spirit as though it were a ‘radiance’ of the spiritual character of the incarnate Son of God. So, for example, Barth can say that the Holy Spirit is ‘no other than the presence and action of Jesus Christ Himself: His outstretched arm’ (KD IV/2: 361; CD IV/2: 322–3). Or again, in the context of Barth’s presentation of the prophetic ‘self-attestation’ of Christ, Barth writes that the Holy Spirit is ‘the particular mode of…the presence and action of Jesus Christ’ (KD IV/3: 405; CD IV/3: 351). Does this ‘self-attestation’ of Jesus Christ not render the Holy Spirit redundant? The insight of Barth’s doctrine of the Trinity, that the Holy Spirit is a particular ‘mode of being’ of God, seems here to be called into question. According to this doctrine, there is to be ascribed to this ‘mode of being’ a particular work that is not to be separated but is to be distinguished from the work of Jesus Christ. However, even if the Holy Spirit is ‘a mode of the presence of Jesus Christ’, is it still valid to say that the Holy Spirit is ‘not identical with Jesus Christ, with the Son or Word of God’ (KD I/1: 473; CD I/1: 451)?

This question leads to another: in the doctrine of reconciliation Barth speaks strikingly often of the Holy Spirit in an impersonal way as the ‘power’ (Macht or Kraft) of Jesus Christ, which is characteristic of his being (cf. KD IV/1: 836; CD IV/1: 748; KD IV/2: 357; CD IV/2: 319, KD IV/3: 869; CD IV/3: 759 and passim). Barth could even understand the resurrection of Jesus Christ in such a way that it appeared—on the basis of the power of God working in Jesus—as a sort of self-resurrection, in which the human Jesus ‘is present and alive even after death’ (KD IV/2: 363; CD IV/2: 325). All this has earned Barth the criticism that the Holy Spirit in his pneumatology is ‘not a discrete subject but a predicate of Jesus Christ’ (Etzelmüller 2014: 16). In view of the assumption, defended forcefully by Barth himself, of the personality of the Holy Spirit (KD I/1: 511–14; CD I/1: 487–9), this criticism is also perhaps justified. But then again, perhaps not. For Barth never grew tired of highlighting again and again the work of the Holy Spirit as the work of the Trinitarian God, in which work there is attributed to the Holy Spirit as the Spirit of the Father and of the Son a particular communicative role in God and in God’s relation to the world of human beings. On this reckoning, the Holy Spirit ‘is the Spirit of truth because in Him it is…the trinitarian God…who is present and revealed and active’ (cf. KD IV/2: 391; CD IV/2: 350).

Every interpretation of Barth’s pneumatology thus confronts the not entirely simple task of relating the tendencies of Barth towards, on one level, a pneumatology that understands the Holy Spirit as ‘an implicate of Christology’ (Etzelmüller 2014: 15) and, on another level, a pneumatology of the being and work of the Holy Spirit that is Trinitarianly founded and posits the Holy Spirit’s relatively discrete work. This task makes it imperative that one keep in view the whole presentation of the history of God with the world of humanity in Church Dogmatics. On closer inspection, it is confirmed that Barth did not ignore the universality of the work of the Holy Spirit in understanding the Holy Spirit as the ‘Spirit of Jesus Christ’. Even a brief survey of Barth’s presentation of that history makes this clear. In the election of all human beings to covenant with God by the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit (cf. KD II/2: 109; CD II/2: 101–2)—the eternal ‘beginning of all the ways and works of God’ (KD II/2: 101; CD II/2: 94)—the Holy Spirit vouchsafes that every human being can personally participate in their election in Jesus Christ. Creation as the ‘external basis of this covenant’ is understood in such a way that it is God the Holy Spirit ‘who makes the existence of the creature as such possible, permitting it to exist, maintaining it in its existence, and forming the point of reference of its existence’ (KD III/1: 60; CD III/1: 56). Correspondingly, the incarnation of God in Jesus of Nazareth can only be understood in such a way that the ‘human nature’ of Jesus became a ‘recipient’ of the Holy Spirit (KD I/2: 218; CD I/2: 199). Indeed, Barth writes that ‘the very possibility of human nature’s being adopted into unity with the Son of God is the Holy Spirit’ (KD I/2: 217; CD I/2: 199 rev.). Jesus Christ, the Son of God, lived in the power of the Holy Spirit. It was due to this power that he was capable of embracing death. And by this power, he was awakened from death (cf. KD IV/2: 361; CD IV/2: 323). It is thus also the Holy Spirit who in the time after Christ sets humanity in the horizon of the universal, eschatological ‘future of salvation’ (Heilszukunft) (cf. KD IV/3: 364; CD IV/3: 315). In this future, God will be revealed in glory to all human beings, while the Holy Spirit enables the churches and individual Christians to represent this future as witnesses of Jesus Christ and to move towards it.

This summary of Barth’s understanding of the Holy Spirit in Church Dogmatics demonstrates beyond doubt the dynamic way in which Barth wanted God to be understood—as the God who matters to every human being and to the whole world. It is therefore justifiable to speak of Barth’s ‘pneumatological universalism’ (Trowitzsch 2007: 39). Nevertheless, the dissatisfaction of the older Karl Barth with his pneumatology and the criticism of his understanding of the Holy Spirit must be taken seriously. This is best done by clarifying why he bound the understanding of the Holy Spirit so closely to Christology, what this means for the understanding of the Holy Spirit, and to what kind of life the Holy Spirit directs people who make use of its spiritual power.

The Spirit of the Distinction between God and Human Being

Barth’s theological journey began in opposition to a theology, which, in his judgement, following Schleiermacher, confused the Holy Spirit with a possibility of the human spirit. Barth’s exposition of the apostle Paul’s letter to the Romans—in particular the second edition of 1922—is completely determined by the negation of the identification of God’s Spirit with any appearance of human religious spirituality. The Holy Spirit is rather ‘the Unknown, the Inscrutable, the Hidden, the Strange’ (GA 47: 406; cf. RII: 296 rev.). He can only be known as God’s Spirit in the penetration, in the demolition of all religious experience. In this period of ‘dialectical theology’, therefore, Barth struggled quite anxiously to avoid theologically positioning the Holy Spirit and its work as a factor on the horizontal plane of human religious life. Rather, the Holy Spirit only touched the world of humanity as ‘a tangent touches a circle, that is, without touching it’ (GA 47: 51; RII: 30). Human beings could not hold on to the Holy Spirit, as if it were something quasi-objective. As the Holy Spirit touched them in the giving of the grace of God for sinful human beings in Jesus Christ, so the Holy Spirit also at the same time withdrew into invisible concealment. For that reason, theology could do nothing other than relate the positive and the negative to one another reciprocally, ‘to clarify the “Yes” in the “No” and the “No” in the “Yes”, pausing no longer than a moment in the gaze of the “Yes” or the “No”’ (GA 19: 167; WGT: 191, emphasis original).

When, on the basis of the work of the Holy Spirit—who as ‘the perpendicular cuts the horizontal of our existence’—there arises faith in God, that faith is understood in accordance with this ‘dialectic’ as a ‘sheer miracle’ that cannot be explained by anything on the human side (GA 24: 474; cf. HSCL: 11). This understanding of the Holy Spirit as demarcated against the possibilities of the human spirit to set itself in relation to God was comprehensively established in the Göttingen Dogmatics (see GA 17: 207–44; GD: 168–98) and further detailed in Christliche Dogmatik im Entwurf in 1927 (see GA 14: 380–434). It is retained from the first through to the fourth volume of Church Dogmatics, as well as in Barth’s final lectures. As a principle of Barth’s pneumatology throughout, then, the following statement holds: ‘it is by the…Holy Spirit…that God and the human being are separated with such power and finality’, such that there is no possibility for human beings themselves to enter into relationship with God (KD I/2: 267; CD I/2: 245 rev.). In the Holy Spirit, God always works as the ‘hidden God’, whom human beings can never own or possess, whether in any spiritual or in any other state of mind. The power of the Holy Spirit cannot be interpreted ‘along the lines of a possession or a trance’ (KD I/2: 290; CD I/2: 266); the Holy Spirit is no ‘divinely affected actualisation of certain moral impulses in the human being’, no ‘magical infusion of supernatural powers’ (KD IV/4: 4–5; CD IV/4: 4 rev.).

It is no coincidence that Barth’s criticism of the ‘religion’ that is a human possibility as ‘unbelief’ and as ‘the one great concern…of the godless human being’—a view which attracted much criticism—is found in the second chapter of Church Dogmatics, where the topic is the ‘Outpouring of the Holy Spirit’ (cf. KD I/2: 304–97, 327; CD I/2: 280–361, 299–300). Barth’s pneumatology is thoroughly critical of religion! But not only that, for it is no less critical of theology and church. There is criticism for any theology that ‘open[s] the door to every possible, different, and strange spirit that aims at nothing other than to disturb and destroy the community’; criticized also is any theology that ‘supposes it can deal with the Spirit as though it had hired him or even attained possession of him’, and that ‘imagines that he is a power of nature that can be discovered, harnessed, and put to use’ (EET: 66–7; ET: 58–9).

By contrast, Barth impressed again and again over the decades how the opening of the human being for God by the work of the Holy Spirit is and remains a miracle that cannot be located in any human possibility (cf. KD I/2: 266; KD IV/4: 5–6; EET: 74 and passim; CD I/2: 244; CD IV/4: 5–6; ET: 63–4). It takes place in actuality that human beings begin to recognize, to love, and to praise God, whether or not they are capable of doing so ‘by nature’. A possibility of God becomes, through the work of the Holy Spirit, the possibility of human beings, or—better—reality. In the ‘fresh air’ of the Spirit they no longer move ‘round in circles, historicising or psychologising or rationalising or moralising or romanticising or dogmatising and ruminating’ (EET: 66; ET: 58); rather, and despite their incapacity, they simply make use of the actual movement of the Holy Spirit in relating to God. For people who are in themselves actually closed to God, it is ‘astonishment’ at themselves (!) that corresponds to the miracle that they are nevertheless opened for God (EET: 71–82; ET: 61–71).

However, this knowledge, charged by experience, can no longer be assigned in Church Dogmatics to ‘dialectical theology’. In ‘dialectical theology’, a purely eschatological significance was ultimately ascribed to the Holy Spirit, and the warning about locating the Holy Spirit in the present time was a cantus firmus. Yet with Barth’s turn to the thought-form of a Christologically grounded analogy of God and human being, his reflection begins to proceed differently.

The Spirit of Love

The Holy Spirit, according to Church Dogmatics, is ‘not a dialectician’ (KD I/2: 268; CD I/2: 246), is not a God who oscillates between a ‘Yes’ and a ‘No’ to the human being. In a self-critical way, Barth now turns against his earlier dialectical thinking. In every rehearsal of the distinction between the divine Spirit and the human spirit it is now a matter of emphasizing much more strongly the Yes of God to humanity in the revelation of Christ. That Christian theology must above all now be about this divine ‘Yes’ became important for Barth, by his own account, in his interpretation of the Proslogion of Anselm of Canterbury (GA: 13; FQI). This insight caused him to conceive Church Dogmatics in such a way ‘that Christian doctrine, if it is to merit its name and if it is to build up the Christian church in the world as she must needs be built up, has to be exclusively and conclusively the doctrine of Jesus Christ—of Jesus Christ as the living Word of God spoken to us men’ (HIC: 43; HICD: 185).

For pneumatology, this means that everything that is to be said about the Holy Spirit must conform to the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ—his whole existence for us. In this sense, the Holy Spirit is the revealing of the love of God revealed in the history of Jesus Christ, through which ‘personal participation’ in God’s deed of reconciliation is made possible for every person (cf. KD I/1: 475; CD I/1: 453). The Holy Spirit can thus never be understood as a ‘general deity outwith time and space’ (cf. KD IV/4: 13; CD IV/4: 12), who leaves it to human beings to find out his identity. Following Barth’s experiences with the theology and church of his own time, he wrote that ‘Where the Holy Spirit has been sundered from Jesus Christ, sooner or later [the Spirit] is always transmuted into quite a different spirit—the spirit of the religious human being, and finally the human spirit in general’ (KD I/2: 273; CD I/2: 251 rev.).

As such, in his doctrine of the Trinity Barth advocated forcefully for the inclusion of the filioque clause in the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed (cf. KD I/1: 496–511, KD I/2: 272–80; CD I/1: 473–87; CD I/2: 249–57). The teaching of the procession of the Holy Spirit ‘from the Father and from the Son’ allows for the experience of faith that it is God Godself who in his revelation encounters human beings as the Spirit of the Father and of the Son. It anchors the basic relation of the Holy Spirit to the Son in the understanding of the inner-Trinitarian life of God itself. And therefore, Barth writes, the Holy Spirit ‘is the Spirit of both the Father and the Son…to all eternity’ (KD I/1: 503; CD I/1: 479).

In this understanding of God, there is blocked from the start any attempt to trace the experience of the Spirit back to a numinous work of God the Father in creation which has nothing to do with the Father’s love for humanity—a love made evident in Jesus Christ. Rather, it is love as the Spirit of ‘communion’ that is the essence of the Holy Spirit who proceeds from the Father and from the Son in eternity and therefore the essence of God Godself. God is, for Barth, ‘the Father of the Son in such a way that with the Son he brings forth the Spirit, love, and is in Himself the Spirit, love’ (KD I/1: 507; CD I/1: 483). The inner-divine communion of love is thus the actual ground for the fact that ‘there is in revelation a fellowship in which God is not only there for the human being but in very truth—this is the donum Spiritus sancti [gift of the Holy Spirit]—the human being is also there for God’ (KD I/1: 504; CD I/1: 480 rev.). Barth’s famous sentence, that there is certainly ‘a Godlessness of the human being…but…no humanlessness of God’ (KD IV/3: 133; CD IV/3: 119 rev.), has its roots here. Without Barth’s understanding of the Holy Spirit as love, this statement would not be possible.

If, however, the Holy Spirit who constitutes the being of the Trinitarian God in the relationship of Father and Son is love, then the work of the Holy Spirit can only be understood as an induction of human beings into a living communion with God. In a fundamental way, Barth gives his pneumatology a sharper profile through his doctrine of election (KD II/2; CD II/2). The outline of that doctrine consists in the presentation of the eternal election and determination of God to be ‘friend and partner’ of humanity (KD II/2: 177; CD II/2: 163). This election is the election of the Son of God, the second person of the Trinity who elects the human Jesus of Nazareth as the representative of the humanity determined by him for covenant partnership (cf. KD II/2: 6; CD II/2: 7). In a revision of the Reformed doctrine of ‘double predestination’, Barth understood this decree of election to mean that God had ascribed to human beings—who would otherwise have had to be rejected by him on the basis of their sin—‘election, salvation and life; and to Himself He has ascribed…reprobation, perdition and death’ (KD II/2: 177; CD II/2: 162–3). It is obvious that this understanding of the relationship between God and humanity, an understanding determined theologically by Christology and election, would have serious consequences for his pneumatology. Barth certainly did not conceive his doctrine of election—although he considered it possible (cf. NW: 311; TS: 278)—as a ‘theology…of the Holy Spirit’, or as focused on the question of how the divine estimation of human beings as God’s partners concretely reaches and concerns them. Nevertheless, he clearly understood God’s decree of election as ‘an act of divine life in the Spirit’ (KD II/2: 202; CD II/2: 184), which has its basis ‘in the harmony of the triune God’ (KD II/2: 112; CD II/2: 105). On this basis, the Holy Spirit cooperates in all the works of God: God never acts in a way devoid of Spirit.

When God as Creator calls the world and human beings into existence, it is as ‘Creator Spirit’ that he determines creation to receive the love and grace of God and renders it capable of doing so (Cf. KD III/2: 429; CD III/2: 357). ‘The predestined human being’, Barth could therefore write, ‘is the human being who is made serviceable to God by the Holy Spirit (KD II/2: 346; CD II/2: 315 rev.). Human beings as creatures of this God are thus structurally suited to become people addressed by the Spirit of love! Hence Barth could write in his anthropology: ‘That the human being has spirit…means that they…are able to encounter God’ (KD III/2: 474; CD III/2: 395 rev.). Who God is for them can actually become their own ‘experience’ through the work of the Holy Spirit—not an experience of their ‘own reason and power’, as Luther said, but nevertheless an experience ‘in virtue of a particular awakening power of God’ which empowers them to ‘this will and ability’ (KD IV/1: 721; CD IV/1: 645). Such pneumatological statements make it clear why Barth did not completely deny Schleiermacher’s concern for the possibility of human beings experiencing God. But in attending to the biblical witness, Barth directed this concern to its due place in the relationship between God and humanity—the place that God, and not the human being, creates in our world. And so it can be seen that God is unambiguously the better counsel in this issue than sinful and selfish human beings could be. By the power of the Holy Spirit, God makes human beings truly free to be faithful to him and to advocate for him in words, works, and thoughts.

Theologically speaking, then, ‘statements about the operations of the Holy Spirit are statements whose subject is God and not the human being’ (KD I/1: 485; CD I/1: 462 rev.). They should impress upon the reader how it comes about that a human being ‘will voluntarily and by their own decision choose that which God in His grace has already chosen for them’, and thus how one becomes ‘a friend instead of an enemy, someone who is no longer unserviceable but serviceable, a witness to God instead of one who brings shame upon Him, in short, someone who is no longer unfaithful to God but faithful to Him’ (KD IV/4: 6–7; CD IV/4: 6).

The Spirit of Freedom

After what has been said above, Barth’s pneumatology can certainly be characterized as a theology of liberation. On the one hand, ‘liberation’ means to be freed from the powers which obstruct human beings from making use of their own true possibilities as creatures of God. On the other hand, ‘liberation’ means to become free, to live as mature human beings in relation to God and one’s contemporaries, responsible for one’s own activity and inactivity. On the basis of Barth’s clear insistence that such freedom never exists in sinful human beings, it has been alleged that Barth’s theology seeks to smother human freedom and simply conform it to an all-powerful divine dictator (Wagner 1975: 10–43). But an entirely different sense is gained by reading Barth himself, for wherever the Holy Spirit engages human beings in the work of reconciliation, it is a matter of their own free activity, their own decision, and their ‘own new history’ (KD IV/4: 25; CD IV/4: 23). Human beings here are ‘not ignored or passed over in [this event]. They are taken seriously as independent creatures of God. They are not run down and overpowered, but set on their own feet. They are not put under tutelage, but addressed and treated as adults’ (KD IV/4: 25; CD IV/4: 22–3 rev.). The bottom line of Barth’s pneumatology, one might say, is the insistence that the Holy Spirit activates human beings with their own capabilities and possibilities, which they have received from God as his creatures and which they retain in spite of their sin.

The faith in God in Jesus Christ that the Holy Spirit effects is thus understood by Barth as a ‘free human act’ for which the human being is liberated by the Holy Spirit (KD IV/1: 846; CD IV/1: 757). It consists in the acknowledgement, knowledge, and confession of that which God has done for human beings according to the biblical witness (cf. KD IV/1: 826; CD IV/1: 740). Barth never questioned that faith is trust (cf. KD IV/1: 865; CD IV/1: 774); however, it was essential for Barth that it was a matter of ‘trust grounded in…the knowledge of Jesus Christ’ (KD IV/1: 865; CD IV/1: 774) and not of a human capability which, as such, established the right relationship to God in advance (KD IV/2: 403–4; CD IV/2: 361–2). The work of the Holy Spirit, then, was neither an ‘indefinable whispering and impelling’ in the human being, nor an operation that is ‘anonymous, amorphous [or] irrational’ (KD IV/2: 403–4; CD IV/2: 360–1). On the contrary: This work claimed human beings with their own creaturely possibilities and capabilities ‘soberly and precisely’ (KD IV/2: 404; CD IV/2: 362). Barth thus properly ascribed to the knowledge of faith a ‘rational character’ (KD IV/2: 349; CD IV/2: 312): the Holy Spirit illuminates human reason so that human beings are able to give a ‘logical answer’ to the ‘logical attitude of God’ in the history of his revelation (KD IV/2: 349; CD IV/2: 313). Barth could even say that ‘There is no more intimate friend of sound human understanding than the Holy Spirit’ (KD IV/4: 31; CD IV/4: 28). The Holy Spirit as the Spirit of the Word (KD I/2: 271; CD I/2: 248) gives to human beings a direction that is clearly possible to articulate, an ‘indication’ pointing them to their ‘very real freedom’ (KD IV/2: 405; CD IV/2: 362). The Holy Spirit thus transfers them to a position in which they can make correct use of this freedom in their own free responsibility.

The pneumatology of Church Dogmatics is deepened in consecutive attempts to rehearse the meaning of human freedom in view of the task and of the praxis of the church. Barth’s ecclesiology, his presentation of the Christian life and his ethics demonstrate this point comprehensively. And there are three characteristic emphases in Barth’s understanding of the life of Christians ‘in the domain of the power of the Spirit’, which especially stand out.

First, the Holy Spirit is a Spirit of communion. Human beings who are reached by the work of the Holy Spirit know and trust that they are able to have and lead their lives at peace with God. But this peace is no lazy peace in which human beings are mere beneficiaries of their reconciliation with God (cf. KD IV/3: 651; CD IV/3: 567), since communion with God is the communion of a ‘partnership’, to which God has elected all human beings. In this partnership every person receives the task of being ‘a messenger of God’ (KD II/2: 458; CD II/2: 415) and a ‘witness’ of Jesus Christ (cf. KD IV/3: 637–703; CD IV/3: 554–614). For God, according to Barth, ‘does not will to be God without the human being…rendering him the service of his witness’ (KD III/4: 756; CD III/4: 657). The Holy Spirit, specifically, inducts human beings into this service. The Holy Spirit empowers them to speak about who God is and who Jesus Christ is. For Barth, to be a Christian and to be able to give witness of Jesus Christ in one’s own words are the same thing. He does not suppose that the Holy Spirit exempts anyone from this task. Because the Holy Spirit gives the directive to speak, it does not matter whether someone ‘regards herself as able and worthy’ (KD IV/3: 698; CD IV/3: 609 rev.). The Holy Spirit makes no distinction between ‘qualified’ and ‘unqualified’ witnesses. At most, it can be said that as both justified and sinful, everyone who stands in the service of witness to Jesus Christ is both ‘qualified and…unqualified’ (KD IV/3: 897; CD IV/3: 784).

Barth therefore strongly advocates for the priesthood of all believers, in the sense of the responsibility of all for the witness to Jesus Christ (cf. KD IV/2: 786; CD IV/2: 694). He repeatedly criticizes the division of the church into an active and a passive, a speaking and a silent church with ‘office-bearers’ on the one side and ‘lay-people’ on the other. Certainly, there are different types of service in the church, and it is needful for there to be particular arrangements and systems of service. However, as a matter of principle, ‘in the Christian community either all are office-bearers or none; and if all, then only as servants’ (KD IV/2: 787; CD IV/2: 694). For the Holy Spirit gives everyone the ‘office’ of making use of his voice and of carrying the word of Christ out into the world. The Holy Spirit, that is, is the driving power of the missionary church, in which every member is authorized and empowered for the service of the word amongst those who do not believe (cf. KD IV/2: 405–8; CD IV/2: 363–5).

Barth’s doctrine of the Holy Spirit is thus firmly directed against the individualization of ‘religion’ that characterizes Western societies today. Faith in Jesus Christ is no private matter that allows people to be concerned only about their own salvation and well-being. ‘A private, monadic faith is not the Christian faith’ (KD IV/1: 757; CD IV/1: 678). Indeed, given the history of God with humanity, not only is there ‘no legitimate private Christianity’ (KD IV/1: 769; CD IV/1: 689), but there is also no legitimate confession of an exclusivistic Christianity that imagines itself alone to be in possession of the Holy Spirit. On the contrary, everyone whom the Holy Spirit brings to faith becomes a representative of the God who reconciles the world. They become participants in a history with the whole of humanity, which begins in God and which God realizes in Christ and brings to its goal.

Barth’s formulation that the Holy Spirit is the ‘subjective realization’ of the ‘objective’ act of salvation accomplished in Jesus Christ, therefore, must not be misunderstood as if the Holy Spirit directed human beings in their relationship with God into a narrow one-way street, with faith reduced to the actualization of one’s own subjectivity. This misunderstanding sets in when Barth’s understanding of the work of the Holy Spirit is forced into the schema of a ‘dialogue’ between God and the human being. Michael Welker has criticized Barth along these lines, suggesting that in this scheme, everything that the Holy Spirit effects is reduced simply to the reciprocal relationship of God and human being (Welker 2015: 51–2). But such a criticism fails to recognize that Barth understands the Holy Spirit as the Spirit of the Trinitarian God who elects humanity, who expands the subjectivity of human beings with the fire of divine love. If human beings live in the domain of the power of the Holy Spirit, then the universal horizons of the history of God with humanity are opened to them. The reconciliation of the whole world with God, which Jesus Christ has accomplished and which has its basis in God’s election of this world, then becomes their life’s main concern, an activity to which they are called to contribute as partners of God.

Second, the Holy Spirit as the Spirit of love is a Spirit of humanity. On this basis, the partners with whom God has elected to covenant can only understand other human beings as their own partners. This is not only true in respect of the relationship of Christians to others gathered in the community of Jesus Christ—those who already have faith in their divine call and election by virtue of the work of the Holy Spirit. It is also true in respect of all the human beings whom God has elected and who for this reason cannot be understood otherwise than as ‘designated’ partners of God (cf. KD IV/3: 927; CD IV/3: 810). Even if these human beings refuse to respond to God’s turning towards them, the ‘promise of the Spirit’ still remains valid for them. For this reason, the Holy Spirit makes the turning of the community and of individual Christians towards those who do not yet believe a matter of course. But love does not only take place in words. According to Barth, to the words of witness of God’s love for humanity there belongs also the ‘atmosphere’ of loving one’s neighbour that emanates from those who speak these words (cf. KD I/2: 495–9; CD I/2: 447–50). Whoever speaks such true words, but in other ways reveals a complete indifference to those who are being addressed, renders the words devoid of Spirit. By contrast, the Holy Spirit grants human beings a real openness for other human beings, for the message of Christ is valid for all of them. Solidarity with them and a deep, realistic knowledge of their cares and problems will thus consistently accompany their witness. On this basis, the community in the power of the Holy Spirit is averse to ideologized images of the world and of human beings. It does not force human beings to conform to such images (in which prejudices often reside) (cf. KD IV/3: 882; CD IV/3: 771). Rather it allows unbelieving human beings to sense that they themselves are loved both in their ‘glory’ as creatures of God and in their ‘misery’ (KD IV/3: 882–3; CD IV/3: 771–2). And so Karl Barth regularly designated the gift of solidarity with those who do not know Christ and to whom the community is sent as a ‘nota ecclesiae’ (a mark of the church), as an ‘external sign by which the true community of Jesus Christ may be infallibly known’ (KD IV/3: 883; CD IV/3: 772).

However, the Holy Spirit does not only induct the Christian witness into the ‘atmosphere’ of love and of ‘perceptible’ knowledge concerning other people. Because the Holy Spirit is the Spirit of the Son of God, who administered to the needs of human beings suffering under poverty and injustices, there belongs to the ‘act of witness’ of the community and of all Christians the commitment for justice in this world. Barth’s ethics of reconciliation, prefaced by a section entitled ‘Baptism with the Holy Spirit’ and left unfinished at his death, issues as his legacy, as it were, a great plea for the commitment of Christianity to human justice (cf. GA 7: 458–70; TCL: 264–71). It is the gift of the Holy Spirit when Christians receive courage and embolden others ‘not to resign themselves to the vices and evils of the world’: they will rather witness by their deeds to the inherent worth of human life before the people suffering under this evil, since God ‘has not abandoned them and will not do so’ (GA 7: 470; TCL: 470).

Third, the work of the Holy Spirit takes place ‘between the times’ of the first and the last parousia of Jesus Christ (cf. KD IV/1: 356; CD IV/1: 323). Although the Holy Spirit brings to bear ‘the alteration of the situation of human beings of all times’ (KD IV/1: 349; CD IV/1: 316 rev.), his work is not yet the completion of the history of God with humanity in the Kingdom of God. It is provisional. But Barth did not want that provisionality to be understood as a ‘minus-sign’ in front of that history; for him it was instead a matter of the ‘plus-sign of an “already”’ that the Holy Spirit effects as he allows ‘this time between’ to become ‘[f]or all that it is provisional…a time of joy’ (KD IV/1: 361; CD IV/1: 328). Barth explains that it was the ‘good will’ of Jesus Christ that was behind ‘the granting to and procuring for the creation reconciled to God in Him both time and space…actively to share in the harvest which follows from the sowing of reconciliation’ (KD IV/3: 383; CD IV/3: 331). The circumspect operations of the Holy Spirit upon human beings are thus not an expression of the ‘weakness’ of God (cf. KD IV/1: 819; CD IV/1: 733). They are rather an expression of the persevering power of the love of God for humanity, in which God does not desire ‘to have become their Reconciler and to become their Redeemer over their heads. [God] does not desire…the blindness, the deafness, the exclusion of the others for whom he died’ (KD IV/1: 824; CD IV/1: 738 rev.). For this reason the grace of God is no ‘brutal grace’ or ‘unilateral decision of force’, but the implementing of God’s ‘friendliness to humanity’ (KD IV/1: 823–4; CD IV/1: 737–8 rev.).

The provisionality of the work of the Holy Spirit in the ‘time between the times’ has as a consequence that the life and work of the Christian community can also only be provisional. The community can therefore have nothing to do ‘with the arrogant and foolhardy enterprise of trying to bring in and build up by human hands a religious, cultic, moral, or political kingdom of God on earth’ (GA 7: 456; CL: 264). Rather, the community, as the ‘fellowship of service and witness’ (KD IV/3: 995; CD IV/3: 868 rev.) possessing only the relative possibilities of earthly creatures, can only be the ‘provisional representation’ of the world of humanity reconciled to God in Jesus Christ (cf. the thesis statements of §§62, 67, and 72, found respectively in at KD IV/1: 718; CD IV/1: 643; KD IV/2: 695; CD IV/2: 614; KD IV/3: 780; CD IV/3: 681). It consists of people who are prone to errors and mistakes, and is permanently involved in the sin of giving room to other spirits than the Holy Spirit in its gathering, upbuilding, and mission. In view of this, it continually—and every day anew—requires ‘correction’ by the Holy Spirit (cf. KD IV/2: 410–14; CD IV/2: 367–70). The Holy Spirit gives it the perseverance to understand its path as a journey through this world towards the goal of the Kingdom of God. ‘All the gifts of the Holy Spirit’, then, ‘are designed to empower the people of God…for this pilgrimage’ (KD IV/2: 948; CD IV/2: 836).

The Christian religion, which does not possess the Holy Spirit, remains continually dependent on these ‘empowerings’. The ‘prayer for the Holy Spirit’ thus belongs, according to Barth, necessarily to the life of the Christian community and of individual Christians (GA 7: 148; TCL: 92). It is a prayer to which the Holy Spirit calls them and for which the Holy Spirit enables them. At first glance that seems a little remarkable, for the question arises as to why the Holy Spirit desires to be called to come to human beings if the Holy Spirit is always already come. Karl Barth’s answer to this question is based on his understanding of the Holy Spirit as a Spirit of communion: ‘In the Holy Spirit God has dealings with these people in such a way that he cannot continue to act one-sidedly; he awakens and impels and enables them to receive him in return and makes their dealings with him the controlling element in their lives’ (GA 7: 146; TCL: 90).

As a human taking part in this ‘communication’, ‘Christian life’ is thus for Barth ‘spiritual life’ (GA 7: 148; TCL: 92). That does not necessarily mean ‘religious life’, in so far as under that term there can be understood ‘a variant or modification of human spiritual activity’ (GA 7: 148; TCL: 92). Karl Barth adjudged that ‘Christians can be, but do not have to be, particularly religious people…They are fortunate if their being such does not prevent them from becoming and being Christians!’ (GA 7: 149; TCL: 92). Christians are those who in their prayer for the Holy Spirit permanently ‘live ec-centrically’ (GA 7: 151; TCL: 94). They pray again and again for the Holy Spirit, asking that the Holy Spirit would ‘begin again at the beginning’ (KD IV/4: 43; CD IV/4: 39) that has been made with them when they were liberated by the Holy Spirit for faith, love, and hope. For ‘in and of themselves’, they are ‘poor, weak, and foolish sinners who have fallen victim to death’ (GA 7: 151; TCL: 94). Only where the Holy Spirit does not cease to induct them into the life that God has revealed to them in Jesus Christ is it the case that ‘for all its questionability and fragility, their life-history becomes the history of their spiritual life’ (GA 7: 153; TCL: 95).

Barth’s pneumatology as a dimension of his ‘pneumatic theology’ is thus a mirror of his understanding of the spiritual life on the level of theological reflection. It sought to practise the continual openness of the church and of the theology of his time for the always-present work of the Holy Spirit. The essence of Christian theology thus lies for Barth in ‘beginning once again at the beginning’ (EET: 182; ET: 154), which the Holy Spirit makes with people.

Conclusion

Karl Barth’s pneumatology, which aimed to embolden human beings to the freedom to which Christ liberates them, remains controversial. The objections presented against his Christological and thus Trinitarian understanding of the Spirit of God have been consistent and forceful. After all, does such an understanding not constrict the ability to perceive the Spirit of God who moves when and where the Spirit wills—in the religions, and also in the ‘return of religion’ which has many forms in Europe and around the world? Such questions are not to be answered with sweeping generalizations, in view of how manifold, how light and dark, how human and inhuman the various human religions present themselves from afar in invocation of one Spirit. There is, rather, a need for criteria to determine what in truth deserves to be called ‘God’s Spirit’. In this, as in other regards, Barth’s pneumatology of the Spirit of the love of God presents to the contemporary reader an insightful and provocative prospect.
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chapter 19

Election


Matthew J. Aragon Bruce




For Karl Barth, the principal function of the doctrine of election is to speak to God’s being and God’s intention, choice, and act regarding the creation, reconciliation, and redemption of human beings. His doctrine of election concerns the mystery of God. It asks: Who is this God whom the church confesses as ‘maker of heaven and earth, of all that is, seen and unseen’, as ‘the Lord, the giver of life’, who ‘for us and for our salvation came down from heaven’?

The doctrine of election is central to Barth’s understanding of the Gospel across his theological development. In 1920, he writes: ‘We ask the Bible what it has to offer us; it answers with the question of election’ (GA 48: 671; WGT: 78). Later, in Church Dogmatics, we find:

The election of grace is the sum of the Gospel…the Gospel in nuce. It is the epitome of all good news. It is as such that it must be understood and valued in the Christian church…All the joy, all the benefit of God’s entire work as Creator, Reconciler, and Redeemer, all the divine goodness and therefore real goodness, the entirety of the promise of the Gospel that has been unfolded, all this is established and resolved in the fact that God is the God of the eternal election of his grace.

(KD II/2: 13; CD II/2: 13–14)

This chapter has two goals. The first goal is to introduce Barth’s doctrine of election. This will be done by focusing on Barth’s criticism of the traditional Augustinian/Reformed versions of predestination and his Christological revision of that tradition, his teaching that Jesus Christ is both the subject and object of election. The second goal is to show how Barth’s doctrine of election fits within his doctrine of God, his conception of God as ‘the one who loves in freedom’.

Barth’s Critique of the Traditional Doctrine of Predestination

In his commentary on Romans, Barth rejects the doctrine of election promoted by ‘Augustine and the Reformers’ because it ‘presented [predestination] mythologically in the diagram of cause and effect and thus robbed it of its actual significance’ (GA 47: 444; RII: 324 rev.). Calvin’s conception of predestination serves as an example of what Barth rejects. Calvin conceives of an ‘eternal decree’ in which God wills the ultimate fate of every human being:

For not all are created in equal condition; but some are preordained for eternal life and some for eternal damnation. Accordingly, as anyone is put into one or the other end, we thus say [this person] is predestined either to life or to death.

(Calvin 1960: 926 rev.)

Barth finds three chief faults with this traditional doctrine in Romans. First, he judges the primary concern of the doctrine to be a dualistic division of the human race into elect and reprobate camps in eternity by divine decree. Barth rejects this claim and holds rather to a universal election of grace. Second, he considers that God’s election is not a one-off pre-temporal event, but rather a continual event in which the entire human race is understood to be in a perpetual dialectic of election and reprobation. Barth’s commentary on Romans 9:13 clarifies his view, where he writes that God is revealed in

the rebus and the parable of the beloved Jacob and the hated Esau, in the mystery of the eternal, double predestination. Precisely for this reason it is the mystery of man, not this or that man. This mystery does not divide between these and those men, rather it is their most common bond. In the presence of this mystery, all are in the same position…Jacob is at every moment in time also Esau, Esau is in the eternal moment of revelation also Jacob…The Reformation version of the doctrine of predestination is, in hindsight, mythologized in this respect: election and rejection are understood to refer to the psychological state of the individual and to the quantities of the ‘elect’ and the ‘rejected’. Paul did not mean it this way; he could not have because without exception he was concerned with God’s interest in the individual, not the individual’s concern with God.

(GA 47: 473–4; RII: 347 rev., emphasis original)

Barth regards all human beings as potentially elect or reprobate; as such, at any given moment they are either grasped or not grasped by God’s revelation. Third, the traditional doctrine seems to make the individual’s salvation follow upon their subjective recognition of divine revelation, that is, upon the individual’s assent to faith. Barth holds rather that God is the sole cause of faith and thus faith is not something possessed by the individual. Barth understands election as ‘the description of a concrete event in time, not of a fixed unchangeable reality’ (McCormack 1995: 373). He rejects the idea that election is the result of a fixed, pre-temporal decree. To defend his view, Barth defines ‘eternity’ as supra-temporal. God acts to elect or reprobate above time rather than assigning individuals to the elect or reprobate camps before time. Faith is never a subjective ‘psychological’ given; it is always being granted—or not—by God alone.

For Barth, the ‘actual significance’ of election, then, is God’s election of the individual rather than the individual’s election by God. This highlights the emphasis of Barth, which persists across his entire corpus, on God’s ‘liveliness’. That God is living means God is a ‘personal’ agent. God is not to be defined by means of general principles derived independently of revelation, in abstraction from God’s actual lived existence (for example, by way of ‘philosophically’ derived predicates of eternity, omnipotence, and so on). In his Göttingen lectures, Barth correspondingly states that the doctrine of election confronts us with

the personal, lively God…in a very vivid and concrete and a very, very effective manner…Whatever view we take about the doctrine of predestination, we have to say that it is a matter that has meaning in connection to the doctrine of God, its meaning is that the concept, ‘concept of God’ becomes all the richer in this connection, for it becomes a description of what God actually does. It is obviously one thing to say of God generally: he lives, knows, or wills, and quite another…to have to say further that he does indeed do this particular thing, that he is the God of the election of grace, he has mercy on whom he will and he hardens whom he will.

(GA 20: 171; GD: 444, emphasis original)

We can now see what is ‘revolutionary’ about Barth’s understanding of election. He makes the question of ‘who is elected?’, be it only certain individuals or the whole human race, to be of secondary importance. The primary question of the doctrine of election has now become ‘who is the God that elects?’ With this move, Barth makes the doctrine of election part of the doctrine of God. It does not simply depict God’s action towards human beings, but rather describes God’s being and act (cf. McCormack 2008: 185).

To grasp better the import of Barth’s doctrine, it is important to illuminate further why he rejects the traditional doctrine of predestination. Most traditional Augustinian/Reformed accounts presume that the purpose of all God’s ways and works is the manifestation of God’s glorious majesty. To this end, God wills to predestine some to salvation and some to reprobation, in order to manifest the divine mercy and justice respectively. In Church Dogmatics II/2, Barth surveys the supralapsarian/infralapsarian controversy amongst the seventeenth-century Reformed scholastics (see KD II/2: 136–57; CD II/2: 127–45). Barth explores here the range of options historically available in the Reformed tradition concerning God’s primal intent and, by showing the deficiencies of the two principal options, clarifies his own position (although whether Barth always rightly understood the Reformed scholastics seems questionable; see Reeling Brouwer 2015: 230–48).

The Reformed scholastics sought to establish an ‘order of decrees’—that is, an order in which God, prior to the act of creation, determined what he would do in regard to the not-yet-created-world and its inhabitants. Two basic positions were acknowledged as ‘orthodox’ by the Reformed of the seventeenth century: supralapsarianism and infralapsarianism. Both agreed that God permitted the fall and divided human beings into elect and reprobate. The disputed matter was whether God’s predestination of the elect and reprobate preceded or followed the decree to create the world and permit the fall.

For the supralapsarians, predestination precedes both creation and fall in God’s ‘mind’. God’s primary intent is to manifest the divine majesty. To do this, God wills, as the best means towards that end, the (double) predestination of some to election and others to reprobation. Second, God determines who are elect and reprobate. Third, God wills to create the world and populate it with both the elect and reprobate. Finally, God wills a means to save the elect, Jesus Christ. The strength of supralapsarianism is that it rejects the notion that predestination is based on God’s foreknowledge of human merit. It insists that salvation is grounded in God’s election alone; there is no higher reason than God’s will for the gracious election of the saints and righteous punishment of the reprobate. The incarnation is therefore not a response to the fall. However, there is an obvious problem. By willing from eternity that there be witnesses to God’s majesty, to both divine mercy (the elect) and divine justice (the reprobate), the fall is required. God intentionally wills the fall.

For the infralapsarians, predestination follows the decree to permit the fall. The conclusion that God directly wills the fall is thus avoided, by making the decree to create and permit the fall prior to the decree concerning predestination. In the order of the decrees, then, God’s gracious will to elect follows God’s foreknowledge of the fall and thus only indirectly, through his permissive will, does God ‘cause’ it. God foresees it and responds accordingly.

Barth rejects infralapsarianism because it separates God’s will to manifest his glory in creation from God’s will to execute a work of reconciliation. The problem is that there are two independent decrees: God first wills to create homo labilis (the human being who can fall) and secondly, in response to the fall, wills to predestine some from the mass of homo lapsus (the fallen human being) for salvation and others to reprobation. God wills the incarnation as the means to reconcile the elect. The incarnation and Christ’s reconciliatory work is a second decree, a response to a problem, rather than an aspect of a singular, unified decree. Thus Jesus Christ is abstracted from, because not essential to, God’s primary intention.

Barth also rejects supralapsarianism in its classical form because, even though it posits a single, unified decree, it too abstracts Christ from God’s basic intent. In supralapsarianism, in order to reveal his majesty, God determines to create human beings as witnesses. Creation and fall are willed as means subsequent to the primal decree: in order for God’s mercy and justice to be manifested there must be elect and reprobate. The object of this act of predestination is a not-yet-existing mass of human beings—some predestined for election, others for reprobation. To save the elect and manifest his mercy, God wills, again as a means, the incarnation.

In both positions, then, the eternal being of God is abstracted from the incarnation. God’s attitude towards humanity is indeterminate and unconditioned prior to the primal decree. And, as Barth understands it, this attitude suggests that God’s true nature is not revealed in election. Barth therefore seeks to eliminate such abstraction from the doctrine of God and sets out to revise the doctrine of election such that the incarnation is not a mere means but rather a reflection of God’s primary decree.

Barth’s Christological Revision: Jesus Christ is the Subject and Object of Election

Why did God choose to create the world and human beings in particular? Consider some common answers to this question. One can appeal to mystery: God’s reasons for creation are obscure and beyond human comprehension. Another approach appeals to God’s will to manifest his glory, with creation as the theatre required in which to do so. But a problem arises: the tragedy that is the fall. God’s original plan to manifest his glory was spoiled by the very creatures who were to bear witness to it. An external event, the fall, seems to compel God to act in order to redeem creation as either a re-initiation of the original plan or an adjustment to it. God would have been justified, it is often presumed, to leave creation in its misery or to destroy it. However, God chose to redeem it. Why? Why did God choose to become incarnate and so redeem humanity? We come thus to the mystery of the reason for divine action, with the usual solutions on offer involving appeal either to sheer divine incomprehensibility or to absolute divine freedom.

Barth had no patience for such thinking, for it leads to conclusions he judged disastrous. In particular, Barth sought to eliminate the instrumentalization of the incarnation, wherein Christ is regarded as a mere means for the successful execution of God’s more basic intent. So conceived, according to Barth, a gap appears between God’s primal decree and the election of human beings in Christ. The disastrous conclusion is that God’s final end, and thus God’s fundamental identity, is something other than God’s self-revelation in Jesus Christ. There is some hidden decree that seems to lie inaccessibly behind God’s revelation in Christ. Such a hidden decree must be eliminated, for if the primal decree is disconnected from Christology, if the incarnation is regarded as secondary—as a mere means for God to accomplish a more basic intention—then God’s self-revelation in Christ contains only a relative truth about God’s being and ultimate purpose. And if this is the case, then the reality of God ultimately remains obscure.

Barth thus rejects any notion of God’s primary intent as being other than God’s gracious election in Jesus Christ (see KD IV/1: 68; CD IV/1: 64). For Barth, ‘it is quite simply Jesus Christ himself who is the content of the eternal will of God, the eternal covenant between God and human beings’ (KD IV/1: 57; CD IV/1: 54). The eternal will of God, the final purpose of God’s action, is that in Jesus Christ God is ‘for us and for our salvation’.

The movement in view in Barth’s theology at this point is evident in his exegesis of the prologue to the Gospel of John. Earlier in his theology, in Church Dogmatics I/2, Barth in interpreting this passage simply affirms classical dogma: ‘As the Word appropriated this possibility as his own, and as actualizing it as such when he became Jesus, he became, without ceasing to be what he was before, at the same time that which he was not before and now in act was: a man, this man’ (KD I/2: 164; CD I/2: 149). Here the ‘Word’ is the eternal Logos, the second person of the Trinity, abstracted from the incarnation. In the incarnation, the Word becomes something he previously was not, hence God’s being for humanity and their salvation is thus not essential to the divine nature nor to the primal decree. In Church Dogmatics II/2, by contrast, when exegeting this passage Barth understands the ‘Word’ as the verbum incarnandum (the to-be-incarnate Word). The ‘Word’ of the prologue now refers not to the bare second person of the Trinity prior to and abstracted from the incarnation, but to the anticipated person of the hypostatic union: ‘In John 1.1 the reference is very clear: ὁ λόγος [the Word] is unmistakably substituted for Jesus. His place is that which the predicates attributed to the Logos so to speak delimit, clear out space for, and secure. He, Jesus, is in the beginning with God, is himself God by nature’ (KD II/2: 103; CD II/2: 96). A comparison of Barth’s two interpretations indicates a clear case of development. Formerly, ‘the Word’ who ‘was in the beginning with God, and was God’ refers merely to the second person of the Trinity in eternity. The phrase points back from the incarnation to the potentiality of the eternal Logos for incarnation. Latterly, from Church Dogmatics II/2, the phrase points forward. The ‘Word’ is already the person of the union, Jesus Christ. From God’s perspective the Word is always, already determined to become incarnate (cf. Marshall 2000: 112 n.8).

According to Barth, the Johannine prologue teaches that Jesus Christ is the beginning, the antecedent that determines all God’s work ad extra. A bare Logos considered in abstraction from the incarnation is an empty concept, at best a placeholder: ‘We would not think and speak rightly of God himself, if in doing so we would assume anything other than…that God elected from all eternity to bear this name. Jesus Christ is the eternal Word of God, God’s eternal resolution, God’s eternal beginning towards all that is outside of God’ (KD II/2: 106; CD II/2: 99). Simply put, Jesus Christ is the content of God’s primal decision and not a choice subsequent to it. And Barth does not base this claim on the Johannine prologue alone, but draws on several other passages of Scripture to support his case (see his exegesis of 1 Cor. 15:20, 2 Cor. 4:4, Gal. 4:4, Eph. 1, Col. 1 and 2, and Heb. 1 throughout CD II/2: §§32–3). To eliminate an abstract Logos and all notions of a Deus absconditus (hidden God) that float behind it, a proper concept of the triune God regards the eternal Logos as essentially in anticipation of the union of divine and human natures in Jesus Christ. Barth does not reject entirely the concept of a logos asarkos (fleshless Word), for Christ does not bring his flesh with him from eternity. But Barth does deny that the eternal Logos ever exists apart from an essential determination for incarnation.

Barth’s understanding of election, at least from Church Dogmatics II/1 onwards, can thus be described as radically anti-Arian. Not only was there not a time when the Son was not, but there was never, even in the immanent triune life, a logical moment when the Son was not always, by anticipation, Jesus Christ. Indeed, Barth explicitly links his revised doctrine to Athanasius:

According to Athanasius the divine decree, the predestination, the election, the decision that pleased God in the beginning of all things, in the beginning of all relationships between God and the reality that is distinct from him, whose subject is the triune God—thus also the Son of God with the Father and the Holy Spirit—but whose object in his determination as the Son of Man is, in particular the Son of God, the pre-existent God-man Jesus Christ, who as such is the eternal ground of all divine election.  (KD II/2: 118; CD II/2: 110, emphasis original)

Barth conceives the pre-existent Logos as the verbum incarnandum (the to-be-incarnate Word), without qualification. There is no abstract logos asarkos who is not always, already determined to become the incarnate Word.

Barth rejects the traditional views of predestination, then, because he aims to eliminate abstraction from the concept of God. The tradition rests on such an abstraction, on a decretum absolutum (a general, unconditioned decree). For Barth, this absolute decree decouples God as revealed for us from who God is in himself. When this decoupling occurs, an unfathomable and capricious freedom is ascribed to God, such that ‘God’ is conceived as undetermined by any antecedent—electing and rejecting, for all we know, at a whim. The proper response to such a concept of God is not love and adoration, but fear and horror. Barth thus rejected modalism—any depiction of God as other in himself than as revealed for us—primarily for soteriological reasons, just as did the Fathers (see KD I/1: 403–4; CD I/1: 382–3).

To eliminate abstraction, and to provide a foundation for the assurance of salvation, Barth sought a concrete basis for election. He rejected any speculation about the being of God not derived from the Gospel revealed in Christ. He regarded God’s self-revelation in Christ as testimony to God’s primary intent. This leads to Barth’s criticism of the traditional doctrine and to his doctrine that Jesus Christ is both the subject and the object of election.

Jesus Christ is the electing God. He was in the beginning with God, not simply as the content of God’s plan or as what God willed for the sake of reconciling sinful humanity. Rather, the second person of the Trinity himself, as the verbum incarnandum (the to-be-incarnate Word), ‘participates in God’s election in the beginning…the election is also his own…he himself also posits that beginning of all things, he himself executes the decision that establishes the covenant between God and humanity’ (KD II/2: 112; CD II/2: 105). Moreover, Jesus Christ is also the elected man: ‘the eternal divine decision as such…in God’s pre-temporal eternity, has as its content and object the existence of this one creature, the man Jesus of Nazareth, his work in life and death, in his humiliation and exaltation, his obedience and his service, it has as its content and object in and with the existence of this creature the execution of the divine covenant with humanity, the salvation of all human beings’ (KD II/2: 125; CD II/2: 116, emphasis original). For Barth, there is thus no logical moment in the life of God antecedent to God’s decision, in Jesus Christ, graciously to elect humanity:

The election of Jesus Christ is the eternal choice and decision of God…In no depth of the Godhead will we encounter another but Him. There is no Godhead in itself. It is the Godhead of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. But the Father is the Father of Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit is the Spirit of the Father and the Spirit of Jesus Christ. There is no decretum absolutum. There is no will of God apart from the will of Jesus Christ. He reveals to us our election as executed through him, through his will as God’s will. He says to us that it is precisely he who elects us…in the beginning with God, no other resolution was passed, no other word was spoken and is in effect than the decision executed by him. By believing in him, hearing him, and cleaving to his decision, we can know that we are elected by God, with a determinacy that can never be questioned, by anyone, anywhere.

(KD II/2: 123–4; CD II/2: 115–16, emphasis original)

To deny this—to deny that Jesus Christ is both the subject and object of election—would reopen the question of ‘whether in the doctrine of election we do not have to do the will of such a God who is not bound and connected to us, who is not gracious to us’ (KD II/2: 115; CD II/2: 108, emphasis original). God’s gracious election is neither a mere means towards a more basic intention, nor an arbitrary choice; it belongs to God’s very being, and thus God is irrevocably bound and connected to humanity.

Barth thus undertakes a revision of the doctrine of double predestination, transforming it from a description of an eternally dualistic decree into a description of God and his essential relationship with humanity. Predestination points to God’s ‘self-giving’ for our sake. Both the object and the content of predestination are ‘double’—God and humanity, election and reprobation. In electing himself for us, God chooses reprobation, judgement, and death for himself in Jesus Christ. In electing us for himself, God chooses mercy, salvation, and eternal life for us. Barth does not deny the reality of divine wrath towards sin and the sinner, but the sinner rejected is, for Barth, God himself in Jesus Christ, who, as both the subject and object of election, is ‘the Judge judged in our place’ (cf. CD IV/1: §59.2). Human sinfulness, with all of its consequences, is taken up into the divine life and destroyed, its power extinguished. Barth writes: ‘Predestination means: the acquittal of humanity from rejection, enacted by God from eternity to God’s disadvantage; the acquittal of humanity in which God determined himself to be in the place for losers, for the abandoned, for the reprobate; to be the Lamb which was slain from the beginning of the world’ (KD II/2: 182–3; CD II/2: 167).

The Election of the One who Loves in Freedom

According to Barth, the triune God makes an ‘everlasting covenant’, a ‘self-commitment’ which is ‘characterized (whatever time-concepts might be presupposed here) as a relationship that is not haphazard…but necessarily derived from God himself’ (KD II/2: 109; CD II/2: 102). Eberhard Jüngel describes this divine derivation from himself as God’s self-correspondence: ‘the highest and final statement that it is permissible to say about the being of God is: God corresponds to himself…In fact, Barth’s Dogmatics is basically a thorough exegesis of this statement’ (Jüngel 2001: 36 rev.).

What precisely is meant by ‘self-correspondence’ is made clear in Church Dogmatics II/1, where Barth affirms the traditional doctrine that essence and existence are the same in God (see Jenson 2013). God does not (and cannot) exist (and thus act) in any manner that does not correspond to God’s essence. Here, prior to his doctrine of election proper, is the basis for Barth’s doctrine of election. Thus while McCormack’s account of Barth’s development seems broadly accurate, it can be argued that Barth’s ‘mature doctrine of election’ in Church Dogmatics II/2 is not ‘only just anticipated’ in Church Dogmatics II/1, but is rather robustly consistent with Barth’s account of the being and perfections of God presented here. There is thus certainly a shift in Barth’s thinking on election, but it happens earlier, between Church Dogmatics I and II (see McCormack 2008: 263; cf. Johnson 2011: 16 n. 66).

Barth’s agreement with the traditional doctrine that God’s essence is God’s existence is veiled, and so often missed, by the fact that Barth not only uses the traditional language of substance ontology, and its associated concepts such as essence and existence, but also ‘actualistic’ language, drawing on concepts like act and decision. In fact, he combines them: ‘What makes God to be God, the divine selfhood and authenticity, the essentia or the “essence” of God—we will either encounter him where God acts towards us as Lord and Saviour or we will not encounter him at all’ (KD II/1: 293; CD II/1: 261). And if, in seeking to know who God is, we look only to God’s self-revelation, we discover that ‘the essence of God is: the one who loves in freedom’ (KD II/1: 362; CD II/1: 322).

Before addressing what Barth means by ‘God is the one who loves in freedom’, it is important to ascertain first what he means by describing God’s being as a ‘decision’. For Barth, ‘decision’ is a technical term. It is a ‘willed act’ of ‘self-determination’. A decision is reached (specified) when God, by means of God’s self-knowledge, recognizes who God is and determines the purpose for which God acts. Thus, a decision is not simply an act of recognition; what is recognized is also put to use. God wills to act on the basis of this recognition. A decision is thus an act of the intellect and will, by which God determines what God does. The will, informed by the intellect’s recognition of God’s essence, determines what God must do to exist in correspondence to his essence. It is precisely in this manner that Barth understands a decision as an act of self-determination. By God’s recognition of the divine essence, God’s mode of existence is thereby specified and determined.

Barth thus rejects a ‘voluntarist’ conception of divine agency, for he holds, to put the matter positively, that God’s will is not free apart from an antecedent determination by God’s self-recognition. Barth’s rejection of theological voluntarism is frequently missed by his readers. Eberhard Busch, one of the few who has not done so, astutely observes that Barth’s concept of divine freedom is ‘a reaction to the concept of God in late medieval Nominalism’, that is, to the most influential versions of theological voluntarism (Busch 2004: 112–16).

By describing God’s being as a decision, Barth seems to suggest that God’s being (existence), the concrete form of all that God is and does, is determined by an antecedent. But of course there is nothing antecedent to God, and so God’s act can only be determined by God’s own being, by the divine essence. As Jüngel states, God exists in correspondence to himself (Jüngel 2001: 36 rev.). Moreover, God does not merely have this determination, but is this determination—and so God’s being can be said to be an act or an event. God’s being is the act or event of decision because God is ‘consciously aware’ of his essence and wills to actualize it, that is, to exist such that the divine being is the perfect actualization of the divine essence. This is of course a logical description. God does not first come to know the divine essence and only then decide to be and act in correspondence to it. This would imply that God (by means of some process) becomes what God is, that God previously did not exist in full correspondence to the divine essence but progresses towards it. Rather, by the light of his perfect knowledge of the divine essence, God eternally wills to affirm the divine essence and so always was, is, and will be in correspondence with his essence. Creatures correspond to their essence imperfectly because they are ignorant of their essence and because their existence, which is caused by another, is not their own decision. Barth writes:

That God’s being is an event…must mean (if we…do not will to look somewhere else than to his revelation): that it is his own, conscious, willed and executed decision. It is his own decision and thus independent of the decisions in which we actualize our existence. It is his conscious decision and thus not the mechanical outcome of a process, whose rationality, to the degree that such a thing is spoken of, would have to be sought outside of himself. It is his willed decision and thus not something that takes place as a result of an alien impulse or also only in an alien conditioning operating outside of himself. It his executed decision: executed once and for all in eternity and anew in every second of our time and thus not in a way that it stands vis-à-vis that which is not divine being as a mere possibility but also in a way that it stands before that [which is not divine being] as self-contained, complete-in-itself actuality.…[God is] just so the divine person who we must comprehend first of all to be distinguished thereby from other persons by the fact that it is a self-moving person. No other being is absolutely in its act. No other being is absolutely its own, conscious, willed and executed decision.

(KD II/1: 304; CD II/1: 271, emphasis original)

If God were to exist in any other way than in correspondence with the divine essence, God would not be (in existence) God (essentially). Moreover, without antecedent knowledge and subsequently specified will, God would not be determined. Without determination God would be incapable of making a choice, because there would be no antecedent ground upon which a choice might be based. Thus, any ‘choice’ and subsequent action would be both irrational and capricious. It is because God recognizes who God is through perfect knowledge of the divine essence that God can act in an authentically divine manner. Thus, the existence and subsequent action of God, God’s being-in-act, is not something chosen amongst possibilities, as if God could be and do something else. If understood in this manner, it would imply that God chooses his essence and this would be tantamount to God being causa sui, causing his own existence, something that Barth explicitly, and rightly, rejects (see KD II/1: 343; CD II/1: 305).

Thus there is a technical difference between a decision (self-determination) and a choice. Choice, ‘election’, is an act of the already determined will. A choice does not determine, at least on a fundamental level. Rather, a choice is determined by an antecedent decision. A decision enables an agent to choose. God’s primal decision informs God’s will and so determines his gracious election. Election is an act of will informed by an antecedent decision. George Hunsinger is thus correct: ‘Jesus Christ’s identity as God’s Son “of course does not rest on election”’ (Hunsinger 2015, xi; citing KD II/2: 114; CD II/2: 107). However, Hunsinger overlooks Barth’s distinction between decision and choice. Jesus Christ’s identity as God’s Son does rest on a decision; Jesus Christ is God’s primal decision:

Jesus Christ is the decision of God for this relation…a relation in which God has determined himself so that this determination belongs to him just as much as everything that he is in and for himself. God would not be God without the Son sitting at the right hand of the Father. But the Son is not only the true God, but his name is Jesus of Nazareth; he is also true man and such the representative of all humanity…God, without this man and without the people he represents would be another, an alien God; according to Christian knowledge he would not be God at all.  (KD II/2: 6; CD II/2: 5)

For Barth, God’s freedom is uniquely divine. It is so because, in distinction from creatures, there is nothing external to God that could compel or cause God to make a choice for a specific act ad extra. God’s election is absolutely a se—from God himself. Barth is thus right to affirm divine aseity, to assert, as he frequently does, that God would still be God without us. However, Barth’s particular concept of aseity must be understood in light of his denial that God is self-caused. God is not free to choose or determine the divine essence but rather is determined by the divine essence, that is, by God’s very being (God is not causa sui). Because God is fully conscious of his determination by his essence, God’s willing to affirm his correspondence to his essence is rightly described as a decision. To grasp this point, one can contrast God’s agency with that of creatures, particularly sinful ones. Sinners attempt to live without God, out of either ignorance or wilful spite. They attempt to live in non-correspondence to their essence, for God made creatures to be in relationship with him yet they reject God. However, in this rejection of God they can only fail. No matter how hard creatures try, they remain in need of God. The attempt to be what one is not, to live as not corresponding to one’s essence, is Barth’s very definition of sin. It is the rebellious refusal to be God’s ‘covenant partner’, the misguided attempt to determine oneself such that one is ‘free’ from God’s gracious election (see, for example, KD IV/1: 22–70; CD IV/1: 22–66). This is not freedom but enslavement by self-deception. Yet God cannot be so deceived.

A decision is thus an act of self-determination whereby God wills to exist and act only in correspondence with the divine essence. It is of utmost importance to grasp that with the language of self-determination Barth does not mean that God could have chosen to exist and act in a manner other than in correspondence to the divine essence. Barth’s point is that, in contradistinction from creatures, God is determined by his perfect knowledge of his essence such that all God is and does perfectly corresponds to it. God’s lived existence, including his gracious election, is defined and limited by the divine essence. Thus, the freedom of choice that is uniquely divine, because it is absolutely from God himself (a se), is constrained, not by anything external, but by God’s own essence. God’s capacity for freedom of choice is truly free because God is never, even in the depths of God’s infinite eternity, consciously indeterminate and unconditioned by the divine essence. God’s freedom consists of freedom from external constraints, conditions, and limits, and freedom for correspondence to the divine essence. God cannot be impeded from being who God is.

We have arrived at the heart of the matter: God is the one who loves in freedom. For Barth, the nature of God’s freedom turns on its relation to God’s love. The current debate amongst Barth scholars about election and Trinity is at root a debate over the priority of freedom or love. This debate is a form of the classical intellectualist–voluntarist division, bequeathed to the tradition of Western philosophy in Plato’s Euthyphro and reaching its height in the late mediaeval and Reformation periods. Those who emphasize freedom over love lean towards voluntarism; those who emphasize love lean towards intellectualism.

Paul Molnar may serve as an example of those who emphasize voluntarist freedom: ‘The covenant of grace is a covenant of grace because it expresses the free overflow of God’s eternal love that takes place in pre-temporal eternity as the Father begets the Son in the unity of the Holy Spirit. None of this is subject to a principle of love, and God’s being is not the result of will. Rather, his will to elect expresses freedom to be God in a new way as God for us’ (Molnar 2002: 63, emphasis added). Molnar is correct when he states that ‘God’s being is not the result of will’, for God’s essence is not a matter of choice or election. But his denial that it ‘is subject to a principle of love’ is the exact opposite of Barth’s view.

Barth denies that God is the one who loves as the result of a willed choice, as if God could have chosen not to love and so not to be who he is: the one who loves. Barth makes every effort to make clear that neither divine love nor divine freedom is superior to the other. This is because love and freedom cannot be set in opposition. God cannot be either loving or free, rather, God is ‘the one who loves in freedom’—freedom describes the divine loving. Just so there is a necessary order. God’s love is always ordered antecedent to freedom:

God’s freedom is in fact not less divine than his love. And God’s love is in fact divine only in so far as it is his love in freedom. But again God’s love is also no less divine than his freedom. Yet again, God’s freedom is also divine only in so far as it is the freedom in which he loves. And not according to quantity and worth, not in the sense of any hierarchy, but entirely in the sense of the order in which God…is God, in the sense of the order of his divine life he is first the one who loves and then as such the one who is free.  (KD II/1: 394–5; CD II/1: 351, emphasis added)

This ordering of divine love and freedom reflects the fact that the triune God essentially loves. There is, therefore, no abstract freedom prior to, and independent of, love. That God is the one who loves in freedom means that God’s love is free from external constraints. God cannot be prevented from being who God essentially is: the one who loves. No external force can affect God such that God does not or cannot be the one who loves. But, God is internally, yet consciously (thereby eliminating emanationism), conditioned by the divine essence. If God were not loving, then God would not be God—and this is not only impossible, but absurd. Freedom cannot be ordered before love, or will before intellect, Barth writes,

for this order would undoubtedly also imply that the first matter of concern is with the actuality of the essence of God in itself, then of what it is figuratively in its relationship ad extra. And finally there is what is in fact the most dubious feature of this conception of God: God is first and actually the impersonal absolute, and only then, figuratively and ad extra, the personal God of love in his wisdom, justice, mercy, etc.  (KD II/1: 392; CD II/1: 349)

And again, a little later, Barth writes:

It is not as if God first lives and only then loves. Rather God loves and so he lives. If now we have understood the divinity of this act, or thus the Godness of God, as freedom, we could not and cannot mean and name with this freedom anything different from he who loves…we must say: in this divine loving and only in it is the freedom described by us divine freedom.

(KD II/1: 361; CD II/1: 321, emphasis original)

A proper concept of God, and thus of God’s act of election, begins with love and articulates God’s freedom only by ordering it subsequent to love. To order freedom before love would effectively decouple them. God’s existence and essence would thus be a result of pure will. Moreover, this would make the decree of election to be a second (and secondary) decree, for God would not essentially be the one who loves and would thus be something other than that which is revealed. And furthermore, this would construe God’s freedom voluntaristically, depicting it in the image of sin’s perversity.

That God is the one who loves is not the result of a free choice. But, because God’s love is God’s it is indeed free, for God cannot be compelled or coerced. God’s love is pure grace. It is not owed to the creature. Nor is it compelled by something loveable about the creature. God’s love for the creature is the overflow of the love that God already is in the triune life. God’s love for another is already fulfilled in the Trinity—in the Father’s love for the Son and of the Son for the Father in the Spirit. But this intra-Trinitarian love also already includes another who is not God, for the second person in eternity is already, by anticipation, the person of the hypostatic union, Jesus Christ. God’s choice to redeem and to thereby seek and create fellowship with human beings is not an act wherein God expresses ‘freedom to be God in a new way’ but rather it expresses God’s freedom to exist as he essentially is:

This seeking and creating of fellowship finds its crown and final confirmation in the future determination of redeemed humanity in Jesus Christ, in his determination for eternal redemption and vivification. What God does in all this, this is who he is…He wills to be ours and he wills that we should be his…He does not will to be without us, and he does not will that we should be without Him…But he does not will to be God for himself nor as God to be alone with himself, but he wills as God also to be for us and with us who are not God…He does not will to be anything other than what he himself also is in this relationship. His life, which is still his life in himself, which is originally and actually the one and only life, presses towards this unity with our life. He is so greatly the goodness of his divine being, that it overflows.  (KD II/1: 307–8; CD II/1: 274, emphasis original)

Why does God elect to redeem sinful humanity? Because God essentially loves us. God recognizes his love for us and wills to actualize it. Apart from us, God is already perfect love. God determines from eternity to affirm who God is (essentially) and the result is the overflowing of intra-Trinitarian love to the other who is not God. God thus elects to bring Jesus Christ, the person of the hypostatic union, into the fellowship of the triune life, and elects to adopt other human beings into this fellowship.

Conclusion

Barth rejects any concept of God that sees God’s will to elect human beings as a ‘free’ choice wherein God’s ‘freedom’ is conceived independently of God’s love, for this would imply that prior to this choice God existed in a state of indifference to the creature. For Barth, God’s gracious election is indeed a free choice. But, this choice is never unconditioned or indeterminate. Rather, this choice is free precisely because it corresponds to the antecedent primal decision that God exists in perfect correspondence to the divine essence, both as the one who loves within the Trinity and as the one who loves the creature. Barth claims that God decides to become incarnate as Jesus Christ and thus to elect to save human beings. But this decision has no antecedent but the divine essence. God’s gracious election is thus not a voluntarist choice, an absolute, unconditioned, and thereby indifferent decision between options, any of which might do. It is a choice determined by God’s primal decision for self-correspondence. God is essentially the one who loves: essentially the Father who loves the Son and the Son who loves the Father, in the Spirit. God is essentially also the one who, in and through the Son, loves the creatures given to the Son by the Father, who are united to the Son by the Spirit, and brought by the Son and the Spirit into fellowship with the Father. Just so, God is the one who eternally chooses (self-determines) to be (in existence) who God is (essentially)—the One who loves in freedom.






Suggested Reading


Dempsey, Michael T. (ed.) (2011). Trinity and Election in Contemporary Theology. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans.

Gockel, Matthias (2006). Barth and Schleiermacher on the Doctrine of Election. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Gockel, Matthias (2016). ‘How to Read Karl Barth with Charity: A Critical Reply to George Hunsinger’. Modern Theology 32: 259–67.

Johnson, Keith (2011). ‘A Reappraisal of Karl Barth’s Theological Development and His Dialogue with Catholicism’. International Journal of Systematic Theology 14: 1–23.

Jones, Paul Dafydd (2011). The Humanity of Christ: Christology in Karl Barth’s Church Dogmatics. London: T&T Clark.

Nimmo, Paul T. (2010). ‘Election and Evangelical Thinking: Challenges to Our Way of Conceiving the Doctrine of God’. In New Perspectives for Evangelical Theology. Edited by Tom Greggs. London: Routledge, 29–43.












Bibliography


Busch, Eberhard (2004). The Great Passion: An Introduction to Barth’s Theology. Edited by Darrell Guder and Judith Guder, translated by Geoffrey Bromiley. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans.

Calvin, John (1960). Institutes of the Christian Religion. Edited by John T. McNeill, translated by Ford Lewis Battles. Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox.

Hunsinger, George (2015). Reading Barth with Charity: A Hermeneutical Proposal. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic.

Jenson, Robert (2013). ‘Karl Barth on the Being of God’. In Thomas Aquinas and Karl Barth: An Unofficial Catholic Protestant Dialogue. Edited by Bruce L. McCormack and Thomas Joseph White. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 43–51.

Jüngel, Eberhard (2001). God’s Being is in Becoming: The Trinitarian Being of God in the Theology of Karl Barth: A Paraphrase. Translated by John B. Webster. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans.

Marshall, Bruce (2000). Trinity and Truth. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

McCormack, Bruce L. (1995). Karl Barth’s Critically Realistic Dialectical Theology: Its Genesis and Development 1909–1936. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

McCormack, Bruce L. (2008). Orthodox and Modern: Studies in the Theology of Karl Barth. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic.

Molnar, Paul (2002). Divine Freedom and the Doctrine of the Immanent Trinity. London: T&T Clark.

Reeling Brouwer, Rinse H. (2015). Karl Barth and Post-Reformation Orthodoxy. Surrey: Ashgate.













chapter 20

 Israel


Mark Lindsay




The late Michael Wyschogrod once asked why Karl Barth would possibly be of interest to a Jewish theologian (Wyschogrod 1974: 95). While Christianity might presuppose Judaism, Judaism does not presuppose Christianity in the same way; and so, said Wyschogrod, it was at least reasonable to enquire into why a Jew would be at all interested in the thoughts of someone who overtly located theology within the realm of the church (Wyschogrod 1974: 95). One might well, however, also ask the reverse: Why should Israel, and subsequently Judaism, have been of interest to Karl Barth? That this also is an entirely reasonable question to pose becomes clear when one considers the strongly Christological note that sounds throughout Barth’s entire corpus. As he said in a radio interview in November 1968, ‘The last word that I have to say as a theologian…is not a concept like grace but a name: Jesus Christ’ (FT: 29). For many, this ‘last word’ would disqualify Barth from having anything meaningful, or at least positive, to say about Israel, its people, and its religion. Indeed, that Barth was at all interested, and even invested, in a theological hermeneutic of Israel is neither self-evident in his theology nor accepted by all of his interpreters. And yet a number of the relatively recent explorations of Barth’s theology of Israel have insisted that Israel is in fact a constitutive element in his overall dogmatic framework. Put a bit differently: Barth’s engagement with Israel, Jews, and Judaism was not simply a reluctant dialogue that emerged out of the particular historical circumstances of National Socialism and the Holocaust. On the contrary, as this chapter will demonstrate, it was an entirely necessary component of his doctrines of revelation, election, and Christology.

In what follows, this chapter will begin by surveying and evaluating some of the most significant interpretations of Barth’s theological understanding of Israel. Thereafter, it will explore a selection of the most significant texts in Barth’s corpus of works, which attend to this dogmatically intractable and complex issue, and seek in light of this exploration to set forth a detailed account of Barth’s perspective. Finally, it will conclude by indicating the central distinction between this account and competing interpretations.

Recent Perspectives on Barth and Israel

As with much else in Barth studies, the relationship of Barth to Israel—or, better, Barth’s theological understanding of Israel, understood as both a cipher and a reality—has been hotly contested. Ambiguity abounds, and clarity is seemingly hard to come by. Many of the early assumptions in scholarship were influenced by the work of Robert Ericksen and Richard Gutteridge, both of whom were concerned to point out the ethical and dogmatic failings of the German churches before and during the era of National Socialism, by which Hitler’s path to destructive power was made that much smoother. While correctly identifying the inherent conservatism of German church leaders and their reluctance to confront Hitler and National Socialism with direct political opposition, both Gutteridge and Ericksen were wrong, however, to characterize Barth and his allegedly ‘transcendentalized theology’ as the root cause of this neutrality (Gutteridge 1976: 124–5). One interpretative consequence of this view was to assume that Barth had nothing to say to the political crisis of the time and that, in so far as that crisis was most grievously represented by the Holocaust, he had nothing to say about ‘the Jews’ or Israel either.

It is true that Barth did not help his own cause in this regard. The now-infamous silence of the Barmen Declaration in respect of the ‘Jewish question’ cannot easily be ignored or rationalized away. While it is almost certainly the case that a specific condemnation of the anti-Semitic agenda of National Socialism would have been vetoed by the rest of the Confessors (Lindsay 2007: 21–2), and while one cannot ignore Barth’s own belief that Article I of the Barmen Declaration was an intrinsic statement of opposition against National Socialist racism (Lindsay 2001: 181–5), the uncomfortable fact remains that no condemnation of Jewish persecution was present within the text. As its chief author, Barth must shoulder significant responsibility for this lacuna. Similarly, Barth’s often-quoted letter to Eberhard Bethge in 1967—in which he lamented the fact that he had not made the Jewish issue as central as it ought to have been and as it had been, in contrast, for Dietrich Bonhoeffer (L: 250)—bolsters the assumption that Israel, as a people and as a theological locus, was almost invisible to him.

In other words, as a consequence of his own admissions, and through the early reception of Barth’s alleged lack of interest in Jewish matters within the scholarly context of studies of the Holocaust and of the German church struggle, there has been a long-standing assumption that Barth had no personal, political, or theological engagement with either the historical or the dogmatic significance of Israel.

Alongside this interpretative perspective, which endeavours to highlight Barth’s apparent indifference, there has stood a more overtly negative assessment—one that regards Barth, not so much as having a lack of interest in Israel but rather as cultivating an intentionally hostile one. One does not need to rely solely upon the theological naiveté of Daniel Goldhagen—for whom Barth was ‘an antisemite’ with a ‘deep seated’ personal animosity towards Jews (Goldhagen 1996: 113)—to find these critical opinions. R. Kendall Soulen espies what he regards as the ineluctable stain of economic supersessionism within Barth’s dogmatic architecture (Soulen 1996: 4 and 29). Katherine Sonderegger criticizes him for allowing Israel to have only a negative ontology that renders it, as such, ‘a tragic and perverse denial of the truth’ (Sonderegger 1992: 142). And Wyschogrod, to whom we have already referred, diagnoses Barth as suffering from ‘the traditional anti-Semitism of Christian theology’, albeit an anti-Semitism from which he valiantly tried to extricate himself (Wyschogrod 1974: 107). Perhaps most scathingly, Friedrich-Wilhelm Marquardt lambasted Barth for positing an utterly abstracted image of Jews, morphing them into a people who could exist in the mind only ‘as mere forms of our perception and the stuff of our alienated consciousness’ (Marquardt 1967: 316). Not all of these readings emerge from ultimately unsympathetic receptions of Barth’s theology. For Sonderegger, most notably, the flaws within Barth’s doctrine of Israel are not finally fatal for a charitable and appreciative embrace of his overall contribution. Nonetheless, that even Barth’s friends have perceived in his theology a darker, if perhaps unwitting, aspect must give us grounds for pause and caution.

There is, however, a third interpretative strand that has, in recent years, sought to reclaim a more positive view of Israel from within Barth’s work. Regarding Barth neither as indifferent to Israel and its people, nor as representative of either economic or punitive supersessionism, some scholars argue that Barth’s critical sympathies towards Israel arise from his determination to take Israel with utmost seriousness as God’s first and continuing covenant partner. Key contributors to this perspective (Busch 1996; Lindsay 2007: 2014) have not been uncritical of some of Barth’s more egregious shortcomings in his dogmatic treatment of the Jews and Israel (Lindsay 2014: 95). However, there is amongst them a recognition—shared even by Wyschogrod—that Barth’s occasionally harsh language about Israel issues from someone who knew himself and his Christian faith to be deeply and consciously rooted in Judaism (Wyschogrod 1986: 159). Noting the existence of each of these three hermeneutical trajectories, we turn now to consider a selection of Barth’s own texts, in order to read what he has to say on this most critical and difficult topic.

Israel in Romans

Katherine Sonderegger rightly points out that neither friendly nor hostile critics of Barth ever originally read his celebrated commentary on Paul’s Epistle to the Romans as an exegetical commentary. For his detractors (Adolf von Harnack, Adolf Jülicher, Wilhelm Vischer), the book was a work of theology—this word intended pejoratively—that self-consciously avoided, indeed repudiated, the methods and fruits of historical criticism. For allies and advocates (Thomas F. Torrance, H. R. Mackintosh, T. H. L. Parker), Barth’s work was a devastating, no-punches-pulled critique of contemporary religion in its liberal Protestant form (Sonderegger 1992: 15–19). As late as 1944, Bonhoeffer, too, understood it in this way: as a critique of the worldly ‘outer garment’ of Christianity’s religiosity—albeit one that Barth, regrettably, did not carry through to its conclusion (Bonhoeffer 2010: 428–9; see Pangritz 2000: 6 and 16). But if Barth’s commentary is read in either of these ways, it ceases to engage in any meaningful sense with what Paul himself had to say about the Israel and Judaism of his day. The people and religion of Israel are made to appear as representatives of a mode of religious self-aggrandizement that Barth sharply criticized, yet with Israel as such not being Barth’s target at all, but serving only as a cipher or symbol of the church. Thus the question that must be asked of the second edition of Barth’s commentary on Romans is whether or not it is Israel itself that is addressed, or Israel only as a symbolic motif.

It should hardly come as a surprise to anyone familiar with Barth’s work and the surrounding scholarship that the answer to this question must be yes and no: not an either/or, but a both-and. It is certainly true that Barth’s reading of the Hebrew Scriptures as they are mediated through Paul’s Romans is only ever understood Christologically. And so Barth writes that ‘Through the classic figure of Abraham we learn the truth that we can boast only in the righteousness that has been manifested by the blood of Jesus’, and, furthermore, that Abraham’s righteousness is ‘a model which points to the life of Christ’ (RII: 124). Again, Barth posits that ‘the hidden authority of the Law and the Prophets is the Christ who meets us in Jesus’ (RII: 96). Similarly, there are passages in the commentary that seem to equate Israel and the church as simply two representative symbols of the religious titanism against which Barth rails so aggressively. Paul, in particular, is himself for Barth the Pharisee par excellence, the religious zealot-turned-missionary. That he is such corresponds to the general truth that pharisaic Judaism essentially parallels key strains of primitive Christianity:

The New Testament seems to be no more than a clearly drawn, carefully distilled, epitome of the Old Testament…Those who proclaim the Gospel are compelled to acknowledge…that there is nothing new under the sun; that, humanly speaking, everything relevant has been said and heard already; and that at humanity’s highest eminence there is always erected a Church of some kind or other.

(RII: 338)

Later in the book, Barth mockingly chastises all those who, throughout Christian and secular history, have sought to change the world through their sober and single-minded commitment to duty and probity. In the end, he writes, ‘All reformers’—and here he includes Baptists, mediaeval monks, and even the ‘heroes and saints, martyrs and prophets’—‘are Pharisees’ (RII: 508–9). Their collective sense of religious honour and zeal for moral righteousness compels Barth to categorize them all as historic exemplars of the ‘weak vegetarians’ of Romans 14 (RII: 492). Here, too, Christian religion and piety are aligned with pharisaic Judaism, both ultimately connoting nothing other than idolatrous forms of religious self-sufficiency. It is therefore not uncharitable to suggest that Israel, and in particular the Pharisees, function in Barth’s commentary as, in part, coded symbols of the religious hubris that Barth considered endemic to the liberal Protestant tradition. In this context, Barth is not seeking to address Israel as Israel. Quite the opposite. If he speaks of Israel in the pejorative terms of idolatry and self-obsession, it is because Israel functions in part as the rhetorical device he needs to castigate the church for these very faults.

But this is not all there is to say. There are also real, ‘flesh and blood’ Jews of whom Barth speaks. In his 1920 lecture, ‘Biblical Questions, Vistas and Insights’, which dates from roughly the same time as the second edition of his Romans commentary, Barth focuses his gaze on those individuals ‘who had faith like Abraham, who were strangers in promised lands like Isaac and Jacob…Like Moses, they oriented themselves upon the one whom they did not see…Once upon a time there were people who dared to do this’ (WGT: 82). These are people, Barth observes, ‘in whom full attention to a wholly Other was never completely erased’ (WGT: 81). Such individuals are not mere ciphers; they are the historic actors of the Bible’s grand narrative. Along with Paul himself, the Jews of the second temple, and the rest of the cadre of Pharisees, these Old Testament individuals are genuine seekers after God, after whose gaze Barth wishes to follow. Neither merely symbols nor archetypes, they are quite evidently particular people of a particular time. And so Sonderegger is right when she contends that, while the figures of prophet and Pharisee have begun to take archetypal shape for Barth, they have not yet been fully denuded of their historicity. On the contrary, within the pages of the second edition of the Romans commentary and other writings from the same time, Barth treats these figures as genuine examples of particularity from within the particularity of Israel’s own history (Sonderegger 1992: 42). Whether and how their service as rhetorical devices hardens and becomes more self-limiting within Barth’s more intentionally dogmatic work is a question to which we must now turn.

Israel in the Göttingen Dogmatics

The first cycle of dogmatics ever attempted by Barth—and, curiously, the only one he ever completed—was the series of lectures that he taught in Göttingen between 1924 and 1926. Notwithstanding the significant modifications he was later to make to his Christology and, in consequence, his doctrine of election, there are important emergent themes regarding Israel that take shape in this first lecture cycle and that feed into his more mature dogmatic work.

Perhaps the most significant for the present topic is what Barth has to say about the revelatory unity of the two Testaments. In §6 on ‘The Incarnation of God’, Barth raises the pivotal question as to whether, alongside the New Testament, the Old Testament is also a witness to the one revelation of God in Christ. Having already insisted that the content of revelation is ‘God alone, wholly God, God himself [Gott allein, Gott ganz, Gott selber]’ (GA 17: 105–15; GD: 87–95), Barth presses the logic of that formula to its fullest extent. If God is indeed revealed in that way or not at all, then the revelatory encounter of the Old Testament and its people can be nothing other than an encounter with Christ. Of course, one might object that the Old Testament testifies only incompletely to the ‘negative side of the promise’ rather than to the ‘positive side of fulfilment’ (GD: 145). But Barth’s retort to such an objection is that the demarcation between prophets and apostles is not nearly so clear-cut. On the contrary, both apostles and prophets lived wholly in both spheres of promise and fulfilment (GD: 145). Perhaps most significantly, Barth does not restrict this revelatory unity to the people of biblical Israel. One must also reckon with the suggestion that Judaism and Christianity are not two different religions, but rather one and the same. As Barth puts it, ‘In Christ, an Israelite without guile would have to recognise at once not a new religion but, what is most proper to him, his own God [in Christus nicht eine neue Religion, sondern ohne Weiteres sein Eigenstes, seinen Gott widerkennen]’ (GA 17: 179; GD: 146).

Barth develops this argument by claiming that the apostles of the New Testament are the second, but not for that reason the better, witnesses to God’s encounter with humanity. Their proximity to the incarnation does not make their witness any clearer than that of the Old Testament prophets. The New Testament, he insists, is not a ‘step above’ the Old, but rather a later witness alongside an earlier one. Similarly, the Old Testament does not end with the New but continues within it, just as the New is present even in the Old (GD: 149). This must be the case, Barth argues, for the simple reason that all revelatory encounters are mediated and indirect, and never—not even in the New Testament—direct and immediate. The veiling of God in his self-revelation is no greater and no more opaque for the Hebrew prophets than it was for the apostolic witnesses who gathered around Jesus himself. In both cases, the decisive fact was (and is) faith, not historic proximity. Indeed, the revelatory encounter with God in the New Testament has exactly the same character as it has in the Old: in both cases it is urgeschichtlich, ‘primally historical’. It is a historical encounter which is actualized as the initiative of God on earth, but to which we have no empirical access, only access through faith. All this is true precisely because the divine self-disclosure has, for Barth, the attributes of wholeness in content and veiled-ness in form. For that reason, Barth can affirm with no hint of embarrassment that Calvin (and, in fact, Origen before him) was right to call Adam a Christian ‘long before Christ’s birth’ (GD: 147–8).

It is clear, then, that Barth’s theology of revelation at this time, which McCormack has characterized as pneumatocentric actualism (McCormack 1995: 21–2), enabled him to conceive the testimonies of both Israel and church as a unity of witness to one and the same Christ. Precisely by being both in but not of history (the consequence of Barth’s newly acquired an/enhypostatic Christology), Jesus Christ could be the subject of revelation for both forms of the one faith community.

None of this is to suggest that the Barth of the early 1920s understood this dogmatic principle to imply or require any particular social advocacy on behalf of the Jews. His theology, on this issue at least, did not translate readily—at least not yet—into political praxis or even into especially meaningful personal relationships. Indeed, Barth’s Jewish connections at this time—with the Ehrenbergs and, through them, Franz Rosenzweig—were tentative at best. Nor can we unequivocally say that Barth was comfortable with the inherent solidarity between Israel and the church towards which his developing doctrine of revelation was inescapably leaning. There is, that is to say, nothing here that speaks of an emergent philo-Semitism. However, it is clear that, in these first steps into the sphere of dogmatics, Barth’s theology of God’s self-revealing, by its own internal logic, compelled him to blunt the sharp distinction that had (and has) been made between the respective witnesses of Israel and the church. We should not underestimate how greatly at odds this hermeneutic of unified witness was with the dominant view of the day, according to which Christianity and Judaism, and their respective scriptural witnesses, were intentionally kept apart. As Harnack had written in 1921, ‘to conserve [the Old Testament] as a canonical document [kanonische Urkunde] in modern Protestantism is the result of a religious and ecclesiastical paralysis [einer religiösen und kirchlichen Lähmung]’ (Harnack 1924: 217). For Barth, on the other hand, Israel, its people and its religion were not merely symbolic or proleptic of the church, but historical witnesses to exactly the same revelation that was spoken of and received by the church, with the church speaking of and receiving that revelation in precisely the same way as did Israel before it—that is, by faith.

Israel in the Church Dogmatics

It is, of course, within his monumental Church Dogmatics that Barth most fully and creatively engages with the question of Israel, and its relationship to both church and Christ. As indicated earlier, Barth has been censured for portraying Israel in fundamentally encoded fashion. Sonderegger and Soulen raise the concern that neither Israel nor individual Jews are granted independent and meaningful existence but are presented only as ciphers of judgement. Nor is this abstractness the only problem with Barth’s portrayal of Israel. There are within the pages of Church Dogmatics some deeply disturbing phrases concerning Israel, for which Barth must rightly be criticized. However, given what we have seen of Barth’s treatment of Israel within his first cycle of dogmatics lectures in Göttingen, in which Israel had decidedly unsymbolic form, it is reasonable to question whether in fact this charge of abstraction is the only, or even the most decisive thing, that can and ought to be said. In particular, we will ask this question in turn through the lenses of revelation (CD I), election (CD II) and Christology (CD IV).

Israel, Revelation, and Testamental Unity

An early affirmation of Israel, and one that takes Barth quite beyond the traditional polarity of Jewish-Law/Christian-Gospel, is already apparent within Barth’s prolegomenal volume, in which he undertakes a sustained articulation of the nature of divine revelation. Revelation, he says, takes its truest form in the Christologically circumscribed Deus dixit (God has spoken). Yet, perhaps paradoxically, it is precisely in this Christological identification that Israel is affirmed. As in the Göttingen lectures, the affirmation of Israel is a consequence of Barth’s account of Scripture. In contrast to every old and new form of Marcionism, Barth insists that the Scriptures come to us as uniquely authoritative witnesses to the Deus dixit in the inseparable form of the Old and New Testaments. These, he insists, are united by the one God who is the subject of both, Yahweh-Kyrios. There is only ‘a single being…the one and only Willer and Doer whom the Bible calls God’ (CD I/1: 348). And, given that God’s self-revelation is always complete, he is therefore revealed to be exactly the same God in the Old Testament as the God who comes to our attention in the New Testament. The unity of the testaments is thus a necessary corollary of the unity of the revealed God. Moreover, this scriptural unity bears witness to a unity of reconciling and relational purpose. As Barth avers, the oneness of the God who appears in both Old and New Testaments is the guarantor that God’s covenant with Israel is ‘substantia et re ipsa (in substance and reality) not different from God’s covenant with us but [on the contrary] identical with it’ (CD I/2: 75).

But there is a second aspect to Barth’s understanding of God’s self-disclosure, as Jesus is not the only way in which God has given himself to be known in time: while Jesus Christ may be the only revelation of God, his revelation has historical correspondences. Chief amongst these is the ‘sacramental continuity’ that ‘stretches backwards into the existence of the people of Israel, whose Messiah [Christ is,] and forwards into the existence of the apostolate and the Church’ (CD II/1: 54). In other words, historical Israel is a location of our reception of revelation and a sacramental sign of revelation’s objectivity. The community of Israel is not to be identified with God’s objective self-disclosure, but it is, in a very real sense, along with the church, one of the genuine signs that corresponds to it (CD I/2: 224–5).

Israel as the Community of Divine Election

That the community of Israel bears both this weight and this privilege of witnessing in history to God’s self-revelation is, for Barth, because Israel has a unique role as the elected people of God. While present latently in Church Dogmatics I, this claim is foregrounded most clearly in Church Dogmatics II/2. Written precisely as the National Socialist regime was wilfully reprobating European Jews to the hell of Auschwitz, Barth’s doctrine of election on the contrary affirms Israel’s status as the one people to whom God originally and eternally says Yes.

Drawing upon the earlier work of French theologian Pierre Maury, Barth’s first dogmatic move is to orient God’s election dialectically around the person of Jesus Christ, in whom is to be found both the Yes and the No of God’s electing will. Throughout the entire part-volume, Jesus is identified as the only one in whom both our election to mercy and our rejection to judgement cohere. He is the one truly elected human being, and also the only one who is truly rejected. Thus Barth must logically affirm that the particular partner ‘over against God which cannot be thought away…which is so now adjoined to the reality of God that we cannot and should not say the word “God” without at once thinking of it’ is none other than this human being—Jesus of Nazareth (CD II/2: 8). In particularist terms, Jesus of Nazareth is not merely one of the elect, but the elect of God (‘nicht nur ein Erwählter, sondern der Erwählte Gottes’) (KD II/2: 125; CD II/2: 116).

In order properly to ground our understanding of election, we are therefore to look in the first instance to Jesus Christ who is himself ‘the particularity and concretion of the true God and true man’ and therefore as such the true elect human being (CD II/2: 51). But by the same token, this Jesus is also the only one who is truly rejected. Living by the grace of God, Jesus is also ‘branded by the wrath of God’ (von Gottes Zorn Gezeichnete) (KD II/2: 403; CD II/2: 366). He is at one and the same time both ‘the elected and the rejected one’ (zugleich der von Gott Erwählte und der von Gott Verworfene) (KD II/2: 404; CD II/2: 366).

How, though, does Barth relate this primary location and grounding of election in Christ to the people of Israel? Three points need to be made. First, the community that is elected in Christ is identifiable with ‘the reality of both Israel and the Church’ (CD II/2: 196), which together constitute a single, inviolably united community. Barth writes: ‘Just as the electing God is one and the elected man Jesus Christ is one, so too the community as the primary object of the election which has taken place in Jesus Christ is one (Eine)’ (KD II/2: 217; CD II/2: 197). That is, the one indivisible God elects one indivisible community, whose unity is grounded in the subjective centre of election, Jesus Christ, who is as such ‘the Messiah of Israel…[and] simultaneously the head and Lord of the Church’ (CD II/2: 197).

Second, it consequently becomes impossible to identify the church or Israel as, independently of the other, an object of election or reprobation. Their inviolable unity means that ‘the object of election is neither Israel for itself nor the church for itself, but both together’ (CD II/2: 199). Even in the so-called ‘Judas Passage’ of §35 of Church Dogmatics II/2, in which Judas is portrayed as the archetypical figure of rejection who prima facie represents Israel, Barth insists upon a radical continuity between the ‘elect’ and the ‘rejected’. Judas is thus ‘undoubtedly a disciple and apostle’ who, even in the very act of betrayal, acts ‘from within the Church’, thus rendering the apostolate—and therefore the church—equally culpable (CD II/2: 459–60). If election accrues to both Israel and church in indissoluble unity, then so too does the burden of rejection. It is not, and cannot be, borne by just one covenantal partner alone.

Third, Barth grounds his doctrine of election in God’s freedom to act independently of humanity’s actions. Whereas traditional supersessionism has relegated Israel to judgement and reprobation on account of the Jews’ rejection of the gospel, Barth repudiates this position as a sort of negative Pelagianism. Not by any action of its own can Israel ‘annul the covenant of mercy…[or] alter the fact that the promise is given and applies to itself, that in and with the election of Jesus Christ it and no other is God’s elected people’ (CD II/2: 237). Neither biblical nor post-biblical Israel, writes Barth, can ‘create any fact that finally turns the scale against their own election’ (CD II/2: 209). The uncaused freedom of God to act in this way, for this people, is why—irrespective of their faith or unbelief—‘the fundamental blessing, the election, is still confirmed…[The] final word is one of testimony to the divine Yes to Israel’ (CD II/2: 15).

Israel and the Eternal Covenant

Precisely on this foundation of God’s electing Yes, within his doctrine of reconciliation at the end of Church Dogmatics, Barth engages most intentionally with the nature, being, and status of Israel. Here we see Barth addressing Israel, not as a symbol, nor even as an abstracted collective witness, but as a community of faith. He addresses Israel in this way Christologically, with the idea of covenant front and centre. Unashamedly, Barth insists that the covenant between God and Israel is an


‘eternal covenant’…even where on the ground and in the sphere of the covenant there are serious, even the most serious crises: movement of disloyalty, disobedience and apostasy…We [disagree]…that the covenant may be dissolved, that at its climax the judgment which breaks upon Israel means the ‘setting aside’ of the covenant…What is true at all events is that the Old Testament covenant is a covenant of grace.

(CD IV/1: 23)

Thus it is ‘impossible’ to regard the covenant of God with Israel as having been replaced because it is, by its very nature, ‘imperishable’. Barth writes: ‘[Nowhere is] there any question of its interruption or cessation. What happens to this covenant with the conclusion of a new and eternal covenant is…that far from being destroyed it is maintained and confirmed’ (CD IV/1: 32). Even from within the view of the New Testament, argues Barth, there is ‘no question of a dissolution but rather of a revelation of the real purpose and nature of that first covenant’ (CD IV/1: 32). ‘With an eloquence’, writes Soulen, ‘that has few parallels in Christian theology, Barth insists upon God’s unbroken fidelity towards the Jews despite their disbelief in the gospel, a fidelity that will endure to the end of time’ (Soulen 1996: 93).

Significantly, it is not in and for itself that the covenant of Israel with God is unbreakable. Barth understands the continuing validity of Israel’s ‘special relationship’ with God to be outward-looking, as a witness and sign to all people. The meaning of God’s covenant with Israel is that ‘Israel had and has a mission’, that through Israel ‘the redemptive will of God is to be declared to all humanity’ (CD IV/1: 28). Yet, being such a sign and witness brings its own concerns. As the unique covenant people, Israel is ‘hated on all sides by those who contest its election’ (Wyschogrod 1970: 80–2). It is precisely this hatred that makes the inviolability of the covenant so important. Despite its present sufferings, there is a final ‘Yes which Yahweh has spoken to His people [and which]…will be revealed and expressed as a Yes’ (CD IV/1: 30–1). That precisely in this place Barth refers to Israel’s ‘present sufferings’—by which, in the early 1950s, he could mean nothing other than the recent Jewish experience of the Holocaust, the details of which Barth himself had at the time been made fully aware and against which he had voiced so loud an opposition (Lindsay 2001: 241–70; Lindsay 2007: 31–5)—gives us grounds to be confident that Barth is not referring here to a symbolic collective but to Israel as a real and present people. At that time of God’s final Yes, writes Barth,

It will be revealed to the nations that it is not in vain and not for its own sake that Israel was and is, that its divine election and calling and all the history which followed in its brighter or darker aspects was no mere episode but an epoch, was not accidental but necessary, that its purpose was not a particular one, but the universal purpose of its mission, that its existence was the existence of a light for all men, a light which was once overlooked, but which then shone out unmistakably in the gross darkness which covered the earth…It will then be the case actually and visibly that ‘salvation is of the Jews’.  (CD IV/1: 31)

The Condescension of ‘Jewish’ Flesh

Within the parameters of this unbreakable covenant (and only within that context), Barth explores the divine condescension (exinanitio) of the Son of God in which, while not ceasing to be God, God—in Jesus Christ—‘goes into the far country, into the evil society of this being which is not God and [which is] against God’ (CD IV/1: 158). It is here in §59.1 that Barth discusses Israel in more detail than anywhere else in Church Dogmatics.

His overarching theme is that, in the condescension of the Son of God, God became ‘flesh’. Far more illustrative of Christ’s humiliation than any descent into hell is that the Son of God assumed ‘the concrete form of human nature and the being of man in his world under the sign and form of Adam—the being of man as corrupted and therefore destroyed, as unreconciled with God and therefore lost’ (CD IV/1: 165). But Barth goes further to argue that, within this context of the assumption of human nature, ‘there is one thing we must emphasise especially…The Word did not simply become any “flesh”…It became Jewish flesh’ (CD IV/1: 166, emphasis original). Barth explains:

The Church’s whole doctrine of the incarnation and atonement becomes abstract and valueless and meaningless to the extent that [Jesus’ Jewishness] comes to be regarded as something accidental and incidental. The New Testament witness to Jesus the Christ, the Son of God, stands on the soil of the Old Testament and cannot be separated from it. The pronouncements of the New Testament Christology may have been shaped by a very non-Jewish environment. But they relate always to a man who is seen to be not a man in general, a neutral man, but the conclusion and sum of the history of God with the people of Israel, the One who fulfils the covenant made by God with this people.  (CD IV/1: 166)

But why is Barth so insistent on Jesus’ Jewishness? Is he merely employing Jewishness as the archetypal form of sinful humanity? If one were to develop that argument, then Jesus must have become Jewish flesh in order to be mantled with, and thus able to atone for, even the most sinful flesh. And, at times, this is precisely what Barth seems to be suggesting. The history of Israel is ‘a history of the most outrageous and fatal insubordination to Yahweh’ (CD IV/1: 171). Moreover, it is the very fact that Israel is ‘this disobedient son, this faithless people’, that Jesus has to take Israel’s place and no other (CD IV/1: 171). Only by assuming Israel’s sonship, and replacing Israel’s disobedience with his own obedience, can Jesus act as Reconciler, not only for Israel but indeed for the world at large. Barth writes:

Without anything to excuse or cover it, without any appearance of the accidental or merely external, the being and nature of man are radically and fundamentally revealed in the human people of Israel…That is what anti-Semitism old and new has constantly thundered…The Son of God in His unity with the Israelite Jesus exists in direct and unlimited solidarity with the representatively and manifestly sinful humanity of Israel.  (CD IV/1: 171–2)

However, to parse Barth’s insistence on Jesus’ Jewish particularity as though he was wishing to stress Israel’s archetypal sinfulness as such is to miss the point. The necessary particularity of Israel is not a consequence of Israel’s sinfulness being in any way worse than the disobedience of others. Jewish humanity is no more sinful than non-Jewish humanity, and so in becoming a Jewish man Jesus was not assuming an archetypal sinfulness. On the contrary, Barth insists that ‘there is no [one] who…is not in the plight’ of standing guiltily in contradiction of God (CD IV/1: 173). While Barth does suggest that the suffering of Israel is, at least in part, due to the judgement of God, never does he say that this is true only of Israel, as if Israel alone was destined to be uniquely punished. The sins of Israel are neither more nor less than, but rather illustrative of, the sins of the entire world, including the sins of the church (Demson 1997: viii). The journey of the Son of God into the far country of sin and judgement is not, therefore, a journey undertaken purely on behalf of Israel, or purely on account of an especially sinful Israel. On the contrary, the continuing election of the Jews as those chosen, loved, and forgiven by God determines Israel to be the necessary and appropriate place in which God, in Christ, condescended to come—certainly in solidarity with Israel, its life and its suffering, but on behalf of both Israel and the whole world.

Israel’s Vox Populi

Having considered the essential Jewishness of Jesus in the context of the exinanitio, Barth goes on in Church Dogmatics IV/2 to explore the exaltatio of Jesus Christ. It is in this section that we are faced with one of the most problematic parts of volume IV: Barth now notes that whereas Jesus was and is for us, Israel as a whole was against him. Rehearsing the passion narrative, Barth notes that the means by which Jesus becomes the Saviour of the world is precisely through his being handed over to Pilate by Israel:

The passion of the Son of Man is, of course, the work of the Gentiles, of Pilate and his race, but only secondarily and incidentally…It is not the case…that Israel and the Gentiles, Church and state, cooperated equally in accusing and condemning Jesus and destroying Him as a criminal. It is not for nothing that the one who initiates this action is the apostle Judas, and in his person the elect tribe of Judah to which Christ Himself also belonged, and in Judah (the Jews, as they are summarily described in John) the chosen and called people of Israel…It is Israel, represented by its spiritual and ecclesiastical and theological leaders, but also by its vox populi that refuses and rejects and condemns Jesus and finally delivers Him up as a blasphemer to the Gentiles.  (CD IV/2: 260)

As we have seen elsewhere, there are occasions, and this is surely one of them, when Barth employs the most hostile terminology against Israel. In this instance, Barth appears to endorse the charge of deicide that, from the time of the church fathers until its repudiation in 1965 at the Second Vatican Council (specifically, in Nostre Aetate), transformed Jews into Christendom’s scapegoat. What ought we say about this? Again, it can be understood only in the context of God’s covenantal promise. In the section on ‘The Royal Man’ (§64.3), Barth draws the connection between the New and Old Testaments by noting that the faith of Jesus’ disciples shown in the Gospel stories is faith ‘in God as the faithful and merciful God of the covenant with Israel’ (CD IV/2: 236). It is not, however, until the end of this part-volume that he draws out the full implications of this connection. The merciful and faithful God of the covenant is, we read in §68.2, the same God who determined Israel to be called into existence ‘in the great context of the act of liberation’ (CD IV/2: 762). Moreover, the fundamental presupposition of this liberating act, by which Israel was called to be, was God’s free choice, based upon his love. Thus, God’s love for Israel is not an alien, strange work (opus alienum), but rather his own work (opus proprium), even when it is shaded by wrath. That is to say, that ‘God loves Israel…[is] an analysis of the actuality in which Israel lived and breathed’ (CD IV/2: 763). Importantly, though, Barth refuses to relegate this to history: Israel not only lived and breathed in the actuality of God’s love but continues to do so. The continuity between the Testaments is that God’s love ‘has not ceased to be the love which elects Israel’ (CD IV/2: 769). Barth writes:

If it is now said that God loved the world…this means positively that the purpose of the election of Israel…is now revealed as its determination to be God’s witness to all nations. [But] it does not mean negatively…that God is no longer the God who elects Israel, or Israel His elect people…[The] election is primarily of Israel and not of other nations.  (CD IV/2: 768)

In his last major statement on Israel in this part-volume, which seemingly began so negatively, Barth concludes with these hopeful words that return us once more to the earlier theme of testamental unity: the New Testament authors ‘look to the indestructibility of Israel’s election and its status as the first-born of all nations: “Salvation is of the Jews”’ (CD IV/2: 771).

The Repudiation of Mission

With this in mind, we turn finally to §72.4, the last section of Church Dogmatics in which Barth explores in any detail the relationship between Israel and the church. In ‘The Ministry of the Community’, Barth explores the service that the community of Jesus Christ offers to the world by ‘caus[ing] to be heard in the world…the act of God in which it took place that He reconciled an opposing and gainsaying world to Himself’ (CD IV/3: 845). Part of that service thus naturally involves evangelization, which in turn begs the question of the ‘mission to the Jews’ (Judenmission). Barth begins by stating a premise that by now we should understand he takes for granted, namely that the church owes its witness ‘to the Jews, to the Synagogue, to Israel’, ‘to this part of the surrounding world which is at once so promising and yet so alien, so near and yet so distant’ (CD IV/3: 876). That Israel is a rightful addressee of this witness is a theological given. In a sense, indeed, Israel is the rightful addressee, because the content of the church’s witness was from the very first actualized in and directed to Israel. This being so, the form of the church’s encounter with Jewish people takes on a ‘highly singular’ aspect (CD IV/3: 876). Only in the most qualified sense can the Christian community seek to ‘convert’ Jews for, unlike all other nations and peoples, Israel has already heard ‘the awakening call of God’ (CD IV/3: 876). Thus, writes Barth:

there can be no real question of ‘mission’ or of bringing the Gospel. It is thus unfortunate to speak of Jewish missions. The Jew who is conscious of his Judaism and takes it seriously can only think that he is misunderstood and insulted when he hears this term. And the community has to see that materially he is right.  (CD IV/3: 877)

Barth provides two reasons for the illegitimacy of Jewish missions. First, Jews are not beholden to false gods. On the contrary, the God whom the church must proclaim and from whom it has its own being ‘was the God of Israel before the community itself ever came forth, and to this day He can only be the God of Israel’ (CD IV/3: 877). With this perspective, Barth effectively rejects any and all supersessionism. The ‘Israel’ of which he speaks here is emphatically not the ‘new Israel’ of the church. It is, and by Barth’s logic can only be, the Jewish people. Second, Barth is proposing far more than that God is the God of the Jews in the same way that he is God of all people. For Barth, God is the God of the Jews in a qualitatively different and uniquely special way:

It is not the Swiss or the German or the Indian or the Japanese awakened to faith in Jesus Christ, but the Jew, even the unbelieving Jew, so miraculously preserved…through the many calamities of his history, who as such is the natural historical monument to the love and faithfulness of God, who as a living commentary on the Old Testament is the only convincing proof of God outside the Bible. What have we to teach him that he does not already know, that we have not rather to learn from him?  (CD IV/3: 877)

Barth regards the church’s debt to Israel not as something restricted to antiquity but rather as a continuing legacy. It is also important not to misunderstand his language. In referring to the Jews as the ‘natural historical monument’ to God’s love and fidelity, Barth is not implying that the Jews are merely ‘fossilized’ records of divine favour. Rather, Barth’s meaning is that Jews in their Jewishness are witnesses within world history to God’s love—and, importantly, to Jews as the recipients of this love.

Conclusion

Katherine Sonderegger has criticized Barth for making the mistake that is, in her view, characteristic of his entire theology of Israel: failing to accord post-biblical Judaism—the ‘Synagogue’—any religious significance independent of the church. Thus, she interprets Barth’s statement that ‘the Church must live with the Synagogue…[as] the root from which it has sprung’ (CD IV/3: 878) not as a radical repudiation of Christianity’s traditional triumphalism, but rather as an indication that Israel finds its identity only in and with the church (Sonderegger 1992: 142–3). If Sonderegger is correct—that the only purpose Israel serves is as a negative and ultimately only transient witness that gives way to its fuller and better expression in the church—then Barth is guilty of an anti-Judaism that is only slightly softer than its historic precedents. In truth, however, the dependence between Israel and the church is mutual. As we have seen, for Barth Israel does indeed find its essential being in solidarity with the Christian community. But that is only half of the story for, equally, the Christian community is nothing without Israel. Sonderegger is correct to say that in Barth’s theology Israel has no independent existence. But on the basis of an ongoing covenantal commitment, to which the unity of the two Testaments is an enduring sign, the fuller story is that the church has no genuine independence as the people of God apart from Israel. Israel, in both its biblical and post-biblical forms, is a genuine community of faith that—even in the absence of a Christian confession—exists as witness to and partner in God’s unshakeable covenant of grace.
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chapter 21

Creation


David L. Clough




Barth’s doctrine of creation is stated comprehensively in the four books and over two thousand pages of the third volume of Church Dogmatics, encompassing the relationship between creation and covenant (CD III/1), theological anthropology (CD III/2), themes in the relationship of Creator to creature—providence, the lordship of God, nothingness, and the angels—(CD III/3), and the ethical topics Barth treats under the heading of creation (CD III/4). This chapter reviews the breadth of this doctrine of creation, emphasizing in particular the Christocentric focus that Barth maintains throughout. It also notes key criticisms that have been raised in relation to the anthropocentric structure of Barth’s doctrine of creation, Barth’s identification of sexual differentiation as the image of God, and Barth’s account of evil as nothingness.

Method in the Doctrine of Creation

Barth adopts two fundamental starting points for his doctrine of creation: that it is an article of faith, and that it must be Christological. By identifying creation as an article of faith, he firmly rejects an idea Barth associates with Schleiermacher’s followers that takes an ‘egological’ starting point—confidence in one’s own existence—as the basis of a cosmological proof for the existence of God. Such a pattern of thought works out from the self and the discovery of a sense of dependence on God, to the same discovery in relation to the rest of the world, on which basis one conceives of the divinity that must correspond to these observed features of reality (CD III/1: 9). In this scheme, creation is a datum on which the doctrine of God depends, rather than an article of faith. Barth finds such arguments wholly unconvincing: we cannot deduce from our experience that God must have created the world, or that it is any more than a figment of imagination. The only grounds for confidence that ‘we ourselves, and with us the so-called world, are and are not not’ is that we accept the divine self-witness that in the beginning God created heaven and earth (CD III/1: 5). Identifying the doctrine of creation as an article of faith is therefore an instance of Barth’s fidelity to a theological method that begins with revelation, rather than independent human reflection on the world as we encounter it.

Barth’s second basic commitment, in approaching the doctrine of creation, is that theology has to begin with, and be governed by, Christology. Most fundamentally, this means that Barth’s definition of creation is that it is ‘the external basis of the covenant’—that which makes the covenant ‘technically possible’, that which ‘prepares and establishes the sphere in which the institution and history of the covenant take place’, and that which ‘makes possible the subject which is to be God’s partner in this history (CD III/1: 97). The purpose and meaning of creation, in other words, is the history of God’s covenant with humanity ‘which has its beginning, its centre and its culmination in Jesus Christ’ (CD III/1: 42). Creation ‘sets the stage for the story of the covenant’, and in the Christian concept of creation ‘the question is concretely one of man and his whole universe as the theatre of the history of the covenant of grace; of the totality of earthly and heavenly things as they are to be comprehended in Christ (Eph. 1.10)’ (CD III/1: 42). God creates because God wills to be gracious to humanity in Jesus Christ. Barth then develops the reciprocal point that the covenant is the internal basis of creation: God did not create ‘just any place, but that which was foreordained for the establishment and the history of the covenant, nor just any subject, but that which was to become God’s partner in this history, i.e., the nature which God in His grace willed to address and accept’ and the human being predestined to serve God (CD III/1: 231). Seen in this light, and focally in the creation narrative of Genesis 2, creation can be recognized as prefiguring the covenant, as ‘a unique sign of the covenant and true sacrament’, demonstrating Jesus Christ to be the beginning, as well as the goal, of creation (CD III/1: 232). Barth argues that the Christian affirmation of the goodness of creation in fact depends on maintaining the connection between covenant and creation. For Marcion, he notes, creation was evil and covenant only pertains to redemption from its horrors. An orthodox theology must instead maintain the connection between creation and covenant and thereby affirm creation’s goodness (CD III/1: 334–8).

This Christocentric perspective is then traced through the major themes in Barth’s doctrine of creation. Anthropology can only properly be understood through Christology (CD III/2: 55); the doctrine of providence must be understood Christologically in order to be distinguished from unchristian versions of it (CD III/3: 28); our knowledge of the nothingness that opposes God’s creative purpose is derived from our knowledge of the work of Jesus Christ (CD III/3: 303–4); our understanding of the angels can only arise from the way they appear in the scriptural revelation of God in Jesus Christ (CD III/3: 379); ethics enquires after the implications of God’s covenant of grace in Jesus Christ for the goodness of human action (CD III/4: 3). Barth’s theological method requires that we abandon the possibility of reflecting on creation as if it were independent of God’s redemptive purposes, or some neutral space that we could describe and give an account of before considering its relationship with God’s work in the world. Instead, theology properly begins with its understanding of the work of Jesus Christ and understands creation primarily as that which is necessary for this work to be brought to fruition.

Genesis, Creation, and Science

The methodological starting points that Barth adopts for his doctrine of creation have substantial implications for the relationship between the doctrine of creation and scientific knowledge concerning cosmology and the origins of life. In the first place, Barth’s rejection of all arguments that move from what we think we know of the world to conclusions about God means that he shows no interest in cosmological arguments, in teleological or design arguments, or in other world-based arguments for God’s existence. Barth is as sceptical about the possibility of demonstrating God’s existence on the basis of features of the world as the most ardent atheist: he agrees with them that Christian faith means a determination to understand the world in relation to prior commitments of faith. It is notable that by adopting this starting point, Barth’s doctrine of creation effectively short-circuits many contemporary debates about the relationship between science and religion.

Barth also considers it crucial to avoid the error of being concerned about the ‘fit’ between biblical creation texts and contemporary science, an error which he ascribes to theologians from Basil of Caesarea and Ambrose of Milan to Thomas Aquinas and Johannes Quenstedt (see CD III/1: 64 and 138). The biblical creation narratives must be distinguished from the history that is accessible to human beings, for the only content of the creation narratives is God the Creator (CD III/1: 78). Christians should thereby recognize, in fact, the basic foolishness of attempting to interpret the biblical creation stories as history, or science—the basic foolishness of granting particular human traditions of enquiry authority over the Word of God. Yet Barth also argues that the creation narratives must be distinguished from myth, which he understands as conveying timeless truths only concerning humanity and its contemplation of the world. Barth prefers the term ‘saga’ (Sage) as a way to describe the genre of the biblical creation texts, with ‘saga’ meaning ‘an intuitive and poetic picture of a pre-historical reality of history which is enacted once and for all within the confines of time and space’ (CD III/1: 81). These sagas have crucial theological content that cannot be understood if they are rendered as history, science, or myth, and importantly, saga is in no sense less than history:

We must dismiss and resist to the very last any idea of the inferiority or untrustworthiness or even worthlessness of a ‘non-historical’ depiction and narration of history. This is in fact only a ridiculous and middle-class habit of the modern Western mind which is supremely phantastic in its chronic lack of imaginative phantasy, and hopes to rid itself of its complexes through suppression. This habit has really no claim to the dignity and validity which it pretends. It acts as if only ‘historical’ history were genuine history, and ‘non-historical’ false.  (CD III/1: 80–1)

Indeed, while in some biblical texts history and saga are mixed, Barth considers that the biblical accounts of creation are ‘pure saga’ (CD III/1: 81). The origin of creation and the encounter between God as Creator and human beings in the first chapters of Genesis could in fact only be in this form, since humans were not present to witness to a history that preceded them and are not in any event able to encounter God directly (CD III/1: 91–2). In volume IV of Church Dogmatics, Barth states the implications of a non-historical interpretation of Genesis 2 more bluntly: ‘There never was a golden age. There is no point in looking back to one. The first man was immediately the first sinner’ (CD IV/1: 508).

Theological Anthropology

Barth considers anthropology to be central to the task of the doctrine of creation, commenting that, ‘in practice, the doctrine of creation means anthropology’ (CD III/2: 3). As noted above, Barth constructs his theological anthropology on a Christological basis. This does not mean that he considers humans to be the same as Christ—between Christ and us ‘there stands not only the mystery of our sin, but primarily and decisively the mystery of His identity with God’ (CD III/2: 71)—but we can learn from Jesus Christ that humans come from God and God comes to us, that each human being has a history in relationship to divine deliverance, that we exist in God’s lordship, and that we exist to be for God and to render God service (CD III/2: 73–4). Godlessness is therefore ‘an ontological impossibility’ for humanity. This does not mean there are no godless humans; but it does mean that their existence, like sin itself, is an impossibility, because ‘we are actually with Jesus, i.e., with God’ (CD III/2: 136). As those with Jesus, human beings live in gratitude to God, and are called to respond to God by offering thanks (CD III/2: 166–8). This makes clear that human freedom cannot mean neutrality between different possible paths of action but is ‘the freedom of a right choice’ corresponding to the choice of God; freedom is thus not freedom to sin, but freedom not to sin, because to sin is to renounce one’s freedom (CD III/2: 197). The Christological basis of anthropology also allows us to recognize that, just as the humanity of Jesus Christ consisted in his being for others, so human beings are necessarily seen with others and in relation to one another (CD III/2: 243), an idea which Barth draws out in relation to his ethics of creation (see the section ‘Creation Ethics’, below).

Barth affirms the uniqueness of human being at many points. The human sphere is singled out from all others by the election of the human Jesus (CD III/2: 139). Humans are unique in being the location of the disclosure of the divine purpose (CD III/2: 16), and in being the species in which God became incarnate (CD III/2: 137). They are distinguished from other animals by their basic constitution as ensouled bodies who are able to be God’s covenant partners (CD III/2: 359). Notably, however, Barth rejects other strategies used by theologians and philosophers to emphasize human superiority over other creatures. The image of God means not that humans have absolute lordship over other animals as a second God, but that we are first amongst equals, called to be God’s witness to other animals; indeed, humans are naturally inferior to other creatures in certain respects (CD III/1: 187–8). Barth also notes the circular error of judging humans to be superior to other creatures on the basis of scales of value constructed according to what human beings value (CD III/2: 89). He observes that the characteristic of rationality so often chosen to distinguish between humans and animals is absent from the Bible, and in attributing rationality to human beings he notes that it is unclear whether or not animals are rational beings in the same sense (CD III/2: 402 and 419–20). Barth takes a similarly agnostic position in relation to the question of how the rest of the cosmos praises God (CD III/2: 17), how Jesus Christ is with other creatures and what constitutes their glory (CD III/2: 137–8), whether animals are the souls of their bodies (CD III/2: 359), whether animal lives are lives of those of a specific subject (CD III/2: 374), whether animals think (CD III/2: 399), and whether the being of the world is known by other creatures (CD III/3: 140–1). Human uniqueness, for Barth, must therefore be established on theological grounds, not through observational comparison.

Humanity as Male and Female

Barth identifies the image of God referred to in Genesis 1:26–27 as the creation of humanity as male and female. He observes that ‘In God’s own being and sphere there is a counterpart: a genuine but harmonious self-encounter and self-discovery; a free co-existence and co-operation; an open confrontation and reciprocity’, and that humanity is ‘the repetition of this divine form of life; its copy and reflection’ (CD III/1: 185). He recognizes that, in formal terms, the division into male and female is a characteristic that humans have in common with animals; but he also argues that only in human beings is sexual differentiation the only differentiation (CD III/1: 186). Barth expands on this claim in Church Dogmatics III/2, where he argues that the distinction between man and woman is the single ‘structural differentiation of human existence’, in contrast with other ways in which humans are differentiated, such as ‘the so-called races’, which are variations of the same structure. There is no abstract humanity, Barth states, but every aspect of life is always concretely determined as male or female (CD III/2: 286; CD III/4: 118) and this boundary and its limits should not be blurred (CD III/4: 129). Humans should not wish to exchange masculine and feminine vocations, nor aspire to a sexless humanity beyond male and female (CD III/4: 154 and 156). Male and female are mutual partners and can only find their counterparts in one another: ‘relationship to woman in this sense makes the man a man, and her relationship to man in this sense makes the woman a woman’ (CD III/4: 163). While Barth warns against generalized pronouncements about the contrasting natures of men and women, he sees physiological and biblical warrant for recognizing ‘a certain strength and consequent precedence’ as a characteristic of men and ‘a weakness and corresponding subsequence of women’, accepts the judgement that ‘man is the head of woman’ without reflection or discussion (CD III/2: 287), and infers from the story of creation in Genesis 2 that the relationship between men and women ‘is not one of reciprocity and equality’ on the grounds that ‘primarily he does not belong to her but she to him’ (CD III/1: 301).

At the same time, Barth argues at several points in his doctrine of creation that the relationship between men and women is not a hierarchical relationship. He writes that ‘The supremacy of man is not a question of value, dignity or honour, but of order’ (CD III/1: 301). He considers that man and woman ‘stand in a sequence’: ‘not an A and a second A’, but ‘an A and a B’ which ‘cannot, therefore, be equated’; nonetheless, Barth states, they are ‘fully equal before God’ (CD III/4: 169).

Barth’s account of humanity as male and female, and the identification of this division as the image of God, has attracted widespread criticism. Concerning the division between male and female as representing the image of God, Nathan MacDonald surveys a representative range of critiques: that it associates sexual differentiation with God, fails to differentiate humans from animals, and does not deal convincingly with other references to the image of God or biblical usage of the Hebrew terms for male and female (MacDonald 2008). Katherine Sonderegger offers an assessment of Barth’s discussion of the ordering of male and female that makes clear its very great distance from what could be judged adequate in a feminist analysis, although she also judges that the interpersonal character of the image of God that Barth advances has merit (Sonderegger 2000). Barth’s strong account of gender complementarity is also at odds with any positive evaluation of same-sex sexual relationships, and his concern for maintaining the boundaries of male and female is similarly incompatible with a sympathetic engagement with gender dysphoria and transgender experience. His emphasis that all human reality is concretely male or female fails to recognize the reality of human bodies that, as intersex, show both male and female characteristics (Cornwall 2010).

Anthropocentrism

Barth’s claim that God created the universe in order to make possible God’s covenant with humanity (CD III/1: 42) must be counted as the most radically anthropocentric theological statement possible. His doctrine of creation has no shortage of critics on this account: one review notes the concerns on this score of Norman Young, Walter Whitehouse, Paul Santmire, Stuart McLean, Thomas Torrance, Jürgen Moltmann, Gordon Watson, John Webster, Ian Barbour, and Kathryn Tanner, and this is by no means an exhaustive list (Gabriel 2010: 175). Barth’s Christocentric principle, as applied to the doctrine of creation, seems to make human beings God’s sole aim and objective in creation, and therefore all other creatures mere scenery, providing the backdrop and flats surrounding the stage on which the divine–human drama is enacted.

Alongside noting the strongly anthropocentric formulation of Barth’s doctrine of creation, however, it is important to observe that Barth resisted characterizing God’s purposes in creation anthropocentrically. Early in Church Dogmatics III/1, he notes that while Isaiah 45:12 and Psalm 8:4 picture humans as the centre between heaven and earth, Psalm 104 mentions human beings only incidentally, as does God’s speech out of the whirlwind in Job 38–41. Barth reflects that the Bible has good reason for not being as explicitly anthropocentric as Luther in the Smaller Catechism—which begins its explanation of the first article of the Creed with ‘I believe that God has created me and all creatures’—because it is no help to knowledge of the Creator/creature relationship if humans think of themselves as central. It is Jesus Christ who is the centre and secret of heaven and earth, and Old Testament language of the centrality of the human being can only be understood as ‘the promise, or prototype, of the knowledge of the Messiah’ (CD III/1: 20–1). Later in Church Dogmatics III/1, Barth criticizes a variety of further anthropocentric formulations: the Jewish formulation that ‘The meaning of creation is to prepare a place in which the will of God will be done’; Lactantius’s statement that the world was created in order ‘that we might be born’; Kant’s view that the purpose of the world is the existence of rational beings living under the moral law; Albrecht Ritschl’s view that the purpose of the world was that spirits might exist in fellowship with God; and Ernst Troeltsch’s statement that God’s purpose is ‘the training of divinely filled personality’, amongst others (CD III/1: 46–7). Instead, Barth commends accounts of the purpose of creation that do not put humanity ‘into the centre of the quest for the meaning of creation’, including the Didache’s claim that ‘Thou didst create all things for Thy name’s sake’, Irenaeus’s view that God created Adam to have someone on whom to bestow benevolence, Tertullian’s statement that God created for an ornament of His majesty, and Calvin’s assertion that the world was created to display God’s glory (CD III/1: 47–8). Such descriptions avoid surrendering the purpose of creation into the ‘doubtful hands’ of humanity, and ‘look on the name and benefits and majesty and honour and revelation of God; in short, on the Word of God as the goal of that first work of His’ (CD III/1: 48). In other words, Barth is clear here that God’s purpose in creation should be understood theocentrically, rather than anthropocentrically.

As noted above, in Church Dogmatics III/2 Barth is cautious about claims to knowledge about the place of other creatures before God. In relation to what constitutes the glory of other creatures, he goes still further:

The glory of other creatures lies in the concealment of their being with God, no less than ours in its disclosure. For all we know, their glory may be the greater. We do not really know that the outer circle of all other creatures exists for the sake of the inner circle of humanity. The very opposite may well be the case. Or perhaps both circles, the outer and the inner, have their own autonomy and dignity, their distinctive form of being with God. What does this difference amount to as against the fact that the man Jesus as a creaturely being is the focal point of both circles? But when this is said in rebuttal of human pride we must not fail to recognise as such the special grace conferred upon man.  (CD III/2: 138)

It is true that this view is stated in the context of noting the particular grace shown by God to human beings in becoming incarnate as a human, but the affirmation that Jesus Christ as a creaturely being is the centre of the circle of all creatures is striking. Also striking is the possibility, which Barth clearly acknowledges, that humans might exist for the sake of the other creatures, a position running counter to interpretations of his doctrine of creation that require that the reverse must be the case.

Given the tension between Barth’s identification of God’s covenant with humanity as the goal of creation, and his express preference for theocentric rather than anthropocentric formulations of the purpose of creation, it is interesting to note two additional suggestions he makes about God’s creative project. In the Preface to Church Dogmatics III/2, Barth comments that he thinks it conceivable ‘in spite of the counter-arguments adduced’ that ‘the limits of the term “creature” may with the necessary boldness and sobriety be more widely drawn than I have dared attempt’ (CD III/2: Preface). Barth also offers a retrospective reflection on the boundaries of his doctrine of creation in Church Dogmatics IV/3. After considering the presence of the person of Jesus Christ with God and with his community, Barth asks whether Jesus Christ should also be thought of as present with the cosmos, as Pantocrator. Barth notes Calvin’s ‘striking doctrine, on which research has thus far shed little light, concerning the Holy Spirit as the principle of life which rules not merely in the history of the saved community but also in the whole created cosmos as such’ (CD IV/3: 756). He breaks off this line of reflection on the basis that the community of Jesus Christ is his present concern, but this is clearly a recognition that has material significance for the content of volume III of Church Dogmatics, and it signals that the discipline of Barth’s Christocentrism could allow for a broader account of God’s purposes in creation than is evident at many points in his own discussion.

Nothingness

Barth recognizes the necessity of giving an account of that which opposes God, given that ‘There is opposition and resistance to God’s world-dominion’ (CD III/3: 289). He terms this alien factor ‘nothingness’ (das Nichtige). Christian theology can go wrong either by considering the origin of nothingness to arise in the positive will of God or by considering it to originate with the creature, ‘in relation to which the lordship of God can only be a passive permission and observation, an ineffectual foreknowledge and a subsequent attitude’ (CD III/3: 292). Theology can also err in an easy pessimism that allows nothingness to assume the form of a fearful and threatening monster, or an easy optimism treating God’s victory over nothingness as ‘a principle at our own disposal’ (CD III/3: 293). In seeking a way through these difficulties, Barth follows his own Christocentric rule: we know that nothingness exists because ‘God willed to become a creature in the creaturely world, yielding and subjecting Himself to it in Jesus Christ in order to overcome it’ (CD III/3: 307). Barth emphasizes that this nothingness is not merely the negative side of creaturely antitheses such as those between light and dark, height and abyss, growth and decay, beginning and end, tears and laughter: these antitheses must all be understood as belonging to the creation made and declared good by God (CD III/3: 297). Instead, nothingness is the chaos that resists God’s grace, perverting the relationship between Creator and creature, an evil that is ‘utterly inimical’ to God, first, and then to the creature (CD III/3: 354).

At the end of his discussion of nothingness, Barth acknowledges the question of theodicy that doubts either the omnipotence or the goodness of God on the basis of the existence of evil. He answers that we can only pose the question in this way ‘if the relationship between Creator and creature, general world-occurrence under the divine government, is considered abstractly and as it were detachedly, in forgetfulness of the fact that this relationship and general world-occurrence under the divine government are centred in the history of the covenant, grace and salvation’ (CD III/3: 365). He recognizes that his affirmation of the sovereignty of God does provoke a question about the continued power of nothingness, since ‘In creation He separated, negated, rejected and abandoned nothingness. How, then, can it still assail, oppose, resist and offend Him? How can it concern Him?’ (CD III/3: 356). Yet Barth contends that ‘we must not pursue this thought to its logical end’ (CD III/3: 356). Once again, it is Barth’s Christocentric method that disallows the problematic abstraction. Since theology begins from the knowledge that God is gracious to us in Jesus Christ, the question of the continuing existence of nothingness cannot challenge this knowledge, and so must instead be seen as ‘impossible and intolerable’, ‘altogether inexplicable’, ‘simply aberration, transgression, evil’ (CD III/3: 354).

John McDowell surveys a range of criticisms of Barth’s account of nothingness, focusing on those such as John Hick who suggest that Barth makes nothingness necessary for God’s project of creation and redemption, and those who are concerned that Barth does not take evil sufficiently seriously (McDowell 2002). In relation to the latter point, McDowell notes that Barth’s treatment of the topic of evil in his doctrine of creation needs supplementation with ‘The Lordless Powers’ section of The Christian Life (CL: 213–33). Barth’s discussion of nothingness stands or falls according to whether one is convinced by his claim that theology has no alternative but, first, to acknowledge the reality of nothingness as that which God overcomes in the incarnation and resurrection of Jesus Christ and, second, to refuse to allow nothingness to question the knowledge of God’s fulfilment of the covenant of grace.

Angels and the Kingdom of Heaven

Barth is one of few modern theologians to give substantial attention to angelology: §51 ‘The Kingdom of Heaven, The Ambassadors of God and Their Opponents’ takes up over one hundred and fifty pages in the English translation of Church Dogmatics III/3. He accepts that the topic is speculative, but judges that it cannot be ignored, because creation concerns not only earth, but heaven as well, and because angels are not independent subjects like God and humanity, and so every statement about angels is a statement about the divine lordship of creation (CD III/3: 371). Barth again maintains his Christocentric discipline: the authoritative guide to angelology is the biblical text as it bears witness to the work of Jesus Christ (CD III/3: 372–3 and 379). Barth notes that the biblical distinction between heaven and earth draws a boundary between parts of creation about which humans can gain knowledge and those heights and depths beyond human capacity (CD III/3: 424). Heaven must be understood in the context of the activity of God: it is the ‘Whence’ of God’s action on earth, from where God speaks, from where God’s majesty encounters us, from where God’s mystery limits us, and from where God’s kingdom comes, so that the kingdom of God is also the kingdom of heaven (CD III/3: 433). Since God acts in heaven, and God’s will is done in heaven, so heaven must have its own order, and creaturely elements within this order, but these creatures must be understood only ‘in the course and context of the history which commences in heaven and aims at earth’ (CD III/2: 450). These creatures are the angels, and their service to God, like that of all creatures, must be understood in terms of their role as witnesses (CD III/3: 461). Unlike earthly creatures, however, they lack autonomy and so their witness is pure, arising from seeing the face of God. As such, while angels are not God, when an angel is present, God is present, and when an angel speaks, God speaks (CD III/3: 484).

Barth argues that theology should not give too much attention to the devil and demons, in contrast to Luther (CD III/3: 519). Yet neither the devil nor demons should be ignored, because just as Christians believe in God and the angels of God, so they should oppose the devil and demons with ‘the most radical unbelief’, recognizing their origin in nothingness (CD III/3: 521). They have the same paradoxical existence/non-existence as the nothingness from which they derive: they are ‘null and void’, but not nothing; ‘not divine but non-divine and anti-divine’; not created by God, and existing only in virtue of the fact that God’s gracious turning to creatures involves a rejection of them (CD III/3: 522–3). Nothingness exists as a false kingdom, offering false creation and false redemption, but despite its falsehood, ‘we must not overlook or deny the fact that the performance is real and constantly successful’, powerful ‘in a thousand different forms’, although requiring only confrontation with the truth of God to be dispelled (CD III/3: 527–8). Barth’s final word here is to reject the doctrine of an angelic fall, which contradicts not only the angelology but also the account of nothingness he has advanced, inasmuch as it gives nothingness a systematic connection to God. No demon has ever been in heaven, Barth asserts, and the devil was never an angel, but ‘a liar and the father of lies’ (CD III/3: 531).

Creation Ethics

Barth’s ethics are discussed elsewhere in this volume, but his discussion of the special ethics of creation in Church Dogmatics III/4 deserves attention in relation to the light it sheds on his doctrine of creation as a whole. Early in the volume he rules out following the pattern he adopted in his ethics lectures in Münster and Bonn, wherein he gave an account of the orders of creation, probably owing to the abuse of the concept in inter-war Germany (Nimmo 2007). Barth emphasizes the freedom he sees as characteristic of following God’s command, structuring his creation ethics by commands in relation to God, fellow human beings, respect for life, and creaturely limitation.

In the first section, ‘Freedom before God’, Barth discusses God’s command to keep the Sabbath, to witness to God, and to pray. The second section, ‘Freedom in Fellowship’, considers the command of God as it applies to relationships with other humans as man and woman, parent and child, and neighbours. This draws strongly on the relational account of theological anthropology developed in the earlier part-volumes and teases out the ethical implications of the complementarian account of male and female roles discussed above. In the section on neighbours, he notes that boundaries between nearer and more distant neighbours are fluid and denounces the theological valuation of race evident in National Socialism (CD III/4: 305–23).

In the section ‘Freedom for Life’, Barth confirms the seriousness of his earlier references to creatureliness beyond the human by taking Albert Schweitzer’s ‘Reverence for Life’ ethic as a focal theme (Schweitzer 1993). While Barth rejects Schweitzer’s identification of life itself as the highest lawgiver, he does accept Schweitzer’s insight that life should be treated with respect as a good starting point for thinking about the command of God in this sphere (CD III/4: 324), and cites with appreciation Schweitzer’s judgement that the ethical person ‘does not pluck a leaf from the tree, or pull a flower, or trample on an insect’ (CD III/4: 349). Barth states that animals and plants belong to God, not to human beings. Human use of vegetation must not be destructive, but ‘a sensible use of its superfluity’ (CD III/4: 351). The killing of animals for human food is a morally serious act which is only legitimate ‘under the pressure of necessity’, and possible then ‘only as a deeply reverential act of repentance, gratitude and praise on the part of the forgiven sinner in face of the One who is the Creator and Lord’ of both human and animal (CD III/4: 354–5). The surprising sensitivity Barth shows here to God’s command in relation to plants and animals indicates a developed appreciation of the purpose of non-human creatures within God’s work of creation. In the remainder of the ‘Freedom for Life’ section, Barth treats boundary questions in relation to the taking of human life, holding that the command of God will always be encountered as a call to be respectful of human life, although he allows for boundary cases where life may be taken and the respect may be exercised in paradoxical modes, because human life is ‘not a kind of second god’ (CD III/4: 398).

Barth finally turns to consideration of what it means to live an active life before God and, under the heading ‘Freedom in Limitation’, explores the ethical implications of what it means to be a creature limited in time and power by ‘the stage of life at which we now find ourselves, of the historical situation allotted to us, of our personal aptitude and particular sphere of operation’ (CD III/4: 647), and the honour of human service of God.

Conclusion

Barth’s doctrine of creation maintains a disciplined methodological focus in working from Christology outwards. This account is distinctive in the integral connections it recognizes between creation, reconciliation, and redemption. Barth’s attention at every point to the properly theological content of the doctrine of creation is instructive, together with his insistence that creation is an article of faith and that creation is opposition to the threat of nothingness, and the linkages he perceives between affirming the goodness of creation and maintaining a close connection between creation and covenant. Barth’s decision to identify only human beings as partners in the covenant does result in an anthropocentric account that fails to do justice to God’s delight in other creaturely life, but if the definition of the creature is widened to encompass not just human beings, but all creatures—a possibility Barth himself suggested—his understanding of God’s gracious covenant as the basis of the doctrine of creation becomes a way of affirming God’s grace to all creatures. In this form, it offers a strong theological basis for an account of ecological ethics. It is less clear that Barth’s accounts of sexual differentiation, the image of God, and gender roles can be usefully retrieved in the light of feminist critiques and developments in the understanding of sex, gender, and sexuality, but a reworking of this aspect of his theological anthropology would not be at odds with the overall shape of his doctrine of creation.
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chapter 22

Sin and Evil


Günter Thomas




Karl Barth’s understanding of the reality and recognition of sin presents a radical and momentous shift in a long-standing Western tradition, changing the whole texture of theology. Barth’s theology of evil also involves a deft appropriation and transformation of traditional treatments of the devil as a dynamic power of nothingness. For many in the Protestant churches, these shifts—articulated at length in Church Dogmatics—are either little understood, considered ‘dangerous’, or seen as a lapse back into mythological discourse. One reason for these judgements is that Barth’s insights into the reality of evil and his theological analysis of sin are intimately related, but involve quite different conceptual models.

This chapter’s analysis of Barth’s work on these themes proceeds in three major steps. I begin in the first section with a brief description of the tradition, and the background from which Barth aims to distance himself. I then consider the development of Barth’s thoughts on sin and its deep Christological grounding, before considering briefly the connection between sin and nothingness. This prepares the ground for the second section, in which I move into the territory of nothingness (das Nichtige). After a brief sketch of the historical context and Barth’s theological intentions regarding nothingness, three systematic contexts of evil are explored: creation and providence, the Christ-event, and the ‘shadow sides’ of creation. In the last section some open questions and lasting challenges are noted and considered.

Sin

The ‘Classical Model’ from which Barth is Departing

In order to appreciate the fundamental doctrinal changes that Barth proposes, it is useful to begin with a short sketch of what could be called the default Western model of theological talk about sin. There exists a widespread consensus amongst Christian theologians that sin is the destruction of the relationship between humanity and God, an occasion in which human beings turn away from their Creator and Redeemer. So the question arises: How can human beings come to know themselves as sinners? This question is traditionally answered with reference to God’s commands. God’s law, specifically, makes the sin of the sinner manifest and, at the same time, makes sin as such perceptible. As the Westminster Shorter Catechism states: ‘What is sin? Answer: Sin is any want of conformity unto, or transgression of, the law of God’ (Westminster: 426). God’s commands, then, not only orient Christian life; they are also the hermeneutical means and conceptual tools by way of which one experiences oneself as a sinner before God. The key metaphor for this function of God’s commands is the mirror. When human beings use God’s commands as a mirror to look at themselves and the life they live, they recognize their precarious status before God. Thus the Heidelberg Catechism’s third question (‘Where do you learn of your sin and its wretched consequences? From the Law of God’) immediately leads to a fourth in which the Law of God is said to command love of God and neighbour (Matthew 22:37–40) (Cochrane 1966: 305). A broader reference for both Reformed and Lutheran traditions is Romans 3:20: ‘through the law comes the knowledge of sin’. In most Protestant theological traditions, the conception of ‘law and gospel’ has been based on this function of the law (see Heppe 1950: 320–70).

The specific site of confrontation between the law and the self, for many Christian thinkers, is the human conscience. It is here that the law tenders its accusation, such that the sinner becomes aware of his or her standing as a creature under God’s wrath. Indeed, this focus on the individual and subjectivity, on the recognition and acknowledgement of sin, can shift some theologies towards an existential analysis of being and self-understanding (Bultmann 1969). And, in philosophical terms, the external divine law can be replaced by some other instance or power addressing the human being (Heidegger 1962). Further, given the concentration on individual human ability and the necessity of acknowledging and understanding sinfulness, in most theologies the primary locus of the discourse about sin is theological anthropology—a locus, in the classical architecture of dogmatics, located after creation, which explored the capabilities, abilities, limits, and responsibilities of human beings.

Yet such classical models face at least three questions. First, how can the identity of the ‘accusing God of the law’ and the ‘loving God of forgiveness’ be maintained? Is there a God behind Christ who is ultimately not defined by mercy and love? Second, does an emphasis on the accusation of the law lead to a systemically negative anthropology, or even a nihilism with respect to creation (Nietzsche 2005)? Third, if a sinner is blind to his or her sinfulness, how can a spiral of dramatization in the process of self-accusation be avoided? Is there not here the risk that, in practice, sin becomes more important than living in the realm of grace?

In the history of Christian thought there is another debated issue, which raises questions about the power of sin and which—as will be seen below—finds a peculiar answer in Karl Barth’s theology. What is the specific weight and role of human sin with respect to salvation history? In the so-called supralapsarian model of reconciliation and Christology, the fall and hence human sinfulness does not set salvation-history in motion (van Driel 2008). In the so-called infralapsarian conception of reconciliation and redemption, however, sin is a hidden but powerful factor in divine action, with creation, fall, salvation, and redemption being constitutive moments of the logic of ‘paradise lost–paradise regained’. Sin, on this reckoning, is the power that moves God to become incarnate in Jesus Christ. The fall is the event that ‘triggers’ God to initiate the salvific process, not God’s love.

Developments in Barth’s Treatment of Human Sin

There are two significant developments away from such models in Barth’s treatment of human sin. The first is architectural; the second, textual.

In architectural terms, the first substantial shift or structural change in Barth’s treatment of human sin is its relocation from anthropology to Christology. Neither Barth’s anthropology (CD III/2) nor Barth’s doctrine of creation (CD III/1) provide much concentrated analysis of sin. Rather, the manifold appearances of sin and the conditions of its perception are stretched out across the pages of Church Dogmatics, and always in conversation with Barth’s Christology. This fundamental shift in architecture signals Barth’s determination to reconceive the relationship of law and gospel.

In textual terms, this structural shift from anthropology to Christology is deeply rooted in a larger shift in the subject matter of Church Dogmatics. From Church Dogmatics I/1 onwards, Barth aims increasingly to frame and thereby to re-contextualize traditional dogmatic loci by means of Christology. Since Barth continues to follow the traditional loci-structure in the general architecture of Church Dogmatics, it is not entirely accurate to speak about a ‘Christological concentration’. It is better to say that Barth weaves Jesus Christ into the texture of every theme and topic, so that Jesus Christ is the warp, and the traditional loci, the weft. Thus the ‘presence’ of Jesus Christ transforms the texture of all loci. For instance, Christological and pneumatological reflections transform the place and function of religion (CD I/1: §17). In the doctrine of election (CD II/2), Barth rejects the idea that human sin prompts God to the work of reconciliation and redemption (the infralapsarian perspective of incarnation and salvation). Because Jesus Christ is the centre of the election, this doctrine can be considered ‘the sum of the gospel’ (CD II/2: 3). In the doctrine of creation (CD III/1), Barth points out that God’s covenant of grace is the ‘inner ground’ of creation. Similarly, the measure of an adequate anthropology can only be found in the true human being, Jesus Christ (CD III/2). The Christological reframing of all these doctrinal tropes, in fact, motivates Barth’s relocation of the discourse on sin into the doctrine reconciliation (CD IV/1–3). Given this background, Barth’s doctrine of sin, despite its novelty, is not totally surprising.

The Doctrine of Sin as Part of Christology—Christ as Key and Mirror

We maintain the simple thesis that only when we know Jesus Christ do we really know that man is the man of sin, and what sin is, and what it means for man…It is a matter of the knowledge of the one God who in His Word became flesh for us, and therefore of the knowledge of His truth in this one revelation, and therefore of the one indivisible knowledge of the Christian faith, the basis and subject of which is God in His atoning work and therefore God in Jesus Christ. The knowledge of human sin is enclosed in this knowledge. The knowledge of human sin is acquired in and with the acquiring of this knowledge: not anywhere else, not as separated from it in any respect or to any degree, but strictly and accurately and fully in it…knowledge of real sin takes place in the knowledge of Jesus Christ.

(CD IV/1: 389–90)

Barth gives several reasons for this shift in the location of our knowledge of sin from the law to Jesus Christ. It is the very fact of the incarnation, the event of God becoming human, that reveals the deep crisis brought about by sin. It is the person of Christ in whom humanity encounters its judge and accuser, and it is the event of Christ’s passion in which humanity’s hostility to God becomes most visible. By taking the place of all sinners and making their situation his own, it is in the person of Christ that the universality of sin is revealed. The life and, most particularly, the death of Jesus Christ, then, underlies Barth’s decision to revise the architecture and content of the traditional Western dogmatic treatments of sin.

Since Barth’s doctrine of sin is wholly woven into the texture of his Christology, which is developed most powerfully in the fourth volume of Church Dogmatics, the orientation of his Christology provides the structure for his treatment of sin. An introductory paragraph in IV/1 provides a useful overview:

The content of the doctrine of reconciliation is the knowledge of Jesus Christ who is (1) very God, that is, the God who humbles Himself, and therefore the reconciling God, (2) very man, that is, man exalted and therefore reconciled by God, and (3) in the unity of the two the guarantor and witness of our atonement.

This threefold knowledge of Jesus Christ includes the knowledge of the sin of man: (1) his pride, (2) his sloth and (3) his falsehood—the knowledge of the event in which reconciliation is made: (1) his justification, (2) his sanctification and (3) his calling—and the knowledge of the work of the Holy Spirit in (1) the gathering, (2) the upbuilding and (3) the sending of the community, and of the being of Christians in Jesus Christ (1) in faith, (2) in love and (3) in hope.  (CD IV/1: 79)

The movement in which God humbles himself is the very core of Christ’s priestly office, which culminates with the cross. The exaltation of humanity is related to Christ’s royal office. And the prophetic office consists of Christ’s own witness to the world in which the church participates. Barth, in other words, presents the traditional threefold office of Christ in a movement of reversal, which orders a three-part discourse on sin. This Christological order—and not anthropology—provides the order for discourse about sin.

In this finely tuned structure, sin is described in terms of the diverse attempts of human beings to counter God’s own movement as manifested in Jesus Christ. The sin of pride is a specific countermovement to God’s own self-giving in his priestly office, as human disobedience opposes Christ’s obedience in his humble movement towards humanity. Correspondingly, the sin of sloth characterizes the human who resists being exalted to the status of God’s partner. Yet in his royal office of exaltation, Christ meets humankind as it is stuck in sloth. In his prophetic office, Christ lives as the true and authentic witness of reconciliation. The type of sin that resists Christ’s prophetic work is human falsehood. Overall, sin can be seen in the rejection of the being and acting of Jesus Christ, which being and acting is both in favour of humanity and itself reveals true humanity. While in Luther’s theology of sin Christ is the telos, for Barth, Christ is the starting point (Jenson 2006). And in portraying both Christ’s own being as well as humanity’s reaction, Barth adds to the rich and subtle anthropology developed in Church Dogmatics III/2 and elsewhere (Price 2002 and Link 2016).

In order to appreciate the subtle contours and the content of Barth’s doctrine of sin, it is useful to dwell on the fine-grained texture of his explication of sin as pride, sloth, and falsehood. All three sections on sin are divided into three subparagraphs. In terms of exegetical grounding, Barth draws heavily on material from the Old Testament. He always starts by explicating the position between the Son of God and the human being, considering the human as sinner in light of the obedience of the divine Son.

The very character of sin as pride is revealed by the incarnation, in light of Jesus’ obedience, judgement, and selflessness. Pride, frequently concealed in other postures, implies disobedience manifest in unbelief. The consequence or impact of pride, further, is the fall. Indeed, against a long tradition, Barth insists that the perception and recognition of this fall cannot take place without God’s self-revelation in Christ. No existential state of despair, loneliness, or agony can serve as an image or inroad to recognition of the fall of humanity. Moreover, the fall does not mean that the human being takes leave of God’s care, perception, and intention. Even so, Barth clearly emphasizes human responsibility: the human being is not forced to sin (although this issue will need to be discussed further, after a discussion of Barth’s theology of nothingness). The human being simply does not want to fulfil God’s covenant and live as God’s partner.

Sin as sloth, as it is revealed in the exaltation of the Son of Man, exists in many forms of banal inactivity and avoidance of action. In sloth, humanity resists God’s intentions to elevate human beings to responsibility and a proper relationship with God and others. Jesus Christ, however, wants to liberate us from this shameful will. And in this respect, even sloth is active opposition to God. But Barth also draws attention to the deeply alien character of sin: it is not simply some essential yet transitory moment of reality. In this context, he reminds readers of the seductive power of das Nichtige. In sloth, the human does not want to be bothered, does not want to be moved and claimed by God as revealed in Jesus Christ, because of doubt, mistrust, indifference, and, ultimately, stupidity.

Sin as falsehood is uncovered by the witness of the resurrected Jesus Christ and, in particular, by his willingness to suffer. The true witness is not a triumphant witness; the true witness is the one who is our companion in history as the weak and suffering one. Principally, then, falsehood is an active evasion of the truth that encounters us. Once again, Barth points out that falsehood is a willingness to resist the light of Jesus Christ, to prefer darkness. Indeed, it is interesting that, for the time being, Barth does not expect any curtailment, but rather an expansion of this darkness. Still, in his conflict-riddled witness, Christ is the one who takes the need of the other to heart and reveals the neighbour to be a brother and sister. And in the ongoing battles between light and chaotic darkness, this suffering witness is also the guarantee of the final redemption as the overcoming of all falsehood and the defeat of the remaining power of das Nichtige.

The Relation between Sin and Evil/Nothingness

The problem of sin is intimately related to the problem of evil. And yet, the problem of evil and nothingness is not only broader in scope than that of sin but also reaches beyond the realm of human action. For Barth, sin is a manifestation of nothingness, but somehow also less than it. Theological discourse on evil and nothingness not only addresses the sinner as a victim of another force, but also indicates the broader issue of a possible dualism in God himself and thus the issues of theodicy and of divine power. Further, while Barth’s doctrine of sin is ‘contained’ in the Christologically driven fourth volume of Church Dogmatics, questions of the origin, dynamics, and power of evil relate both back to creation and forward to eschatology. It is these questions to which I now turn.

Evil as das Nichtige

Historical Contexts and Theological Intentions

Before outlining Barth’s view of evil, it is useful to point out some of his explicit and implicit intentions. What, in other words, is the context and the thrust of Barth’s thinking on this front?

First, one must understand that Barth wrote on evil after the experience of two devastating World Wars, each of which killed millions of people. Verdun, Stalingrad, and the Holocaust were ‘close realities’ for Barth. Given this context, his work often engaged in conversation with secular philosophers of his time and their work, particularly Martin Heidegger and Jean-Paul Sartre and their respective accounts of the power of evil.

Second, Barth reasons in a theological context in which demythologization represents a powerful cultural and theological programme, with religious symbols being translated into an existential register and applied to the human’s self-understanding. This programme of demythologization was directly opposed to the Third Reich’s attempts to re-mythologize the state and diverse social and cultural structures (Cassirer 1946). In this climate, Barth aims to offer a properly demythologized and yet discursively ‘thick’ account of evil. And by acknowledging a kind of agency to evil without personalizing it, Barth offers a rethinking of the devil. It is for this reason that he draws on military terms like invasion, assault, and victory. Barth is clearly working against the ‘banalization’ of evil, according to which either the evils of life are just the shadow sides of life or evil is naturalized because in the long run it works towards the good. For Barth, evil is a formative and endangering power of its own, not just a possibly deficient state of being. His own proposal, in fact, amounts to a modern yet realistic re-appropriation of the concept of the devil (Rodin 1997 and Wüthrich 2006).

Third, Barth wants to give a non-dualistic account of God. Barth offers his own answer to the so-called Jonas triangle: How can God’s goodness, almightiness and comprehensibility be affirmed simultaneously (Jonas 1987)? In Barth’s own words: ‘How can justice be done both to the holiness and to the omnipotence of God when we are faced with the problem of nothingness?’ (CD III/3: 292). Barth’s strong conviction is that we can still uphold all three properties of God, and that we can do so without either sacrificing one of these attributes or taking the route of a process theology that reduces God to a perceptive companion in solidarity (Griffin 1976). Indeed, with hindsight, one might say that this process view of God, which affirms God’s suffering companionship, stands as the strongest competitor to Barth’s theological vision. One also needs to recognize that Barth seeks to develop an alternative to classical metaphysics. Since evil is not just a form of non-being or deficit, but a power of its own, evil and nothingness comprise a kingdom (Jenson 2006). Evil and nothingness in fact have greater power than all human sinfulness. Correspondingly, all of Barth’s writing on evil and nothingness is directed against ideas supported in metaphysical theology and in streams of theological naturalism. As Nicholas Wolterstorff succinctly observes:

It’s not the case that reality is good through and through. There is evil in it: that which is in opposition to God and to which God is therefore in opposition. God does not survey the whole with blissful satisfaction, finding nothing to which he wishes to say No. God is angry, wrathful. Barth’s metaphors for God are the metaphors of one engaged in combat, not the metaphors of one engaged in blissful contemplation. Battlefield, not art museum.  (Wolterstorff 1996: 599)

A short remark on terminology at this point may be instructive: in most of his mature writing on evil, Karl Barth uses the phrase das Nichtige. Given debate over the decision to translate this generic term as ‘nothingness’, I have opted to use the German as frequently as possible. Barth is intentionally using the article ‘das’, therefore treating das Nichtige as a kind of hypostasis. But since the noun is gendered as neuter, it should not be confused with a person, say, a personalized devil or any other human or non-human personalized agency. Barth’s attempt to steer between ascribing too little agency to das Nichtige and avoiding its personalization is easily lost in translation, as is Barth’s careful attempt to describe das Nichtige as that which stands beyond being and non-being.

As in the case of many other doctrines (such as the Trinity or Christology), Barth develops his theology of nothingness and evil at several places in Church Dogmatics and—metaphorically speaking—in layers (Krötke 2005 and Wüthrich 2006). Without focusing exclusively on the inner tensions of the overall picture, it appears most helpful to work with a hermeneutic of ‘fault-lines’ or ‘fracture-lines’. In order to see these fault-lines a close reading is necessary, even as one resists the temptation to synthesize, too quickly, Barth’s various discourses on nothingness and evil. Indeed, the fracture-lines of Barth’s perspective themselves provide much insight regarding Barth’s theological struggle to describe sin and evil.

Evil in the Context of Creation and Providence

One of the more important roots of Barth’s treatment of evil is found in his doctrine of creation. Indeed, the basic form of thought that will dominate his account of evil is already present and well-developed in 1945, when he publishes the first part-volume of the doctrine of creation (CD III/1). Although he does not at this point use the term das Nichtige, Barth conceptualizes the act of creation as distinction, or, theologically speaking, as election. Describing the creation of light as the precondition and framework of all further acts of creation, he writes:

The first creation of God, and therefore the first work of His Word, was light in its separation from darkness. Only in its separation from light is darkness also created, and therefore the creature of God. The subject is natural light and natural darkness: natural darkness as that which declares the reality which was rejected by God and has therefore vanished; and natural light as that which proclaims the will of God opposed to it. It is natural light as such which is the irresistible and irrevocable declaration of life, and therefore negatively of the conquest, separation, displacement and banishment of the alternative reality which God neither wills nor creates.

(CD III/1: 117)

Conceptually, Barth combines here an exegesis attentive to separation and distinction with the foundational Reformed category of election. This move is itself part of his covenantal interpretation of creation, in which the covenant supplies the internal basis of creation. The very act of distinction creates both sides of the distinction. To articulate it formally: the move from non-being to being means the designation of a marked space, which itself implies an ‘unmarked’ space. The very act of drawing a distinction, that is, means creating something that exists in the mode of being elected and something that exists in the mode of being rejected. Materially, then, Barth claims that ‘darkness’ is created in the very act of separation. Yet, at the same time, darkness is that which ‘God neither wills nor creates’.

Against this background, the first time that Barth fleshes out his thinking on evil is the doctrine of providence in §49 of Church Dogmatics III/3, within a threefold distinction of God’s providence as preserving (§49.1), accompanying (§49.2), and ruling (§49.3). The simple and pressing question Barth asks after the introduction to his doctrine of providence (§48) and at the outset of the more detailed analysis in §49 is: Why is the creature in need of preservation by God? In answering this question, Barth often refers to das Nichtige. I want to quote at some length the most compact and instructive section of a key paragraph:

Its creation rested upon the free resolve of God…He created it ‘out of nothing’, that is, by distinguishing that which He willed from that which He did not will, and by giving it existence on the basis of that distinction. To that divine distinction it owes the fact that it is. And on the same distinction it owes the fact that it can continue to be. By preserving the distinction God preserves the creature. It is a matter of its preservation, and we must now apply ourselves to the development of the concept conservatio and say that it is a matter of its being maintained against overthrow by that which is not. That which is not is that which God as Creator did not elect or will, that which as Creator He passed over, that which according to the account in Genesis 1 He set behind him as chaos, not giving it existence or being. That which is not is that which is actual only in the negativity allotted to it by the divine decision, only in its exclusion from creation, only, if we may put it thus, at the left hand of God. But in this way it is truly actual and relevant and even active after its own particular fashion…It is a question of the reality which we can adequately describe only by defining it as the possibility which God in His eternal decree rejected and therefore did not and does not will, which has and can have its actuality only under the almighty No of God, but does have and is actuality in that sense. To this sphere there belongs the devil, the father of lies. To this sphere, too, there belongs the world of demons, and sin and evil and death—not death as a natural limitation but eternal death, the enemy and annihilator of life. The power of God extends even over this sphere, for apart from His creative act it certainly would never have had or been this negative actuality. And from all eternity judgment has been pronounced and executed upon it by God. But creation in itself and as such does not have this power over it and cannot pronounce or execute judgment upon it. Creation in itself and as such is menaced by it, menaced by the chaos which to some extent borders it, lurking at the door.…It stands always—we are still speaking of creation in itself and as such—in unavoidable and mortal peril of falling a victim to those enemies, of being swallowed up by them, of itself becoming chaos. It is not God. It is the reality which is distinct from God, elected, willed and actualized by Him, but differentiated from Him, and therefore not participating in his sovereignty or in the freedom of his election and decision. And as such, if God did not will to save and keep it, it might well, indeed it must, be overwhelmed by chaos and fall into nothingness.  (CD III/3: 73–4 rev.)

This very condensed stretch of prose makes visible the main elements of Barth’s understanding of das Nichtige, as the exposition below will demonstrate.

The key passage, exegetically, is Genesis 1 and in particular the division between day and night. God’s first and primary mode of creation is to distinguish and to divide. Decades before the English logician and polymath George Spencer-Brown published Laws of Form, Barth considered the very first act of creation to involve ‘drawing a distinction’ (cf. Spencer-Brown 1969). The most basic act of creation is not the transition from non-being to being, but the distinction of light and darkness, between that which God wills and chaos.

Creation as dividing is conceptualized, theologically, as an election and a corresponding rejection, manifested in a divine decree and based on divine sovereignty and power. Given the richness of the creation narratives in the Hebrew Bible and their exegetical interpretation, Barth is implicitly rejecting a too-strict importation of ex nihilo traditions that overlook and underestimate traditions that emphasize the divine battle against, and overcoming of, chaos (Levenson 1994). In this respect, then, Barth achieves a shift in emphasis. While God is the sovereign Creator (and does, in fact, create ex nihilo), at the same time God is fighting against the chaos, manifested in evil, which co-emerged with creation. Creation does not emerge out of a battle, but creation is characterized by an ongoing battle.

Since the act of creation is not just the transition—traditionally and metaphysically speaking—from non-being into being, but the division of rejected and elected, Barth is effectively operating with three logical values: pre-creation non-being, elected creation, and that which is rejected (i.e., das Nichtige). As Barth writes, ‘And to that which He denied He allotted the being of non-being, the existence of that which does not exist’ (CD III/3: 75). Since both sides of the distinction emerge from God’s act of drawing a distinction, both are somehow made real and somehow ‘created’, but only the side of creation reflects God’s positive intentions.

Further, the initial act of drawing a distinction, the primordial act of electing the good creation that is flanked by a remnant of chaos, creates an instability—a permanent endangerment of creation as such. From its very beginning, then, before any kind of ‘fall’, the distinction between the good creation and das Nichtige therefore needs ongoing stabilization and fortification. Creation is in a desperate need of preservation, of ‘border-maintenance’. And Barth states this need very sharply: ‘The being of the creature is menaced by nothingness, menaced in such a way that it needs the divine preservation and sustaining and indeed deliverance if it is not to fall victim to it and perish’ (CD III/3: 75–6).

As with the initial act of drawing the distinction, preservation—that is, keeping das Nichtige at bay—is an exclusively divine act. To limit the chaos and to separate oneself from the danger of das Nichtige is beyond all human capacities. It is God’s affair. And the only way the human can take part in these actions of preservation is through acknowledgement and praise of God’s faithfulness. Furthermore, in the context of the act of preservation in §49, it is important to note that the human being is not called to participate in the battle.

Even though Barth uses the neuter-gendered das Nichtige (parallel to the neuter term das Chaos) he immediately conceptualizes das Nichtige as a power of its own. Barth hypostasizes chaos such that, even as it is rejected, it still menaces and attacks creation as evil. Das Nichtige is an actively endangering force and power—and indeed a much more powerful and active agency than the ‘lack of being’ described in traditional metaphysics. It is not just the absence of order or a lack (or absence) of being, but a living agency of active destruction. Because of this agential character, Barth will later on necessarily and quite naturally mobilize the language of battle.

The issue of God’s moral nature and ethical consistency is at least raised. Barth’s allusion to das Nichtige as not detracting from an affirmation of divine sovereignty, but as being in some way under God’s rule and might—‘if we may put it thus, at the left hand of God’ (CD III/3: 74)—draws attention to a very specific concept: the left and the right hand of God. From God’s right hand comes the opus proprium, the proper work, which means good, mercy, and justice; whereas with the left-hand God performs the opus alienum, the alien work, and is—ultimately—the originator of evil, pain, and suffering. The former, Barth posits, indubitably triumphs: ‘Finally, there has to be confessed as in no other teaching the absolute superiority with which God controls and conquers nothingness even in the form of human sin, not in any sense being arrested by it, but setting it to serve His own glory and the work of His free love’ (CD IV/2: 398). Whether this is realistic theology or questionable mythology, which revitalizes the devil, is a matter of debate (Ruether 1968).

In the end, therefore, God’s fight against evil is essentially a fight of God against something that God implicitly ‘co-created’. Barth is, in fact, reworking Martin Luther’s notion of an amoral, incomprehensible and utterly untrustworthy deus absconditus, who exists above and beyond the loving deus revelatus who is manifest in Jesus Christ (Jüngel 1980; Reinhuber 2000). This is why Barth also at least raises the issue that God and his act of creating stand—at least in view of the ongoing menace of das Nichtige—in need of justification. Barth explains: ‘By making the situation His own He ennobled it and made it a promise, justifying His creative Yes and No’ (CD III/3: 82).

Based on the quotation above, at least two questions have been raised but remain unanswered. What are the distinct actions by which God preserves creation and keeps das Nichtige at bay? And what is the divine motive and intention in helping creation in all its neediness? Unsurprisingly, both questions are answered with reference to Jesus Christ. In the covenant of grace, God’s action against das Nichtige takes place in Jesus Christ. Barth writes:

From all eternity—that is, in the eternal counsel of His grace as it is effective and revealed in Jesus Christ—His merciful will was to take up the cause of the creature against the non-existent, not from the safe height of a supreme world-governor, but in the closest possible proximity, with the greatest possible directness, i.e. Himself to become creature. He placed himself within the contradiction…He tasted and suffered the whole onslaught of sin, the devil, death and hell, and in so doing He broke it, blunting its weapons and depriving it of all claim against the creature or superiority over it.  (CD III/3: 79)

Correspondingly, the reason why God wants ‘permanence and continuity’ (CD III/3: 79) in creation is not strictly to preserve creation, but to have creatures participate in God’s victory over chaos, evil, and das Nichtige. For creatures to take part in this fellowship with the Creator and ‘the glory of the beloved Son of God’ (CD III/3: 79) is in fact the goal of all preservation.

Das Nichtige in the Fall and in the Event of Jesus Christ

Interestingly, in this third part-volume of Karl Barth’s doctrine of creation, the issue of das Nichtige is addressed twice. After a basic analysis in §49.1, Barth returns to it in more detail in §50. For the most part, he develops here what he sketched out two hundred and fifty pages earlier. And yet he adds crucial elements and shifts some significant emphases.

Moving from Genesis 1 to Genesis 3, Barth no longer talks about das Nichtige as a powerful threat and dangerous possibility rejected by divine preservation. Barth claims that ‘The story of the creature in its relationship to God begins in Genesis 3 with a disastrous defeat, and that in the terrible form of human sin the chaos separated by God becomes a factor and secures and exercises a power which does not belong to it in relation to God but can obviously do so in relation to His creature’ (CD III/3: 355). The reality of a possibility has thus now become a reality: ‘It also belongs to the existence of life and activity of the creature that it is interwoven into nothingness and that the form in which we know it is always and everywhere determined also by this nothingness’ (CD III/3: 329 rev.). As Nicholas Wolterstorff observes, ‘Das Nichtige not only menaces the creature; it actually makes an incursion into the life of the creature. Evil is the incursion of das Nichtige into creation’ (Wolterstorff 1996: 591, emphasis original). And the realization of this dangerous possibility is the realization of sin.

With respect to the Christ-event, Barth is indicating that ‘nothingness is the “reality” on whose account (i.e., against which) God Himself willed to become a creature in the creaturely world, yielding and subjecting Himself to it in Jesus Christ in order to overcome it’ (CD III/3: 305). In some way, das Nichtige moves God and ‘triggers’ the victorious Christ-event. God himself, too, is willing to be ‘victim’ (CD III/3: 356). Granted Barth’s strong supralapsarian account of divine election, then, there is also this notable infralapsarian dimension.

The post-Easter reality of evil is a key problem for every theological position that emphasizes the definite and total victory over evil in the cross and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Why does das Nichtige still threaten creation, and continue to make incursions into the life of the creature? Barth does not avoid the issue; indeed he draws attention to the fact that, even after the Christ-event of cross and resurrection, evil is still at work. Yet whereas Barth continually emphasizes God’s fight with das Nichtige, he also now considers the way in which the human being ‘is summoned and equipped to range himself with God, so that in his own place he opposes nothingness and thus has a part in the work and warfare of God’ (CD III/3: 359). The creature ‘is certainly no mere spectator’ in God’s battle with evil (CD III/3: 359).

Even though Barth repeatedly emphasizes the divine victory over das Nichtige in the events of cross and resurrection, he also introduces an eschatological dimension. With respect to the reality of evil, Christian faith is, for Barth, always ‘looking retrospectively to the resurrection of Jesus Christ and prospectively to His coming again…Because Jesus is Victor, nothingness is routed and extirpated’ (CD III/3: 363). And when ‘audacious statements’ about this victory in Christ are called into question in real life, Barth commends both ‘a backward look to the resurrection of Jesus Christ and a forward look to His coming in Glory’ (CD III/3: 363). This eschatological dimension also has epistemic import. Who can see and judge it properly? Barth’s response to the question runs: ‘We must say first and supremely of nothingness that basically it can be reviewed and interpreted only in retrospect of the fact that it has already been judged, refuted and done away by the mercy of God revealed and active in Jesus Christ, or, in other words, that basically it can be reviewed and interpreted only in prospect of the fact that this refutation and termination will be generally revealed in the return of Jesus Christ’ (CD III/3: 366). Only ‘in Christ’ can one see that the activities of das Nichtige are actions of someone already besieged, of someone who is in retreat.

In 1959, at the end of his doctrine of reconciliation, in Church Dogmatics IV/3, writing about sin, Barth again considers the ongoing fight against das Nichtige. In this context he advances two considerations regarding the ongoing fight of Jesus Christ, the true witness, and all of his followers. First, he posits that the purpose of the ongoing fight is the increase of God’s glory: ‘Evil is still allowed to run this dangerous course in order that the glory which God has secured by what He has done in Jesus Christ may be increased and truly magnified in the conflict waged personally by the same Victor of Gethsemane and Golgotha in the time and history now hurrying to their goal and end’ (CD IV/3: 393). And second, he recognizes within this ongoing fight the place of human beings: ‘And with the glory of God there is inseparably bound up the salvation of man, namely, that humanity, or many of its members, should have the opportunity under the leadership of this Victor, and as hearers and doers of His Word, of playing an active part in this conflict, in His prophetic work, and therefore secondarily in the divine act of reconciliation’ (CD IV/3: 393). That the resurrected Jesus Christ is engaged in this battle, then, is complemented with two claims. First, the Christian community is called to participate in this fight here and now. And, second, the final victory also becomes a theme of Barth’s ‘unwritten’ eschatology, which would have considered the final triumph of redemption.

Nothingness and the Shadow Sides of the Good Creation

Over against his first treatment of das Nichtige in §49, in Church Dogmatics III/3, Barth increasingly realizes the extent to which das Nichtige endangers claims about the goodness of creation. A range of intellectual traditions suggest that evil is either a necessary element of a dynamic creation (such as today’s evolutionary naturalism; see Schaab 2007) or that there are weaknesses and defects in creation which disclose the enduring presence of evil. In Leibniz’s work, for instance, evil is the result of the basic finitude of the world as it exists in distinction from the divine Creator. Pain and suffering, as manifestations of physical evil, derive from ‘metaphysical evil’ because the created world is unavoidably imperfect and limited (Leibniz 1985). For Barth, however, evil is not just a natural imperfection, improperly perceived; rather, such ‘natural imperfection’ is better understood in terms of the ‘shadow sides’ of creation. Barth writes: ‘Light exists as well as shadow; there is a positive as well as a negative aspect of creation and creaturely occurrence…Yet this negative side is not to be identified with nothingness…It belongs to the essence of creaturely nature, and is indeed a mark of its perfection, that it has in fact this negative side, that it inclines not only to the right hand but also to the left’ (CD III/3: 295–6). Even Jesus Christ was subjected to both sides of creation. Epistemically, the goodness of these shadow sides is not easily perceivable. However, Barth posits, ‘when Jesus Christ shall finally return as the Lord and head of all that God has created, it will also be revealed that both in light and shadow…everything created was very good and supremely glorious’ (CD III/3: 296). More fully, Barth explains:

It is true that in creation there is not only a Yes but also a No; not only a height but also an abyss; not only clarity but also obscurity; not only progress and continuation but also impediment and limitation; not only growth but also decay; not only opulence but also indigence; not only beauty but also ashes; not only value but also worthlessness. It is true that in creaturely existence, and especially in the existence of man, there are hours, days and years both bright and dark, success and failure, laughter and tears, youth and age, gain and loss, birth and sooner or later its inevitable corollary, death.  (CD III/3: 297)

Certainly, doubts remain. With the metaphor of the ‘shadow sides’, Barth seeks to avoid calling into question the goodness of creation, the power of providence, and the sovereignty and character of God. And yet, as is shown by Barth’s treatment of illness, which will be considered below, the distinction between creation’s shadow sides and evil is conceptually difficult. This is not just a matter of clarity; it is also a matter of theodicy.

Looking Back and Ahead

The Connection between Sin and Evil

Thus far, this chapter has sought, as far as possible, to hold apart the discourse on sin and the related discourse on evil and nothingness. Doing so draws attention to a significant tension in Barth’s theology and, in fact, in Christian faith. As with all great Christian theologians, Barth wants to insist on the accountability of humanity, and—correspondingly—on sin as the product of human disobedience, rebellion, and ingratitude towards God. At the same time, Barth acknowledges that the dynamic of resistance against God’s intentions is far greater than human sin, and that the sinner has in truth fallen victim to a greater power. As such, more than many theologians of his time, Barth calls attention to the dynamic power of evil. And, crucially, Barth affirms that God is not a detached observer with respect to humanity’s struggle with sin: on the contrary, God is a warrior in a battle against das Nichtige. On the one hand, then, sin is humanity’s act of resistance against God’s own way of dealing with das Nichtige, an act of ‘opening the door’, so to speak, for the incursion into creation of the forces of chaos. But, on the other hand, sin is also an act and a state in which humankind is overwhelmed by the power of das Nichtige—the sinner, in all his or her self-deception, is also a victim of this power and stands in desperate need of liberation.

This double structure touches on the issue of models of theological reasoning and imagination with respect to divine care for the world. In dealing with evil and the devil, Barth clearly favours a model focused on fighting against and overcoming chaos: God is a warrior. Yet even as there are numerous references to this model in Barth’s Christology and Barth’s account of sin, another model is present—a juridical model of the human being as active and responsible agent. God, on this reckoning, is a judge. This more or less interconnected co-presence of models creates tensions, which are themselves productive and creative.

Open Questions and Critical Remarks

Barth’s account of sin and evil was written in challenging times. This account, further, is tremendously complex, connecting to other dogmatic loci in complicated ways, and engaging a wide range of biblical texts and philosophical debates. Yet there are no theological solutions that do not create new problems, challenges, and questions. A number of these deserve explicit mention at this point.

First, it remains unclear how the ‘ontological’ menace (that which is averted by God’s preservation before it is actualized) is ultimately related to the historical operations of das Nichtige (that which actualizes evil before it is defeated in Jesus Christ). Second, there is a question as to whether Barth finally escapes the challenge posed by Hegel, in which das Nichtige and its overcoming somehow become necessary for God’s own life. Third, the line between the ‘shadow sides’ of creation and the incursion of das Nichtige seems rather unclear and certainly difficult to draw. Indeed, an issue on which Barth himself is ultimately not clear is that of human illness: it appears that human illness can be categorized not only as a shadow side of creation, as just a decline of strength, but also as an inbreaking of the power of chaos.

A series of further questions arise in respect of Barth’s Christological approach. Against the background of twentieth-century experience, the Jewish philosopher Hans Jonas suggested that out of the three attributes of God—almightiness, goodness, and comprehensibility—only two can be considered to be true (Jonas 1987). Thus God might be good and almighty but not comprehensible, almighty and comprehensible but not good, or, finally, good and comprehensible but not almighty. Seen in this context, Barth is clearly willing to hold on more to divine power and to enter theologically muddy waters with respect to divine goodness. And the question arises as to whether God’s active ‘permission’ of evil is finally compatible with God’s self-revelation in Jesus Christ. Expressed differently, the concern may arise that Barth’s appropriation of the distinction between opus alienum and opus proprium sacrifices too much of God’s character as it is determined in Jesus Christ.

Another dimension of this latter issue relates to the question of whether Barth’s account of the ongoing battle against evil is convincing. Is it the case that Barth offers a subtle Christological theodicy, or at least a Christological justification of evil? At points, Barth comes close to the idea that das Nichtige attacks creation so that God’s victory can become more visible, and eventually more triumphant. There seem, then, to be traces of a questionable aesthetic theodicy, even as this position does not lack for difficulties.

Two final questions might be raised. The first is whether Barth manages to achieve, alongside an understanding of sin centred on the individual, an understanding of sin attentive to issues of social practice. Cultural orientations and structural deficiencies seem somewhat difficult to conceptualize, given Barth’s outlook, even though in later fragments (see CL), he attempts to conceptualize the ‘principalities and powers’ that must be defeated in Christ (Welker 2011). The second is how we might conceive of the new creation in which das Nichtige is no longer the rejected by-product of God’s acts of creation. In an eschatological frame of reference, the creation of a new heaven and a new earth seems to require an entirely new type of act of creation—one that moves beyond the act of drawing a distinction.

Final Remarks: On Theology and Mozart

It is telling that the treatment of sin, evil, and nothingness, in light of God’s holiness, power, and love supplies the place for Barth to acknowledge a ‘necessary brokenness of all theological thought and utterance…All theology is theologia viatorum’ (CD III/3: 293). All theology is broken, because it remains fragmented or ‘piece-work’ (CD III/3: 294). Barth explains: ‘It is broken thought and utterance to the extent that it can progress only in isolated thoughts and statements directed from different angles to the one object’ (CD III/3: 293).

Moreover, it is human work done in the shadow of the great rupture manifested in the incursion of das Nichtige. In the context of evil, a theological description of God’s power and of God’s victory in Christ can only correspond ‘to its object in broken thoughts and utterance’ (CD III/3: 294). Remarkably, it is in this context that Barth refers to Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart. This composer, it seems, stands for Barth as a witness to the goodness of creation in its light and in its shadow sides. Barth writes:

In the music of Mozart—and I wonder whether the same can be said of any other works before or after—we have clear and convincing proof that it is a slander on creation to charge it with a share in chaos because it includes a Yes and a No, as though orientated to God on the one side and nothingness on the other. Mozart causes us to hear that even on the latter side, and therefore in its totality, creation praises its Master and is therefore perfect.  (CD III/3: 299)

This, without any doubt, is a bold assertion; and it is one that is called into question by those theologians of the twentieth century who explicitly stressed the ongoing suffering of God in Jesus Christ, particularly those facing the challenge of writing after the Holocaust (Bonhoeffer 2010; Moltmann 1974).

Looking back, it is clear that Barth’s theology of sin and evil offers highly innovative suggestions for theological reflection. His Christological orientation liberates the understanding of sin from a negative anthropology based on the destructive power of the law. By contrast, recognition of sin now moves ‘backward’ from the joy of grace encountered in Christ. And yet sin is also part of the larger picture of God’s battle with sin, death, and devil. Further, Barth’s theology of evil and das Nichtige amounts to a powerful plea both against a theological naturalization or even trivialization of evil, and against any kind of mythologization which eventually leads to a dualism in God, and which would cast a dark shadow over God’s sovereignty and redeeming power. And yet, as has been shown, within any joyful theologia viatorum there is no solution that does not create new problems.
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chapter 23

Providence


David Fergusson




The theology of providence traditionally deals with God’s direction and provision of creation. Although the term itself hardly features in Scripture, providence has become a key concept for capturing the involvement of God in every aspect of the world. A traditional distinction between general and particular providence is often maintained—the general refers to the shape and consistency of the natural and social world, while the particular denotes those specific acts of God that direct the course of nature and history. In many textbooks, the theology of providence is treated as a subdivision of the doctrine of creation, while within the classical Reformed tradition, we find a threefold distinction that identifies a divine preceding, concurring and succeeding in everything that happens.

In what follows, Karl Barth’s discussion of providence is explored mainly by following his exposition in Church Dogmatics III/3, §§48–9. This will reveal Barth’s commitment to several features of the Reformed tradition, though coupled with some expressed anxieties around its basis and content. In each section, consideration will be given to some of the critical questions that his handling of the subject raises.

The Location of Providence

Barth’s treatment of providence is situated within his doctrine of creation in Church Dogmatics III/3. Much of the material is based on lectures delivered to his students in Basel in the summer of 1948. This location is the result of a conscious methodological decision that places Barth closer to the post-Reformation tradition than to the mediaeval schoolmen for whom providence was treated within the doctrine of God. For Aquinas, for example, the perfections of God require that God ‘possesses’ providence for much the same reason that God must be omniscient. A God without providential oversight of the world would be no God at all. Barth, by contrast, makes a key distinction between election, which belongs to the doctrine of God, and providence, which belongs to creation (CD III/3: 5). As the rule of the electing God over creatures, providence is an aspect of the doctrine of creation. Having been created, the world continues according to God’s good purpose.

This ordering of election before providence is crucial to Barth’s understanding of the latter, and has both ontic and noetic consequences. First, the divine rule over creation serves the eternal election of human beings. This is the source and purpose of all the works of God ad extra. Second, we can only understand the nature of divine providence on the basis of faith in Jesus Christ, the one in whom we are elect. The doctrine of providence is not the result of a world view that may be shared with Stoic philosophers. It has a definite Christian character, which sets it apart from philosophical accounts of the order of the cosmos. Partly for this reason, Barth is averse to pressing the distinction between a general and a special providence in his theology, as if these denoted two discrete approaches to our knowledge of God or two separate spheres in which different forms of divine activity can be discerned.

The prioritizing of election over providence follows the ordering found in Heppe’s Reformed Dogmatics (Heppe 1950). In making the point, Barth appears to stipulate that God cannot be God without the eternal decree, but that God could be God if there were no creatures (CD III/3: 5). Although there may be some tension between these two statements—the possibility of an elect human being who is not created seems counterintuitive—nevertheless it seems clear that this distinction was a coherent and important one for Barth himself. In this context, it enables him to treat providence (and creation more broadly) as posterior to the eternal and prior act of election. While we might legitimately ask whether we can conceive of one without the other, the ordering here is undoubtedly important for Barth’s account of providence.

Creation and providence belong together, as Calvin had insisted. They are to be distinguished but not separated. We cannot think of God as being indifferent to the world of creatures (as some forms of deism imply), nor can the one who alone cares for the world be other than its Creator. In light of the divine freedom and love, Barth insists upon the immediate, constant and universal involvement of God with the world. Here he follows Calvin in suggesting that anything less would be unworthy and unfitting: ‘The Lord is never absent, passive, non-responsible or impotent, but always present, active, responsible and omnipotent’ (CD III/3: 13). This initial characterization of providence represents a maximalist approach to the subject, and already establishes the direction in which he will move. Excluded are notions of God as a spectator, as withdrawn, as semi-detached, or in a state of self-imposed passivity, or as restricted to an interior existential encounter (Gilkey 1963). For this reason, Barth sits quite close to the traditional Reformed view, despite his repeated criticisms of its historical forms of expression.

Faith in Providence

Belief in providence is an article of faith, rather than a philosophical hypothesis of explanatory value or an admixture of theology and philosophy. As such, faith in providence is intended to serve a practical purpose rather than to satisfy our intellectual curiosity. Noting that providence was a theme revived by the Reformation and evident in its later hymnody, Barth draws attention to its practical features. The trust and confidence that are exhibited in affirmations of God’s rule testify to its function in the life of the church. Barth insists that here we walk by faith and not by sight. In important ways, the providential activity of God is concealed. This generates a more existential, tentative, and fragmented vision than dominated earlier accounts such as those of Zwingli, Calvin, and the Reformed orthodox theologians. The Heidelberg Catechism (Questions 26–8) is commended for its pastoral setting of providential thought. A belief in providence derives from trust in the Word of God. On this basis, the Christian is bound to believe in providence even if she cannot clearly discern it. Deists in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries viewed providence as a key element of natural religion, which could be derived from philosophical reasoning on the order and harmony of the cosmos. Setting his face against all such approaches, Barth maintains that providence can only be affirmed on scriptural grounds. This ensures that the reign of God in history is not to be identified with particular forces or movements that can be described by the historian, social scientist, or political commentator. The philosophy (and theology) of history is littered with examples of those who have sought to equate divine providence with imperial projects, the rise of Western democracy, nationalist movements, and moral progress. Barth is quick to eschew such attempts. Here, as so often, he makes a virtue out of a necessity. The failure of earlier treatments of providence merely underscores the need for a positive, scripturally grounded account that is less ambitious and more reserved in its discernment of the hand of God in history. The church itself has often mistakenly identified human figures and movements with God’s work, for example in the eulogy of Eusebius to the emperor Constantine and in attempts to establish the date of the apocalypse. Although this does not exclude our perceiving ‘hints and signs’ of God’s justice and mercy at work in our midst, the Christian should exercise a freedom and caution in affirming these (CD III/3: 23).

What renders Christian belief in providence distinctive, according to Barth, is its insistence upon the divine fatherhood as its fundamental principle. God rules only in this capacity. And as Father, God must be thought of primarily with reference to the Son. Hence the God who is with us and for us in the coming of Christ into the world is also the God who reigns over us and above us in the highest. The song of the angels to the shepherds provides an index to divine providence: ‘Glory to God in the highest and on earth peace, goodwill to all people’ (Luke 2:14). There is a deep connection between the advent of Christ and the universal rule of God.

This Christological determination of the theology of providence leads Barth into a familiar criticism of earlier formulations. Too often Christian theologians have assumed that in affirming divine providence they were entering into an alliance with other philosophers, particularly the Stoics. It was as if Christian theology had nothing to say that could not be said by Seneca and Cicero. Yet the making of common intellectual cause led to serious distortion with the loss of the essential connection between Christ and the cosmic rule of God. This practical dysfunctionality reached demonic proportions in the 1930s when ‘the word “providence” could become a favourite on the lips of Adolf Hitler’ (CD III/3: 33).

Divine Preservation

Despite the revisionary elements in his approach, Barth follows a standard pattern of exposition in his treatment of providence. This is governed by two sets of tripartite distinctions. The first views providence under the three headings of divine preservation (conservatio), accompanying (concursus), and ruling (gubernatio). The second set of distinctions is found within the treatment of accompanying which follows a sequence of praecursus (preceding), concursus (concurring), and succursus (succeeding or overruling). In both respects, Barth appears to have largely followed a form of exposition found in Heppe’s Reformed Dogmatics (Heppe 1950: 251–80; see Reeling Brouwer 2015: 91–5) and drawn particularly from the Leiden Synopsis (1625).

The preservation of creation is to be distinguished from its initial making ex nihilo, although these are both governed by a single purpose. In dealing with preservation, Barth is once again at pains to differentiate his perspective from a philosophical world view. The perpetual sustaining of the world has sometimes been deduced along the lines of a cosmological argument which claims that a contingent world could not continue to endure without the will of God. Both its origination and perdurance are dependent upon the action of a necessary Being. Such arguments are commonplace within mediaeval theology, but Barth here shuns any easy alliance with philosophy. Divine preservation is understood along biblical lines. The preservation of the creature is the result of God’s decision to be for us and with us in Christ. God’s sustenance is the result not of abstract divine power but of a self-disclosed mercy. As Barth writes: ‘It is the love of God which preserves the creature’ (CD III/3: 59). One possible criticism here is that the disjunction of theology and philosophy is overstated. Might there not be ancillary philosophical support for divine creation and preservation, which would be consistent with a scripturally based faith without displacing it? Here Barth would probably fear a slippery slope and might cite some historical examples to prove his point. Yet there are moments when the diastasis with philosophical perspectives seems unnecessarily acute.

In expounding preservation, Barth distinguishes the eternity of the Creator from the transience of creation. Creatures are placed alongside and in succession to one another. Our existence is circumscribed within definite limits; we do not live forever. Furthermore, that we exist is to be accounted for by God’s free decision. Correlated with the covenant of grace, creation is the arena in which we exist not by right but for an end. As the heralds of good news, we are given a purpose. And as a confirmation of the election of grace, God’s act in preserving us is an occasion for wonder and thanksgiving.

Lastly, Barth’s account of preservation notes the way in which this action sets God in opposition to the threat of non-being. The divine opposition to evil is implicit in the act of conserving the good creation. The reality of this threat is confirmed by God’s decision to reject it. Here Barth again anticipates his discussion of Das Nichtige (nothingness) later in Church Dogmatics III/3. This hazard to creation is understood primarily in moral and soteriological categories; it is not (or not merely) a matter of metaphysics. And it derives from the recognition that Jesus has entered into the dark and threatened places of our existence to defeat the threat of the ‘sinister neighbour’ (CD III/3: 77). It is for this reason, finally, that the world is preserved. Because it has been redeemed from evil, the creation is maintained in being. The saving grace of Christ is the reason why we (and all others) are kept by God and preserved for life. This has both a temporal and eternal dimension. As finite creatures, we live for a time and then pass away. Yet within the life of God, each life remains eternally present, even ‘the wing-beat of the day-fly in far-flung epochs of geological time’ (CD III/3: 90).

Early commentators challenged the adequacy of Barth’s account of eternal life. The suggestion that our lives are retained in the eternal memory of God arguably does not capture the eschatology of the New Testament with its message of a continued, though transformed, human existence. Noting the similar criticism of Heinrich Vogel, an otherwise sympathetic interpreter, G. C. Berkouwer, identifies this as a deficit in Barth’s theology, perhaps to be explained by an overreaction against pagan notions of immortality or a fear that the time allotted to us now for God’s service may be undervalued by the prospect of a more blissful post-mortem state (Berkouwer 1956: 329–33). At any rate, it has seemed to some critics that Barth fails to do full justice to the scriptural promise of a new creation and to the present indwelling of the Spirit as its first-fruit. In this context, his rather muted eschatology arguably results in a failure fully to emphasize both the promissory character of God’s providence and also the disposition of hope in the Christian life.

Divine Accompanying

Though necessary, preservation is insufficient to capture the participation of God in creaturely life. Barth speaks also of divine accompaniment. This entails both an involved and an enabling action on the part of God, which guarantees the space and opportunity for our own independent activity. At this juncture, Barth places a heavy stress on human freedom as guaranteed by divine accompaniment. This stress becomes important as he labours to exempt the Reformed tradition from the standard criticism that its account of divine providence leans towards an overbearing determinism. With its tendency to see creaturely causes as the secondary means by which the primal will of God is executed, critics charge the traditional Reformed account with closing the conceptual space for free and spontaneous action on the part of the creature. As the instruments of God, our wills are directed and moved according to the divine will. By contrast, Barth insists that divine accompaniment is what ensures free action. Precisely as it enables us to be free, God’s providence should be distinguished from all forms of philosophical and theological determinism.

In a lengthy historical excursus, Barth notes that both Lutheran and Reformed dogmatics wished to hold together divine and human action not in a symmetrical partnership of complementary forces, but with the divine as the dominant and enabling activity. The difference between the two confessional traditions was largely one of emphasis, with the Reformed stressing the priority of divine action while the Lutherans placed the accent on the integrity of human agents. Yet both were set against synergist tendencies on the one side while also resisting on the other the determinism of modern philosophy and ‘the more dangerous monism and fatalism of Islam’ (CD III/3: 98). If the Lutherans were prone to lean more in the direction of synergism, so the Reformed were inclined in the opposite direction. Even while closely following its formulations, Barth repeats this criticism of the Reformed tradition in several places. For example, he observes: ‘[I]n practice at any rate they could not exclude the possibility of an interpretation of the Christian obedience of faith in terms of a Stoic or Islamic resignation’ (CD III/3: 116). This tendency produced an equally problematic counter-reaction in the synergism of Arminius and his followers, which compromised the priority and sovereignty of the divine over the human. In passing, we might note that Barth’s dismissive remarks about Islam, which recur elsewhere, do not suggest any proper engagement with Muslim sources—Barth treats Islam merely as a cipher for fatalism.

Notwithstanding these anxieties, Barth follows a long-standing dogmatic tradition in reaffirming the language of primary and secondary causality. Although noting that the language of causality is not itself Biblical, he argues for its usefulness in this context subject to several qualifications (CD III/3: 98–107; see McCormack 2008: 225–31; Kennedy 2011: 229–34). Provided it does not reduce God and creatures to mechanical ‘things’ or set both under a common genus, the language of causality can be employed. Yet God and creatures must be seen as active subjects (although quite unlike each other) and not objects. Where the older theology really falls down, in Barth’s estimation, is not in its deployment of causal language but in the material content with which this language was invested. The God who was characterized as the primal cause was conceived in too abstract and philosophical a manner. As a result, the first article of the creed was detached from the second—the prima causa (primary cause) was insufficiently designated as the Father of Jesus Christ. And this had the further consequence that the causae secundae (secondary causes) were not properly viewed as the objects and recipients of divine mercy (CD III/3: 105).

To do its proper work, for Barth, the concursus divinus requires to be filled with Christian content. The sovereign and almighty will that accompanies all creaturely activity is that of a fatherly disposition to have mercy upon us and to bring us into fellowship with God’s own self. Barth’s decision to retain the traditional language of the concursus is not without its problems, as we shall see, but it is grounded in his commitment to uphold the being of God in freedom and love as this is enacted in Jesus. The divine priority, universality, and efficacy are best safeguarded, he believes, by the traditional schema of the concursus. Provided we express this claim in terms shaped by Scripture and Christ, we can save the doctrine of providence from its earlier associations with divine caprice, theological determinism, or a human agency that can condition or alter the terms with which God deals with us. With this formulation now established, Barth proceeds to expound the divine accompanying in terms of its traditional tripartite structure.

The Divine Praecursus

The activity of God precedes (praecurrit) that of the creature. This is a function of the sufficiency of God’s own being, which is prior to the world. Barth articulates this claim both in terms of the election of grace, which precedes the creation of the world, and in terms of the eternity of God’s being as Father, Son, and Spirit which precedes all time. God’s prius (priority) is not merely a foreknowledge (as in Arminianism) but involves an active bringing to pass of what God wills. We are to think of an active divine willing, rather than risk compromising the sovereignty of God with some lesser formula. No neutral space is permitted where God and creatures can convene on equal or competitive terms. The problem of evil should be dealt with differently (cf. the aforementioned treatment of nothingness) since ‘it is an ill-advised policy to try to avoid much-dreaded dangers by half-measures’ (CD III/3: 120).

The precedence of God’s activity is not reducible to the formation of laws and processes by which creaturely events are governed, even though it may include these. By themselves alone, these are not the causes of events. In any case, Barth reckons that such ‘laws’ are our own imperfect assertions by which we seek to grasp the reliability and regularity of the world as ordered by God. Here he offers some brief comment on the possibility of miracles, a subject that regularly features in textbook treatments of the doctrine of providence. While somewhat densely expressed, Barth’s views appear to converge on three thoughts. First, we should not think of miracles as transgressions of an otherwise unbroken order. This would place God at odds with the world as it is providentially ordered. Second, we should not limit divine action to our knowledge of what constitutes natural order. Our own fallible perception of such order may be ‘ruthlessly ignored’ by God (CD III/3: 129) in the enactment of an ordained order. And third, we should not be surprised to discover in the witness to covenant history a mention of miracles, especially as we approach the coming of the Son of God in fulfilment of Old Testament prophecy. What is revealed here, just as in creation out of nothing and in the final revelation of Christ, is not a miraculous exception but a comprehensive divine rule to which our concepts of law can only approximate. Affirming miracles in this sense, Barth locates himself in the premodern tradition of Augustine and Aquinas, who view such miracles as an integral part of God’s providential order. Miracles are not construed in the contrasting Enlightenment sense of mere transgressions or ruptures of the natural realm. Barth’s account may be none the worse for this and is probably worthy of greater attention than it has received.

The Divine Concursus

A second element of the divine accompanying is the concurrence of divine activity, though we are really dealing with a single divine action under different headings and though—somewhat confusingly—this element is also the name under which the entire tripartite division falls. A pattern of simultaneity is here advanced by Barth. In and with creaturely actions, we have also to do with the divine action. These do not run along separate parallel lines. Each event is to be viewed as displaying both a creaturely and a divine agency. This is the witness of Scripture, Barth insists: ‘He would not be God at all if He were not the living God, if there were a single point where He was absent or inactive, or only partly active, or restricted in His action’ (CD III/3: 133). With some reservations, Barth commends Quenstedt’s image of the hand that moves the pen. Both hand and pen unite to produce a single effect on the page, but they work simultaneously. Barth approves of this analogy, provided that the priority of the divine subject is maintained. Here he invokes, though only in passing, an analogy with the two natures of Christ in one subject (CD III/3: 134). But the particularity of God’s action requires us to think from this latter description, rather than to incorporate it into a preconceived schema (Nimmo 2007).

Barth has little interest in seeking a philosophy of divine action or a theory of the causal joint, which attempts to show the compatibility of scientific with theological explanation. Such apologetic manoeuvres are avoided. The concursus is based on confession rather than explanation—the confessing of Jesus Christ as the act of God as it reaches us through the Word and the Spirit. Apart from this, the ‘how?’ of God’s action is incomprehensible. Yet, on account of this one conviction, we must also acknowledge every event as accompanied and ruled by God: ‘As we believe in Him and confess Him at this point, so we believe in Him and confess Him at all points’ (CD III/3: 143). This claim seems correct, although it leaves a question trailing about how we should nuance our confession that God is present and active in everything that happens.

Barth’s rendition of the concursus follows the maximal account of the classical Reformed tradition. He speaks of ‘adhering…decidedly to the older doctrine of the Reformed Church’ (CD III/3: 148). We must really confess that each and every event is willed by God. Anything less threatens the divine sovereignty and grace that assail us in Christ. For this reason, Barth has little use for the distinction between divine permitting and willing that has been deployed by scholars in other traditions (for example, by Lutheran, Orthodox, Jesuit, and Methodist theologians) to offset the threat of divine determinism. For Barth, this distinction compromises the lordship of God over all things. He concludes with the dubious claim that those who cannot subscribe to this reading of providence are in the grip of fear and sin, especially the fear of God’s sovereignty as this confronts us in Christ and his resurrection. The only remedy for such deep-seated affliction, Barth contends, is prayer and fasting (CD III/3: 148).

What Barth adheres to here is a theory of double agency in the classical tradition of Aquinas, Calvin, and Reformed orthodoxy (CD III/3: 150). Each event has a divine and a creaturely causal explanation. These types of explanation are complementary though not symmetrical; the divine takes priority and guarantees the efficacy and integrity of the creaturely. There is to be no compromising of one for the sake of the other, as if a weakening of God’s will could yield a more adequate performance of human willing (Tanner 1988: 77–80; Hunsinger 1991: 185–224). Barth has little interest in kenotic accounts of creation which suggest a contraction or voluntary renunciation of divine control over creaturely events in order to generate the space for free action and contingent occurrence. Nor are the agencies of God and the human being to be confused or blended as in forms of pantheism and monism. The divine and the creaturely are complete and sufficient in their own ways. They do not constitute a zero-sum game in which the priority of God must diminish the integrity of the creature. Such strategies are generated by unnecessary anxiety.

Is this last point entirely fair? Genuine pastoral anxieties surround claims that the will of God determines each and every event. While Barth’s position displays its own intellectual rigour and existential vitality, it seems harsh to condemn the opposition to sackcloth and ashes for their scruples on this matter. There lurks a real risk in charging any opponent with fear. One obvious rejoinder is that the critic’s genuine concerns are being smeared rather than addressed. Another possibility is that Barth blusters and protests too much; the charge of fear might equally well be turned against him and Reformed orthodoxy. Does a maximal reading of the concursus Dei represent a desire for a universe (and human lives) in which everything is perfectly controlled by God and thus immune from any random or sheer accidental forces? The question is at least worth posing.

The Divine Succursus

The tripartite form of the concursus is completed by the notion of the divine succursus (succeeding or following). Since this notion is largely taken up in the subsequent section on divine rule, Barth deals with it quite briefly. God’s work does not cease in bringing each creaturely act to completion. Its effects continue to be willed for the sake of their incorporation into a wider pattern that is also ordained by God. The outcome of our actions rests ‘in higher hands than our own’ (CD III/3: 154). As these effects are willed, produced, and coordinated, so the divine government of the world is exercised. For us, Barth argues, this can be a source of confidence and reassurance. The success of our activity is guaranteed by God, rather than by our own performance.

Divine Ruling

The rule of God completes a sequence that began with preservation and continued through divine accompaniment. In standard Reformed mode, Barth reiterates that a Christian account of providence must steer a path between the dangers of a Stoic fatalism and an Epicurean randomness. Under the rule of God, our world is neither chaotic nor gripped by mechanistic forces. There is scope, however, for God to work through both lawful activity and also more occasional and unexpected events. He speaks of the victories of common sense as expressions of divine wisdom. Barth thus writes that God ‘loves the law-abiding bourgeois as well as the nomad’, while also delighting in the fact that two plus two equals four, not five (CD III/3: 161)! At this juncture, Barth is also careful to distinguish God’s rule from an atomism confined to the private life of each individual, as well as a collectivism in which each of us is significant only as a functioning cog in a vast machine. Each creature is loved and brought into an active relationship with God, but our interdependence is also acknowledged. Yet in governing the whole world, God’s providence does not obliterate the life of the individual as if it were inconsequential or only the means to an end. Along this line of thought, Barth suggests, lies ‘the political or economic totalitarianism which has caused us so much anxiety today both in its Western and also in its Eastern forms’ (CD III/3: 173).

Throughout this section, Barth again stresses, almost to the point of monotony, that God controls (herrscht) all things in order to accomplish one end—God’s own glory and that of the creature who is delivered as a means of this glorification. This rule does not abolish but ensures our human freedom; we do not need to abridge it in order to generate space for the creaturely other (CD III/3: 168). There is no event in which God is uninvolved—the divine will is engaged in the seemingly insignificant, including the growth of caterpillar numbers in the countryside or the thread hanging from a beggar’s coat (CD III/3: 174).

The coordination of the spiritual and the temporal, the sacred and the secular, and the religious and the civil are marked out largely along Old Testament lines. The King of Israel—a title also ascribed to Jesus—is also the King of the world. Hence we cannot think of God’s rule as extending only to the religious life, the faith community, or our private lifestyle choices. The divine reign extends over all world-history. There is a movement of perception from inside to outside, but always it is extensive rather than restrictive. In the order of understanding, we may begin with Israel, Christ, and church, but we cannot confine God’s rule to any one demarcated domain. To this extent, there is no such thing as a ‘secular’ history in which God is an uninvolved bystander. For this reason again, Barth is nervous around the classical distinction between a general and a special providence, as if the work of God had two separate compartments, with the special alone reserved for miracles, revelation, and the incarnation of Christ. This distinction, if it is to be maintained, will have to be adapted to register the ontic and noetic basis of God’s rule of the world according to a single purpose (CD III/3: 185).

God’s reign over world occurrence is not a matter for speculation or conjecture. Our vocation is to be ‘caught up in the work of God’ (CD III/3: 194). To this extent, providence is not merely something that happens to us; it is an activity in which we are called to participate. But despite eschewing a God’s-eye perspective on the course of history, Barth affirms those constant elements that in their own way constitute ‘signs and witnesses’ for us of the divine government of the world (CD III/3: 199). As partly hidden and requiring to be understood from a particular perspective, these do not become a second Bible for us. Yet Barth feels able to list four such signs, to which he then adds another.

First, there is the history of the Bible. In terms of its origin, transmission, and interpretation, the Bible itself bears witness to God’s rule over world occurrence. Its writings are admittedly conditioned by the time and place in which they were produced and redacted—to this extent, the interpretation of Scripture has been beset by error and mixed motives, and the history of its effects has suffered from distortion and misuse. Yet the Bible has endured as a trustworthy and indispensable witness.

Second, there is the history of the church. As another special element in world-occurrence, the church is a sign of the rule of God, particularly in its capacity to endure persecution, to survive hostility and indifference, and to display patterns of renewal in its life. Although situated within world history, its life and work ought to be described in theological terms. These are not to be specified through dogmas, institutional forms, or individual personalities, even when these can be viewed positively. The most salient reason is that the divine call in the living Word of Scripture ‘does actually win through in the Church’ (CD III/3: 209).

Third, there is the history of the Jews. The survival of the Jewish people in world history after 70 c.e. is also for Barth a sign of divine providence. Their identity is not to be explained on ethnic, cultural, linguistic, or even religious grounds, for Jews display much diversity in all these respects. The fact that the Jews ‘are still there’ (CD III/3: 218) is itself testimony to their identity as those who continue post Christum (after Christ) to be the people of God. Barth insists that the covenant has not been abrogated. The continued existence of Jewish people serves a dual purpose for the church—they are a living testimony to the books of the Hebrew Bible and also to the Jewish identity of Jesus. Writing shortly after the foundation of the modern state of Israel in 1948, Barth sees in this further historical movement confirmation of God’s providence (CD III/3: 212). Although concerns about the displacement and dispossession of the Palestinian people require to be more clearly registered by the church (alongside many critical Jewish voices), we should recognize that Barth wrote at a time when the horror of the Holocaust was only beginning to be addressed by his contemporaries. As a pioneer of anti-supersessionism, his work merits attention in this connection. Yet, even here in Church Dogmatics III/3, we need to acknowledge that it suffers from a tendency to view the Jewish people (considered rather monolithically) as the negative counterpart of the church. In particular, the claim that human irritation at the Jews is viewed as a result of human resistance to the election and mercy of God should be challenged. The unquestionable evils of anti-Semitism can be viewed neither as inevitable nor as exceptional in the manner here asserted. Yet Barth’s claims for the persistence of Judaism as an instance of divine providence can still hold. En passant, we might salute here the contribution of Rudolf Ehrlich, the English translator of most of Church Dogmatics III/3. A Church of Scotland minister in Edinburgh, Ehrlich had arrived in Scotland with his family, who were of Jewish ancestry, as a refugee from Germany in the 1930s.

Finally, there is the limitation of human life. This fourth mark stands apart from the preceding three in that it is primarily a biological phenomenon rather than a particular feature of world history. Barth’s account is quite elusive. But he seems to envisage the bracketing of each human life by birth and death as positioning it within world history. This renders each person unique in their allotted time and place, situating us for encounter with the Lord of history. This is not a phenomenological argument for God’s existence, nor an exercise in natural theology. But from the perspective of faith it stands as a sign that all human existence is determined by the rule of God. Barth asserts: ‘By calling the limitation of human life a trace of the divine world-governance, we dare to presuppose that God has given it to us to know Him in His Word’ (CD III/3: 235). This fourth sign appears important yet strangely undeveloped. In some later ruminations, Barth suggests that other creaturely patterns and constants can attest the providential rule of God throughout the creation. He writes of music, birdsong, the laughter of children, the scent of flowers, and poetry as such recurrent features (CD IV/3: 698). Further use of the wisdom literature of the Old Testament might have enabled him to extend this point within his doctrine of providence without lapsing into anything resembling a prohibited natural theology. Nature as well as history can display many tokens of divine providence to the eye of faith. Barth’s theology of providence thus remains undeveloped and uneven at this important juncture.

One might also register as a fifth sign the sign and testimony of the angels. Although he does not list this as a fifth, Barth appends what he regards as the most important of these creaturely witnesses to this treatment of the rule of God in world history. The appearance of angels at crucial moments in the gospel story—at Advent, Christmas, and Easter—reveals that the great work of God is of cosmic significance. The angels belong to a ‘luminous border’ (CD III/3: 238) beyond which we cannot clearly see, but in light of which the significance of history is revealed in its relation to God’s Word. His angelology is developed at much greater length later in Church Dogmatics III/3, though it has been somewhat neglected on the part of later commentators, perhaps through embarrassment or a concern around its speculative tenor (Green 2011: 187–209).

Living under God’s Providence

Barth’s doctrine of providence concludes with some further practical observations which recapitulate earlier themes. Faith must take the form of obedience. When faced with the work of God, the appropriate response is not so much contemplation as cooperation. The Christian is given a commission. This generates both a centripetal and centrifugal movement (CD III/3: 256). In the first, the Christian is bound to Christ and the church through faith and obedience. But, in the second, there is a move into the wider sphere of world-occurrence. Here the Christian is claimed for service. This commission requires a discernment of the Holy Spirit in ways that are not generally mandated by Scripture. At best, only a ‘provisional certainty’ can be attained in this outward movement (CD III/3: 258). The most effective form of such Christian action is prayer. Its primary impulse is petition. In this, we seek something from God, as those who have already received. Prayer is in Christ’s name and arises as the gift and work of the Spirit. Situated within the Christian community, it moves outwards in its requests for others ‘who do not so far pray, or who no longer pray’ (CD III/3: 282). In this way, we can cooperate in the doing of the will of God. Prayer is not primarily about our self-edification or spiritual growth—it is our participation by grace in the divine government of the world. In this way, Barth considers, the ‘friends of God’ are permitted to cooperate in God’s succursus (CD III/3: 285).

Barth writes further about the disposition of Christians living in the world in Church Dogmatics IV/3 (see CD IV/3: 681–762; Kim 2014: 201–5). He reiterates the limitations of our knowledge. And yet he insists that we must believe that all the peoples of the world live under the sovereign rule of God. Barth often cites the old Swiss motto (in abridged form)—Hominum confusione et Dei providentia (by human confusion and the providence of God). The confusion of human effort does not reveal the hand of God in any obvious way. But in the long run it is overruled by divine providence. This confusion is ambiguous with its admixture of motives and outcomes, according to Barth: ‘It does not describe world history as a night in which everything is black, as an utter mad-house or den of criminals, as a graveyard, let alone an inferno’ (CD IV/3: 695). With both positive as well as negative elements, our human confusion is not without its positive possibilities. Although these do not emerge through a Hegelian synthesis, there are signs of grace (the ones alluded to earlier are restated at CD IV/3: 714), which can be acknowledged.

Here Barth speaks of the importance of being resolute (entschlossen) (KD IV/3: 825; CD IV/3: 719). Combining notions of sobriety, confidence, and modesty, such resolution proceeds from faith in Jesus and is animated by hope for the wider world. Acknowledging the seeming insignificance of the church in world affairs, Barth notes how little interest the World Council of Churches attracts compared with the Winter Olympics or international football (CD IV/3: 747). But if the endeavours of the church appear to belong to the margins of world history, this may itself be a cause for confidence. Its success is largely hidden in the secular domain because it is grounded in Christ and inspired by the Holy Spirit. This should spare us from unnecessary anxiety or scepticism about outcomes measured in other terms. Barth observes: ‘The Christian community is free from that pressure because it may know and trust and love and praise and confess and expect good things, indeed, the very best, from the One who has called it to His service’ (CD IV/3: 751).

Reception

Barth’s doctrine of providence has not received as much scholarly attention as other elements in Church Dogmatics. Although it may not scale the heights of his doctrine of God (CD II) or of reconciliation (CD IV), his doctrine of providence still ranks as one of the most important renditions in modern theology. Admittedly, in some respects, the material suffers from presentational difficulties, as it makes the transition from lecture theatre to text (Whitehouse 1981: 34). At times, the discussion becomes prolix, even rambling, as it loops back to earlier arguments while failing to engage with other issues that appear pressing. The reiteration of the rule of God in world occurrence in Church Dogmatics IV/3, too, suggests further possibilities that were not yet clearly appreciated by Barth in Church Dogmatics III/3. And, as elsewhere, Barth’s rhetoric has the capacity to bludgeon the reader into reluctant submission, even as it reaches soaring heights along the way. The discussion is replete with powerful spiritual insight; one reviewer observed that some of the most interesting features are the incidental details (Gerrish 1962: 216).

But the reception has been mixed. Critics of his doctrine of providence have complained that this account is little more than a reheating of seventeenth-century Reformed orthodoxy with its construction of a world already fully coordinated with the divine will (Elliott 2015: 242–7). A former pupil who once attended Barth’s lectures on providence, Dietrich Ritschl, argued that his reworking of the concursus—with its typical stress on determinism and divine sovereignty in every event—was of little pastoral worth in facing problems of suffering and evil. Too little attention was devoted to Scripture and to thinking of divine providence in relation to empirical history, particularly its most tragic outcomes (Ritschl 1994: 124–5; see also Weber 1981: 522; Adriaanse 1994: 166). Perhaps as a result of dealing with evil in a subsequent paragraph of Church Dogmatics, Barth does not adequately describe this correlation in his teaching on providence (Gilkey 1963: 188–90). And, despite his good intention to think about providence from a Christological perspective, Barth failed in this endeavour. In particular, his stress on divine omnicausality seems to lack the dialectical tension of the theology of the cross.

This criticism accords with other contemporary anxieties around the classical doctrine of providence, particularly with respect to the overdetermination of God’s will in everything that happens to us (Wood 2008). As such, Barth’s doctrine lacks a strong eschatological edge and the accompanying sense of God’s wrestling with recalcitrant material that dominates so much of Scripture. A doctrine of providence needs to be worked out in closer recognition of the problem of evil and the failure of classical theodicies (Weber 1981: 505; Schröder 2004: 133). In part, this may be explained by a formal decision to deal with providence as a subdivision of the doctrine of creation. As a more distributed theme, a richer account might also locate divine providence under the third article and so provide a stronger sense of the indwelling Spirit that wrestles with creaturely materials (Plathow 2012; Ritschl 1994: 130). However, against such complaints, others have enthused about Barth’s revision of traditional Reformed teaching, particularly his stress on the limitation of our human perception of the divine rule, his much greater Christocentrism, the practical setting of belief in providence, and his stronger insistence upon human freedom against a Stoic resignation (Whitehouse 1981; Weinrich 2013; Green 2011).

Yet the principal difficulty in Barth’s treatment of providence is one of coherence. While he commits wholeheartedly to the standard Reformed understanding of concursus, he also brackets this defence with some trenchant criticisms and adjustments of the wider theology of which it is an integral part—in particular its lack of Christological inflection, its speculative character, and its deterministic tendency. This tension is further compounded by his readiness to use the (unbiblical) language of causality in a way that arguably threatens to depersonalize the encounter between, and agency of, God and creatures. Critics today must raise questions around the stability of this position. The strong criticism of the classical Reformed tradition seems to anticipate a more radical revision of its terms. But in the final analysis, Barth’s position seems to repose upon the categories of Reformed orthodoxy in a way that reveals little substantive difference in material content. The use of the threefold distinction and double agency may be inflected, but the basic lineaments of the position are unaltered. A comparison with Barth’s doctrine of election is instructive here. While the terms of his criticism of the classical position there led to its extensive revision, no such outcome is really evident here in his handling of providence.

Barth’s exposition of providence generates several questions for a later generation to ponder. Is the way in which God often improvises with creaturely material in Scripture fully reflected in this account? Does his account of providence resonate for an age in which we are more reluctant to commit simpliciter to the notion that every event is caused by the will of God? Does the ecumenical consensus against this position require more scrutiny beyond a dismissal de haut en bas of a lack of faith? Has Barth here broken sufficiently with the philosophical theory of God as perfect being, and its attendant account of providence, which he otherwise deplores in his theology? Nevertheless, alongside these questions we must also acknowledge that Barth’s commitments elsewhere explain in part his reluctance to abandon the ways of ‘the older theology’. As he insists, if we confess the sovereignty of God at this one point (i.e., Jesus Christ), we must confess it everywhere. By comparison, more recent revisionist treatments of providence (for example, in open theism) can sometimes appear insipid in their outcomes. Barth’s landmark account is typically bold, trenchant, and replete with insight. Its merits are undeniable, even if some difficulties press upon us.
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chapter 24

Human Being


Paul Dafydd Jones




Barth’s insistence that a theologian train her attention on God’s self-revelation amounts, in a very basic sense, to a commendation of single-mindedness. He might well embrace a distinction offered by the late John Webster: ‘curiosity’, understood as a free-ranging inquisitiveness, cannot be accounted a dogmatic virtue; the theologian must rather cultivate a distinct kind of ‘studiousness’ which follows God’s communicative being and action (Webster 2012: 193–202). Barth, like Webster, would then note that single-mindedness and studiousness do not entail any confinement of thought. The idea of ‘God everything and man nothing’ is, in fact, ‘complete nonsense’ (CD IV/1: 89). Because God establishes and sustains creation, because the inner ground of creation is the covenant of grace, and because God secures the salvation of God’s creatures—because, that is, God is the God of Jesus Christ—a theologian’s preoccupation with divinity must never be bought at the price of interest in the creaturely realm. Good theologians prove their worth, one might say, by being capaciously single-minded. Their acclamation of God’s self-sufficient reality will be complemented by an exposition of creation in general and human life in particular.

The conviction that Barth is capaciously single-minded, favouring a style of reflection that will ‘occupy itself neither with God in Himself nor with man in himself but with the man-encountering God and the God-encountering man and with their dialogue and history’ (HG: 55) is now an established feature of secondary literature. This interpretative fixture, which displaced earlier scepticism about the adequacy of Barth’s claims about creaturely reality (see, for instance, Roberts 1979), is in some respects a function of renewed appreciation for the classical idea that divine and creaturely activity relate non-competitively (see Tanner 1988). As faulty accounts of the God/world relationship have been set aside, the idea that Barth negates or belittles creaturely existence has lost traction; and in this changed context scholars have advanced sophisticated analyses of Barth’s theological anthropology. Important work has been done, for instance, on Barth’s understanding of human freedom (Webster 1995 and 1998), his theological ethics (Biggar 1993; Nimmo 2007; McKenny 2010; Werpehowski 2014), his account of human relationality (Price 2002), his construal of body and soul (Cortez 2008), and his description of subjectivity (Kirkland 2016). This chapter draws inspiration from these and other studies while charting its own course. On one level, it proposes that Barth’s anthropology is distinguished by an abiding interest in God’s provocation and enabling of human activity—a claim epitomized by the insistence that the human being, under pressure of grace, ‘has really been put on his feet in order to walk’ (TRC: 92). I substantiate this proposal over four sections, each of which is framed in terms of a motif cherished by Barth: encounter, election, freedom, and community. On another level, the chapter discloses the cumulative character of Barth’s perspective. It attends to the ways in which he revised, deepened, and nuanced his anthropology over decades of writing. Of special interest is the claim that free and obedient human action enriches the covenant of grace—a covenant fulfilled by Christ’s saving work, yet held temporally and spatially ‘open’ for the Spirit-led activity of human beings. Late in Church Dogmatics, Barth even entertains the idea that God gives human beings some role in bringing history to a close. God waits for us. Our task is to respond to this waiting with grateful, responsible, and free action that bears, in a highly mysterious way, on the second coming of Christ.

Encounter: Romans and Church Dogmatics I/2

Barth’s early masterpiece offered an incisive critique of established ways of thinking about the human. Qualities of the self that were extolled by leading European philosophers and theologians during the long nineteenth century—rationality, autonomy, historical awareness, moral purposiveness, introspective power, and an inherent religious sensibility, for instance—were identified as integral elements in a vast scheme of self-aggrandizement. Their vaunted status did not bespeak an age of moral, intellectual, and spiritual refinement, only that large numbers of Christians had given themselves over to an ideology of works righteousness. Not that Barth thought himself, his peers, or even the horrors of the First World War (1914–1918) should be credited for exposing this sorry state of affairs. Quite the contrary: it is only when God addresses us, using the human words of Scripture to reveal God’s unchallengeable sovereignty, that we become cognizant of our entanglement in sin. And in this moment, each person is subjected to devastating divine judgement. She learns that she cannot justify herself, ground herself, or defend herself, and—worse—that her hostility to God’s lordship continues apace.

What does this judgement mean for theological anthropology, conceived as an exercise of faith seeking understanding whose particular concern is the creature who stands at the centre of God’s creative, reconciliatory, and redemptive purposes? Just as the Word ‘cuts down vertically, from above, through every particular human status’ (RII: 139), so every theorization of the human being now stands under suspicion. It matters not whether the self be construed in terms of its desire for God (Augustine), its vicious or virtuous ‘appetites’ (Aquinas), the self-critical operations of reason (Kant), self-conscious participation in the Spirit’s self-realization (Hegel), or the constitutive force of historical circumstance (Troeltsch). Measured against the Krisis of God’s address, every perspective is exposed to the charge that it is but one more mechanism of sinful self-justification. Yet it is also the case that Scripture provides an alternative horizon for thought. Gripped by Paul’s letter, the Christian begins—if God wills it—to view herself in light of a famous Reformation slogan, simul iustus et peccator (simultaneously justified and sinful). She undergoes God’s unsparing judgement against sin while discovering, in that same moment, that her sin is ‘covered’ by the imputation of Christ’s righteousness. Then, a striking expansion: Barth universalizes the pairing of judgement and justification. He treats the dialectical character of faith as disclosive of what it means to be human as such.

Some striking remarks from Barth on Romans 7:24–25a nicely illustrate this point:

Jesus Christ is the new human, standing beyond all human possibility, beyond all human piety. He is the sublation [Aufhebung] of the human of this world in his totality. He is the human who has passed from death to life. He is—not I, not my existential I—the I who is in God, who I am in the freedom of God. Thanks be to God: through Jesus Christ our Lord I am not the wretched man that I am.

(RII: 269 rev.)

The stutter-steps of the fourth sentence do more than relay the shock and gratitude that often accompany an individual’s transition from the reign of the law (that is, ‘religion’) to the domain of grace. They disclose a discovery of objective import. As the individual Christian perceives that she is made anew, the pairing of faith and unbelief is suddenly transcended. It is not just the case that my involvement with sin is nullified in Christ; I am made aware that humanity’s involvement with sin has been overcome by him. Indeed, when Barth shifts from the third- to the first-person, he is no longer speaking for himself. With rhetoric that displays his own astonishment, Barth now presumes to speak for humanity as such; he voices the gratitude of all who are translated from a state of ‘wretchedness’. It is here, in fact, that Barth articulates the deepest meaning of the Krisis that God effects. The reason that the Epistle to the Romans evokes our ‘disquiet’ (Unruhe) is the simple fact that the ‘peace’ of Jesus Christ has already been given to us (RII: 32). Whether we know it or not, we have been ambushed by grace; and the effect of this ambush—glimpsed shakily, as we try to recover our senses—is a future defined by Jesus Christ. Not that we are given time and space to adjust. Propelled out of Adamic and into Christic existence, we are summoned to take up the ‘struggle, in which the resurrection is truth’ (RD: 202). If the dissolution of the sinful self marks our point of departure, and existence in Christ’s Spirit marks our eschatological terminus, life in the interim is shot through with the demand that we respond to God’s grace.

What kind of demand is this, and what kind of response is sought? Such questions are not easy to answer. The second edition of Romans is famously distrustful of the first edition’s claim that the Kingdom of God is a ‘growing organism’ in human history (RII: 432). Although this claim had once pointed to the un-trackable but redemptive action of God in history (see McCormack 1995: 152–5), it now struck Barth as an unwelcome residue of the works righteousness that often characterized nineteenth-century Protestant theology. In the absence of such a claim, however, it becomes difficult for readers to discern the point at which Barth’s anthropology and ethics converge. And with this difficulty in play, worries arise. Does Barth’s theological anthropology license ethical occasionalism? Or, worse, does his entire project drift in the direction of gnostic unworldliness? A verdict of ‘not guilty’ can be returned on both counts. Late in both editions of his commentary, Barth encourages actions that publicize the Krisis which God visits upon us. Especially noteworthy is the demand that Christians set about delegitimizing inflated claims to sovereignty and authority. When it comes to institutions like the state, the army, the government, and the university, or to supposedly reliable sources of wisdom (the family, the church, the bourgeoisie, a revolutionized proletariat, whatever), Christians ought to dispel whatever sacred aura has become attached to them. Barth commands: ‘Deprive them of their pathos, and they will be starved out’ (RII: 483); expose them as nothing more, and nothing better, than all-too-human attempts to organize and master reality. And with this appeal, Barth adverts to a positive conviction that will dominate his later work. Grace is not just a ‘free gift’ that spells pardon. It is a modality of divine action with provocative dimensions, wherein human beings are stirred to heed and to respond to God’s advance. Grace ‘is sufficient, even for ethics’, Barth writes, because ‘it is the prelude to a new action, to that conduct which is marked by the divine protest against the great illusion, and through which the light of the coming Day shines clear and transparent’ (RII: 437). Granted that those in search of a ‘worldly’ ethic will remain unsatisfied with this gesture—and it is instructive to compare Barth’s wariness regarding an identification of the gospel with any social, cultural, or political movement with the contemporaneous ‘social gospel’ movement in the United States (see, pre-eminently, Rauschenbusch 1997)—we are definitely not in the realm of the unworldly. Anthropology and ethics are tightly bound together, and in such a way that occasionalism and gnosticism are avoided.

While there are myriad continuities between the second edition of Barth’s commentary on Romans and the first volume of Church Dogmatics, there are also significant shifts of emphasis. Most obviously, whereas the ‘irregular dogmatics’ of Romans promoted an eschatological Christology, underwritten by an underdetermined vision of God as Trinity, the ‘regular dogmatics’ of Church Dogmatics I/1 and I/2 presents an expansive account of the antecedent reality of God’s triune life as the frame in which Christ’s saving action in history must be understood (see GD: 38 for the distinction between ‘regular’ and ‘irregular’ dogmatics). This new emphasis pays anthropological dividends. Barth now begins to consider the ways in which the Holy Spirit empowers human beings to conform themselves to the divine Subject. ‘Empowers’ in a broad sense: the Spirit’s impartation of knowledge of God is paired with an account of the human being as a creature who exercises freedom, who lives as a ‘doer of the Word’ (CD I/2: §18.1). Such ‘doing’ of course occurs in the context of an asymmetrical relationship. Since we ‘have our master unavoidably in Jesus Christ’ (CD I/2: 271), we are far removed from the more inflated visions of human autonomy that have sometimes gained currency in the modern West. Yet Barth’s unabashed endorsement of theonomy does not entail any diminution of human agency. It means only that human agency happens in relation to, and in some sense ‘within’, a discrete pattern of divine activity. That is to say: our being subjected to Christ, in the Spirit, establishes us as subjects who have the power, if and when God wills, to perform ‘acts of service’ which serve as ‘a repetition, an analogy, a parallel’ to Christ’s being and work (CD I/2: 274 and 277). Freedom and obedience form two sides of the same coin.

A question posed earlier now recurs: What, exactly, are we required to do? That is, if God ‘lays claim to our freedom, i.e., our own free and spontaneous obedience’ (CD I/2: 365), what tasks lie before us? If Barth’s proposal that Christians ought to ‘starve’ institutions and norms of their pathos was a negative dimension of the ethics of Romans, one of its positive complements was the suggestion that the bare fact of social existence indirectly attests to the Krisis under which human beings labour—that ‘the “other” who always stands at the side of each individual with uplifted finger’ is the ‘one who, by way of his otherness, reminds us of the wholly Other’ (RII: 444 rev.). Church Dogmatics I/2 expands this suggestion in an exposition of Mark 12:29–31 (the double commandment to love God and one’s neighbour). Barth now contends that encounters with other human beings should be understood in terms of the incarnation. Since the Son assumes human nature, every human being must be viewed as ‘actually the representative of Jesus Christ…the bearer and the representative of the divine compassion’ (CD I/2: 429). Each is a ‘living sign of the grace of God’ (CD I/2: 437) and ought to be treated as such: with fear, trembling, gratitude, and love.

Gestural as such remarks might appear, they carry a powerful political charge. It is certainly possible to read Church Dogmatics as a demonstration of the capacity of Christian theology, when governed not by circumstance but by the communicative event of God’s self-revelation, to break free of context. Church Dogmatics I/2 might appear to be exemplary on this account: published a year prior to the outbreak of the Second World War (1939–1945), in both form and content it seems to eschew interest in the political tumult of the time, providing a formidable reminder that it is always possible to ‘carry on theology, and only theology, now as previously, and as if nothing had happened’ (TET: 9). Yet the ability to write at some distance from context should not be read as a decision, on Barth’s part, to disengage from context. In Romans, Barth quietly advanced a deflationary political vision fitted to the period following the First World War—one that refused either to accredit the imperial visions which precipitated the conflict or to give theological sanction to kneejerk revolutionary schemes in its aftermath (see Jones 2010). Barth’s protest against National Socialist ideology in Church Dogmatics I/2 is similarly understated, but carries a new twist. Although there are few ‘direct allusions’ (TET: 9) in this part-volume, the Christological ethic sketched is an uncompromising denunciation of the hierarchical ideology of the National Socialist regime. Every human being that crosses my path—male or female, Jew or Gentile, German or Roma, Austrian or Slav, straight or queer—must be received as a neighbour, as a brother or sister, who is a ‘living sign of the grace of God’ (CD I/2: 437). An ethical universalism therefore complements Barth’s universalization of the simul. Membership in the body of Christ requires that one attend to the precariousness and preciousness of every human life.

Election: Church Dogmatics II/2

Granted that the relationship between Barth’s doctrine of election and doctrine of God is fiercely debated, the impact of Church Dogmatics II/2 on Barth’s theological anthropology should not be missed. One way to describe this impact is in terms of an audacious recasting of the idea of unio cum Christo (union with Christ). Many Reformed theologians elucidate the unio in terms of its bearing on Christian life. Doing so ensures that the doctrines of justification and sanctification do not become abstractions, but instead provide different angles of vision on the consequences of our incorporation into Christ’s body. Justification marks our initial ‘point of entry’ and has as its corollary the advent of faith; sanctification names the activity of the Spirit across a lifetime, and has as its corollary an account of the believer’s growth in holiness—a growth understood in terms of deepening intimacy with God as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Barth’s doctrine of election, by contrast, transforms the concept of the unio into a statement about human being as such. Negatively, this move makes it impossible to imagine human beings in terms of a default condition of sinfulness. We are not defined by the first Adam, but by the second. Positively, this move sets the connection between Christology and anthropology on a new footing. The transition from eschatology to protology towards which Church Dogmatics I/2 gestured is now completed; Barth’s early sense of humanity’s relationship with Christ as the ‘new man’ of the future is now replaced with the claim that human beings are always-already defined by him. This, in fact, is the force of Barth’s frequent contention that human beings are ‘determined’ by Christ. His person and action are ontologically decisive. It marks us as the particular creatures that we are. So much so (and this is a delicious critique of Barth’s earlier rhetoric in Romans), that Barth now says that God’s action ‘disturbs us but does not disquiet us’ (es stürzt uns nicht in Unruhe) (CD II/2: 31). If talk of Krisis is not quite redundant (on which, more below), an acclamation of the ‘rest of decision and obedience’ that comes with our being ‘in Christ’ is now set centre-stage. Indeed, ‘all that is left…to do is simply to live the life ordained’ for us and ‘to live therefore at peace’ (CD II/2: 32) (see further Neder 2009).

It is important to understand that the Christological determination of Barth’s theological anthropology is grounded in his account of Christ’s divine–human history. In terms of the doctrine of God, the Son’s eternal act of obedience, wherein he receives and ratifies the Father’s charge that he live as the ‘electing God’ and ‘electing human’ in the power of the Spirit, is definitive of God’s triune being. It marks God as the God that God intends to be. Correlatively, in terms of theological anthropology, the incarnate Son’s temporal obedience, wherein he historically realizes and enacts his identity as ‘electing God and electing human’, is definitive of human being. It marks us as the creatures that God intends for us to be. The Word’s assumption of flesh, then, cannot be reduced to a mechanism by way of which God passes judgement on sin. The incarnation is a reconciling act with anthropological consequence. It is a saving event that works ‘backwards’ as well as forwards, setting its seal on human nature as such. And, crucially, it lends human existence an inherently dynamic character. It is now part of the definition of the human that she is steered away from sin and towards right relationship with God and others. Not steered in the weak sense that each of us is the beneficiary of a divine ‘push’ that we might accept or reject. Steered in the sense that the human being is a creature who is driven towards, and driven into, the covenant of grace.

That Barth ascribes to Jesus Christ the ‘active determination of electing’ and understands this election to be ‘original and all-inclusive’ (CD II/2: 103 and 117) does not mean, however, that the (re)making of human nature is an exclusively divine act. On the contrary, the determinative history of Christ involves ‘steadfastness on both sides’: the steadfastness of God’s electing grace and the steadfastness of the human who, even as he is elected, elects God, ‘calling only upon Him’, and having ‘confidence in the righteousness of his will’ (CD II/2: 125). God’s determination of human existence therefore includes, and in some sense depends on, the ‘wholehearted obedience’ and freedom of the man Jesus (CD II/2: 179). Some words from The Humanity of God nicely illustrate the point:

In Jesus Christ there is no isolation of man from God or of God from man. Rather, in Him we encounter the history, the dialogue, in which God and man meet together and are together, the reality of the covenant mutually contracted, preserved, and fulfilled by them. Jesus Christ is in His one Person, as true God, man’s loyal partner, and as true man, God’s.  (HG: 46)

It is not the case, of course, that the determination of human being is a ‘joint project’ wherein the contributions of Christ qua Word and Christ qua human are equally weighted. Everything that the man Jesus does is a function of his being assumed by, and united to, the Word. Even so, the determination of the human as such is still a two-sided affair, since the claim that Christ is ‘the electing God’ and the ‘elected human’ carries its own double: Christ as the ‘electing human’ and the ‘human who elects God’ (Goebel 1990). Christ’s human activity is the very reason there is an ongoing ‘history, encounter, and decision between God and man’ (CD II/2: 175). The antecedent reality of his human being and action is the presupposition of our human being and action.

As with Romans and Church Dogmatics I/2, Barth’s anthropology is pregnant with ethical possibilities. In the second half of Church Dogmatics II/2, these possibilities are framed in terms of God’s ‘command’ (Gebot), a motif that attests to Barth’s growing interest in the way that history is held ‘open’ by God, with human beings granted space and time to participate in God’s covenantal project. Talk of ‘command’, in other words, underscores Barth’s sense that God intends for us to participate in the covenant of grace and, in some sense, to enrich that covenant with meaningful and consequential activity. For Christians, ‘enrichment’ means at least two things. First, Christians must understand that we stand in a special relationship to the two communities that are most proximate to Jesus Christ: Israel and the church. Given this relationship, there is no reason to worry about ‘occasional’ dictates, imperiously issued by an inscrutable deity (pace Gabrill 2006: 23). Who God is, and who we are, is no matter for debate; whatever commands that God issues will ‘fit’ the basic shape of the salvation history that God superintends (see, further, Nimmo 2007). Second, Christians stand under an obligation to take responsibility for both Israel and the church as concrete communities. If their reality and importance is graciously established and biblically disclosed, their historical concretization and flourishing turn on the degree to which we attend to God’s commands in the here and now. And the very fact that those commands cannot be schematized—say, by way of a fixed ‘code of conduct’ or through recourse to talk about ‘orders of creation’—serves to underscore the significance accorded to our responses. Christ’s perfect work does not make human existence a matter of killing time before the end of time. On the contrary: we must set about waiting on God, rendering ourselves ever more attuned to the ways in which the Spirit of Christ prompts us to act in the times and spaces that are given to us. We must enact Christ’s body, as Israel and the church, within the covenant of grace.

A concluding pair of questions for this section: Does the unanticipatable character of God’s command mean the human must detach herself from her context, so as to attend better to God’s directive address? Is Barth’s anthropology vulnerable to the criticism that it abstracts the ethical actor from irreducibly this-worldly situations? (cf. Macken 1990: 157–9). It is certainly true that Barth does not dwell on the quotidian as a ‘network of realities’ that ‘defines the spaces and times of our everyday lives’ (Kelsey 2009: 190). Barth’s theology therefore stands at a distance from recent projects which, in a salutary way, draw attention to the racialized, gendered, class-based, and enculturated quality of human life, advance critiques of injustice, and promote liberative modes of Christian activity. It does not follow, however, that Barth’s theology is in any way inimical to these projects. Barth always supposes that the divine command passes through creaturely media, and that this command is received in an intersubjective context. So, even as each command is ‘a divine action, and therefore an event—not a reality which is, but a reality which occurs’ (CD II/2: 548)—each command is embedded in the quotidian. And even as, for Barth, the Christian community serves as ‘the spatio-temporal locus’ (Nimmo 2007: 158) of God’s command, in no respect does this locus preclude God’s use of other loci: secular campaigns for social justice, the tawdry world of political power struggles, and the complexities of interpersonal relationships, for instance. As such—and while Barth did not always accentuate this point, there is no reason why his readers cannot—it is certain that waiting on God’s command will involve a purposeful engagement with, and moments of ‘immersion’ in, the quotidian in which one is situated (on ‘immersion’, see Sobrino 1978: 392). Divine command and life in the quotidian are not polar opposites; they can and should be thought together.

Freedom: Church Dogmatics III/2

It is important not to overlook the run-up to Church Dogmatics III/2—the part-volume of Church Dogmatics that tackles anthropology in a narrow sense. While Barth definitely believes creation has humankind as ‘its goal and centre’ (CD III/2: 14), the lengthy exposition of Genesis 1 and 2 advanced in Church Dogmatics III/1 evidences a keen awareness of humanity’s place within a creaturely realm which bears its own integrity and value. If Barth’s doctrine of election lends his thought an anthropocentric cast, then, this is clearly a chastened anthropocentrism—an outlook which concedes that the human ‘is only a creature and not the creature’ and which recognizes that ‘there are other creatures posited by God and distinct from God, with their own dignity and right, and enveloped in the secret of their own relation to their Creator’ (CD III/2: 4 and 5). Indeed, if the language of ‘dignity’ and ‘right’ can be extended in this manner, the distinction between the human and non-human creature might itself be blurred. And that, in turn, could open the way to thinking about a wider distribution of the imago dei than the Christian tradition has tended to allow (see Clough 2012, esp. 100–2).

At any rate, what does Barth say, exactly, about the human being as ‘the central element in the dogmatics of the creature’ (CD III/2: 13)? His starting point is, of course, established. The particular history of Christ, ‘electing God’ and ‘elected human’, gives humankind its basic ‘ontological determination’ (CD III/2: 132). What is now added is an intricate description of how the ‘almighty address and summons’ (CD III/2: 148), which proceed from Jesus Christ—or, more precisely, which is the living reality of Jesus Christ—drives human beings towards and into the covenant of grace. At issue, in other words, is not simply the kind of creature that the human is, but the kind of agent that God graciously intends for each human to become. Eschatological and pneumatological claims, accordingly, now gain prominence in Barth’s writing. Barth strives to describe the human being as she is caught between the terminus a quo of Jesus Christ (the de jure status of all human beings) and the terminus ad quem of life in the Spirit of Christ (the de facto status of those who, by grace, become cognizant of and active in God’s covenantal project) (cf. Neder 2009).

In general terms, Christ’s address and summons release us from the static condition of self-relatedness that is part of our fallen condition and propel us into dynamic relationships with God and each other. The concept of history, sometimes used loosely in earlier part-volumes, sharpens the point. While its basic meaning remains tied to the narrated life of Jesus, it now also describes what ‘happens to a being…when something new and other than its own nature befalls it’ (CD III/2: 158). The distinction between anterior ‘essence’ and concrete ‘existence’ is hereby recast: who and what you truly are is who and what God calls and invites you to become as God beckons you towards the future. Without God, one is closed upon oneself; with God, and because of God’s discrete advance, one is ‘opened…from without…called out of oneself and beyond oneself’ (CD III/2: 165 and 166). The term ‘correspondence’ (Entsprechung) gives further specificity to this general perspective. As the human corresponds to God’s address, her comportment becomes that of a person who embraces new life in the Spirit. Eberhard Jüngel renders the matter nicely: in Barth’s hands, theological anthropology is ‘not so much a new doctrine of humanity as a doctrine of the new humanity’ (Jüngel 1989: 125).

More particularly, the substantive paragraphs of Church Dogmatics III/2—§44: ‘Man as the Creature of God’; §45: ‘Man in his Determination as the Covenant-Partner of God’; §46: ‘Man as Soul and Body’; §47: ‘Man in his Time’—supply a progressively thickening description of the human being. These paragraphs furnish us with a rich anthropological lexicon that complements its theological antecedent, Barth’s account of God’s distinctive ‘perfections’ (CD II/1: §§29–31).

Barth foregrounds in §44 the category of gratitude. Gratitude is a ‘precise creaturely counterpart to the grace of God’ (CD III/2: 166), and thus offers a summary description of the human being who consciously receives God’s favour. The correlative category of responsibility encompasses the actions that accompany gratitude. Its subdivisions clarify how a person answers God’s Word and—if she answers aright—performs her role as God’s partner in the covenant: (i) acknowledging God as a creature who is ruled by God, so that God’s self-sufficient subjectivity is matched by an affirmation of her relative, dependent subjectivity; (ii) obeying God by way of discrete tasks, as she dares ‘to step out into the new sphere of the future’ (CD III/2: 181) and realizes that future with God; and (iii) invoking God, moving towards and addressing God in a manner that befits a covenant-partner. Gratitude and responsibility are then connected with the broader category of freedom, which Barth identifies as the human creature’s ‘peculiar gift by God’ (CD III/2: 194). If God is the ‘one who loves in freedom’ (so CD II/1: §27), the way in which we bear the image of God is as creatures who are loved into freedom, and who exercise this freedom ‘in the fulfilment of responsibility before God’ (CD III/2: 197).

If the purpose of §44 is to ‘infer from [Christ’s] human nature the character of our own, to know ourselves in Him, but in Him really to know ourselves’ (CD III/2: 54), then the purpose of §45 is to describe how human beings exist with and for others. Reflection predicated on the claim that Jesus is the ‘man for God’ is therefore partnered with reflection predicated on the claim that Jesus is the ‘man for other men’. And since Jesus lives wholly with and for others, each of us is analogously disposed. As Barth writes, ‘Si quis dixerit hominem esse solitarum, anathema sit’ (CD III/2: 319)—If anyone should say that the human being is solitary, let him or her be anathema.

Barth’s ‘basic formula’—‘“I am as Thou art”’ (CD III/2: 248 and passim)—identifies human beings as creatures who live in relationship with one another, and who therefore exist as creaturely images of God’s triune life. In contrast to two of Barth’s contemporaries, Emil Brunner and Friedrich Gogarten, there is nothing akin to the ‘idealist philosophy of the autonomous subject’ in play here (contra Pannenberg 1985: 184). God structures God’s creation so that each instance of human mutuality and relationality enacts some measure of correspondence to God’s triune life, with the ‘freedom to be oneself with the other, and oneself to be with the other’ (CD III/2: 272) forming an analogy with the relations that obtain between Father, Son, and Spirit. Crucially, too, Barth’s explication of this analogy always registers the differences between human and divine life. Having appropriated elements of dialogical personalism (see McInroy 2011), Barth ‘concretizes’ this resource by accentuating mundane exchanges and dispositions: seeing and being seen, with eye-to-eye encounters being ‘in some sense the root-formation of all humanity’ (CD III/2: 252); reciprocal speaking and hearing; the giving and receiving of assistance; and the shared fact of gladness. The profundity of §45 does, however, come with some limitations. Barth’s description of the ‘decisive and necessary elements’ (CD III/2: 249) of intersubjective existence tilts in the direction of ‘rational’ exchanges of the kind of which Barth was fond and at which he excelled—the implicit paradigm here being the interaction of two able-bodied adult males who look boldly at one another, converse sincerely, assist each other, and delight in their camaraderie. There are therefore good reasons to wonder if Barth’s analysis should be reworked, perhaps through a reworking of the I–Thou encounter. This would grant more attention to touch, taste, and smell; would reckon with diverse forms of physical, emotional, sexual, and intellectual vulnerability—dimensions of human existence considered by scholars influenced by feminist theory and disability studies; and would complement an account of the I–Thou with a description of human sociality as a ‘networked’ affair, ingredient to which are multiple modes of relationship with one’s fellows and the broader non-human environment.

The latter paragraphs of Church Dogmatics III/2, §§46 and 47, lend further texture to Barth’s account of the human as a covenant partner and indicate again how the Spirit ‘holds open’ the covenant for meaningful human action. The first of these paragraphs, §46, describes the human in terms of a union of body and soul, albeit with a dash of actualism thrown into the mix. Their unity-in-distinction is not a matter of ‘two substances, but two moments of [a unitary] creaturely reality’ (CD III/2: 399) which is readied to pursue a dynamic, historical existence. Indeed, as the Spirit ‘rests’ on Jesus, marking him as one ‘who is pervasively and constantly, intensively and totally filled and governed by this kingly Spirit’ (CD III/2: 333), so the Spirit acts on those who are determined by Jesus, rendering them creatures whose bodies are enlivened and directed by rational souls. This binding together of the work of Jesus Christ and the Spirit is then intensified: Barth insists that it is only through the Spirit that human beings ‘have spirit’, and that it is only because of the Spirit that human beings are equipped to act in the covenant of grace. In response, then, to those who would ask where the Spirit has ‘gone’ in Barth’s theology (Jenson 1993), this material supplies a straightforward answer. Having proceeded from Christ to those psychosomatically unified creatures who are incorporated into his body, the Spirit ensures that ‘the fellowship between man and [God is] not…limited to a fellowship of knowledge’ but is also ‘a fellowship of action’ (CD III/2: 406), wherein human beings take up the roles and tasks that God assigns to them. That we are created so to act is given; that we do so act would remain an unrealized possibility, were it not for the Spirit who relates to us in ways that reach beyond our election in Christ—even granted that this Spirit is the Spirit of Christ. Put more sharply: Where does the Spirit go? It goes towards and into us, so that we can become the human beings that God has elected us to be: creatures who act within a covenant that is soteriologically fulfilled but nevertheless held ‘open’ for our contributions.

In the subsequent paragraph, §47, Barth identifies Jesus’ history as the presupposition and determination of our ‘having’ time in the past, present, and future. Our experience of time is neither a function of the operations of reason in its theoretical mode (pace Kant) nor a matter of our being thrown into a series of backward-looking-yet-forward-pressing moments (pace Augustine). It is the upshot of the anterior fact of Jesus’ history, wherein God shows that God has time for us and with us. Furthermore, while Jesus’ lordship over time is an ongoing affair, Christians should understand that the limited stretch of time which God allots to each one of us—beginning with birth and culminating, sooner or later, in physical death—numbers amongst the benefits of God’s creation. Those who chafe against our temporal limits (and within this group one can number theologians who indulge in dreamy speculation about post-mortem existence) might well believe they are reaching for ‘higher things’, yet precisely because they do not train their attention on Jesus as the ‘Lord of Time’, they miss the fact that each passing moment in our lives is what it is, and offers what it offers, because Jesus mediates God’s blessings to us—right now. But what, exactly, is being offered? The notion that we can enrich the covenant of grace is again pertinent. The time in which we now exist (more-or-less consciously in the Christian community, and more-or-less unconsciously outside of that same community) is the time of the ‘interim’, which stretches between Jesus’ resurrection and ascension and the consummation of all things. And this is a time of opportunity. That the Kingdom has come and is still coming does not allow us to ‘kill time’; we are engaged by Christ, an ‘acting Subject’ (CD III/2: 471) whose resurrected present and future intersects with the past, present, and future of those elected in him, and who ‘fills each new portion of time with His fulness’ (CD III/2: 491). The Spirit’s petition to us might therefore be phrased thus: ‘Receive this fullness, and enrich the time allotted to you through grateful, responsible, free action.’

I would grant that the language of ‘enrichment’ carries some risk. Barth might worry that it implies that Jesus’ lordship is not full and sufficient in itself, that there is something lacking in his saving work. But the word nicely underscores that human action is sought by God, and that this action bears on the degree to which an individual’s existence and actions, meaningful and consequential on their own terms, are consonant with her election and her life with the Spirit. To be human means to be encountered by the risen Christ who presses us to take up residence in the time and space of the ‘interim’, and who demands that we fill the space–time in which we are placed with actions that correspond with God’s commands. The motif of Krisis therefore returns, if not in name then by implication: ‘Now is no time for dreaming about past or future. Now is the time to awake, to receive or act, to speak or be silent, to say Yes or No. Now is no time to send as our proxy a recollected or expected picture of ourselves, a ghost or an ideal, to act under our mask. Now we must step out and act as the men we really are. The urgency of the moment demands absolute sincerity and readiness’ (CD III/2: 532). Being truly human, one might say, means making good on God’s patient provision of space and time, living as citizens of the Kingdom that Christ establishes. If we make good on God’s patience, on the time which we are given, our individual and collective life will be a little less disappointing and a little more expressive of God’s hopes. If we do not make good on that patience, the outworking of God’s covenant will not be as rich, as complex, and as lively as God intends for it to be.

Three summary remarks can be offered to close out this section.

First, as with Church Dogmatics I/2, this phase of Barth’s anthropology has significant political implications. The unmistakably positive tone of Church Dogmatics III serves, in general terms, as a challenge to those who viewed the Second World War, the Holocaust, and the onset of the Cold War as a disconfirmation of Christian faith. And, granted that this challenge does not really register the deepest insights of atheistic philosophy or post-theistic modes of Judaism—perhaps unsurprisingly: Barth’s intellectual and spiritual temperament, expansive as it could be, was not such that he could easily appreciate a work like Dialectic of Enlightenment (Horkheimer and Adorno, 2002 [1944, rev. 1947])—it would be wrong to treat Barth’s anthropology as an instance of naive Christian optimism. On one level, Barth’s writing about death as ‘an alien intrusion…an enemy with its own destructive purpose and power’ (CD III/2: 607) shows an awareness of, and sympathy for, the pain and despair of so many in the 1930s and 1940s. Barth’s acknowledgement of the basic ‘brokenness’ of theology in face of radical evil, too, represents a salutary acknowledgement of the limits of human thought. If the issue of death is perhaps too quickly relativized by Jesus’ saving work and the matter of theology’s ‘brokenness’ rather sequestered to §50 of Church Dogmatics III/3, neither amounts to a superficial gesture. They attest to the work of a theologian who is willing to take the measure of human life, in all of its ignominy and depravity, while continuing to insist that God’s gracious ‘Yes’ outbids humanity’s sinful ‘No’. On another level, the claim that each human being has an ‘allotted time’ to fulfil is developed in ways that underscore the ethical obligations that each of us must heed. It really is possible for the sum total of our lives to bear less ‘merited shame’ (CD III/2: 633), so that there is a greater ‘glorification by the eternal God of his natural and lawful this-sided, finite and mortal being’ (CD III/2: 633). The open question is whether we will trust in God’s direction and conduct ourselves in ways that befit the hope we are given—whether, to borrow from Hugo Assmann, we attend to the God who is ‘pro-vocative’, who ‘calls us forwards, and…goes forward with’ us (Assmann 1976: 35).

Second, one should take note of Barth’s deft treatment of the analogia relationis (analogy of relations) as an alternative to the analogia entis (analogy of being). The basic drift of his thought already stands in view: since God’s own life is a matter of ‘co-existence, co-inherence, and reciprocity’, and since ‘Jesus in His being for man repeats and reflects the inner being or essence of God and thus confirms His being for God’ (CD III/2: 218 and 219), so human beings ‘reflect’ God’s life in various ways. Humanity as co-humanity is analogous to the mutuality of God’s triune life; the imperative to serve and honour the human other is analogous to Jesus’ history; the relationship of soul and body is analogous to the hypostatic union; the relationship of men to women is analogous to the bearing of Christ to his church…and so on. Generally, this cascade of analogies reminds us that the enduring dynamics of the created order can be understood in light of the dynamics of God’s own life and God’s saving action. The basic dimensions of human life bear witness (in principle) to the divine Subject who is its origin and norm; and the entire scope of human affairs can (in principle) be understood as a perfectly pitched, restlessly polyphonic hymn of praise—a glorification of God’s ways, intended by God and realized by God’s creatures. More particularly, the understated manner in which the analogia relationis is described amounts to a dogmatic masterstroke. Barth is fully aware that theological treatments of analogy stumble when the similarity posited between divine and human is not clearly ‘undone’ by a recognition of a still-greater dissimilitude. Lacking that recognition, the enterprise of analogization is liable to begin to run on its own steam. The delight of finding points of connection between God and creation becomes ‘religious’ in the worst sense: an occasion for the theologian to presume mastery over God, to ‘systematize’ that which lies beyond her ken. Some instances of ‘social Trinitarianism’ illustrate the point well: human life becomes the norm against which God’s triunity is measured, not vice versa. In contrast, that Barth gestures towards points of connection between God, Christ, and human life, while prescinding from specifics, is an instance of laudable reticence. Analogization now happens on the margins of the dogmatic text. It is an opportunity for thought that awaits realization through exercises of Christian intelligence and imagination, not a pre-existing structure that orders inquiry.

Third, it is important to address the analysis of sex and gender in Church Dogmatics III/2 and III/4. While Barth claims to proceed von Gott aus (from God), forswearing dependence on all-too-human cultural and social standards and focusing only on the directive force of God’s self-revelation, the particulars of his presentation tell a different story. Barth clearly reprises certain Romantic ideals of male and female complementarity, with the accompanying tropes of superordination and subordination tagged to maleness and femaleness. Is this a troubling instance of ‘religion’ embedded within the heart of Church Dogmatics? An attempt to ‘inoculate readers against the spread of feminism’ (Selinger 2000: 192)? An occasion in which Barth ought to have engaged more fully the Christological ‘text’ on which anthropology depends, using passages in the Hebrew Bible and the gospel narratives to contest oppressive conventions about gender, sex, and sexuality? Yes: all of the above. What makes Barth’s remarks even more distressing—and I will not bother with the ‘man of his times’ defence, for Barth’s genius consisted in an ability to disregard the norms of his times—is the simple fact that his theology contains the possibility of a far more liberative perspective. On one level, while Barth’s elaboration of the ‘I–Thou’ pairing lists in an androcentric direction, there is no necessary drift towards a male ‘I’ and a female ‘Thou’. As such, Church Dogmatics III/2 and III/4 could have effected a ‘troubling’ of sex and gender roles (on which, see Bodley-Dangelo 2019)—especially because an encounter with the human ‘other’ bears the potential to be as surprising as an encounter with God herself, and because Barth’s Trinitarianism is largely unaffected by the weird gender dynamics that one finds in thinkers like Adrienne von Speyr and Hans Urs von Balthasar. On another level, Barth’s anthropological actualism, which imagines the human as ‘opened’ towards historical existence and propelled towards an identity defined by the newness of grace, encourages an understanding of the self that escapes the pull of various kinds of ‘essentialism’. There is here an intriguing anticipation of a range of post-essentialist perspectives, ranging from Simone de Beauvoir’s existentialist feminism (2011), through Catherine Malabou’s understanding of ‘plasticity’ (2005 and 2011), to—most appositely—feminist and queer theologians’ celebrations of the continual (re)making of sexed and gendered life (see, exemplarily, Althaus-Reid 2000). The tragedy of Barth’s treatment of sex and gender is not simply what Barth said, problematic as it is; it is the fact that his work could and should have anticipated some of the most important voices in philosophical and theological anthropology today.

Community: Church Dogmatics IV

The claim that Barth does not just support a vigorous account of human action, but affords human beings the opportunity to act within, contribute to, and in some sense enrich a covenant that Christ has fulfilled has been central to this chapter. From Romans to Church Dogmatics, Barth shows an acute interest in the ways in which human beings are graciously provoked and empowered to live in correspondence with God, and in a manner that befits the future that the Spirit of Christ opens to us.

In place of a summary of the claims above, I want to conclude with one further point of development, which hovers on the margins of Church Dogmatics III/2 and comes to fruition in the ecclesiological sections of Church Dogmatics IV. Grateful, responsible, obedient, and free human action is not only a means by which God enriches the covenant of grace. Grateful, responsible, obedient, and free human action seems to play some role in God’s consummation of all things. If it is a quality of graciousness that God waits on and for us, what God waits for is a response to God that brings the covenant of grace to its conclusion.

Some words from §62, which implicitly allude to 2 Peter 3:12, set this claim in relief:

God will not allow his last word to be fully spoken or the consummation determined, accomplished, and proclaimed by him to take place in its final form until he has heard a human answer to it, a human Yes; until his grace has found its correspondence in a voice of human thanks from the depths of the world reconciled with him; until here and now, before the dawning of his eternal Sabbath, he has received praise from the midst of his human creature. So great is his grace, so broad is the reach of condescension, so serious is the solidarity in which he has committed himself with us human beings in the person of his Son…[that] God wills a body, an earthly and historical form of the existence of this Head…In order that this may happen, God still gives the world space, time, and existence; he allows the end-time to dawn and to persist. It is the context in which there can be this correspondence.  (CD IV/1: 737–8 rev.)

What is Barth suggesting here? Obviously, the communal dimension of these remarks recalls the second half of Church Dogmatics II/2. The action that God awaits is not that of an individual; it is action undertaken by the people of God—Israel as the church, the church as Israel, a unity-in-distinction that is ingredient to God’s election of grace. At the same time, it would be a mistake to suppose that the action commended here is ‘merely ecclesial’, and therefore without political dimensions. Already in Church Dogmatics IV, as in previous volumes, we are on the way to the ‘special ethics’ of The Christian Life, which commends and demands revolt against the lordless powers that plague the world and diminish our lives.

Still more audaciously, Barth seems here to suggest that the bringing about of the End, the wrapping up of history, involves human action. If Barth’s anthropology intersects with his ethics and his Spirit-led ecclesiology, the eschaton now appears to be something of a covenantal event—one that includes and, in a mysterious sense, depends on our being the people that God intends for us to be. If the Spirit ‘opens’ history in this way, subsequent to the reconciling history of the Son, God appears to wait for activity that so enriches the covenant that history can be brought to a close—not because of a necessity imposed upon God, but because of the way that God exercises God’s freedom with respect to creation. Might it be, then, that the return of Jesus Christ includes, and in some sense requires ‘a human answer…a human Yes…a voice of human thanks from the depths of the world’? Might the second coming be a divine act that includes a human act—an echo of the incarnation that is offered, late in the day, by the human flesh that the Word took to itself?
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chapter 25

Christian Life


Joseph L. Mangina




The Christian Life is the title given to Barth’s ethics of reconciliation, delivered as lectures in 1959–1960 and published in fragmentary form after his death in 1968. Barth’s plan was that this work should open with a treatise on baptism as the foundation of the Christian life and conclude with the Lord’s Supper as the renewal of that life. Between these prime acts of Christian obedience was to come the ethical material proper, ranged under the concept of invocation or ‘calling upon God’. A detailed account of this work is found towards the end of the present chapter.

More broadly, however, the Christian life (sometimes ‘Christian existence’) is Barth’s term for the life of those who have been elected by God for a life of witness to the divine grace poured out in Jesus Christ. Barth wrote in the twilight of an era when being a Christian and being a citizen of Western culture were practically synonymous. Barth marshalled his considerable intellectual powers towards undoing this identification. He achieved this, not primarily through a direct attack on Christendom, although he could be very sharp about the alliance between Christianity and European identity—witness his attack on infant baptism in the 1960s—but by reopening the question of God in fresh and surprising ways. It is the extraordinary character of the God revealed in Jesus Christ that makes the vocation of the Christian a high and noble calling. Barth certainly shared with Kierkegaard a concern that the term ‘Christian’ not be cheapened by overuse: in the very first volume of Church Dogmatics Barth writes, ‘I have tried to set a good example of restraint in the lighthearted use of the great word “Christian” against which I have protested’ (CD I/1: x). Indeed, Church Dogmatics in its entirety can be understood as a disciplined inquiry into a serious understanding of what being a Christian might entail.

In the following, I begin by setting forth some of the key elements of Barth’s understanding of the Christian life in his early theology, before turning to some ways that life becomes visible in Church Dogmatics. I conclude with an examination of The Christian Life, which formed a fitting conclusion to Barth’s extended reflections on this topic.

Eschatological Existence: On the Way to The Epistle to the Romans

Any reckoning with Barth on the Christian life must begin with his training in the traditions of German-speaking liberal Protestantism—and in particular, with Barth’s revered teacher Wilhelm Herrmann (1846–1922). For neo-Protestants like Herrmann, Kant’s critique of metaphysics had rendered any speculative grasp of divine things impossible, for how could one properly know supersensible ‘facts’ like God and the soul? Yet religious claims might still be rescued by reinterpreting them in terms of values or practical reason. Thus Kant argued that he had merely to ‘deny knowledge in order to make room for faith’ (Kant 1998: 117). Herrmann’s system can be seen as a particularly radical appropriation of this notion. God may be strictly speaking unknowable, but we can experience his effects on our inner life. There can be no proofs of God’s existence, for religion is its own proof—hence the title of Herrmann’s book The Communion (Verkehr, a word better translated as ‘commerce’ or ‘dealings’) of the Christian with God, and its significant subtitle, Described on the Basis of Luther’s Statements (2002). Herrmann’s religious experience is Luther’s sola fide, by faith alone, albeit deprived of its decisive dogmatic content—Christ as the incarnate Word—and transposed into a Kantian key. While Herrmann certainly thought Jesus existed historically, the really important thing is his ongoing impact on our souls. Herrmann’s warm personal apprehension of Jesus was evident in his lectures, which some students grumblingly referred to as ‘advanced confirmation instruction’ (Busch 1976: 45). Barth carried this understanding of Christianity as the cultivation of moral-religious interiority with him into his years of parish ministry in Safenwil, Switzerland (1911–1921).

During Barth’s time in Safenwil, two things changed. First, he became politically radicalized: the airy pieties of liberal theology seemed to have little to say to the bread-and-butter concerns of working-class people in his congregation. Second, he began to discover the God of the Bible, a God far more interesting and worldly than the liberal God of religious experience. There were many factors in this conversion, but one especially worthy of note in this context is Barth’s encounter with the writings of J. C. and Christoph Blumhardt, whose joyful, socially active, and eschatologically charged form of pietism offered a powerful alternative to the theological options of the day. For the Blumhardts, God is not a supernatural factor in addition to life in this world, but precisely the living God, whose kingdom comes on earth apart from all human effort; just so, it unleashes human energies for active service to the neighbour. Barth’s writings of this period frequently dwell on the theme of ‘life’, conceived of in a robustly bodily or holistic sense; such language reflects lessons he learned from the Blumhardts (Busch 2004: 32–3). Whatever else Christianity may be, then, it is about life—created life, resurrected life, eschatological life. We do not have to fabricate this life for ourselves. It is brought about by the action of God, for which we can only wait with eager longing and joyful expectation. Christian existence is in fact marked by ‘the hastening that waits’, a suffering that also presses ahead towards the goal of the coming kingdom.

The second edition of Barth’s Epistle to the Romans constitutes his first mature statement on some of the central themes that would occupy his life’s work: God, world, time, eternity, sin, grace. What is less often noticed is that it is also his first great account of the Christian life. A hasty reading of the work might conclude that there is no way for Christian existence to get off the ground, given the way Barth construes eternity as time’s opposite: finite existence dissolves in the blazing light of divine revelation. Faith is thus a kind of continual dwelling in perplexity, an event of being unsettled or disturbed, a being-grasped by the God who refuses to be grasped. And yet being unsettled and disturbed is, after all, a way of being human—and Christian. If there is an ethic in Barth’s Romans it is an ethic of radical self-questioning and humility. The Christian questions the world only in the knowledge that he or she is the most questionable thing of all:

For the freedom of God, the ‘Othersidedness’ of his mercies, means that there is a relationship between God and the human being, that there is a dissolution of human ‘This-sidedness’, and that a radical assault is made upon every contrasted, second, thing…If, therefore, the Church is to be a place of exhortation, it must be a Church altogether aware of its final and indissoluble solidarity with this world of ‘dry bones’; it must be a Church which has set its hope upon God only. When such a Church embarks upon moral exhortation, its exhortation can be naught else but a criticism of all human behaviour, a criticism which moves through every one of the 360 degrees of the circle of our ambiguous life.  (RII: 427–8)

Early readers of Romans were struck by the negative side of Barth’s dialectic, with its insistent notes of sin, death, negation, and judgement. Barth employs this language to unsettle his readers’ assumptions about any easy compatibility between Christian existence and bourgeois European values. Yet it is important not to miss the powerful note of affirmation: there exists, despite everything, ‘a relationship between God and man’ (RII: 427). This is an eschatological relationship, established by Christ’s resurrection from the dead: ‘The power of the Resurrection is the key, the opening door, the step over the threshold. Grace is the disturbing and the upsetting of the equilibrium. We actually encounter the impossible possibility of completely exposing the falsity of the reality of “our” life and of stretching out toward the reality of our life in God’ (RII: 207).

The extraordinary rhetoric of Romans is central to the purposes of the book. Barth does not merely write about Paul from a position of academic detachment, commenting on the historical and social circumstances that gave rise to the letter in the first century. He writes from a stance of solidarity with his readers. Together they are caught up in the Krisis reported by the apostle. The very nature of Paul’s subject matter, the strange message of Christ crucified and risen, is such that it cannot but compel a personal or existential response (Kierkegaard’s influence is palpable here, but one can also hear echoes of Herrmann). Critics such as Barth’s former teacher Adolf von Harnack faulted precisely this feature of the commentary. According to Harnack, Barth had replaced objective, second-order analysis of religious language with first-order religious speech. When Barth appealed to the examples of Paul and Luther, Harnack shot back: ‘Paul and Luther are for me not primarily subjects but objects of scientific [wissenschaftlich] theology as is Professor Barth and all those who express their Christianity as prophets or witnesses like preachers, whether they do it in biblical commentaries or in dogmatic writings etc.’ (Rumscheidt 1972: 52). Abandoning the pretence of academic objectivity, Barth had himself become a religious phenomenon to be explained!

From Barth’s perspective the personal investment of the theologian has nothing to do with pretensions to prophecy, but arises out of theology’s subject matter. The theologian is a witness—Harnack was right about that—but a witness of a particular sort, one who cannot remain a mere spectator of the events to which he or she testifies. The practice of theology allows of no neutrality (Hunsinger 1991: 50). This necessarily personal dimension is what makes Barth’s thought alien to schemes of propositional orthodoxy. To enter God’s strange new world is to be permanently disoriented, wounded, and gladdened by the encounter. What is true of the theologian cannot but be true of Christian existence more generally.

Dogmatics as Prayer: The What and the How of Christian Faith

In his later work, Barth would trade the apocalyptic rhetoric of Romans for more measured forms of speech. The genre of dogmatics differs from that of the commentary, and anyway Barth never felt obliged to repeat himself. In Barth’s mature understanding, dogmatics is a matter of conceptual description, a setting forth of the internal coherence or grammar of doctrine—what Hans Frei called the ‘logic of belief’ as opposed to the ‘logic of coming to believe’ (Frei 1975: x–xiii). What the reader of Church Dogmatics must keep in mind, however, is that Barth’s apologetic restraint arguably makes his theology more existentially engaging, rather than less. The task of theology is critical human speech about God, the God who has established an eternal and living covenant with humanity in Jesus Christ. Given this reality, it is inevitable that the ‘what’ of doctrine also make reference to the ‘how’ of living as a Christian. Expressed in dogmatic terms, there is no revelation of the Word apart from the transformative activity of the Holy Spirit. To be drawn into the world of Scripture is thus to learn not only one’s own true identity but one’s vocation as a disciple and witness of Jesus Christ. Barth does not, then, try to persuade his readers to become Christians. Rather, he invites every reader into the Anselmic activity of faith seeking understanding, which—as readers of Anselm quickly discover—is nothing other than prayer seeking understanding. Perhaps the true significance of Barth’s Anselm book (FQI) is not its status as a putative breakthrough from dialectic to analogy, a claim much debated amongst Barth scholars, but its clear demonstration of the way theology is rooted in prayer. And this is one way of thinking about Church Dogmatics: as an extended, scripturally shaped inquiry into how Christians should pray. Prayer is the paradigmatic action of the Christian life, a test case for the freedom to which God summons his human covenant partner. As Barth writes, whoever ‘really prays to God has something to say to him and dares to say it, not because one can, but because one is invited and summoned to do so, because God who has spoken to the human being expects the human in return to speak with him. Whether one speaks well or badly is neither here nor there; what matters is that one may and shall speak with God’ (CD III/4: 89–90 rev.).

To be sure, the human being with whom God engages in dialogue is never other than a man or woman elected for membership in the church. As the title of Church Dogmatics indicates, the Christian life is never less than a life lived in the community of the church. Major sections of this text are explicitly devoted to ecclesiology—for example, the discussion of the church (along with Israel) as the elect community in Church Dogmatics II/2, and the descriptions of the gathering, upbuilding, and sending of the church in Church Dogmatics IV/1–3. Yet it is not only in these sections that we find Barth’s determination to display the ecclesial character of Christian existence. The church—like Luther and Calvin, Barth almost always has in mind with this word the Gemeinde or local congregation—comes to expression in multiple ways throughout the work. In line with Barth’s deeply social understanding of being human, there can be no such thing as ‘private Christianity’ (HG: 64). Yet at the same time, Barth is blessedly free of the kind of modern communitarianism that must insist on community at the expense of the individual. It is not ‘community’ that saves us, but the God who has made humanity’s cause God’s own in the person of Jesus. Like the Christian individual, the church’s existence is ec-centric, off-centre if not offbeat, with its attitudes and actions being responsive to the gospel message concerning the Risen Crucified.

Consider, for instance, Barth’s treatment of the Holy Day in Church Dogmatics III/4. It is admittedly odd to begin a treatise on theological ethics with a consideration of Sabbath observance. The Sabbath, however, is in some ways the key to Barth’s ethics, in so far as human action is first of all rooted in receptivity to the divine gift, for the God who commands is the One who has already given himself unreservedly to us in Christ. The upshot of this astonishing fact is that the Sabbath can only be observed with joy:

If we remember that joy in God is something high and rare—res severa verum gaudium [true joy is a serious matter]—we shall always have to say that it is in every respect an infallible criterion of Sabbath observance whether and how sincerely we are in a position to celebrate it as a true day of joy. At this point the counter-question to the congregation—not only to its spokesmen, but to all its members—again becomes real and inescapable, whether the joy which should be to all people—and that means God’s free grace—forms the content of their Sunday proclamations…The Church must not allow itself to become dull, nor its services dark and gloomy. It must be claimed by, and proclaim, the lordship of God in the kingdom of his dear Son rather than the lordship of the devil or capitalism or communism or human folly and wickedness in general. It must still see its responsibility towards its members and the world in the fact that when it is assembled there always sounds out the judging, attacking, critical, yet clear and unambiguous Yes of God to humankind.  (CD III/4: 68–9 rev.)

We notice here that joy is first of all a matter of the Christian community, which is permitted to take the lead in showing the world what true joy looks like. All human beings are called to a life of joy, which is to say that all human beings are called to hear and receive the gospel. The reason the church must not be allowed to become dull, dark, and gloomy is that it owes to the world the proclamation of ‘the lordship of God in the kingdom of his dear Son’. Lordship, however, implies critique. As the divine Yes always includes a No, so the church must say no to the claims of the devil and whatever human ideologies may be his instruments of the moment. But such criticism must never be permitted to overshadow the great Yes of God. Christians are summoned at all times and in all places to be joyful, because God’s free grace has come to all people, the wider circle of humanity which the church serves and which it in some ways exemplifies.

‘Joy’ would seem to be an experiential category. This raises the question of Barth’s relationship to the category of experience more generally. Clearly he does not valorize experience in the sense of positing some immediate, given, and inward relation between God and the self. Not only does such ‘Christian Cartesianism’ (CD I/2: 213–14) miss the startling newness of revelation, it suggests an anthropology that is far too ‘thin’: it fails to do justice to the embodied, social, and temporal character of human existence. For Barth, to be human is to be both patient and agent, irreducibly individual yet always standing in relationship to others. Above all, to be human is to stand in the presence of God as one’s Creator, Reconciler, and eschatological Redeemer. Certainly there is room for ‘experience’ in such an account. Thus when Barth writes about ‘The Word of God and Experience’ in Church Dogmatics I/1, he does not so much reject the category as seek to subvert and redefine it in his own terms. Talk of religious experience apart from revelation is abstract and, just so, uninteresting. Talk of the Christian as he or she responds in lively fashion to the Word of God, by contrast, is a matter of deepest theological concern. We are most likely to have significant experiences of God when we are not trying to do so.

The Christian life for Barth is also an eventful life, a history (Geschichte) played out between God and human beings. Barth was certainly influenced by Kantian ethical theory and by the existentialist conceptions of human selfhood popular in the early and mid-twentieth century. Like other modern Christian thinkers, including Søren Kierkegaard, Rudolf Bultmann, Reinhold Niebuhr, and Karl Rahner, Barth sees the self as constituted by finite freedom. We enact our identities against a horizon of limitation—not least, the limitation constituted by death. This vision is vividly on display in ‘Ending Time’, the concluding section of ‘The Human Being in his Time’, §47 in Church Dogmatics III/2. Yet it is crucial to see that the time of the human being and so of the Christian is only penultimately shaped by the knowledge of death. Far more determinative is the fact that our time as human beings belongs to Jesus, the Lord of time. Because Jesus has a story—in a very real sense the human story—we have our own stories, distinct from his, yet never apart from his presence and agency. We enact our lives in response to the God who is patient with us, allowing us time and space for our lives to unfold. This theological understanding of the human person decisively qualifies the existentialist picture of the self-as-agent. It is not that the self continually reinvents itself in a series of discontinuous leaps of faith. Rather, the Christian steps into the grace of God, discovering his or her true humanity in Jesus Christ. As William Werpehowski observes, Barth offers descriptions of creaturely action as ‘correlating analogically with God’s action…Barth thereby shows how the normative Christian life-story is actively involved with the story of the loving and gracious God’ (Werpehowski 2014: 29).

The God to whom our human agency corresponds is the triune God, the ‘one who loves in freedom’ (CD II/1: §28). Freedom is indeed a hallmark of Barth’s theology from beginning to end. Although such freedom has, undoubtedly, an interior dimension, the overriding emphasis for Barth falls on the embodied and public enactment of freedom in the world. The Christian life is a life of responsibility—not least, political responsibility. God’s concern for human persons is such that the Christian cannot afford to ignore or to dismiss the world by retreating into a religious ‘safe space’. In the 1930s, Barth therefore found it imperative to be actively engaged in the struggle against the National Socialist co-opting of the German Protestant Church. He was, to be sure, resistant to the straightforward identification of any ideology or cause as ‘Christian’. The church as such does not advocate ideologies; it bears witness to the gospel. Yet the gospel itself demands that Christians intervene on behalf of the vulnerable neighbour. The grace of God sets us free for responsible action in this often-dangerous time between the times.

Love and Witness: Christian Life as Love of God and Neighbour

Students of Barth’s theology soon learn that on the wall of his study hung a reproduction of Mathias Grünewald’s famous depiction of the crucifixion in the Isenheim Altarpiece. At the painting’s centre is a gruesome, typically late-mediaeval portrayal of the suffering Jesus on the cross. At the viewer’s left, the ‘beloved disciple’ comforts the weeping mother. At the right stands John the Baptist, his outsized index finger directing the viewer’s gaze towards the Crucified. A slogan in Latin interprets the scene for us: Illum oportet crescere me autem minui—he must increase: but I must decrease (John 3:30).

The painting can be read as the visual display of the central theological content of Barth’s dogmatics, and just so as his picture of the Christian life. The Crucified is the ultimate demonstration and enactment of the divine love for sinners. In relation to him, the Christian—like John the Baptist—can serve only in the capacity of witness. Such witness certainly entails sharing the gospel story with others. It is said that during his 1962 tour of the United States a student asked Barth to summarize his theology. He did so by quoting a Sunday school song: ‘Jesus loves me, this I know, for the Bible tells me so’ (Rumscheidt 1971: 124). Witness cannot help but involve this verbal aspect. But witness also entails the transformation of human life by the Holy Spirit, such that the Christian becomes a ‘doer of the Word’; and, concretely, this means loving God, and loving the neighbour as the outward and visible sign of our love for God. The earliest extended discussion of Christian love in Church Dogmatics occurs in ‘The Life of the Children of God’, a beautiful treatise on the work of the Holy Spirit that has not received the full attention it deserves. Here Barth wrestles with the fact that, on dominical authority, Christians are commanded to love both God and neighbour. Yet sinners as such are incapable of love. Thus Barth poses the question: ‘If love is the essence and totality of the good demanded of us, how can it be known that we love? Obviously it can be said that we do so only because something else can first be said of us, that we are loved, that we are people beloved’ (CD I/2: 271 rev.). Human beings must be brought to the point of extremity—‘that saving and blessed despair’, Barth calls it—where recognition of God’s love is, as it were, their only option (CD I/2: 271). This can only be by the activity of the Spirit, ‘who opens our eyes and ears and therefore kindles our faith. When that occurs, the Christian life begins. We are born and live as the children of God. And then we are real human beings who really love. But only then’ (CD I/2: 372–3 rev.).

In the passage just cited we encounter the phrase: the essence and totality of the good demanded of us. As Gerald McKenny has written, ‘Karl Barth’s moral theology puts forth an ethic of the good’ (McKenny 2010: 166). Beyond our particular decisions and actions is a good that pertains to being human. What is strange about this good as compared to other moral systems is that it is not merely transcendent or prospective, a lure beckoning us onward to fulfilment. No, the good has been realized already in Jesus Christ. While Barth’s identification of the good with God himself is as Augustinian as one could wish, his insistence that the divine good has been realized historically and objectively in the incarnate Word lends a distinctive flavour to his conception of the Christian life. Reinhard Hütter argues that in Protestant understandings the love of neighbour is the outcome of faith but is never constitutive of faith; hence God ‘comes to stand “behind” the Christian’s existence’, setting the believer free to devote her energies to serving others and humanizing the world (Hütter 2005: 299). To some extent this can be said of Barth. It helps account for the unapologetically secular and worldly cast of his thought: one thinks of his love for Mozart. At the same time, the beauty of the world is also for Barth a testimony to the divine glory. As the source of forgiveness God indeed stands behind the Christian. As the infinitely rich and attractive good, God forever stands in front of her.

A basic principle in all Barth’s writing on the Christian life, then, is that gospel—gift—always precedes law or command, even as joyful obedience to the law is an expression of Christian freedom under the gospel. We find this pattern powerfully displayed in Barth’s exegesis of the parable of the Good Samaritan in Church Dogmatics I/2, §18. Here he writes that Jesus answers the young lawyer’s question, ‘and who is my neighbour?’ (Luke 10:29), not by offering a lecture on obligation to the poor and downtrodden but by telling the story of the Samaritan. This is the neighbour referred to in the love commandment, the neighbour about whom the lawyer desperately needs to know:

This man as such, as the one who showed mercy, is the neighbour about whom the lawyer was asking. And that is the only point of the story, unequivocally stated by the text. For the lawyer, who wants to justify himself and therefore does not know who is his neighbour, is confronted not by the poor wounded man with his claim for help, but by the anything but poor Samaritan who makes no claim at all but is simply helpful. It is the Samaritan who embodies what he wanted to know. This is the neighbour he did not know. All very unexpected: for the lawyer had first to see that he himself is the man fallen among thieves and lying helpless by the wayside…[He] has to see that he must be found and treated with compassion by the Samaritan, the foreigner, whom he believes he should hate, as one who hates and is hated by God. He will then know who is his neighbour, and will not ask concerning him as though it were only a matter of the casual clarification of a concept.  (CD I/2: 418)

It was a commonplace of patristic exegesis to construe the Samaritan as a figure of Jesus Christ. Barth self-consciously joins himself to this tradition, but reframes it by setting the accent on the neighbour as a surprising encounter with grace. It is not so much that we are to be Christ for our neighbour, as that our neighbour is Christ for us. The neighbour as ‘bearer and representative of this temporal as well as eternal mercy of God’ gives direction to the Christian’s praise of God (CD I/2: 421). And in this way, the encounter with the neighbour functions as a quasi-sacramental occasion for the believer’s love for the Lord (cf. Mangina 1999).

Being ‘in Christ’: Christian Life in the Doctrine of Reconciliation

The doctrine of reconciliation or atonement (CD IV) stands for Barth at the very heart of the Christian mystery, narrating as it does the life-history in time of the eternal Son of God. At the very beginning of the doctrine Barth asserts simply that ‘Jesus Christ is the atonement’ (CD IV/1: 34). Against all pietism and existentialism, he wants to shift the accent from what happens in us to what—ontically and objectively—happens in Jesus Christ. Only so, Barth believes, can the good news be truly preached and heard as good. Thus George Hunsinger writes that Barth employs the ‘ubiquitous but inconspicuous term ‘in Christ…in what is virtually a technical sense’ (Hunsinger 1991: 114). Yet ‘in Christ’ also signals the fact that by the power of the Spirit our stories unfold and have their own reality within Christ’s story. The doctrine of reconciliation thus sets forth Barth’s account of the totus Christus (the whole Christ), Christ the head with all his members. It encompasses not only Christology but soteriology, ecclesiology, and ethics; this is one reason for the enormous size of this volume of Church Dogmatics. It is as if theological language must expand infinitely, unable to keep pace with the divine life as it engages and transforms human existence.

As always in Church Dogmatics, Barth’s writing on the Christian life spills over beyond the sections explicitly devoted to the theme. Consider, for instance, the curious ‘transitional discourses’ in each part-volume (‘The Verdict of the Father’, ‘The Direction of the Son’, and ‘The Promise of the Spirit’, in CD IV/1–3 respectively). As the section headings indicate, these discourses form a bridge between Barth’s accounts of Christ’s person and work on the one hand, and his accounts of human reality in light of grace on the other hand. Why is such a bridge needed? Why not just launch into descriptions of how we humans appropriate the grace God has freely made available for all at the cross? The reason Barth does not proceed in this fashion is twofold.

First, Barth wants to deflate the common human assumption that our own subjectivity is the decisive thing, and that divine grace is real only when we ‘do’ something with it. The transitional discourses thus underscore the sheer reality and objectivity of grace: God is for us, even if—especially if—we as sinners seek to evade or deny that fact. We can subjectively flee from the cross, but we cannot undo its eternal character as God’s act of love on our behalf. Here we can see the difference Barth’s doctrine of election makes for his doctrine of reconciliation.

Second, the transitional discourses have the purpose of showing how God’s grace enters the human sphere in a way that makes a real difference for our lives. In modern theology, G. E. Lessing’s ‘ugly ditch’ symbolizes the problem of historical distance between putative events of salvation in the past and present-day experience. Even if a man did rise from the dead, Lessing argued, what claim does this piece of historical information have on my moral and spiritual existence today? Barth, however, refuses to be drawn into this modern quandary. He redefines the question by referring his readers to God’s triune being and to Christ’s identity as the crucified, risen, and ascended Lord. Jesus is meaningful for the life of every person, says Barth, (a) because the Father raised him from the dead, and us with him; (b) because the living Lord Jesus Christ provides concrete direction and purpose to our lives; and (c) because the Spirit empowers us to offer active personal responses to grace, confident in the divine promise yet yearning for its final consummation. In these discourses, then, Barth deploys the ancient doctrine of the Trinity for a pastoral purpose: comforting afflicted modern consciences by reminding his readers that God is with them, whatever the state of their unbelief or ‘bad faith’. If Christ be truly raised from the dead—and the Christian proclamation is that this is so—what we have to reckon with is not God’s absence but far more God’s unsettling presence.

Hans Urs von Balthasar once wrote that ‘Karl Barth’s theology is beautiful’ (Balthasar 1992: 25 rev.). The beauty of dogmatics is related to the inhabitable character of the world it displays. While Barth does not seek to demonstrate the truth of the gospel, his redescription and elaboration of the biblical world itself constitutes a kind of invitation to live as a Christian. The doctrine of reconciliation in particular constitutes an extended ‘training in Christianity’, as Barth shows his readers how the concepts of dogmatics function as a kind of de facto ethics. The doctrine of sanctification in Church Dogmatics IV/2, §66 furnishes a particularly instructive instance of this move. Barth here makes the counterintuitive claim that not just the human being’s justification, but her sanctification is already real in Jesus. At first, this sounds like mere positivistic assertion: empirical human reality looks anything but sanctified! And yet Barth’s actual unpacking of ‘objective’ sanctification is rich with indications as to the visible difference it makes in time and history. Christ summons his ‘saints’ to bear witness to the ‘new form of existence’ made real in him. They are disciples, whose awakening to conversion sets them on the path of the Christian life, and whose good works constitute a ‘participation [Teilnahme] in the good work of God’ (KD IV/2: 673; CD IV/2: 595). The doctrine of sanctification culminates in a quite practical theologia crucis (theology of the cross), in which Barth notes the great diversity in forms of cross-bearing: as a training in humility, as a reminder of creaturely finitude, as the result of persecution. In the extreme case the Christian may experience the cross in a manner akin to Christ’s sense of abandonment by the Father: ‘[This] is the sharpest form in which a limit is set to the Christian. It is the bitterest form of the cross’ (CD IV/2: 612).

It is a commonplace to recognize that for Barth actuality precedes possibility, as the divine precedes the human. But—given Christ’s coming in the flesh—there is also a human response of grace, giving rise to a rich and unpredictable set of human possibilities. The church exists, and there are real, serious Christians within it. Barth would thus be sceptical of Kierkegaard’s desire to ‘[re]introduce Christianity into Christendom’, surely a somewhat grandiose claim (Kierkegaard 1976: 163, §401). There is, moreover, a certain shape and movement to Christian existence, which can be best discerned by careful attention to the biblical testimony. And there is the rub. David Ford has argued that what Barth calls the ‘spirituality of the Church Dogmatics’ takes the form of an ‘ascesis of Bible reading…an exposition of ways in which Christian life should correspond to Jesus Christ’s history, with conversion as the believer’s participation in it’ (Ford 1981: 165). This is extremely perceptive, but it also names a problem many have felt with Barth’s programme. An ascesis of Bible reading may yield a powerful doctrinal account of the Christian life, but does not necessarily yield thick descriptions of that life as lived ‘on the ground’. Even sympathetic interpreters have faulted Barth for failing to move from concepts to character—from the human excellency named by honour, say, to a novel-like rendering of the ambiguities involved in living honourably (Hauerwas 1994). There is something to these charges: Barth’s actualistic imagination may at times prevent him from doing justice to the movement of human life through time. Yet one must also bear in mind Barth’s keen sense of the limits of dogmatics and even ethics. At best, the theologian can only offer a preliminary mapping of moral space as constituted by divine agency (Webster 1995: 223). The human journey that unfolds within that space can never be anticipated in advance. The Christian life can only ever be…lived.

The Christian Life: Barth’s Ethics of Reconciliation

Although they remain a torso, the late (1959–1960) lectures constituting The Christian Life are Barth’s crowning statement on the theme announced in its title. In reading the work, it is important to keep in mind the introduction and conclusion Barth had originally planned for it. The work was to have begun with an account of baptism, as the human action in which a person makes public confession of her identity as a Christian. The conclusion would have been a theology of the Lord’s Supper, as the continual renewal and refreshment of the Christian in the church’s common meal. This framing serves as a reminder that Barth’s ethic is never less than an ethic for the congregation. While both baptism and the Lord’s Supper are events where human agency encounters divine agency, they are precisely not sacraments, i.e. actions that mediate grace or divine presence (CL: 46). Depending on the interpreter, this move can be seen either as the triumphant culmination of Barth’s doctrine of grace or as a missed opportunity (on which, see Hunsinger 2010).

It is not accidental that Barth proposed to situate the ethics of reconciliation between the human actions of baptism and eucharist. The ethical material proper is likewise focused on action. Although an early draft of the material was organized around the concept of gratitude (as a response to divine grace), Barth discarded this effort in favour of one highlighting the theme of the invocation or calling on God. In practice, this meant an ethics in the form of an extended commentary on the Lord’s Prayer. It was a wise choice: despite its fragmentary character, The Christian Life is one of the truly great explorations of this prayer in theological history. In Barth’s telling of it, the act of praying ‘Our Father’ is a radical act. It is a comment first of all on the character of God, who, far from being a deity of lofty and impersonal abstraction, is the Father who eagerly desires our prayers:

The obedience of Christians follows from the fact that in Jesus Christ they may recognize God as his Father and theirs, and themselves as his children. Obedience is their action to the extent that it is ventured in the invocation of God, in which, liberated thereto by his Holy Spirit, they may take God at his word as their Father and take themselves seriously as his children.  (CL: 49)

God is our Father, because he is first of all the Father of Jesus Christ. And while Barth is rarely taken to be a feminist, it should be noted how this Christological derivation of divine fatherhood specifically excludes any Feuerbachian projection of male qualities onto God. Also notable in The Christian Life is a reprise of many of the eschatological themes that marked Barth’s theology in the 1920s. In part this is a function of the Lord’s Prayer itself, with its plea for the swift coming of the Kingdom. Yet before that petition comes the cry for the hallowing of God’s name. Barth takes this in a comprehensive sense: God acts to overcome the pervasive ignorance of God that marks the present age—not just the cognitive deficit, but the vast human failure to know and love God in the diverse spheres of the world, the church (which too often embodies a kind of practical atheism), and in the lives of individuals. Opposed to this ignorance in every respect, the Christian is a person indelibly marked by what Barth calls ‘zeal for the honour of God’ (CL: §77). Similarly, the petition for the coming of the kingdom is the Christian’s urgent request that God’s justice be manifest on earth in opposition to the ‘lordless powers’ that govern human existence; Barth has in mind such structures as the state, the economy, technology, and even the worlds of sport and entertainment (CL: §78). This is Barth’s most extensive discussion of the New Testament motif of the principalities and powers that hold sway in a fallen world, a theme much-discussed in Protestant theology in the years following the Second World War. Barth, it should be noted, refuses to get drawn into the usual debates about whether these powers are ‘supernatural’ beings or merely a kind of mythic language for structural evil. The ontic status of the powers is finally less important than the fact that, penultimately, they actually rule our lives, while ultimately they have been disarmed and dethroned by the victory of Christ. The powers’ claim to be ‘lordless’ finally rings hollow, because Jesus is Lord over the entire cosmos. Liberated from fear of the powers, the Christian is endowed with the agency to resist them in large ways and small.

For Barth, the paradigmatic Christian prayer is petitionary prayer. It does not lie in the power of sinful human beings to hallow God’s name, to manifest the kingdom, or to overcome the principalities and powers of this world. We pray to God to do these things. Yet in the familiar logic of analogy that consistently marks Barth’s theology, and his ethics in particular, there is in each case a corresponding stirring, movement, and activity on the part of the faithful. Prayer itself is an action. To pray for the hallowing of God’s name means taking those small, finite steps that lead to the dispelling of the ignorance of God in the self, the church, and the world. To pray for the coming of God’s final justice implies taking concrete actions to overcome the injustices that are all too much a feature of the present aeon: ‘Christians pray to God that he will cause his righteousness to appear and dwell on a new earth under a new heaven. Meanwhile they act in accordance with their prayer as people who are responsible for the rule of human righteousness’, a righteousness that includes the extension of ‘the divinely ordained human safeguards of human rights, human freedom, and human peace on earth’ (CL: 205). To the extent that injustice reigns on earth, the Christian is summoned to an ethic of resistance and revolt. Barth cites the example of the Huguenot woman who scratched the word Résistez in the windowpane of her lonely prison: ‘the angels read this inscription and its message’ (CL: 174).

Precisely because the ethic set forth in The Christian Life is grounded in divine gift, it is far from being a heroic ethic. Zeal for God’s honour is the ‘great passion’ (CL: 111), yet it is a passion that seeks God’s honour in the realm of the quotidian—the secular world, with both its ordinary and extraordinary opportunities for Christian obedience. Barth is typically modern and Protestant in this regard. His counsels for Christian living are scripturally informed, humane, and often marked by a summons to practical wisdom and discernment in negotiating between extremes. With regard to ecclesial life, for example, Barth draws attention to the deformities of both ‘the church in excess’ and ‘the church in defect’, the first the sign of a proud and self-absorbed church, the second reflecting a church forgetful of its own identity (CL: 136–40). The individual Christian must likewise avoid the mistake of thinking herself either an utter worldling or a ‘saint’—the latter being a term that, in Barth’s vocabulary, denotes an impossible moral perfectionism (CL: 184–5). In Barth’s mapping of moral space, these extremes mark places where the Christian abandons listening for the Word of God in favour of a secure position or system of one’s own. What, finally, does zeal for the honour of God involve? It means assigning precedence to the Word of God in all aspects of life (CL: 168–204). Barth notes that the term ‘precedence’ might seem insufficiently radical—would it not be better to speak of the lordship of the Word? In fact, however, assigning precedence to God’s Word is an existential action and just so radical. It is an illusion falsely to imagine that we must either do everything or do nothing. Rather, we are summoned to take the practical step of doing what we can do in the present moment, always asking for the guidance of the Spirit (CL: 178).

The Christian life, then, is a life of freedom—freedom from sin and the false gods of this world, and freedom for God and the neighbour. Because God—‘the true God who is also truly human’—is actively concerned for the neighbour, the Christian has no choice but to be for this person also. The Christian Life can thus be read as the charter for an authentic Christian humanism:

In [the Christian’s] acts he simply cannot take part in the great vacillation between his being without or against his fellows and his being for them. It is thus most striking that he presents himself to other people of this world as a nonconformist, as one who is zealous for God’s honour, as a witness to what he, who is also a man of the world, has to advocate to others of his kind. He does this by offering to them the image of a strangely human person.  (CL: 203–4 rev.)
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chapter 26

Justification, Sanctification, Vocation


Cynthia L. Rigby




This chapter explores Karl Barth’s understanding of justification, sanctification, and vocation as it structures his doctrine of reconciliation. It begins by directing the reader’s attention to one of Barth’s key theological assumptions, evident in a 1957 sermon on Luke 23:33 entitled ‘The Criminals with Him’ (DC: 75–84). In this sermon, delivered at the prison in Basel on Good Friday, Barth insists that both criminals who die with Jesus are on their way to paradise. Why does Barth think along these lines, given that only one of the two professes faith? How does Barth’s interpretation of the passage reflect his understanding of divine agency in the event of reconciliation? And what role does human agency play, if those who disparage Christ are, seemingly against their will, nonetheless predestined to life? With these questions serving as a backdrop, the remainder of the chapter is devoted to examining Barth’s understanding of reconciliation as he develops it in Church Dogmatics IV, part-volumes I–III. Here each of the ‘three forms of reconciliation’ (CD IV/1: 128) is considered in turn: (1) justification before Jesus Christ; (2) sanctification for Jesus Christ; and (3) vocation as ‘the co-operation of the Christian in the work of Christ’ (CD IV/3: 608). A theme and conclusion of this chapter is that Barth effectively shows how reconciliation, centred in the one who is fully divine and fully human, is at once both entirely the work of God and also fully our own.

Backdrop: ‘The Criminals with Him’

In his sermon on Luke 23:33, Barth notes that the man dying on one side of Jesus joins the soldiers in disparaging him while the man dying on his other side defends him as innocent. This represents, Barth concedes, a ‘notable difference’ between the criminals, but one that is ‘not important enough to invalidate the promise given so clearly…to both’ (DC: 81). What is important to Barth is that Jesus is literally with the criminals, and they are with Jesus, even unto death. For Barth, this tenacious ‘being with’ is more indicative of the character of the relationship between the criminals and Christ than any words spoken, positive or negative: Barth argues, in fact, that their being so inextricably together secures their identity as the very first ‘Christian community’ (DC: 77). They are a community even before the twelve disciples join in; Barth assures us that all other believers can only ‘get in line behind’ them (DC: 83).

Because both criminals are joined with Christ as members of the first Christian community, Barth holds, their destiny is the same. They will again be with Christ ‘in paradise’ as Jesus promises them on the cross (Luke 23:43). Barth’s inclusion of both criminals in the promise flies in the face of many interpreters, who assume it is only the penitent thief who receives forgiveness (see, for instance, Green 1997: 822–3; Mays 2000: 954; Bovon 2002–2013: 314–17; and Craddock 2009: 274). For theologians who hold that the human decision to believe is necessary for salvation, this difference in interpretation makes sense. But even John Calvin, Barth’s theological predecessor in understanding salvation solely as the determination of the sovereign God, assumes that the disparaging criminal is left behind in his condemnation. To be sure, Calvin highlights the forgiveness of the penitent one as an example of God’s graciousness, marvelling that, ‘in this wretched man there is held out to us a singular picture of the unexpected and unbelievable grace of God…Who would ever have thought that a thief in his last breath would have become both a devout servant of God and a leading teacher of faith and devotion to the whole world?’ (Calvin 1995: 201). But Calvin does not here imagine that God’s prodigal graciousness might extend even to the criminal who joins with the soldiers in mocking Jesus. He assumes, instead, that this criminal is numbered amongst the reprobate.

By what theological logic does Barth have the uncommon idea that both criminals will join Jesus in paradise? Answering this question leads directly to a consideration of Barth’s understanding of justification and sanctification. Just as Calvin does, Barth upholds salvation as the work of God, and not in any way the accomplishment of human beings. God justifies and sanctifies whom God will. But while Calvin understands the material reality of justification and sanctification to apply only to some, Barth hopes—in the strongest theological sense of that term—that the reality applies to all. The difference between the authors undoubtedly stems from the fact that, while Calvin and most others understand God’s sovereignty primarily in terms of God’s irreproachable power, marvelling at the sacrifice inherent to the divine accommodation, Barth thinks about God’s sovereignty ever in and through God’s election of, and self-disclosure in, Jesus Christ. To be with and for us is who God is in God’s very being, according to Barth, rather than an accommodation that is somehow less than who God is in se, in Godself.

In short, it is because Jesus is with both the thieves, and because both thieves are with Jesus, that Barth believes both to be justified and sanctified. Barth notes that, unlike the disciples, who fell asleep in the Garden and who were absent at the cross, the criminals on the cross ‘could not abandon him, they could not sleep’ (DC: 77–8). They were crucified, he admits, ‘without their consent and against their wishes’ (DC: 81). And the fact that the criminals had no choice in the matter of their participation in Christ is itself indicative of the gracious work of God. Thus Barth writes: ‘No one before and no one afterwards has witnessed so directly and so closely God’s act of reconciliation, God’s glory and the redemption of the world, as these two thieves’ (DC: 81). All other members of the Christian community can only, then, in all humility, follow the criminals who have entered paradise before them.

Barth understands the criminals, of all people, to have had the closest view of God’s redemptive work—precisely because they are with Jesus even unto death. Barth is following Paul’s assertion, on this point, that ‘if we die with him we will also live with him’ (2 Timothy 2:11; see DC: 82). Because Jesus is present with them they possess, for Barth, the promise of paradise; in their active watching and suffering with Jesus they are enjoying the material promise that is theirs regardless of whether or not they recognize it. Both the criminals participate in life with him in ways in which the disciples, to that point, have not. They ‘witness’ the ‘breaking’ of Christ’s body and the ‘shedding’ of his blood, ‘not as mere spectators’, but as themselves ‘participants’ (DC: 81–2). And they have the assurance that they will again live with Christ, that there is a future lying beyond those crosses that they cannot, in the present moment, escape. Barth leaves ‘open’ the question of whether or not the criminals ‘accepted’, ‘understood’, or ‘believed…this miracle’ (DC: 82). What is clear to him, however, is that they possess ‘the promise’ that ‘makes human beings Christians’ (DC: 82). We possess it, too, Barth tells those who listen to his sermon. And then he asks the prisoners in Basel, and his later readers: ‘Are we ready to be told what we are?’ (DC: 83) As will become clear, it is not only the material reality of reconciliation that matters to Barth. It is also our ‘subjective apprehension’ (CD IV/1: 150) of it. He explains: ‘Reality cannot become truth for us’, he says, ‘however supreme its ontological dignity, until we know it’ (CD IV/2: 297).

Reconciliation as Justification, Sanctification, and Vocation

In his doctrine of reconciliation, Barth identifies justification with the event of God ‘turning’ towards human beings, while sanctification refers to human beings ‘turning’ towards God (CD IV/3: 5). Both are accomplished by God, in and through Jesus Christ, by the power of the Spirit. While justification names the ‘movement’ of reconciliation ‘from above to below’, and sanctification from ‘below to above’, according to Barth, it is not the case that these represent ‘two different truths’, but that sanctification looks ‘differently’ than justification does at the ‘one mighty truth of the reconciliation of the world with God as it has taken place in Jesus Christ’ (CD IV/2: 4–5). So human beings are justified before Jesus Christ and sanctified for him. By faith, we embrace the promise we already possess; in love, we participate in the loving acts of Jesus Christ who has drawn us into the life, work, and will of the triune God (CD IV/1: 101–7). In Jesus Christ, justification and sanctification are objective material realities. They are the ‘what’ that is the reality (CD IV/3: 7).

But there is more to the story than the ‘what’, according to Barth. There is also the ‘how’—the declaration of the truth of the objective realities, by word and by deed. ‘Vocation’ is the way of naming how the ‘what’ of justification and sanctification is lived out in our daily lives. It is concerned with ‘what should we do now’ as those who recognize our redemption in Christ (CD IV/3: 8). Like justification and sanctification, vocation is centred in the election of Jesus Christ, the ‘contemporary of all people’ (CD IV/3: 497), who acts in history and in whom all human beings may receive a ‘new capacity’ to perceive and participate in the acts of God (CD IV/3: 508–9). As the ‘third form’ of the doctrine of reconciliation, vocation is associated by Barth with both obedience and hope and specifies the ‘teleological determination’ of humanity’s being in Jesus Christ (CD IV/1: 108).

As Clifford Green notes, Karl Barth’s trifold understanding of reconciliation ‘follows the story line of Philippians 2’ and draws thematic material from the parable of the two sons in Luke 15 (Green 1991: 36). It also follows a Chalcedonian pattern, shaped by the Christian confession that Jesus Christ is one person in two natures, fully human and fully divine. Finally, ‘the three forms of the doctrine of reconciliation’ (CD IV/1: §58.4)—justification, sanctification, and vocation—are all accomplished by the Holy Spirit, who makes Jesus Christ present in the gathering, strengthening, and sending forth of the worshipping community, imbuing members of the church with faith, love, and hope, respectively (CD IV/1: §§61–2; CD IV/2: §§67–8; CD IV/3: §§72–3).

In the first part of his doctrine of reconciliation, then, Barth unfolds justification in relation to the ‘Lord as Servant’, the kenosis of God in the person of the Son who—with all prodigal human beings—‘goes into the far country’. The Holy Spirit gathers those who are justified by this one who, in the office of priest, has emptied himself, correcting the sin of pride. In the second part of the doctrine of reconciliation, Barth’s discussion of sanctification considers ‘the Servant as Lord’, with Jesus Christ as the exalted human being who, as does the younger son in Luke 15, ‘comes home’. Human beings are sanctified by way of their resurrection in Jesus Christ in his office as victor, corrected in relation to sloth, and lifted up to participation in the life of God, strengthened by the Holy Spirit. In the third part, Barth speaks of Jesus Christ as the ‘True Witness’ who, in his prophetic office, corrects the sin of falsehood, calls us, and sends us out into the world to share the truth of God’s reconciliation.

Each of these moments of the doctrine of reconciliation will now be explored in turn.

Above to Below: Justification before Jesus Christ

Barth’s treatment of the criminals, in his sermon on Luke 23:33, reflects his conviction that the justification and sanctification of human beings comprises a material reality founded in the coming of God in the flesh. The Johannine assertion that ‘The Word became flesh and dwelt among us’ (John 1:14) means, for Barth, that all flesh is claimed by God in and through the person of the one who ‘went into the far country’ to be ‘with and for us’. ‘It so happened’, Barth explains, ‘that in this man Jesus God himself came into the world, which God had against all odds still loved’; the Word became flesh, Barth expounds, ‘to put an end to the world’s fight against God and also against itself’ (DC: 79). Following Philippians 2, Barth describes this event in terms of kenosis, which he construes in terms of ‘divine humiliation’ in Church Dogmatics IV/1. God ‘condescends’ to be with us, and this is a matter of God’s own free decision, not of ‘compulsion’ or ‘obligation’ (CD II/1: 518).

Some scholars suggest Barth’s emphasis on the voluntary character of the divine self-limitation precludes any real limitation and vulnerability in the being and life of God. Anna Case-Winters, for example, argues that ‘a voluntary self-limitation is as good as no limitation at all, for it can be removed at will’ (Case-Winters 1990: 203). On this point Barth would disagree, arguing that the divine self-limitation is real limitation precisely because it cannot be ‘removed at will’—because God’s decision to be with and for us is an eternal one, indicative of who God has determined Godself to be, yesterday, today, and forever.

Barth is clear, in fact, that any understanding of kenosis that suggests who God is in Jesus Christ is other than who God is in se must be rejected (CD IV/1: 181–3). God’s freedom entails that God’s acts are always consistent with God’s being, meaning that what God is and does in the person of Jesus Christ can never represent a diminishment of who God is, but rather reveals truly (if not exhaustively) who God is. Barth holds, further, that it compromises on the divine freedom to speak of God being ‘self-limited’ or ‘de-divinized’, when these terms are used to infer that God can be in any way less than God (CD IV/1: 183). On the contrary, he argues, in Jesus Christ ‘God has limited Godself to be this God and no other, to be the love which is active and dwells with human beings at this point and in this way’ (CD II/1: 518).

Because the divine humiliation reveals who the sovereign God is in God’s being as well as what God does on our behalf, the justification accomplished by Christ must not be viewed as a transaction completed by God for the purpose of restoring us to right relationship. On the contrary, to recognize that God empties Godself in Jesus Christ is to name the fact that God is, in God’s very essence, ‘Emmanuel’—‘already in the eternal will and decree of God…God with humanity’ (CD IV/2: 100).

Barth explains that justification occurs ‘before’ Jesus Christ who serves as ‘the Judge judged in our place’. Human beings in their ‘arrogance’ take upon themselves the ‘evil responsibility’ of judging both themselves and others (CD IV/1: 234). But Jesus Christ has taken judgement for sin upon himself, as is evident in his life of obedience, which culminates on the cross. In him, human beings are released from the ‘anxiety’ that comes with trying to take on the role of ‘judge’ and are given the ‘space and freedom’ to engage in ‘other more important and more happy and more fruitful activities’ than the judgement of themselves or others (CD IV/1: 234). Accordingly, Barth’s understanding of justification delineates not only what we are saved from, but what we are saved for. Human beings are ‘replaced’ in relation to judgement in order to make a place for them to live, act, and thrive—both as members of communities and ‘personally…in their existence for themselves’ (ET: 83). Barth further explains that God works through judgement to make a human being an ‘I’ by addressing them as a ‘Thou’. A person’s identity, agency, and freedom are affirmed, preserved, and promoted, Barth implies, because that person who stands before the Judge who is judged in their place ‘is the one who…in the last analysis…is concerned, questioned and accused by God’s Word; judged and justified, comforted and admonished’ (ET: 83).

The dynamics of humanity’s justification in Jesus Christ, then, do not for Barth entail understanding grace and judgement, gospel and law, God’s ‘Yes’ and God’s ‘No’ as ‘complementary’ or as elements to be ‘balanced’; rather, Barth understands God’s grace as ‘superior’ to God’s judgement (ET: 93). Barth argues that justification ‘brings the shadowy into the light’ rather than ‘setting the light in shadow’ (ET: 94), and posits that ‘the wrong of human beings’ is ‘defied’ by ‘the right of God’, with no effort or contribution on the part of human beings, who are then called to ‘acknowledge…and apply’ this ‘reality…by faith’ (CD IV/1: 514).

Below to Above: Sanctification for Jesus Christ

In looking at the one doctrine of reconciliation from ‘below to above’ instead of from ‘above to below’, the second part of the doctrine of reconciliation considers what the resurrection and the ascension teach about the character of the divine–human relationship. While the cross reminds us that Jesus Christ is the Judge and we are not, freeing us from being bogged down both by judgements leveraged against us and by judgements we might otherwise ourselves feel compelled to make, the event of the resurrection and ascension celebrates Jesus Christ as the fully human, fully divine one who exalts all human beings, by way of his shared humanity with them, to participation in the very life and work of God.

Barth begins Church Dogmatics IV/2 with the acknowledgement that it is startling, indeed, to realize that God welcomes human beings as ‘genuine subjects’ in the event of reconciliation: it is not only the case, he writes, that God has entered into fellowship with human beings in Jesus Christ; it is also the case that human beings have entered into fellowship with God (CD IV/2: 8). This is a ‘risky’ thing to say, Barth insists, because it might be misunderstood to promote ‘anthropomonism’—the idea that reconciliation is, finally, accomplished by human beings (CD IV/2: 20). Barth addresses this potential criticism elegantly by leaning on the insight of the Chalcedonian statement. It is precisely because Jesus Christ is both fully human and fully divine that it is possible to recognize humanity as fully included in the dynamics of reconciliation without compromising in any way the fact that reconciliation is accomplished by God.

This way of understanding the dialectic between human and divine in the event of reconciliation is reflected, again, in Barth’s description of the criminals’ interaction with Jesus. Because the promise of fellowship in paradise is extended equally both to the criminal who mocks Jesus and to the criminal who respects him, it is clear that there is not a causal relationship between what a person thinks and says about Jesus Christ and the force of God’s claim upon him or her. Barth does believe, however, that there is a correlation in the story between the actuality of being with Jesus Christ, who has entered into creaturely existence on this earth, and the promise of being with him, after death, in paradise. Through no devices of their own, the criminals are not only met in their condition and circumstances by Christ, justified by way of the divine humiliation; they are also exalted by way of their sharing in the life of this one whom they cannot escape. As surely as Jesus Christ takes their judgement upon himself on the cross, so also does he lift them up with himself, in the resurrection and ascension, to participate in the very life of God.

While Jesus Christ corrects the sin of pride as he enters fully into the human condition, justifying humanity, Barth explains that he corrects a different sin as part and parcel of his reconciling work as seen from the vantage point of sanctification. Human beings might reject the promise of paradise; they might resist acknowledging their position as ‘genuine subjects’ in the event of reconciliation. This, Barth says, is the sin of ‘sloth’, which takes the form of ignoring or rejecting one’s exaltation in Christ: it is to deny the sun that is shining upon us whether we know it or not, Barth explains (CD IV/2: 410). It is less about ‘evil action’ than ‘evil inaction’ (CD IV/2: 403), ignoring what God wills to be done rather than actively violating it. Sloth can take the form of idleness, to be sure, but it can also take the form of ‘undisciplined’ living—the ‘endless and insatiable striving’ to overwhelm anxiety about finitude in order to ‘seize the day’ and ‘be self-sufficient’ (CD IV/2: 454, 463, and 462). In this ‘dissipated’ existence, Barth explains, human beings are ‘too lazy to follow the movement of God which lifts us up’ (CD IV/2: 458). They want, he suggests, ‘simply to live…but not to be converted’ (CD IV/2: 458).

In contrast to living slothfully, human beings are ‘awakened’, in sanctification, to ‘the movement of conversion’, knowing that ‘God is for them and they are for God’ (CD IV/2: 570). They listen for and lovingly obey the Word of God, joining in God’s work (CD IV/2: 596). Their service, Barth insists, is not ‘humiliating’ or ‘shameful’ because it is engaged in ‘freedom’ (CD IV/2: 596). By way of freely participating in the work of God, sanctified human beings are ‘exalted’ and ‘honoured’ (CD IV/2: 596).

This awakening to conversion takes place, Barth thinks, not in isolation from others but in the context of Christian community. Barth is convinced that to live in light of our sanctification in Jesus Christ is to live together as ‘saints’ in the context of the church, where the Holy Spirit ‘builds us up’, helping us live more consistently with a transforming awareness of our justification. The ‘aim…of sanctification’, according to Barth, is ‘people who do not break but keep the covenant which God has made with them from all eternity’ (CD IV/2: 514). Of course, Barth recognizes that this keeping of the covenant is generally not the norm, even if it is the aim. Justification is the reality we possess in and through Christ, according to Barth. Sanctification looks for the reality to be enacted even while recognizing that, in actual life in this world, saints living in Christian community are as much ‘wicked rascals’ as those who are ‘outside’ the community of faith (CD IV/2: 666).

Still, Barth does not advise us that the power to override our wickedness is in human hands, that whether or not we live with an awareness of our being in Jesus Christ is up to us. He complains, in fact, that far too often we have treated justification as though it were Jesus Christ’s ‘own act’, but sanctification as though it ‘were left to us, to be accomplished by us’ (CD IV/2: 516). The Jesus who ‘lived and died…to free us’, Barth insists, is not ‘waiting’ for us to live in freedom, saying ‘“All this I did for thee; What wilt thou do for me?”’ (CD IV/2: 516). Barth notes that ‘The New Testament does not speak in this way’, and again reiterates that ‘We are not saints because we make ourselves such…We are saints and sanctified because we are already sanctified, already saints, in this One’ (CD IV/2: 516). To be sanctified is therefore to ‘see and accept as an accomplished fact humanity’s new form of existence…and to direct ourselves accordingly’ (CD IV/2: 516).

One challenge of grasping Barth’s way of conceptualizing sanctification is that our awareness of the ‘accomplished fact’ of humanity’s exaltation in Jesus Christ is rarely as neat and whole as Barth’s rhetoric sometimes suggests. Rather, such awareness is continuously lost and regained, Barth admits. Christians, Barth says, ‘are not those who are awake while the rest sleep’, but ‘those who constantly stand in need of reawakening and who depend upon the fact that they are continually reawakened’ (CD IV/2: 555). And this constant reawakening is not necessarily always pleasant. Lulled into a ‘slothful’ existence in which they are being and doing whatever it is they think they want to be and to do, Jesus Christ, by the power of the Holy Spirit, ‘startles them out of the peace in which they think that they can continually express their sinful being as others do…It disturbs them below that they have this Brother above, bone of their bone and flesh of their flesh’ (CD IV/2: 527).

Contemporary poet Christian Wiman testifies, similarly, that ‘to know one’s being in Jesus Christ does not offer simple consolation or reassurance’ (Wiman 2014: 118). In My Bright Abyss, he writes that ‘Christ…is a shard of glass in your gut’ that gives ‘clarity’ about where God is present in the world (Wiman 2014: 118). While ‘God’ is often identified, in popular culture, with what is an ‘ultimately inchoate and transitory feeling of oneness or unity with existence’, he explains, the experience of Jesus ‘is difficult’ because it reveals that God is present not only in what we believe ‘exalts and completes and uplifts’, but ‘here in what appals, offends, and degrades’ (Wiman 2014: 118). Wiman might here help us understand how it is that Barth recognizes the second criminal—the one who resists Jesus—to be sanctified as well as justified. To be sanctified is to be brought to an awareness of God’s presence. Whether one submits to this awareness and acts accordingly are the questions that follow; questions that move us from the matter of sanctification to the matter of vocation. The second criminal resists, of course. But could it be that he derides Jesus precisely because he is growing in awareness of God’s presence, in Jesus, and wants to ward it off? Might it be too much for him to embrace while hanging on the ignoble, degrading cross? For him to die on the cross accepting God’s presence with him and hoping for paradise is, perhaps, too much of a dissonance for him.

Wiman offers an example from his own life of how a God-given awareness of the ‘disturbing’ Christ once made him unable to ignore an unappealing, hungry person, and so he begrudgingly gave over his lunch (Wiman 2014: 118). Reflecting on this story by way of Barth’s understanding, Wiman’s experience may be identified with sanctification up to the point, perhaps, where he actually hands his lunch to the person in need. There, he is ‘leaning in’ to his vocation—showing how a disciple lives in light of the who and what that is always true of him or her, in Jesus Christ.

Vocation as Participation in the Work of Christ

The justification and sanctification of human beings include their vocation, for Barth, and he explains that ‘the third problem of the doctrine of reconciliation’ cannot be separated from the other two (CD IV/3: 10). Rather, vocation names the ‘self-declaration’ of the doctrine of reconciliation, the work that the Holy Spirit is doing, in the context of the Christian community, to facilitate people’s awareness of their being in Christ (CD IV/3: 10). The community that gathers and upbuilds also sends, as part and parcel of its gathered and strengthened life. The Christian who loves and has faith also hopes, Barth insists, because hope comes along with love and faith (CD IV/3: 10).

It is common to think about vocation following from justification and sanctification, but Barth resists a linear ordering of the three parts of reconciliation. He suggests that the conscious undertaking of ‘vocation’ might well come after an awareness of the material reality of reconciliation has been experienced, once Christians come to declare what they know about salvation that they have learned in the context of the gathered, nurturing community. Attention to vocation might also, however, precipitate the gathering and upbuilding itself, as when Christians come together to experience the ‘action’ of preaching (IV/3: 868). In that case, according to Barth, the preaching confirms the ‘vocation’ of the community in the context of the ‘gathering and upbuilding’ which makes possible the very confirmation that precipitated it (CD IV/3: 868).

Barth holds that the primary vocation of a human being is ‘to become a Christian’ (CD IV/3: 521). By this he means to see and believe the material reality of justification and sanctification, and to act accordingly—not in response to what God has done, but in continuity with who one really is, ‘even now’, in Jesus Christ (CD III/4: 25). To be granted the ‘new standing of the Christian’, Barth says, is to enter into ‘a particular fellowship’ with Christ and to be ‘thrusted…as afflicted but well-equipped witnesses into the service of his prophetic work’ (CD IV/3: 481).

Lest this sounds overly exclusive, Barth is careful to emphasize that all human beings, regardless of whether or not they have actively embraced the vocation of becoming a Christian, live with their vocations before them ‘no less surely than that Jesus Christ has died and risen again for them’ (CD IV/3: 493). He eschews use of terms like ‘non-Christian’ or ‘unchristian’, challenging self-identified Christians to recognize the ways in which they themselves live ‘unchristianly’ and encouraging them to remember that ‘reference can only be to what they are or not provisionally’ (CD IV/3: 493). The truth of who the so-called non-Christians are, as those who are justified and sanctified in Christ, and called by him, may yet be ‘actualized in history’ (CD IV/3: 483). The transformation of the criminal on the cross who believed Jesus’ promise reminds us of this fact, as does the reticence of the criminal who said disparaging things about Jesus until the end.

Barth does not explain why the material reality of salvation so often remains un-actualized, though he does acknowledge the difficulty. ‘It cannot be taken for granted’, he writes, ‘that the shining of the light of life as the being and action of Jesus Christ will demonstrate its range and power in occurrences in the very different sphere in which we exist—in the vocation of human beings, the sending of the community…the hope of the Christian…or…the judgment of human falsehood’ (CD IV/3: 276–7). The quandary is compounded by the fact that Barth is relentlessly consistent about rejecting any hint of natural theology. Barth insists that ‘A human being is called and becomes a Christian as he or she is illuminated’, rejecting the idea that anyone might have ‘a light…burning low’ that might be fanned into flame: ‘Jesus Christ, the light of the world’, does the illuminating (CD IV/3: 508). One might ask, in relation to this: If God is the one who illuminates, why is ‘the shining of the light of life’ not more widespread in this life and world?

While this question is unanswerable, Barth suggests it stems from a problem that can be addressed by those who embrace God’s call to become Christians. To become a Christian is to become one who ‘lives in hope in the presence of God’s future’ (CD III/4: 25), and in such a way that ‘a new history begins’ in that person’s history’ (CD IV/3: 500). God’s call is ‘creative’, Barth writes, ‘so there comes into being that which was not but was destined to be’; and this new history ‘is not merely spiritual but moral, social, and political’ (CD IV/3: 500).

To become a Christian, then, is to join the Christ in whom we find our being in whatever manner of world-making we are called to engage. The only limit to what we might be called to do is what God actually commands. Our job is to listen for God’s living Word and to obey the divine command, however God instructs us. But how God instructs us will be, of course, consistent with who God reveals Godself to be, in the person of Jesus Christ. The one who entered the world to justify human beings by way of the divine humiliation, Barth reminds us, is certainly ‘in the world’; but this ‘One who calls the Christian…also confronts it’ (CD IV/3: 519). This means, for Barth, that what Jesus Christ calls Christians to do is always ‘particular’ and ‘distinct’ (CD IV/3: 519). While God’s command takes many forms, Barth does set some significant parameters for it, noting that it will be ‘self-evidently and in all circumstances a call for counter-movements on behalf of humanity and against its denial in any form, and therefore a call for the championing of the weak against every kind of encroachment on the part of the strong’ (CD III/4: 544). It will always be consistent with the person of Jesus Christ, as he reached out unfailingly to those in need. And it will always charge those who are becoming Christians to do likewise.

In so far as Christians follow their calling to challenge the world, Barth notes, they will experience affliction (CD IV/3: 618). But they will also experience great joy, engaged in the work of bringing God’s Kingdom to earth as it is in heaven. Recognizing the provisional character of all earthly efforts, ‘turning to prayer’, and remembering always ‘that which God has caused to take place for all people and for the whole world in Jesus Christ’, the Christian can be ‘liberated’ from, amongst other things, ‘anxiety’ (CD IV/3: 671). When Christians remember they are not called to ‘emulate God’, but in their own, creaturely ways to ‘praise God with their activities’, they will stop ‘working tensely’ and instead experience work as ‘play’ (CD III/4: 552). They will ‘look up’ to him and their faces will ‘shine’ as they bear witness to the reality of salvation; they will share the hope that awareness of what God has done in Christ will help Christians hear and obey the command of God in ways that will transform the world (DC: 46–9).

Conclusion

Whenever the doctrine of reconciliation is broached, the question of what role the human agent plays in relationship to the divine agent is a matter of great debate. Those who understand God to be the sole or primary actor in reconciliation are often criticized for diminishing the human contribution and human responsibility. Those who understand the human agent to have a substantial role are often criticized for compromising the power and authority of God.

Barth holds divine and human agency both at full strength in his doctrine of reconciliation. Neither diminishes the other. He achieves this by centring the doctrine itself, in all three of its parts, in the person of Jesus Christ. In this one, who is fully human and fully divine, both God and human beings are uncompromising actors. In Jesus Christ it is possible to say that human beings are ‘genuine subjects’ in the event of reconciliation without in any way compromising the subjectivity of God (CD IV/2: 10).

The benefit of this perspective for the human agent is clear. We are free to trust that the work of reconciliation is all God’s, and at the same time also ours. The material reality of justification and sanctification cannot be taken away from human beings; this frees us to nurture our awareness of it, not in response to fear or out of a sense of obligation that would diminish us and our agency, but in tandem with our developing faith and deepening love. The fact that who human beings really are, and what the world really is, is held by God frees Christians to embrace their vocation as those who continually lean in to what God has promised in ways that contribute to the actualization of reconciliation here on earth.
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chapter 27

Church


Paul T. Nimmo




Karl Barth was a theologian of the church. This is true not only in the sense that Barth’s life-work as a theologian was dedicated to the service of the church—from his early studies for ministry, through student placements, probationary work, and parish ministry, to an academic call to train ministers in the academy that included an ongoing vocation to engage in regular preaching, public lecturing, church writing, and ecclesiastical governance. It is also true in the sense that his own theological work was purposely located in the context of the church. That his major work bears the title Kirchliche Dogmatik (Church Dogmatics) is no arbitrary choice: Barth explained in his retirement that ‘“kirchlich” signifies that this dogmatics wants to be understood and studied within the context of the church and its history’ (BC2: 127). And it is also true in the sense that Barth was drawn irresistibly to attend in detail to the doctrine of the church, in so far as it was one of the central and distributed doctrines in his doctrinal system: both from the side of God, who in Jesus Christ ‘is not the Holy One for Himself, but for the world and in the first instance for His community in the world’ (CD IV/1: 700), and from the side of human being, for whom there is and can be ‘no private Christianity’ (HG: 64). Thus, as Wolf Krötke notes, ‘ecclesiology is present everywhere in this [Church] Dogmatics’ (Krötke 2006: 82).

This chapter seeks to exposit and analyse the central contours of Barth’s mature doctrine of the church, highlighting the remarkable way in which the church is characterized by a twofold ‘ec-centricity’, a double ‘de-centring’ of its life and work. First, it considers Barth’s radical understanding of the being of the church in relation to Jesus Christ and the Spirit, and the way in which the church has its originating centre outwith itself, in its being from God. In a second section, it attends to the creative way in which Barth conceives of the church as a divine event, and thereby relativizes the significance of the church as human institution. It then focuses in a third section on the significance and content of the human activity of the church, and the provocative way in which Barth locates the ultimate purpose of the church outwith itself, in its being for the world. In a fourth section, the chapter explores in outline some of the critical responses to Barth’s groundbreaking doctrine of the church that have emerged with particular vigour and intensity. Finally, by way of conclusion, the chapter considers the relationship of Barth’s ecclesiology to ecumenical conversation.

Existence ‘From Above’: The Church in Relation to Jesus Christ and the Spirit

As early as the second page of Church Dogmatics I/1, Barth writes that ‘the being of the Church’ is ‘Jesus Christ, God in God’s gracious revealing and reconciling address to humanity’ (CD I/1: 4). And when he turns to set out his doctrine of the church in Church Dogmatics volume IV, many years and many pages later, Barth begins his reflections in each part-volume by describing the church as the ‘body’ of Jesus Christ—the ‘earthly-historical form’ of his existence (CD IV/1: 643; CD IV/2: 614; CD IV/3: 681). While the identification of the church with the person and as the body of Jesus Christ is uncontroversial, and comports well with Barth’s Christocentric approach to theology, his elucidation of the image highlights some of the particularities of Barth’s ecclesiology.

First, it is worth noting that, for Barth, the scriptural idea of the church as a body does not derive from the idea of an organism or from the phenomenon of social association in general. Instead, he posits, the church is the body of Christ because it derives from Christ, and because Christ himself is first and by nature a body, and because ‘He constitutes and organises and guarantees the community as His body’ (CD IV/1: 663). And as his body was crucified and resurrected, so too, in him, the members of his body are both crucified (in their sinful, fleshly humanity) and resurrected (to new life and salvation). Barth recognizes, then, that the New Testament speaks of the body of Christ with reference to the Christian community in particular: it is in this community that there is ‘the visible fellowship…of this body, the perceiving and attesting of His real presence, the recognisable and recognised union of a concrete human fellowship with Him’ (CD IV/1: 665). Yet at the same time Barth is keen to emphasize that this circumscribed body of Christ ‘is not an end in itself’; instead, ‘as the body of Christ it has to understand itself as a promise of the emergence of the unity in which not only Christians but all human beings are already comprehended in Jesus Christ’ (CD IV/1: 665 rev., emphasis added). In its very particularity, then, the church as the body of Jesus Christ attests the way in which the work of God in Jesus Christ is directed towards, and effective for, all human beings. As such, the Christian community is the ‘provisional representation’ of the justification, sanctification, and calling of all human beings in him (CD IV/1: 727; CD IV/2: 620; CD IV/3: 793).

This understanding of the universal scope of the work of Jesus Christ is grounded in Barth’s radical doctrine of election. For Barth, the eternal election of grace, in which God elects to be for us in Jesus Christ, is ‘simultaneously the eternal election of the one community of God’ (CD II/2: 195). Instead of the doctrine of election being principally about the election of a particular individual or series of individuals, as it had been in the traditional Reformed view, the doctrine of election in Barth’s view concerns first, Jesus Christ, and second, the community of God—‘a fellowship elected by God in Jesus Christ’ (CD II/2: 196). Here, Barth enacts a move repeated elsewhere in Church Dogmatics, with theological priority afforded to the community over the individual (see, for example, CD IV/1: 150). In Barth’s understanding, this election of the community has a twofold form: the first form is Israel, which is the people of the Jews which resists its divine election; the second form is the church, which is the gathering of Jews and Gentiles called on the ground of its divine election (CD II/2: 198–9). Barth’s thought at this particular juncture is complex, fraught, and deeply contested. At times, it seems to risk reprising a particular line of disparagement of Judaism that has often blighted the Christian tradition (for detailed exploration of the attendant themes and their wide-ranging implications, see Busch 1996; Lindsay 2007; Sonderegger 1992).

However, what is unequivocally true for Barth is that there is only one community of God—a community comprising both Israel and the church—and that this community is the object of divine election in Jesus Christ from all eternity (CD IV/1: 667). And in a further and dramatic revision of the inherited Reformed tradition, Barth posits that the election of this one community in Jesus Christ includes the election of all human beings without exception: all are elect in Jesus Christ and Jesus Christ cannot be conceived without this (universal) community. The covenant of God with humanity that is elected, effected, and revealed in Jesus Christ thus embraces all human beings, and his identification with and for them is complete. The result, Barth contends, is that ‘When we say Jesus Christ we say Jesus Christ and His own—those who are co-elected by Him as the Son of God and in Him as the Son of Man…Jesus Christ and His community, Jesus Christ as the Head of His body’ (CD IV/2: 59).

Second, it is important to note that both the creation and the renewal of the body of Christ are expressly credited to Jesus Christ. Barth writes that the church ‘exists at all only in the power of the divine decision, act and revelation accomplished and effective in Jesus Christ’ (CD IV/3: 727). Correspondingly, in a lecture to the first meeting of the World Council of Churches in Amsterdam in 1948, he posited that the existence of the Christian community ‘is an existence secured, unthreatened, and incontestable only from above, only from God, not from below’ (GHN: 68). It is God in Jesus Christ who gathers the church, who builds up the church, and who sends the church. Indeed, for Barth, the very existence of the church can only be understood as predicated of Jesus Christ; in other words, the church lives anhypostatically (CD I/2: 216; cf. CD IV/2: 59). By way of explanation, Barth writes that the church ‘is only in Him…It lives as He Himself lives in it in the occurrence of this mighty work’ of His self-attestation (CD IV/2: 654). Barth can even claim, forthrightly, that ‘Jesus Christ is the community’ (CD IV/1: 655).

Nevertheless, it is essential to recognize that this last statement is not reversible. Even if Barth asserts that ‘Jesus Christ is the community’, he explicitly denies that ‘the community is Jesus Christ’, for Jesus Christ also has a ‘heavenly-historical form of existence…at the right hand of the Father’ (CD IV/1: 661), and Jesus Christ is ‘who He alone is…alone, and not together with [human beings]’ (CD IV/3: 755). The impact of this statement is to highlight that the church can only live and move and have its being from its centre in Jesus Christ: ‘The being of the community is exhausted and enclosed in His…taken up and hidden in His, and absolutely determined and governed by it’ (CD IV/2: 655). This ordering and distinction of Jesus Christ and church renders any talk of ‘a continuation or extension of the incarnation in the Church…not only out of place but even blasphemous’ (CD IV/3: 729). Yet the result of this dependence is that, despite the threats that assail it, internally and externally, the church cannot and does not ultimately fall—because Jesus Christ does not fall (CD IV/2: 675).

Third, it is important to note how crucial it is to Barth that the Christian community as the body of Christ has an earthly-historical form. That Jesus Christ also has a ‘heavenly-historical form of existence’ has already been mentioned. But Barth is deeply concerned about the dangers of an ecclesiastical docetism which would overlook the earthly-historical visibility of the church (cf. CD IV/1: 653; IV/3: 723). Hence, in his Amsterdam lecture, he insists that ‘The Church does not exist as the invisible and thus amorphous sum of all the “faithful” then alive…because such a civitas platonica can never represent the acting and responsible living congregation before its living Lord’ (GHN: 76). Just as the Word became flesh, Barth argues, ‘The community which was created and lives by this Word, the people of Jesus Christ, also exists in the flesh, ad extra, within world-occurrence’ (CD IV/3: 723). The church that is the body of Jesus Christ thus exists—as did Jesus—in a worldly and visible manner in history.

Thus far, consideration has been focused upon the primary identification of the church as the body of Jesus Christ. And such a prioritization may well seem to fuel the fires of those who wonder whether there is in Barth’s work something of a pneumatological deficit (classically, see Jenson 1993). Yet in truth there is no genuine effacement of the Spirit, for Barth at each point attends explicitly to the presence and role of the Spirit in the church. Dogmatically speaking, Barth later observed, ‘Ecclesiology is Christology and pneumatology unfolded’ (BC1: 103). As such, the church is not only the earthly-historical form of the body of Christ but also ‘the historical form of the work of the Holy Spirit’ (CD II/1: 160); and precisely to be the body of Christ means that the church is ‘created and continually renewed by the awakening power of the Holy Spirit’ (CD IV/1: 661). Where there is no activity of the Spirit, there is no presence of Jesus Christ; where there is no presence of Jesus Christ, there is no church. The church therefore has its source and being outwith itself: it lives, from God, ‘ec-centrically’. The very identity of the Christian community is ‘given by God and enacted in the mighty work of the Holy Spirit’, and it is by virtue of the work of the Spirit that ‘the body of Christ…acquires in all its hiddenness historical dimensions’ (CD IV/1: 656, 667).

It remains true that the predominant register of Barth’s doctrine of the church is Christocentric rather than pneumatocentric. This may be a function of the location of this doctrine within Barth’s overarching and Christocentric doctrine of reconciliation; and perhaps Barth’s unwritten doctrine of redemption might have balanced this by primarily referencing the person and work of the Spirit instead. Either way, what remains clear is Barth’s insistence upon the indivisibility of the operations of Jesus Christ and the Spirit in the economy, and his consequent and complete identification of the Spirit as ‘the quickening power of the living Lord Jesus Christ’ (CD IV/2: 617). For Barth, then, to refer to the person and work of Jesus Christ in this ecclesial context simply is to refer to the person and work of the Spirit, and vice versa, and it is the work of Jesus Christ and the Spirit that grounds the being and action of the church ‘from above’.

The Church as Divine Event

The identification of the church with the body of Christ in the power of the Spirit is not, for Barth, a matter of simple or static predication. On the contrary, the relationship between Jesus Christ and the Spirit on the one hand and the Christian community on the other is entirely dependent upon, and derivative of, a divine activity. Barth writes, then, that ‘The equating of the body of Christ and the community is valid only with reference to…divine action’—namely as ‘the Gospel once and still proclaimed to them has shown itself powerful and effective and fruitful to and in and among them’ and ‘as the Spirit who raised up Jesus from the dead dwells within them’ (CD IV/1: 666). Thus it is that the community is the body of Christ as it ‘exists on earth and in time in virtue of the mighty work of the Holy Ghost’ (CD IV/2: 655).

What Barth effects here is an actualization of the doctrine of the church. For Barth, this means that ‘we must abandon the usual distinctions between being and act, status and dynamic, essence and existence’, in order that the church be conceived in such a way that ‘[i]ts act is its being, its status its dynamic, its essence its existence’ (CD IV/1: 650). To speak of the church is to speak of an event, and indeed not just of any event, but of a divine event—‘an event of the Word’ (KBTT: 42)—and of the Holy Spirit who ‘rules and works in the events, in the sequence and multiplicity, of the temporal history of the [community], in all the relativities of that which is called Christian and ecclesiastical and even theological life’ (CD IV/2: 653). In Barth’s understanding, the relation between the Christian community and the body of Christ is thus not a static equation, as if the church simply were the body of Christ without qualification. There is instead a dynamic identification in view, such that the visible church is only the body of Christ as it becomes the body of Christ, and this ‘becoming’ only takes place in the event of the working of Christ and the Spirit.

This actualistic emphasis upon the divine work at the centre of the theological reality of the church indicates that, for Barth, the church does not possess or control the person or revelation of Jesus Christ or the power and presence of the Spirit but can only pray for and receive them. The existence of the church as the body of Christ on earth and in time is, by extension, utterly dependent on the work of the Holy Spirit, in whose power Jesus Christ makes himself present to the community. And precisely because of this, ‘the Church is not a datum [Gegebenheit], the existence of which we can at once assume’ (CD I/2: 850, emphasis added). Hence, Barth warns, ‘it is ruled out that [the Christian community] should try to have the free grace of its election and calling, and therefore existence as His people distinct from and superior to all others, except by direct reception each new day from the hand of the free Giver’ (CD IV/3: 730). Thus the church cannot realize its true existence on its own (CD IV/3: 729). Even within the Christian community—within the context of the divine promise of grace—Barth observes, ‘the dealings of God with men are always free…God unites with human beings but He is not bound to them’ (CD IV/3: 781 rev.).

At stake here is one of the most basic features of Barth’s theology—the non-disponibility of God for creaturely human beings. His resistance to the idea that the grace of God, the revelation of Christ, or the power of the Spirit can be domesticated by and for the church leads him to reject the basic assumption of the ecclesiology that he finds common to both Roman Catholicism and neo-Protestantism (CD I/2: passim)— in which, he considers, there is an identification of church and revelation. Distancing himself from such a position, Barth asserts: ‘The grace directed to the Church cannot be transformed into a possession and a glory of the Church’ (CD I/2: 577). The corollary of this is that grace can only be sought and received ever anew, for it never rests in an ecclesiastical treasury. The church, in its identity as the body of Christ in the power of the Spirit, ‘is not itself a foundation or institution. In correspondence with the hidden being of Jesus Christ Himself, it is an earthly-historical event, and as such it is the earthly-historical form of His existence’ (CD IV/2: 696). And consequently, Barth notes, the church ‘does not exist apart from the fact that it becomes the church…The church will always have its structures; to deny that would be an ecclesiological Docetism.…But these structures cannot but serve the event’ (BC2: 111).

Barth describes this work of Jesus Christ in the power of the Spirit as ‘the third dimension’ of the existence of the Christian community (CD IV/1: 655). This is the invisible secret or mystery at the heart of the church. Certainly, one can think of the church as an institution, with particular buildings, people, and practices—and thus as a historical entity which, like any other, is open to empirical observation and scientific study. Yet to see the distinctive truth and identity of the church, to recognize it as ‘unique…incomparable, an example, a species, a genus, a class apart’, requires ‘eyes that are opened for Him and by Him which see what His community is as grounded in Him’ (CD IV/3: 727, 728). It is by the work of God, then, that the Christian community not only really and unconditionally becomes the body of Christ, but also becomes visible as such to Christian faith—so that it ‘actually takes place in the space and time of these men, in the sphere of their experience and activity’ (CD IV/1: 666). The visible church and the invisible church are thus not two separate churches; rather, the being of the (one) church ‘is invisible, but its impulse is from within outwards, from invisibility to visibility, from particularity to universality’ (CD IV/3: 728).

At the same time, Barth claims, this spiritual character of the church in its third dimension is ‘not without manifestations and analogies in its generally visible form’ (CD IV/1: 657). And with this point, a transition is already underway towards considering the human activity in, and visibility of, the church.

Existence ‘For the World’: The Church as Human Act

The work of Jesus Christ in the gathering, upbuilding, and sending of the Christian community involves and requires human activity by way of response. The anhypostatic existence of the church thus does not mean human quietism or passivity. Quite the contrary: for Barth the human activity of and in the church—as human activity in general—is a matter of the church being called to respond to the preceding work of God by corresponding to it, and becoming in the process subject to both the empowering grace and the revealing judgement of God. Barth observes, therefore, that the church ‘is continually exposed to His activity, it is continually jolted by Him, it is continually asked whether and to what extent it corresponds in its visible existence to the fact that it is His body, His earthly-historical form of existence’ (CD IV/1: 700). Indeed, that which ‘constitutes’ the Christian community is the relationship between ‘the ordering and commanding and controlling of the Holy One in whom all are sanctified, and therefore of Jesus Christ, on the one side; and on the other side…the obedient attitude of the human communion of saints in subordination to Him’ (CD IV/2: 680). Apart from the act of obedience, Barth states bluntly, ‘It is not the Church’ (CD I/2: 574).

This emphasis on human activity is a further dimension of Barth’s actualization of the church. The church not only comes to being solely from the gracious event in which God acts in Jesus Christ to empower it in the Spirit; it also comes to being only in the faithful event in which it offers an obedient response that corresponds to that divine act. As it hears and receives the Word of God, then, the church is called to action. Its faith is not an end in itself; the Word of God in which it believes demands to be made known in the world. Hence the principal task of the church—in all its different forms and manifestations, within and outwith the Christian community—is the confession of Jesus Christ (CD IV/3: 787), a calling which Barth summarizes in ‘the simplest and biblical formulation: “Ye shall be witnesses unto me” (Acts 1:8)’ (CD IV/3: 797).

The category of witness is thus the rubric for Barth under which all the confessing activity of the church falls. Witness means ‘the proclamation, explication and application of the Gospel’ (CD IV/3: 843), and it is expressly for this purpose that the church is gathered and strengthened and sent out into the world (CD IV/3: 768). In the third part-volume of Church Dogmatics IV, Barth proceeds to detail twelve forms of the service of the Christian community, each of which—directly or indirectly—serves this task of witness through its declaration, explanation, and application of the Gospel. The first six forms are primarily oriented to speech: the praise of God, the preaching of the Gospel, Christian education, local mission, overseas mission, and theology. The second six forms are primarily oriented to action: prayer, pastoral care, holy living, diaconal work, prophetic action, and establishment of community (CD IV/3: 865–901).

Each of these twelve forms of witness serves the vocation of the church to declare Jesus Christ in the world, a vocation which—when faithfully enacted—constitutes the very being of the church. The church, in other words, exists only ‘for the world’, and thus in an ‘ec-centric’ way (CD IV/3: 762 rev., emphasis added). Here there is a step beyond much Reformation thought, since Barth locates the primary centre of interest and activity of the church outwith its walls, in its service of the world. The church’s task, in other words, is not to be a means of grace for the believer; rather it is to be a witness of grace, and thus a light in and for the world. It is in this way that the church corresponds to the existence of its Head, Jesus Christ, for it is precisely Jesus Christ who exists first not for himself, but for others, and—precisely in so doing—exists for God. Just so, Barth observes, ‘The church does not exist as an end in itself, but it exists in service to the world…from its very foundation, it is the community of mission’ (BC1: 103). It is not, then, that the church ‘has’ a mission. The church simply is a mission. In all its speaking, in all its acting, the church exists in order to proclaim the Gospel.

The recognition of prophetic action as one of the twelve forms of witness that are constitutive of the church is perhaps worthy of particular attention given the way in which Barth considered the task of the church in addressing and engaging the political situation—local or otherwise—to be intrinsic to the vocation of Christian witness. From his early days as the ‘red pastor’ in Safenwil through his involvement with the Confessing Church and the Barmen Declaration in inter-war Germany to his engagement with churches amidst the complexities of the Cold War later in life (see Gorringe 1999), Barth was never shy to speak out in respect of the issues of his day, and was always willing to do so precisely as a representative of the church seeking to witness to Jesus Christ. Such vocational engagement was not born out of any fixed political viewpoint; Barth insists that ‘we are always in error if we think that the gospel is identical with this or that system of thought’ (BC1: 104). By contrast, for Barth, the prophetic activity of the church is simply part of the proclamation of the Gospel (KBTT: 20), for Christian witness always arises in response to hearing the living Word of God in particular situations and attending in word and deed, in that specific place and time, to the needs of concrete human situations and specific human beings. Hence Barth declares that ‘Christian witness must always be forged anew in the fire of the question of truth’ (ET: 41), and observes that the point is simply that ‘we have to do and we have to [say] something if it has importance and if it helps the sake of humanity or human existence’ (BC1: 208).

Importantly, the task of witness elucidated across all twelve tasks is not that of a particular and designated group of people within the church, as if certain Christians were specifically called to the work of witness and others were specifically exempted. Instead, Barth writes, the task of witnessing to Jesus Christ falls upon everyone in the community without exception, for ‘there are no individuals…who are exempt from service or committed and engaged to serve only to a less serious degree’ (CD IV/2: 693). Formal (or informal) qualifications thus have nothing to do with the church-wide scope of this remit of service. Instead, and given the way in which true witness is empowered by Jesus Christ, ‘We are all qualified and all unqualified’ (CD IV/3: 784).

It is along similar lines that Barth had resisted since his time in Göttingen any distinction in precedence between clergy and laity in the church, considering any such hierarchy to have been adopted from Greek mystery religions (GA 38: 372–3). Every Christian is called to serve, even as every Christian may be called to a unique and specific mode of service. Barth poses the question sharply: ‘Exalted into fellowship with Jesus Christ, each Christian as such is set in the lowliness of His service. How then can he be forced or how can he presume to think that they are set there, and therefore claimed, to a lesser extent than others?’ (CD IV/2: 693 rev.). Indeed, as part of the necessary effort to guard against any trace of ‘practical clericalism’, even the term ‘office’ must be avoided and replaced by ‘service’, a term that is applicable to all Christians: ‘in the Christian community either all are office-bearers or none; and if all, then only as servants’ (CD IV/2: 693). Fundamentally, then, Barth insists that difference of office can only be a ‘difference of function’ (GHN: 79).

The activity of confession and witness to which all Christians are called is not independent of the divine act of Jesus Christ in the power of the Spirit. Barth insists that ‘the Church is not a human polity…in which the discharge of the witness to Jesus Christ committed to it is left to the good pleasure of its members. The Church is governed’ (CD I/2: 693, emphasis added). This governing is the Lordship of its Head, Jesus Christ. From the very beginning of Barth’s theological work, then, the power to speak and attest the Word of God is a human vocation but not a human capacity (cf. WGT: 177); instead, it arises from ‘God’s omnipotent Word, which…can…make use even of…humanly conditioned words’ (CD IV/3: 737). And so Barth posits that the witness of the church exists ‘precisely as [Jesus Christ] Himself as its model is first present and alive in it, evoking, ordering and guiding its movements by His own, and as He Himself is also secondarily, or in reflection, illustrated and attested by the movements and in the being and activity of His community’ (CD IV/3: 757). As the church acknowledges, recognizes, and confesses Jesus Christ, it exists from the power of its awakening by the Holy Spirit (CD IV/1: 662)—and it is precisely the Holy Spirit who is ‘the power by which Jesus Christ fits His community to give a provisional representation of the sanctification of all humanity and human life as it has taken place in Him’ (CD IV/2: 620). In this event of sanctification, in which it is attested that the reconciliation that Christians proclaim is true for all people, there is a conjunction—as well, certainly, as an ordering and a distinction—of the human act of witness and the divine act of grace (CD IV/3: 760).

Yet even—indeed, precisely—as this engraced activity, the witness of the church remains a genuinely human activity. The service of the church is ‘neither divine nor semi-divine…[but] unequivocally human speech and action of a people like all others’ (CD IV/3: 839). And so the integrity, viability, and success of its witness is subject to certain limitations. Indeed, Barth observes that the task of witness is given to a community ‘whose creaturely limitation and sinful fallibility make it very doubtful what will become of it’ (CD IV/3: 812). Precisely as it is located in time and space, the community belongs to the world of sin and death, such that any Christian witness is and can only be imperfect and provisional (CD IV/2: 649)—at best it is ‘an equivocal witness to the fact that it is occasioned and fashioned’ by the action of the Spirit (CD IV/2: 617; cf. GA 38: 360). At times, Barth observes, the worst happens: where ‘the event which has its origin in the living Lord Jesus Christ comes to a standstill in the congregation, and the life of the congregation, which corresponds to this event, has no continuance…there the Church ceases to be the Church’ (GHN: 71–2, emphasis original). In such cases, ‘something else, which only in a false, improper way can be called “Church”, steps into its place’, and the danger arises that ‘the whole Church will cease to be the Church’ (GHN: 72). This is a real threat which daily assails the church. Small wonder, then, that Barth insists that the church perpetually requires ‘renewal of its essence as event, renewal of its foundation, renewal of its being gathered together as congregation’, a renewal that ‘can only come from its living Lord’ (GHN: 75). In view of this somewhat precarious existence of the Christian community, Barth observes that ‘We need not waste words on the obscurity and confusion with which in its existence it reflects Him and the kingdom of God’ (CD IV/3: 793).

A number of different aspects of Barth’s construal of Christian witness come into greater focus at this point. First, in light of his reserve, it is no surprise that Barth confesses the history of Christianity to have been full of ‘defeats and failures and mistakes’ (CD IV/3: 838). There is no trace here of any desire to defend the earthly holiness or infallibility of the church, in contrast to some views in the Roman Catholic tradition or in certain strands of neo-Protestantism or holiness movements. Second, it perhaps also becomes clearer why Barth believes that ‘What needs to take place today…is…a conversion of Christians and the Christian churches themselves—a conversion to the truth of their own message’ (L: 91). Towards the end of his life, as well as in his early career, Barth saw the need for judgement in the church to begin at home: ‘there must be criticism, sternest criticism of the concrete church’ (GA 38: 355–6). Third, it perhaps also becomes clearer why Barth hesitated in later years to follow the tradition—even his own Reformed tradition—in calling the church the ‘mother’ of believers (BC1: 89–90; cf. the earlier GA 38: 350, 358). In Barth’s perspective, it is never the church which is the primary agent who calls and strengthens believers, nor is the church even the infallible means of communicating divine grace to the faithful; instead, it is always the act of Jesus Christ by the power of the Spirit that gives life to Christians. The mediation of the church is always a highly questionable affair.

The result of the equivocity and fallibility of the witness of the church is that the church ‘can only lift up its eyes to [Jesus Christ]…praying earnestly for His Spirit from above: Veni, creator Spiritus! [come, Creator Spirit], for the coming and revelation of His kingdom’ (CD IV/3: 755). And in particular, the Christian ‘can and may and should pray earnestly to God for the appearing of the one, pure, holy church, of the new Jerusalem’ (CL: 192). This emphatic need to call upon God in prayer is, for Barth, essential. The witness of the church includes the profound awareness that true service of God ‘cannot be taken for granted’ as a ‘given factor’, but ‘is always the gift of free grace’ (CD IV/3: 832). Of course even in this mode of receptivity, Barth notes, ‘the Christian as a member of the church will not be able here and now to fold his hands’ (CL: 192), for grace always involves a call to action. Yet precisely at this point, as Barth wrote in his early dogmatic work, ‘The church which in all its lowliness and neediness hopes most seriously for grace is—humanly speaking—the best church’ (GA 38: 366).

It is precisely by the gift of grace, borne by the work of Christ in the power of the Spirit, that despite the ‘impotence, insignificance, uselessness and hopelessness of the activity of the community’, nevertheless its active service consists ‘not only of much apparently hopeless weeding, ploughing and sowing, but sometimes also of joyful reaping’ (CD IV/3: 841). For all its fallibility, the church can and does witness to the world concerning the new humanity reconciled to God in Jesus Christ. Correspondingly, for all that ‘[i]ts existence may be a travesty’ of that of Jesus Christ, Barth writes, ‘as His earthly-historical form of existence it can never perish’ (CD IV/1: 691). Thus in a memorable turn of phrase from his time in Göttingen, Barth observes, ‘The body of Christ can be ill, but [can] never die’ (GA 38: 356).

Neither the effectiveness of its witness nor the quality of its perdurance is a possession of the church by way of a datum, a ‘given’, something that is handed over to human beings to possess, control, or distribute. Rather, the life and witness of the church takes place only in a dandum, a ‘being given’, an event in which God acts, and in which the community acts and thereby attests faithfully its basis and meaning in the work of Jesus Christ by the power of the Spirit. The visibility of its true basis and meaning is indexed to this event of divine action, which means that its true basis and meaning becomes visible ‘as we can see and read the dark letters of an electric sign when the current is passed through it’ (CD IV/2: 619). And in this way Barth highlights again both the vulnerability and the actualism which characterize his doctrine of the church. The result is that the Christian community is not left without signs of hope in the world that its witness is faithful and obedient—the fact that ‘it is on the right way…may in certain encounters and phenomena shine out with the brightness…of a flash of lightning’ (CD IV/3: 841). In such faithful and obedient witness, the church simultaneously serves both God and humanity (CD IV/3: 831), and in this time between the times, between the resurrection and the final parousia, it offers to the whole world a provisional representation of the way in which all human beings are elect—justified, sanctified, and called in Jesus Christ (cf. IV/2: 620). The church is by no means identical with the Kingdom of God; but it can and must—and does—point towards it.

This emphasis upon the limitation and yet the possibility of the church in the theology of Barth gestures towards a very particular shape of ecclesial existence. Three aspects of this shape seem particularly significant and worthy of momentary further attention.

First, that the church does not have grace at its disposal should lead to a certain humility on the part of the church. Of course, the church should witness to its true identity as the body of Jesus Christ empowered by the Spirit. But in so far as it seeks to do more than this, in so far as it risks conflating its visible doctrines or orders or practices with the invisible power of Christ and the Spirit, then its witness fails. Whatever authority the church has, however imperfect, relative, and provisional that authority may be, always exists from a source beyond itself. In fact, as Barth observes, the church only has authority as it refrains ‘from any direct appeal to Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit in support of its words and attitudes and decisions, [and does not try] to speak out as though it were infallible and final’ (CD I/2: 586).

Second, the teaching that the purpose of the church is to be for the world should lead to a commitment to the solidarity of the church with the world. Barth is adamant that ‘the community and the rest of humanity constitute a differentiated, yet…integrated, whole’ (CD IV/3: 826). The church exists in the world, as part of the world, even as it exists for the world. It struggles as the world does in the midst of the ongoing—if impossible—presence of sin and death. Of itself, as an independent enterprise, it has no place in the work of Jesus Christ; indeed, Barth observes, even though the world would be lost without Jesus Christ, ‘the world would not necessarily be lost if there were no Church’ (CD IV/3: 826). This relativization of the power and place of the church should temper any sense that the church stands over against the world, whether as gracious benefactor or harsh judge. Of course, the church must be prepared to speak its own little Yes and little No in and to the world as it seeks to witness to the great Yes and No of God in Jesus Christ (CD IV/3: 719). But in so far as it seeks to do more than this, to array itself as distinct from the world, it in fact betrays its calling to be in and for the world. Hence Barth observes, ‘Ought we not to begin with the solidarity of church and world in relation to Jesus Christ?’ (BC2: 105).

Third and finally, precisely in its humility and solidarity with the world, the church can and must pursue its mission to confess Jesus Christ in and for the world with confidence. Barth observes that as the Christian community ‘knows the lordship and glory of God’, so too it ‘renounces any feelings of inferiority as compared with other societies and forms of life…[and] rejoices and boasts in its own vital and constructive power’ (CD IV/2: 669). For all its fallibility and worldliness, it rejoices in its strength in the risen Lord who is present in the Spirit. As it pursues its calling in faith, the church may ever and again conform to the image of Jesus Christ, for it is precisely Jesus Christ who comes in humility to be the servant of all people, yet who preaches with boldness and authority. On such a path as this, and by grace, the church may fulfil its calling to be a light to the world.

Critical Responses

The ecclesiology that Barth sets out in the course of his doctrine of reconciliation in Church Dogmatics IV is radical in character. In emphasizing the double ‘ec-centricity’ of the life of the church (as from above and as for the world) and in highlighting the twofold actualization of the church (in the divine event and in the human act of response), Barth advances a doctrine of the church that charts new terrain in the locus with characteristic creativity and provocation. It is therefore little surprise that his claims have engendered much controversy.

Three prominent and persistent lines of critique of Barth’s ecclesiology bear brief outline. A first line of critique has challenged the way in which Barth conceives of the church as ‘event’ rather than ‘institution’. There is a lament that Barth’s actualization of the doctrine of the church leads to a failure to see the church as more than event, as a reality that has the requisite visible persistence or duration (O’Grady 1970: 252; Mangina 1999a: 333; McFarland 2005: 229). A second, and related, line of critique has lamented Barth’s sharp distinction between the activity of God and the activity of the church. This particular line of critique has many aspects. There is resistance to the refusal of Barth to allow the work of God to be qualified by, or identified with, the empirical practices of the church (Mangina 1999b: 278; Hütter 2000a: 151; Hütter 2000b: passim; McFarland 2005: 231; Hauerwas 2001: 145; Yocum 2004: 119). There is also concern regarding the possible diminishment of the meaningfulness of the concrete activities of the church—evidenced, for example, in Barth’s resistance to describing the church as a means of grace or as a mediator of the presence of Jesus Christ to the community—and the (perceived) implication that the true church is identical with the being and action of Jesus Christ alone (O’Grady 1970: 255; McFarland 2005: 226; Yocum 2004: 121). The result, it is suggested, is that Barth may risk turning a logical distinction between the true church and the visible church into a real distinction indicating two separate entities (Healy 1994: 259 and 263). A third and final prominent line of critique pertains to Barth’s explicit denial both of the divine character of the sacraments and of the hierarchy of ecclesiastical office (O’Grady 1970: 171–213).

From a different critical viewpoint, however, some have wondered whether Barth carries out his actualization of the doctrine of the church in Church Dogmatics IV as fully as he might—whether his dialectical and actualistic insights are, at times, underplayed. This might be a particular concern above all in respect of his central deployment of the description of the church as the ‘earthly-historical form of the body of Christ’. Here, there may be a danger that Barth’s development of the biblical metaphor of the ‘body of Christ’ risks implying that the presently acting person of Christ in the world is—contrary to Barth’s dialectical intentions—somehow subjected to the limits of time and space (Krötke 2006: 88; cf. M. Barth 1987: 58).

This is not the place for a full exploration of these various criticisms—or indeed of their possible refutation (for which, amongst others, see Bender 2005: 270–87; Bender 2014: 48–64; Hawksley 2011; Healy 2004). It is important, however, to register that these critical interventions generally attend precisely to those points at which Barth is most radical and innovative. Specifically, such critiques highlight again the diverse dialectical tensions that Barth seeks to navigate in his ecclesiology: between the true being and the visible existence of the church, between the divine act and the human response, and between the church as both visible and invisible, as both perduring and fallible.

At the very heart of Barth’s negotiation of these tensions lies his consistent and overriding belief that the grace in which the event of the church takes place is not a ‘given’—not a datum, a possession, such that the institution can then possess and dispose over its own being. Instead, the true existence of the church is a dandum, a ‘being given’—something that exists only in the giving of grace and thus holds out no possibility that the church could commandeer, control, or distribute this gift. The church ‘has’ no grace to mediate; it can only point to the grace which it has received and which it prays it will continue to receive in the mercy of God. This construal of ecclesiology might be summarized in the phrase non habemus ecclesiam—we do not have the church. Or alternatively, one could say, ecclesia non daretur—the church is not given. The divine event that grounds the church is not at the disposal of human beings. The grace that gives rise to the church and that is required for the survival and mission of the church must be given, time and again, and moment by moment; like manna in the wilderness, it cannot be stored or deployed at human behest.

To conceive the church in this way runs directly counter to some of the most prominent lines of ecclesiology that are evident today. First, it sits rather awkwardly alongside post-liberal inclinations to read the church primarily as the site of a particular set of cultural-linguistic markers and practices (see, classically, Lindbeck 1984). Second, it distances itself quite clearly from attempts to read the church primarily along ethnographic modes of inquiry that would seek to undertake meaningful theological study of the church by empirical means (see, for careful analysis, Ward 2018). Finally, it operates with a different set of grounding theological assumptions than are present in accounts which foreground a more ontologically participatory—or even identificatory—understanding of the church as the body of Christ, and correspondingly more mediatory views of the ministry and the sacraments (see, for example, Jenson 1999).

Though it does not deny the cultural, empirical, or theological dimensions of the church and its activity, Barth’s dialectical and actualistic construal of the Christian community simply locates the basic reality and primary significance of the church rather differently. In view of a doctrine of election that founds the church in eternity, God wills not to be without the church or its activity—however frail and fallible these may be. Indeed, God makes time in history for the imperfect witness of the church, and that witness is important in so far as God calls it to point towards God’s fulfilment of the Kingdom of God in Jesus Christ. There is no sense in which the practices of the church in their attempt to witness to Jesus Christ either are or become inerrant indicators of divine presence or human obedience, let alone guaranteed means of bestowing and receiving divine grace. Nevertheless, in the power of the Spirit they may yet be taken up into the faithful service of God and thus, and in that same power, there can and does come to exist on earth a true human correspondence to the great and salvific works of God.

Conclusion

Barth’s radical reframing of the doctrine of the church has had an impact upon the ecumenical movement. Barth’s theological labours from within the Reformed tradition were never undertaken in ecclesiastical isolation: from academic conversation with Lutheran scholars in Göttingen and Roman Catholic scholars in Münster, through intense engagement with Roman Catholic and liberal Protestant doctrines of the church in the early 1930s and his participation in the initial work of the World Council of Churches, to his following of developments in Roman Catholic theology relating to the Second Vatican Council between 1962 and 1965, Barth was a theologian perpetually in dialogue with other traditions. Late in life, he correspondingly observed, quite simply, ‘We should be ecumenicists’ (GA 28: 465). Yet at the same time, he suggested that ecumenical encounter requires ‘great sobriety’, in view of the fact that there are ‘great differences which cannot easily be laid aside on either side’ (GA 28: 465). In this context, there was no room for ‘mere toleration’: instead, he recommended, ‘the Catholics should be good Catholics and the Protestants good Protestants’ (GA 28: 468).

In writing his doctrine of the church, Barth undoubtedly considered himself to be attempting to be a good Protestant, and indications have already been given above of the way in which his ecclesiology went through and beyond the work of the Reformation. And at certain points, the creative directions of his work were well received in other churches. This is particularly evident in respect of Barth’s work on mission, where his reframing of the church as essentially a missionary community became hugely influential (see Flett 2010). At other points, his work was more critically received and had less impact. It is difficult, for example, to find much trace of Barth’s influence—perhaps beyond the emphasis on mission—in either of the two major ecumenical agreements concluded since his death: the World Council of Churches texts ‘Baptism, Eucharist, and Ministry’ (1982) and ‘The Church: Towards a Common Vision’ (2013).

In truth, it was never likely that Barth’s radical emphasis upon the actualistic character of the church, together with his functional view of Christian ministry—let alone his deflationary view of the sacraments—would significantly impact the ecumenical movement. The balance of the ecumenical movement has a rather different, rather higher sense of the importance of the church as institution, of its orders of (often threefold) ministry, and of the power of its sacraments. Indeed, it may even seem that the opposing case might be made: that the radicality of Barth’s doctrine of the church in respect of its rigorous emphasis on sola gratia (grace alone), of its careful defined dialectic of divine activity and human activity, and of its construal of the priesthood of all believers has served to hinder the ecumenical movement, encouraging Protestants in certain, often low-church ecclesiastical traditions to resist moves towards positions held consensually by others.

Yet even if the ecclesiology of Barth finds itself broadly excluded from the main lines of recent ecumenical agreements, it is not clear that Barth himself would be too perturbed. He was no stranger to swimming against the tide of theological opinion, and to receiving strenuous and persistent criticisms in respect of his revising and reframing of a whole series of doctrines. At the same time, it may be that the ecumenical movement would do well to hear the witness of Barth once more, particularly in its unsettling and decentring radicality. His view that the church not only has nothing that it did not receive, but that it also has nothing that it does not receive, may yet offer wise counsel in encouraging churches to act towards each other and towards the world—by grace—in true humility and genuine solidarity, yet still with confidence in their witness to Jesus Christ by the power of the Spirit.
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chapter 28

Sacraments


George Hunsinger




No systematic account of ‘sacrament’ or ‘sacraments’ appears in Karl Barth’s mature theology. His discussion of these concepts is always occasional, ad hoc, and secondary to other concerns. Furthermore, Barth changed his mind significantly while writing Church Dogmatics. In earlier volumes his treatment of these concepts could be relatively positive. By the time he reaches volume IV, however, his treatment is more restrictive and at times negative.

This chapter proceeds in two main sections. In the first section, a set of interpretative coordinates is developed that is used to frame the subsequent discussion. These include the themes of witness and mediation, instrumentalism and parallelism, divine and human action, and the threefold office of Christ (the munus triplex). Barth does not always keep these more or less formal issues—or perhaps better, background beliefs—clearly and self-consciously in focus. Making them explicit at the outset helps us to chart strengths and weaknesses in his treatment of sacrament and sacraments. In the second section, the various meanings of sacrament and sacraments in Barth are tracked carefully across the volumes of Church Dogmatics in four sub-sections that explore in sequence the different part-volumes.

To anticipate the findings of this chapter, four key points might be noted by way of orientation. First, Barth speaks a very great deal about ‘witness’ throughout his dogmatics but considerably less so about ‘mediation’. His discourse about mediation is muted (though not absent), in part because he is worried that the idea has been co-opted by Roman Catholicism. In his approach to Word and sacrament, he does not want the supremacy of Christ and his action to be displaced in the life of the church. It is Jesus Christ who mediates himself, not the priest. Second, with respect to instrumentalism and parallelism, Barth does not seem to have a fully worked out position. It makes a difference, however, whether the living Christ is given through Word and sacrament (instrumentalism), or only in tandem with them (parallelism). Barth leans towards the latter emphasis. Third, Barth is surprisingly reticent in explaining how he sees divine action operating in relation to human action in the Christian life. Rarely do we find anything as explicit as this statement from Jonathan Edwards (on Phil. 2:13): ‘We are not merely passive in it [working out our salvation], nor yet does God do some and we do the rest, but God does all and we do all. God produces all and we act all. For that is what he produces, our own acts…We are in different respects wholly passive and wholly active’ (Edwards 2003: 251). This a standard Reformed position, and I think something like it is what Barth always presupposes, without often saying so directly. Finally, a robust conception of sacrament and sacraments would require an equally robust conception of Christ in his priestly office. While Barth lays great emphasis on Christ in his prophetic office, and some emphasis on Christ in his royal office, what he says about Christ in his priestly office is seriously underdeveloped (although not entirely absent).

Interpretative Coordinates

Witness and Mediation

It is helpful to establish a set of coordinates within which to chart Barth’s approach to these matters. ‘Witness’ and ‘mediation’ offer one such set. As a working hypothesis, let us posit that witness gives us the identity of Jesus Christ while mediation gives us his presence. Word and sacrament may then be examined with respect to the functions of witness and mediation. To what extent, if any, does Barth hold that God’s Word attests the identity Jesus Christ, and to what extent, if any, does he also suppose that the Word mediates Christ’s presence here and now, so that Christ can not only be known but also encountered in the present by faith?

These same questions may be posed about his conceptions of sacrament. Was there a sacramental mediation, for Barth, of Jesus Christ’s presence, and was there in some sense also a sacramental attestation of his identity? This way of framing the discussion avoids foreclosing important questions in advance. We should not merely assume that, for Barth, the Word represents witness without mediation, or that sacrament involves mediation without witness. Mediation may pertain in some sense to the Word while witness may have a sacramental aspect.

The ideas of witness and mediation pertain to both the ‘objective’ and ‘subjective’ poles of revelation and salvation. Witness, for Barth, has both objective (past-tense) and subjective (present-tense) aspects. In Jesus Christ witness took place apart from us in his life-history (extra nos), as well as taking place in the present through preaching and the sacraments. The present-tense aspect of witness through preaching and the sacraments is a secondary and dependent form of its definitive and objective aspect, in which Jesus bore witness himself in his life-history as the self-revelation of God. When witness is borne in the present, it comes to fulfilment through being appropriated by faith (in nobis).

Mediation, on the other hand, seems to be primarily a present-tense concept. In some sense, Jesus Christ in the power of the Spirit mediates his presence to faith. He did not merely exist there and then. By virtue of his resurrection from the dead, he is also the living Lord who has become our Contemporary here and now. He exists for and with us in the present as the very One he had been in his history; and his identity as our Contemporary is grounded in the history of his saving obedience as attested by the apostolic witness. The distinctive modality, for Barth, by which Jesus Christ was and has become our Contemporary, through preaching and the sacraments, is the question to which we now turn.

Instrumentalism and Parallelism

A second set of coordinates would involve how witness and mediation were thought to occur. Let us posit two basic options. ‘Instrumentalism’ involves the extent—if any, for Barth—to which Word and sacrament are seen, respectively, as means of witness and mediation. In so far as Word and sacrament might indeed be seen as ‘instruments’ of witness and mediation, the prepositions to watch for are in and through. Did Barth see witness and mediation as occurring in and through the Word, and perhaps also as taking place in and through sacramental means? If so, then to that degree his views of witness and mediation would be instrumentalist. Witness and mediation would take place ‘in and through’ Word and sacrament.

The other option, however, would be ‘parallelism’. Here the preposition to watch for is with. It might be that, for Barth, witness and mediation are thought to occur ‘along with’ or ‘over and against’ any uses of Word and sacrament. Word and sacrament would not be instruments so much as occasions. It might be that the Spirit attests and mediates the identity and presence of Jesus Christ to faith ‘along with’ Word and sacrament—not as instruments but as occasions.

Because Barth did not address this question directly, it will take some detective work to ferret out his apparent views. It should not be surprising if they turn out to be somewhat ambiguous or inconclusive on this score. His views might seem instrumentalist in some passages while parallelist in others.

Divine and Human Action

Divine and human action would offer yet another useful set of coordinates. Who was thought to be doing what in any uses of Word and sacrament? What role does God’s action play, for Barth, and what role is assigned in turn to human actions, and in particular to the church? Most especially, does Jesus Christ in the power of the Spirit attest himself in and through (or along with) faithful uses of Word and sacrament by the church? Was Christ also thought to mediate his presence here and now to faith as he bore witness to himself in this way?

To put it in other terms, how did Barth understand the self-witness and the self-mediation of the living Christ in the power of the Spirit? Moreover, how did Barth understand them in relation to Word and sacrament (whether as instruments or occasions, as yet to be determined), and in particular to faithful uses of Word and sacrament in and by the church? In what sense did the church bear witness to Christ through faithful uses of Word and sacrament, and in what sense, if any, did it also mediate Christ’s presence to faith here and now?

In short, how were Christ’s own actions of self-witness and self-mediation related to any faithful uses of Word and sacrament by which the church was thought to attest Christ’s identity and perhaps also to mediate his presence to faith? How were the self-witness and self-mediation of Christ related to actions of witness and (possibly) mediation by the church? Answers to these questions are again more nearly implicit than explicit in Barth so that determining his views can be a delicate matter.

Two further points are in order about how Barth regards the relationship between divine and human activity. The first involves the ‘Chalcedonian Pattern’; the second, the locus of saving agency. For Barth, divine activity is related to faithful human activity according to the logic posited by Chalcedon. Barth sees divine and human action in the occurrence of salvation as relating ‘without separation or division’ and ‘without confusion or change’. At the same time he sees them as so ordered that the divine activity always retains an irreversible precedence and priority. The result is an asymmetrical pattern of unity-in-distinction in the relation between divine and human activity in matters of grace and faith (Hunsinger 1991: 185–224).

It should be noted that throughout most of Church Dogmatics, Barth’s emphasis seems to fall more fully on the distinction than the unity. Under no circumstances did he want divine and human activity to be confused. He saw faithful human activity mainly as ‘corresponding’ to divine activity—in a more or less ‘external’ relation. In Church Dogmatics volume IV, however, he begins to introduce the idea of mutual indwelling as the form taken by the fellowship between Christ and the Christian (for example, CD IV/3: 547–8). To that extent, the idea of ‘correspondence’ is supplemented by that of ‘coinherence’—that is, of Christ in the Christian and the Christian in Christ—a more nearly ‘internal’ than ‘external’ relation, with the accent falling on their unity rather than their abiding distinction. With regard to Barth’s views of ‘sacrament’ and ‘sacraments’, the idea of corresponding activities would tend towards some form of ‘parallelism’, while that of coinherence leaves a possible opening for ‘instrumentalism’.

Furthermore, although there is more than one acting subject in the relation between divine and human activity, for Barth, there is always only one saving agent. The Reformation legacy of solus Christus and sola gratia is here strongly in evidence. Saving efficacy for Barth always belongs to divine activity alone. Faithful human activity, even when appointed and used by God, has no saving efficacy in itself.

God might use human activity to attest, and perhaps in some sense to mediate, the identity and presence of Jesus Christ. However, no human activity, no human word, and no possible sacramental means has any partial—even if merely secondary or inferior—saving efficacy in itself. Only God can save us from sin and death—an idea that pertains not only to what God had done for us objectively in Jesus Christ, but also to what he does for us in the present through preaching and the sacraments. God’s saving activity is always exclusively a sheer gift.

In other words, human activity, though it might somehow ‘cooperate’ with God, and be used by God, has no efficacy of its own to contribute in the occurrence of revelation and salvation. Human activity in preaching and the sacraments might be appointed to participate in God’s saving work without in any sense contributing to it as a secondary efficient cause. In this sense human cooperation with divine grace might be active (and receptive) while still remaining purely instrumental in witness and mediation.

The relationship of human activity to divine activity in witness and mediation is therefore always one of absolute dependence on the saving agency of God. God makes efficacious use of human activity without sharing his saving lordship with it. Barth’s rejection of ‘synergism’ lay behind his general aversion to any form of sacramental instrumentalism in which the sacraments are seen as somehow efficacious in themselves. Whether there might be a non-synergistic form of sacramental instrumentalism, however, remains an open question of ecumenical significance (Hunsinger 2008: 160–5).

The Threefold Office of Christ (the Munus Triplex)

A final set of coordinates is supplied by Christ’s threefold office of prophet, priest, and king. For Barth, in what sense, if any, do Word and sacrament have prophetic, priestly and royal aspects? Clearly, all through Church Dogmatics, a special weight falls on Christ’s prophetic office. Barth’s heavy reliance on the ideas of ‘revelation’ and ‘witness’ indicates this emphasis. For Barth, revelation takes place from the Father, through the Son, and in the Spirit. In a more shorthand way he commonly speaks of revelation as taking place ‘in Christ’. Revelation is always a movement from above to below or from heaven to earth. Saving knowledge of God is imparted in Christ and by Christ to faith. In this sense, the preaching of God’s Word always serves a prophetic function. Is there, for Barth, also a sacramental counterpart to this prophetic work of witness and revelation?

Although the other two offices are not absent in Barth, they are much less prominent by comparison. In themselves (though in diverse ways), the royal and the priestly offices pertain more to the theme of reconciliation than to revelation. Reconciliation, for Barth, is the content of revelation, while revelation is the means by which reconciliation is made known and imparted. Revelation and reconciliation are both identical, in some sense, with Jesus Christ. He is in himself God’s revelation to us and our reconciliation with God.

Just as revelation is a movement from above to below, the world’s reconciliation with God is a movement from below to above, or from earth to heaven. Both saving works—revelation and reconciliation—are said to occur ‘in Christ’. This was a ubiquitous and quasi-technical phrase in Barth that always signalled, both rhetorically and materially, the fundamental Christocentrism of his theology. God’s revelation to us, and our reconciliation with God, are both said to occur ‘in Christ’.

Because Christ’s royal office is mainly a matter of overcoming sin and death as hostile and enslaving powers, Christ’s royal work in reconciliation is still essentially a movement from above to below for the sake of the world. In Christ, God’s power, which descended from above, reigns and triumphs through the cross. There God’s power is made perfect in weakness—regnantem in cruce (reigning on the cross) (CD IV/2: 291). In what sense, if any, for Barth, does God then also reign here and now through the weakness of the Word in church proclamation? And is there a sacramental counterpart to the proclaimed Word in its royal work of triumphing over the powers of sin and death?

Christ’s priestly office is by far the one that is least developed in Barth’s Church Dogmatics, and this relative neglect has profound sacramental implications. The priestly office is essentially an office of intercession that mediates between earth and heaven. In contrast to the prophetic and royal offices, it is appointed by God to move essentially from below to above. Nowhere in Barth’s discussion of the Lord’s Supper as a sacrament, for example, are intercessory themes like priestly mediation, sacramental self-offering (eucharistic sacrifice), expiation of guilt, and access to grace through Christ’s blood very much in evidence, nor does there seem to be a sacramental place in the eucharist for Christ’s office (in its present-tense aspect) as High Priest and sacrifice in one. The eclipse of priestly themes in Barth’s understanding of the Lord’s Supper has profound ecumenical implications, if only because it serves to perpetuate historic divisions between Roman Catholic and Protestant communions. It fell to Barth’s student, Thomas F. Torrance, to rehabilitate Christ’s priestly office while proposing a Reformational concept of eucharistic sacrifice with promise for a divided church (Hunsinger 2008: 149–56).

To sum up: several sets of coordinates have been proposed by which to chart Barth’s views of Word and sacrament. They are: (a) witness and mediation (with their objective and subjective poles); (b) instrumentalism and parallelism; (c) how divine and human activity are related; and (d) the threefold office of Christ. These coordinates will be useful for analysing how Barth viewed Word and sacrament not only in the early volumes of Church Dogmatics, but also in the later Church Dogmatics volume IV, where he significantly changes his mind.

Barth’s View of Sacrament and Sacraments in Church Dogmatics

Church Dogmatics Part-volumes I/1, I/2, and II/1

In the first part-volume of Church Dogmatics (CD I/1), Barth follows the Protestant Reformers, and particularly Luther, by arguing for the priority of Word over sacrament, and therefore for the priority of preaching over baptism and the Lord’s Supper in services of worship. ‘Real proclamation’, Barth writes, ‘is that event in the Church’s life which governs all others’ (CD I/1: 88 rev.). It was through preaching that the church was and is a creature of God’s Word (creatura verbum dei). Thus Barth observes that ‘We have to say that in this event the Church itself must ever and again become the Church’ (CD I/1: 88).

In consequence, for Barth, the purpose of the sacraments is primarily to illustrate and confirm the content of preaching, supplying it with special emphasis: ‘What applies to proclamation and the Church generally cannot be better illustrated than by the sacrament’ (CD I/1: 88). The earthly elements in the sacraments are ‘consecrated’ and ‘sanctified’ by God’s Word in order to ‘seal’ and ‘confirm’ what the Word proclaims (CD I/1: 88).

By contrast, the Roman Catholic neglect of preaching, and its reversal of this order in favour of the sacraments, is singled out for criticism. According to Roman Catholic teaching, Barth objects, preaching is not strictly necessary: ‘The Mass may be complete without it’ (CD I/1: 66). For the Roman Catholic Church, he observes, it is ‘as though preaching did not even exist as an indispensable means of grace’ (CD I/1: 65). Theological discussions about the ‘teaching office’ (in Roman Catholicism prior to the Second Vatican Council) could proceed in ‘complete silence about preaching’ (CD I/1: 65). ‘In sharp distinction from the sacrament’, Barth notes, ‘preaching is not a constitutive element in the Roman Catholic concept of the priesthood’ (CD I/1: 67). Even in the best of cases, the celebration of the eucharist takes precedence over the proclamation of the Word. But this modus operandi is not without consequences for the Roman Catholic Church, for it leads to a certain ‘poverty’ at the centre of this ‘mighty structure’ (CD I/1: 67). By contrast, the churches of the Reformation find their ‘decisive centre’ in the ‘proclaiming’ of God’s Word, whose ‘specific form’ is found not in preaching alone, Barth teaches, but precisely in ‘preaching and sacrament’ (CD I/1: 57).

Certain patterns of thought are established here in Church Dogmatics I/1 that persist throughout the early volumes of Church Dogmatics. The predominant themes are those of revelation and proclamation. As Barth states repeatedly, proclamation is something that occurs ‘in the form of preaching and sacrament’ (CD I/1: 47). The context is thus overwhelmingly ‘prophetic’, although a faint ‘royal’ note could be sounded in passing, as, for example, when baptism (whether of infants or adults) is described as a ‘sign’ of the ‘true and supreme power’ of God’s Word which proclaims that the person baptized belongs ‘to the sphere of Christ’s lordship prior to all his experiences and decisions’ (CD I/1: 154). Baptism is to that extent a symbolic and prophetic action with a certain royal content. Almost no priestly themes are broached in Church Dogmatics I/1, however, except in the polemical rejection of Roman Catholicism or in citations from Reformation-era documents.

At the same time, Barth does not seem entirely averse to seeing divine activity as operating in and through human activity, thus suggesting a possible openness to ‘instrumentalist’ conceptions. Despite all churchly disobedience, the Lord’s command might speak, ‘and speak for itself’, writes Barth, ‘in what the Church does’ (CD I/1: 57, emphasis added). God’s Word, though purely spiritual as such, presents itself ‘in the unavoidable medium of perceptual objectivity’ when it imparts itself by means of preaching and sacrament (CD I/1: 91–2, emphasis added). God’s Word thus seems to present itself in and through preaching and sacrament rather than in parallel fashion alongside them. Such a viewpoint, however, is not thematically developed, but only suggested in passing.

For Barth, there is something ‘sacramental’ about preaching even as the sacraments themselves are essentially ‘kerygmatic’. God’s transcendent Word cannot possibly encounter human beings except by assuming some sort of creaturely form: ‘There is no Word of God without a physical event…This is why preaching itself is also a physical event’ (CD I/1: 133–4). The human word of preaching as a ‘physical event’ is, in effect, a ‘sacramental’ embodiment of God’s transcendent Word, while the sacraments, in turn, are for their part a form of proclamation. In their prophetic office they can be described with Augustine as ‘visible words’ (verba visibilia) (CD I/1: 80). While the sacraments are tangible and preaching is audible, both are creaturely in form and therefore sensory or ‘physical’ events (CD I/1: 71).

Nevertheless, in the first part-volume of Church Dogmatics the sacraments are always presented as subordinate to, and dependent upon, the proclaimed Word. Preaching takes precedence over the sacraments, because while the Word can exist without the sacrament, the sacrament cannot exist without the Word. The sacraments exist for the sake of preaching, and not vice versa (CD I/1: 70). The function assigned to the sacraments is simply to illustrate and confirm the proclaimed Word. It is the preaching of the Word, not baptism or the eucharist, that creates and constitutes the church.

Perhaps the most striking development in the next part-volume (CD I/2) is Barth’s correlation of the sacraments with the incarnation. Without the sacraments ceasing to be subordinate to preaching, Barth begins to ask about what makes them distinctive. In serving to confirm preaching, do the sacraments perhaps have a special function surpassing anything that preaching could provide? Barth argues that indeed they did. Preaching, to be sure, remains ‘the central part of the Church’s liturgy’ (CD I/2: 231). It could and does proclaim the mystery of the incarnation, wherein ‘the Word became flesh’ (John 1:14). As tangible signs and visible words, however, the sacraments in some sense go beyond preaching: ‘In a way which preaching can never do’, Barth remarks, ‘the sacrament underlines the words sarx [flesh] and egeneto [became]’ (CD I/2: 230). In preaching and the sacraments the content is always the same, but the sacraments’ tangible, visible form gives them a distinct advantage in attesting the incarnation.

The sacraments assert for Barth ‘clearly and with a relatively greater eloquence than the word’ that God’s work of reconciling his fallen creatures, through justification or sanctification, does not ‘rest on an idea but upon reality, upon an event’ (CD I/2: 230). Reconciliation by way of justification and sanctification is ‘the meaning of all divine sign-giving’ (CD I/2: 230). Reconciliation itself is an event, a brute fact like ‘the Rhine or Mont Blanc’, not a doubtful philosophical doctrine or a popular conviction (CD I/2: 230). Therefore, like all divine sign-giving, the sacraments uniquely underline the objective character of revelation and reconciliation in Christ. The sacraments are ‘the special witness to the actuality of this event’—they can attest its truth ‘more effectively than the preacher’s word, because by nature they are not words again, but actions’ (CD I/2: 762).

Another new idea in Church Dogmatics I/2 is that the neighbour in need is and becomes indirectly the presence of Christ in sacramental form. A fellow human being in affliction, Barth writes, ‘is actually the representative of Jesus Christ’ (CD I/2: 429). The afflicted person serves as a sacramental reminder not only of human misery but also of divine compassion. Those in affliction call the faithful not only to works of mercy, but also to praise for the gift and promise of grace. The afflicted neighbour as a pointer to the mercy of Christ is objectively sacramental regardless of whether this ‘sacramental character’ is recognized or not (CD I/2: 430). In the faces of the poor and humiliated, Barth suggests, the faithful are summoned to discover ‘a sacramental significance’ (CD I/2: 436). He continues: ‘In this capacity [the afflicted neighbour] becomes and is a visible sign of invisible grace, a proof that I, too, am not left alone in this world, but am borne and directed by God…He reveals my lostness, and in that way he tells me indirectly but quite definitely that I can only live by grace’ (CD I/2: 436). In these and other ways the neighbour in need acquires for the faithful a ‘sacramental significance’ (CD I/2: 440).

In Church Dogmatics I/2, Barth also unexpectedly touches on the idea of the church as sacrament. ‘On its objective side’, he writes, ‘the Church is sacramental’ (CD I/2: 232). By this he seems to mean something relatively prophetic rather than priestly, for he continues, ‘The sphere of subjective reality in revelation’, he states, ‘is the sphere of sacrament’ (CD I/2: 232). Barth sees the church as the place where revelation’s objective reality in Christ was subjectively actualized by the Spirit so that it can be described as ‘the sacramental area created by the Spirit’ (CD I/2: 359). As the sphere of subjective actualization, the church as such is objectively sacramental. It corresponds to the incarnation, on the one hand, and to baptism and the Lord’s Supper, on the other (CD I/2: 247 and 232)—on the premise that each of these should be ‘prophetically’ conceived. For each, in its own way, has to do with revelation, whether in its ‘objective’ or ‘subjective’ aspects.

‘The Church as such’, writes Barth, ‘is one great sign of revelation. But it is not the Word of God. On the contrary—and this is something different—it is created by the Word of God and it lives by it’ (CD I/2: 500 rev.). Indeed, Barth insists, ‘There is no reality of revelation [and therefore of the church] apart from this dependence on the Word’ (CD I/2: 216). On these terms, however, the church is ‘the great sign of revelation’ (CD I/2: 421). It can, in that sense, be described as ‘sacramental’. The mystery of Christ includes the church as the great, sacramental sign of revelation in its subjective actualization (CD I/2: 101).

Whenever Barth touches on priestly or intercessory themes in Church Dogmatics I/2, it is mainly to distinguish his views from those of Roman Catholicism (for example, CD I/2: 146, 840–1). While he sometimes seems to assume that preaching and the sacraments might somehow be ‘instruments’ of witness and perhaps mediation, he does so only occasionally and in passing (for example, CD I/2: 762–3). He does not pause to reflect at any length on how divine and human activity might be related in preaching and the sacraments. Unlike Augustine, he does not describe Christ as the one who truly baptizes in and through the human minister (see Cutrone 1999: 746). Unlike Aquinas, he does not see Christ as the hidden priest—truly operating through the eucharistic minister in unity with the faithful—to offer and be offered in priestly intercession through the mystery of the consecrated bread and wine (Aquinas 1981: 246–7 [3.78.1]) Unlike Luther, he does not see the sacraments as mediations (not just ‘underlinings’) of forgiveness and grace (Luther 1959: 176–7, 350–2). Unlike Calvin, he does not explain the sacraments in terms of union and communion with Christ, although he might quote Calvin in passing to that effect, apparently himself leaning towards some such view (see Wallace 1957: 143–216). Unlike Torrance, he does not interpret the sacraments in terms of Christ’s vicarious humanity whereby baptism incorporates the faithful into the one vicarious baptism of Christ while the eucharist joins them into union and communion with him in his once-for-all and perpetual priestly sacrifice on their behalf (Torrance 1975a and 1975b). On the contrary, although for Barth revelation is ‘the presence of God himself’ (CD I/2: 204), and although the mystery of revelation is ‘the mystery of free unmerited grace’ (CD I/2: 101), in the early volumes of Church Dogmatics he never exploits these ideas in relation to the sacraments. And because in the later volumes he breaks with the very idea that baptism and the Lord’s Supper are ‘sacraments’ at all, Church Dogmatics rarely pursues such themes in sacramental terms.

Although baptism and the Lord’s Supper receive scant attention in Church Dogmatics II/1, Barth does offer a very interesting interpretation of the incarnation along sacramental lines. Just as in Church Dogmatics I/2, which describes the afflicted neighbour and the church as sacramental signs of revelation (a prophetic move), he now does something similar regarding the incarnation itself. The core idea in all these cases is that of divine sign-giving. It is a ‘divine sign-giving’, writes Barth, ‘by whose mediation revelation, or Jesus Christ, reaches man’ (CD I/2: 232). ‘Revelation’, Barth stresses, ‘means the giving of signs’ (CD II/1: 52). Revelation is therefore always essentially sacramental: ‘We can say quite simply that revelation means sacrament. That is, it means the self-witness of God…in the form of creaturely objectivity, and therefore in a form which is adapted to our creaturely knowledge’ (CD II/1: 52 rev.).

From this standpoint, at the heart of God’s revelation in history, ‘the basic reality and substance of…[all] sacramental reality’ can be found in ‘the human nature of Jesus Christ’ (CD II/1: 53). His humanity is itself sacramental. It is, for Barth, ‘the supreme and outstanding work and sign of God’ (CD II/1: 53). Barth explains:

The humanity of Jesus Christ as such is the first sacrament, the foundation of everything that God instituted and used in his revelation as a secondary objectivity both before and after the epiphany of Jesus Christ. And, as this first sacrament, the humanity of Jesus Christ is at the same time the basic reality and substance of the highest possibility of the creature as such. Not of and by itself, but of and by God’s appointment and grace, the creature can be the temple, instrument and sign of God himself.  (CD II/1: 54)

Like all God’s works and signs in the created order, however, the humanity of Jesus conceals the revelation it conveys (apart from faith). As in all sacramental reality, but supremely in the humanity of Jesus, ‘God exposes himself, so to speak, to the danger that human beings will know the work and sign but not himself through the medium of the work and sign. A complete non-recognition of the Lord who has instituted and used this medium is possible’ (CD II/1: 55 rev.). Because of the creaturely forms he assumes, God (who is not a creature) always remains hidden in the midst of his self-revelation.

In discussing Jesus’ humanity as the first and supreme sacrament, Barth does not avail himself of the opportunity to consider how this one great sacrament might be related to the lesser sacraments of the church. Only much later in Church Dogmatics II/1, and in passing, does he remark: ‘The Word was made flesh: this is the first, original and controlling sign of all signs. In relation to this sign, as the sign of this sign, there is also creaturely testimony to his eternal Word, not everywhere, but where his eternal Word has chosen, called and created for himself witnesses’ (CD II/1: 199). Amongst these creaturely witnesses—which include the prophets and the apostles, Holy Scripture, the church and the Gospel—Barth includes ‘the sacraments in which this Gospel has also a physically visible and apprehensible form’ (CD II/1: 199).

Beyond such passing references, however, baptism and the Lord’s Supper receive scant attention in Church Dogmatics II/1. Again, as in the previous part-volumes, their significance is presented in mainly revelatory and prophetic terms. Perhaps more than in the previous part-volumes, an instrumental role for various sacramental signs in witness, and possibly mediation, is suggested. No explicit attention is accorded, however, to how divine and human activity might be related in baptism and the Lord’s Supper.

Church Dogmatics Part-volumes II/2 to III/4

From Church Dogmatics II/2 to III/4, and thus in the remaining volumes up to Church Dogmatics IV/1, nothing of any great moment is said about baptism, while a few noteworthy remarks may be gleaned about the Lord’s Supper. In these remarks, Barth no longer focuses so exclusively on revelation but now touches, although only in passing, on the Lord’s Supper as a source of nourishment and life.

In 1 Corinthians 1:28 Paul exhorts his readers to self-examination so that they might partake of the Lord’s Supper in a worthy manner. Barth comments on Paul’s idea of self-examination:

To be prepared for our Judge is to be those who worthily partake in the communion of the body and blood of Christ, who expect their spiritual nourishment from this communion and find in it their life, who can say of Jesus Christ: ‘I am His, and He is mine’. In this readiness, the Lord’s Supper is rightly observed, and is the constant renewal of the community as the body of Christ, and of each of its members as such.

(CD II/2: 641)

This comment is noteworthy for the absence of prophetic themes. The Lord’s Supper is here seen as a matter of ‘spiritual nourishment’ and ‘constant renewal’. It is not simply a matter of revelation, but of ‘communion in the body and blood of Christ’. It is a matter of building up the community and the believer through Christ’s gift of himself in the Supper and just so of their belonging to him. Later, in Church Dogmatics IV/2, the idea of the upbuilding of the community will be associated with Christ’s royal office.

In the part-volumes under consideration here, Barth connects the eucharistic ‘presence’ of Christ with his ‘body and blood’, yet without investigating the question of the status of the elements. He could use language about ‘Christ himself’ as though it were simply identical with language about his ‘body and blood’. The Lord’s Supper means, Barth explains, that ‘he will give them his body to eat and his blood to drink. He will give them himself at the cost of his death’ (CD II/2: 474). The Christian is someone who was baptized into Christ, and who can ‘receive his body and blood, Jesus Christ Himself, in the Lord’s Supper’ (CD III/3: 273). Christ is said to use ‘the bread and the wine only to signify himself’ (CD II/2: 474). These remarks have a more nearly ‘occasionalist’ than ‘instrumentalist’ flavour.

In a more ‘realistic’ and ‘instrumentalist’ vein, however, Barth can also state: ‘The Synoptists say that it was to all his disciples that typically in the Lord’s Supper, under the signs of bread and wine, he offered and distributed his body as broken for them and his blood as shed for them’ (CD II/2: 475, emphasis added).

The idea of ‘real presence’ does not need to be restricted to the eucharist. Barth reasons:

There is obviously no baptism or Lord’s Supper without his real presence as very God and very man, both body and soul. But this presence cannot be regarded as restricted to what were later called the ‘sacraments’. For these are only a symbolical expression of the fact that in its worship the community is gathered directly around Jesus himself, and lives by and with him, of the fact that through faith he rules over the hearts and lives of all even apart from worship.  (CD III/2: 467–8 rev.)

In Reformed fashion Barth is inclined to focus more on the eucharistic action than on the elements. As the community engages in the action of eating the bread and drinking the cup, it receives Christ, who is really present, along with his benefits. Barth writes:

The offering of My body and blood has for you the effect that as you eat this bread My life is given to you as yours, and that as you drink of this cup you may live with joy and not with sorrow, as innocent and not condemned…Do this (‘in remembrance of me’) as you eat this bread and drink this cup. Proclaim in this way the Lord’s death until he comes (1 Cor. 11:26), i.e., until his presence, already experienced here and now with this eating and drinking, is revealed to all eyes.

(CD III/2: 214)

Barth displays little patience with ‘complicated arguments as to the precise nature of the bread and wine’ (CD III/2: 502). The closest he comes to reflecting directly on their special eucharistic status is to remark in passing that they are sanctified by the Word (CD I/1: 89). Focusing more on the action than the elements seems to carry occasionalist overtones.

The eucharist is not to be seen, Barth urges, as ‘a re-presentation and repetition’ of Christ’s sacrifice—‘as in the Romanist doctrine of the mass’—but rather as ‘a simple and full enjoyment of its benefits’, and in particular of ‘the eternal life won for us in him’ (CD III/2: 502). A subtle suspicion may be detected here towards ‘instrumentalist’ and ‘priestly’ understandings of the eucharist.

Church Dogmatics Part-volumes IV/1, IV/2, and IV/3

By the time he writes Church Dogmatics IV/1, Barth had long rejected the practice of infant baptism in favour of what we may for convenience call ‘adult baptism’. Jesus, baptized as an adult, established the normative pattern. His baptism in the Jordan, Barth suggests, revealed him as the Judge who would fulfil the divine judgement. His baptism involved his repentance on behalf of our fallen race (CD IV/1: 260). And the response to Christ’s death that Barth assigns to believers is essentially prophetic: ‘The confession of Christians,’ he writes, ‘their suffering, their repentance, their prayer, their humility, their works, baptism, too, and the Lord’s Supper can and should attest this event but only attest it’ (CD IV/1: 296).

Significantly, it is in this context that Barth first broaches the idea of rejecting the term ‘sacrament’ to refer to baptism and the Lord’s Supper. The term ‘sacrament’, he writes, belongs only to ‘the death of Jesus Christ on Golgotha’; ‘No other event’ is needed, he continues, ‘to give to it the character of an actual event. This is the one mysterium, the one sacrament,…after which there is no room for any other of the same rank’ (CD IV/1: 296). Henceforth for Barth, baptism and the Lord’s Supper are no more than ‘so-called “sacraments”’ (CD IV/1: 667).

The Lord’s Supper, too, in the same way as believers’ baptism, is regarded essentially as a witness pointing to Christ’s death (CD IV/1: 249 and 252). While it can attest the sacrificial, and therefore ‘priestly’, significance of the Cross (CD IV/1: 277), it is accorded no such significance in itself. Its celebration might even ‘take on the character of a festival’ (CD IV/1: 152)—a royal note sounded in passing. The overwhelming predominance of the prophetic, however, remains unshaken.

Little is added to the theme of ‘sacrament’ and ‘sacraments’ in Church Dogmatics IV/2, except to underscore that because Jesus Christ was the one true sacrament, there can be no other sacraments in the church. As Barth acknowledges in the Preface to this part-volume, ‘baptism and the Lord’s Supper are given only incidental mention in the present volume’ (CD IV/2: xi). His focus is exclusively on the incarnation as the one true sacrament. ‘Jesus Christ…in the incarnation’, Barth urged, was ‘the one and only sacrament’ (CD IV/2: 55). Jesus Christ himself as the Word made flesh is ‘the great Christian mystery and sacrament beside which there is, in the strict and proper sense, no other’ (CD IV/2: 40). No other so-called ‘sacraments’, such as baptism and the Lord’s Supper, can be ‘placed alongside’ the sacrament of the incarnation. It is ‘obvious’ that to do so could only mean that the incarnation is susceptible, illicitly, to ‘repeated actualization’ in the church (CD IV/2: 55).

In Church Dogmatics IV/3 the theme of Christ as the one and only sacrament receives no mention, nor is anything significant added about baptism as an act of witness. The Lord’s Supper, however, does receive some important attention. Since Barth died before he could develop his eucharistic views in Church Dogmatics IV/4, as he had planned, it will be worthwhile to touch on his passing references.

The Lord’s Supper is no longer regarded as a ‘sacrament’. Like baptism it, too, is now seen primarily as an act of human witness. Nevertheless, although ‘witness’ is the leading category, the Lord’s Supper is not ‘prophetic’ in any thin sense. The Lord’s Supper, Barth wrote, is instituted to ‘represent the perfect fellowship’ that Christ establishes with the community of faith (CD IV/3: 542). He continually refreshes the community ‘by offering and giving himself to them and making them his own’ (CD IV/3: 542). The Lord’s Supper is the acknowledgement, not the instrument, of Christ’s self-offering and self-giving. In it, Christ’s communion with his people is ‘celebrated, adored and proclaimed’ (CD IV/3: 542). In the Lord’s Supper, the fellowship of the community with its Lord—‘its participation in his body and blood and its attachment to his person’—is not mediated or actualized (ontically), but rather ‘indicated and confirmed’ (noetically) (CD IV/3: 737). In this sense the community’s union and communion with Christ is symbolically enacted, attested and proclaimed (CD IV/3: 761).

In short, baptism and the Lord’s Supper are accorded the status of ‘signs’. Baptism is ‘the sign of purification’ whereby the individual became a member of the community, while the Lord’s Supper, through its communal eating and drinking, is a ‘sign of unity’, not only between Christ and the community but also amongst the faithful themselves (CD IV/3: 901). Baptism and the Lord’s Supper are thus not ‘empty signs’, but rather ‘the simplest, and yet in their very simplicity the most eloquent, elements in the witness which the community owes to the world’ (CD IV/3: 901). As signs and witnesses, Barth concludes, they are ‘full of meaning and power’ (CD IV/3: 901).

Church Dogmatics Part-volume IV/4 (fragment)

In Church Dogmatics IV/4, Jesus Christ is again set forth as the only true sacrament. Baptism, for its part, is broken down into two aspects—Spirit baptism and water baptism. How divine and human activity are thought to be related in each of these aspects emerges as a vexing problem.

In the section on ‘Baptism with the Holy Spirit’ (CD IV/4: 3–40), not only does Barth dispense with the concept of ‘sacrament’, but the concept of ‘preaching’, remarkably, receives no mention by that name in these pages when it comes to explaining how Spirit baptism is thought to occur. Barth seems so intent on emphasizing Jesus Christ in the power of the Holy Spirit as the sole saving agent in this occurrence that any role for human activity falls almost entirely by the wayside. Jesus Christ is repeatedly said to attest himself and impart himself in the power of the Spirit. However, if his self-attestation and self-impartation do not somehow make use of human witnesses, and therefore of human actions and words, Spirit baptism is in danger of being left to hang in mid-air.

Only the briefest mention of any role for human activity in Christ’s work of Spirit baptism is made. ‘To be sure’, Barth writes, ‘the witnessing ministry of the community of Jesus Christ—in the form of the human life, speech and action of some of the Christians who are its members—is not without a share, but has a very important share, in this event’ (CD IV/4: 32 rev.). And yet no sustained attention is accorded to how divine and human activity might be related in this baptismal event. Barth seems to presuppose that ‘the witnessing ministry of the community’ is somehow used as an instrument of proclamation and even of mediation in this occurrence. Whatever ‘the very important share’ of the community may be, however, it goes completely unexplained. Nevertheless, Spirit baptism in itself is regarded as ‘a sacramental happening’, because through it the person baptized is ‘truly and totally’ cleansed, renewed and changed in the power of the Spirit (CD IV/4: 34).

Water baptism is then set forth as the human response to Spirit baptism. It is a response to grace and a witness to grace, but not a means of grace (CD IV/4: 102). Is it then no more than a human action? For Barth it is an (‘ethical’) act of obedience to a divine command. Yet no act of human obedience, for him, is ever ‘merely’ human in the sense of being unassisted by grace.

As Barth summarizes his view elsewhere, the freedom for obedience ‘demanded’ of the Christian is ‘also granted to him’, even as it is ‘granted to him but also demanded, as God commands him’ (CL: 4). Barth always follows Augustine in seeing divine grace as effectual rather than merely enabling: ‘Grant what you command’, Augustine had prayed famously, ‘and command what you will’ (Augustine 1998: 202—X.xxix.40). In Church Dogmatics IV/4, some such idea is presupposed rather than elaborated for the event of water baptism.

It would be therefore incorrect to interpret Barth, as some have done, as claiming that ‘Spirit baptism’ is a matter of divine activity without human activity, while ‘water baptism’ is a matter of human activity without divine activity (Jüngel 1982: 258). Spirit baptism is rather a matter of sole divine saving agency even as it makes use of human speaking and acting. Water baptism, in turn, is a free human response of obedience, mysteriously effected by divine grace, that functions to bear witness to the sole saving efficacy of Jesus Christ in the power of his Holy Spirit.

Finally, if as the Nicene Creed confesses, there is ‘one baptism for the forgiveness of sins’, how is forgiveness related to these different aspects of baptism in their unity? The following suggestion may be ventured. For Barth, forgiveness of sins, which took place objectively in the person and life-history of Jesus Christ (CD IV/4: 84 and 207), is then mediated into the present through baptism by the Holy Spirit (CD IV/4: 184). Water baptism, for its part, in turn confirms and attests the forgiveness that has already been received in Spirit baptism (CD IV/4: 198–9). It would therefore be incorrect to claim, as some have done, that in Church Dogmatics IV/4 there is little or no connection between water baptism and the forgiveness of sins (Jüngel 1982: 268–70). Rather, by the grace of God, the two stand in close connection.
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chapter 29

Eschatology


John C. McDowell




In 1922, Leonhard Ragaz, a highly respected theologian and a leader in the religious socialist movement in Switzerland, cites Johan Christoph Blumhardt (1805–1880) and his son Christoph Blumhardt (1842–1919) as having claimed: ‘“Jesus is victor.” He alone is victor; there is no lord, even in the darkness, who does not have to bow to our Lord…Everything belongs to our God—yes, everything’ (see Eller 1980: 46). It has long been recognized that Karl Barth was indebted to the Blumhardts. Exactly how far, and in what manner, are matters that have yet to be established amongst commentators. Nevertheless, one area in which he himself has approvingly referred to the pair is in his theology of Jesus Christ as Victor. So when G. C. Berkouwer published his study The Triumph of Grace in the Theology of Karl Barth (Berkouwer 1956), Barth responded with qualified approval. The qualification occurs at a significant point, nonetheless. Rather than giving any room to the notion of the victory of a principle (even if it be ‘grace’), Barth is adamant that his theology confesses the triumph of a particular person, Jesus Christ (CD IV/3: 173).

Barth’s eschatological interest is apparent in his early work, subsequent to his break with Protestant liberalism. ‘If Christianity be not altogether thoroughgoing eschatology,’ Barth famously declares in a nod to, and critique of, Alexander Schweitzer’s so-called ‘consistent eschatology’, ‘there remains in it no relationship with Christ’ (RII: 314). Likewise, any ‘spirit which does not at every moment point from death to the new life is not the Holy Spirit’ (RII: 314). Barth’s eschatological thinking is not easily summarized, bound up as it is with his comprehensive re-construal of dogmatics, and indeed later with his reconfiguration of the doctrine of election. In fact, any effort to provide an account of Barth’s eschatology has to face a number of quite distinctive pressures beyond that of contextualizing the discussion.

In the first place is the fact that, due to deteriorating health, the composition of Church Dogmatics was brought to an abrupt end prior to its planned completion with Volume V on the doctrine of redemption. Barth himself remarked on this, declaring that ‘There is a certain merit to an unfinished dogmatics; it points to the eschatological nature of theology’ (see Godsey 2004: 214). The comment about ‘the eschatological nature of theology’ is important, and it demonstrates that the failure to complete Church Dogmatics is far from fatal to speaking of an eschatology in Barth’s theology, given the fact that eschatological discourse pervades his dogmatic work. The claim indicates that Barth does not understand eschatology as an isolatable aspect within, or at the end of, a dogmatic system. Here, therefore, one must avoid the textbook style of interpretative excavation, which seeks to uncover instances of eschatological terms or associated imagery. The reader has consistently to do some considerable dogmatic work rather than succumb to the temptation to mine only for aspects and elements of Barth’s theology. As John Webster warns, ‘what Barth has to say about Christian hope cannot adequately be grasped unless we bear in mind this larger scope of the argument of the Church Dogmatics’ (Webster 1998: 80). The reader, in other words, has to be attentive to how eschatological assertions function in Barth’s writing.

The second pressure has to do with the assumptions made by a number of commentators that Barth’s work subverts the time required for hope. While his criticism was not unique or original, Jürgen Moltmann’s version in his Theology of Hope has proven to be influential and quite difficult to shift. Broadly following the lead of Oscar Cullmann, he likens Barth to Rudolf Bultmann, and classes both under the concept of a ‘transcendental eschatology’ (Moltmann 1967: 45). In this the ‘Eternal’ presents itself immediately in the event of revelation, overwhelming time, and therefore emptying temporality of any mediating significance. Eschatology and hope are consequently not directed towards a future, since there is, according to Moltmann, a de-temporalizing of revelation, and an ‘epiphany of the eternal present’ (Moltmann 1967: 57). Hence, Moltmann observes somewhat later, ‘Anyone who hears the thunderous word of the eternal God in the moment loses interest in the future’ (Moltmann 1996: 14). And, according to Cullmann, Barth’s conception of time demonstrates ‘the last but quite momentous remnant of the influence of philosophy upon his exposition of the Bible’, in such a way as to be ‘incompatible with that of Primitive Christianity’ (Cullmann 1951: 13). Cullmann’s and Moltmann’s criticisms have been repackaged and presented in a variety of forms, appearing to different degrees in the readings of Robert Jenson (1963, 1969), Richard Roberts (1979), and Douglas Farrow (1999), to name just three. Yet these authors tend to operate from a quite different understanding of what eschatological discourse is doing to that of Barth.

This mention of different understandings of eschatological discourse leads into recognition of a third pressure. A theology focused on curing the desire to speculate on eschatological matters will find it difficult to describe the redeemed life in ways that prove satisfactory to those who inhabit different dogmatic perspectives. For instance, Keith Randall Schmitt laments that Barth spends ‘little time upon a description of the nature of man between the time of his death and the termination of the fourth dimension of time, the period often referred to as the interim state’, and contends that ‘This results from the incomplete nature of the Dogmatics’ (Schmitt 1985: 84 and 83). Yet Barth is neither indifferent to, nor fails to get around to addressing, the issue of eschatology. The dogmatic decisions made necessary by the substance of Barth’s theological perspective actually resist the grounds on which Schmitt’s thinking takes place. In his Gifford lectures, for example, Barth argues that

we must say, ‘He [viz., Jesus Christ] is our end, our future and our to-morrow.’ I do not know who or what I will be to-morrow. He has to decide about that. Therein lies the hiddenness of my future destiny…[The Word of God only] tells us that Jesus Christ has arisen from the dead and lives eternally with God and that His resurrection and eternal life are our future also, because He is our Lord, the Lord of Creation and of our whole existence, both our souls and bodies, and because we belong to Him and not to ourselves. But in knowing this we know enough.

(KGSG: 96 and 241–2).

A fourth pressure comes from the way that eschatology has often served to generate a hope characterized by an absolute dependency that operates in an ethically passive sense of waiting (CD IV/3: 918). Yet Barth not only unfailingly refuses to dislocate hope and human agency, but he positively depicts hope as activating that agency in what he calls, amongst other things, a ‘zeal for the honour of God’ with its corresponding ‘struggle for human righteousness’ and ‘revolt against disorder’ (CL: 111 and 205). ‘Hope in’ Jesus Christ, then, ‘is not an inactive hope’ (CD IV/4: 209). John Webster, accordingly, is right to argue that ‘language about Christian hope does not mean some eschatological suppression of the ethical; rather it involves a description of the world as a reality whose situation has been so transfigured by God’s act in Jesus Christ that hopeful action is both possible and necessary’ (Webster 1998: 81). To refer back to the second pressure mentioned above, the difficulty critics like Roberts have, however, has to do with their sense that despite his best efforts, Barth collapses the contingency of creaturely reality into the ‘Real’ that is Jesus Christ.

In what follows, this chapter discusses Barth’s eschatology through four key themes: Jesus Christ as our hope, Jesus Christ as the gift of divine presence and human fulfilment, the shape and nature of the time between Easter and the consummation, and the eschatological ethics of the doctrine of reconciliation. It maintains that eschatological assertions function in three main ways in Barth’s dogmatics. First, they depict the consummating telos of God’s work in Jesus Christ, anticipating God’s being all in all; second, they offer a hermeneutic lens that sheds light on other dogmatic claims; and third, they ground the crucial business in which hope engages as corresponding work.

Jesus Christ Alone is our Hope: The Eschatological Coming of God and Redeemed Humanity

The seventeenth-century Lutheran dogmatician Abraham Calovius (1612–1686) of Wittenberg coined the term ‘Eschatologia Sacra’ as a general heading at the end of his twelve-volume dogmatics of 1677 (Calovius 1677). What he deals with under that heading is predicated on a particular etymological rendering of eschatologia in terms of the Greek neuter term eschata (the last things)—death, resurrection, judgement, and consummation (most succeeding manuals of doctrine listed the four as resurrection, judgement, heaven, and hell). In contrast, for Barth, ‘The New Testament does not hope for the attainment merely of abstract blessings…Strictly speaking, there are not “last things”, i.e., no abstract and autonomous last things apart from and alongside Him [Jesus Christ], the last One’ (CD III/2: 490). Eschatological statements do not refer, then, to the eschata as such, but rather to the eschatos, to the One who is our End—God in Jesus Christ.

It was in developing such a theological hermeneutic that Barth had come to be engaged from the mid-1920s onwards, and these new directions can begin to be discerned in the Göttingen cycle of dogmatic lectures. It would not be appropriate to describe these new directions through slogans such as ‘Christologicalization’, ‘Christological concentration’, or worse, ‘christomonism’. Barth’s Christology does more than simply function as the formal or methodological condition for theological speech. Rather, Barth’s Christological claims affect the very substance of his account. And Barth’s reimagining of the shape of Christian witness culminates in his discussions of Jesus Christ as ‘Electing God’ and ‘Elect Man’ in Church Dogmatics II/2. Jesus Christ is the creative, elective agency of God, and himself the One acted through and on. Not only, then, is there no absconded God hiding in the world’s unseen hind parts or shadows, but there can also be no human abstracted from her Christ-formed being-in-covenantal-performance. These claims not only ground and regulate eschatological talk Christologically, but they enable theology to articulate Jesus Christ as the very substance and form that eschatological discourse takes.

This perspective allows Barth, first, to affirm that God’s eschatological act is comprehensively gracious, an eschatological outworking of the ‘Good News’ of the grace of God’s self-election. Barth writes: ‘What God is, He wills to be for man also. What belongs to Him He wills to communicate to man also’ (CD II/2: 238). Barth ‘eschatologicalizes’ this concept so that God’s giving is the result not of some pre-history but of the giving of God’s redeeming time: ‘One day we will cease to be, but even then He will be for us. Hence our future non-existence cannot be our complete negation…We cannot cease to be under His sovereignty, His property, the objects of His love’ (CD III/2: 611). Because the ground of Christian hope is in the Easter victory of Jesus Christ, hope for his universal manifestation of God’s glory has ‘a certainty about our goal, which surpasses all other certainty’, for it is an ‘absolutely unequivocal, unbroken and therefore certain hope’ (DO: 132 and CD IV/3: 909). Barth maintains that Christian hope cannot be ambivalent or hesitant about this future—it must expect not twilight or shadow but ‘good and salvation’ and the judgement of grace—since ‘the Subject of expectation, i.e., the One expected,’ is not a human projection (CD IV/3: 908). In many ways the change in emphasis from the second edition of the Romans commentary is marked. In the earlier work Barth offers a considerably more attenuated sense of transformation in and through the apocalyptic Krisis. For the God of the Romans commentary, ‘“Reprobation” is, in fact, our natural condition in this world’ (McCormack 2011: 244). Accordingly, Barth construes faith as the miracle or intervention of God who gives the ‘impossible’ (RII: 300).

Second, the eschatological act is particular. Eschatology refers to the presence of God in Jesus Christ. Barth writes: ‘God’s kingdom is God himself…as he not merely is somewhere and somehow…but as he comes’ (CL: 236). Christ, then, as the incarnate coming of God is not a mere ‘means or instrument or channel’, ‘some general gift’; on the contrary, he is ‘the One in whom the Christian is summoned to hope’ (CD IV/1: 116). That is why Barth never tires of emphasizing that ‘Jesus Christ is our hope’ (CE: 120). The theological conditions for this are developed through the concept of parousia. In Church Dogmatics III/2, Barth had spoken of the ‘single event’ of Christ’s coming, which was ‘for us’ ‘two [temporally] separable events’—‘the resurrection and the parousia’ (CD III/2: 290). By Church Dogmatics IV/3, the term parousia is expanded to include Pentecost. Eschatology, then, is about Jesus Christ in his threefold parousia or ‘effective presence’ (CD IV/3: 292), the tri-form modality of Christ’s eschatological presence: resurrected life, pneumatological presence (the Spirit not being compensation for an essentially absent Christ, but the form of the presence of the ascended Christ), and consummating coming. This indicates the eschatological nature of these events and the singular identity of the One who came and comes with the One who will come. It is crucial, in this regard, that while for us these three modes of eschatological presence are temporally separated, for Jesus Christ they are not separated but rather distinguished within the single event of his coming (see CD III/2: 490). The consummating parousia will not, therefore, involve something different from the promised gracious presence of God in Jesus Christ. In this way Barth refuses to entertain an eschatological version of the deus absconditus (hidden God): ‘He who comes is the same as He who was and who is…Nothing which will be has not already taken place on Easter Day—included and anticipated in the person of the one man Jesus’ (CD III/2: 489). In a similar manner, Barth consciously broadens the general conception of eschatology, referring not ‘merely to the final stage of the parousia’, but also to ‘the last time’, ‘the time which is still left to the world and human history and all men… [as] running towards its appointed end’ (CD IV/3: 295).

Third, all things have their being in God’s gracious eternal decision, and no one or thing has its being outside or independent of this decision. Accordingly, while Barth refuses to construe terms like ‘eternity’ and ‘time’ in abstract ways that do not reflect the reality of God’s decision in Jesus Christ, he defines them in such a way as to ground, condition, and regulate theological understandings of creaturehood. Consequently, given that ‘we have to say that eternity bears the name Jesus Christ’, Jesus Christ is real, eschatological, time (CD II/1: 622). In Barth’s fascinating discussion of the forty days of resurrection in Church Dogmatics III/2 as ‘the paradigm of our temporality’, all time becomes relativized, ‘for now all time is God’s time’ (Kerr 1997: 31 and 32). According to Jenson, ‘If…[the Gospel] says to me that Jesus Christ is the centre of everything it thereby says that everything has Jesus Christ at its center and so makes a decisive statement about the nature of what is real’ (Jenson 1963: 112). This is not speculation, but rather the unfolding of the concrete attachments Barth has when he claims that Jesus Christ is electing God and elect human. He has been able through the re-conception of the doctrine of election, anticipated in Church Dogmatics II/1, to overcome the contrastive way of conceiving time and eternity that characterized the second edition of the commentary on the epistle to the Romans. So eternity is not timelessness, a mode of divine existence that contrasts with creaturely temporality (CD II/1: 612). Instead, God is ‘free to be constant’, and therefore ‘God’s assuming of time does not rob us of time. It gives us our time’ (CD II/1: 609; Busch 2004: 272).

Fourth, the irreducible particularity of the Christological content of eschatological discourse demands an appropriate restraint on the temptation to speculate about eschatological matters. Barth observes that ‘God and man’, and therefore their encounter, ‘are not for us unwritten pages or unknown quantities’ (CL: 5). What Barth does admit is that the consummated life will involve ‘the “eternalising” of this ending life…the unveiling and glorifying of the life which in his time man has already had in Christ’ (CD III/2: 624). Barth’s attention is ordered by the parousia or the communicative presence of God in Christ, and so he writes, ‘Man as such, therefore, has no beyond. Nor does he need one, for God is his beyond…His divinely given promise [is his] hope and confidence’ (CD III/2: 632–3).

Fifth, Christian eschatological discourse remains committed to the flourishing of God’s material creatures. Barth makes this claim in three main ways. He emphasizes, in the first place, that Jesus is corporeally raised from the dead (CD III/2: 330–1). In the second place, he stresses that it is this life that is eternally made whole and unveiled (L: 9). In the third place, he adamantly refuses to separate the bodies and souls of persons. So in The Resurrection of the Dead he warns that ‘To wish to be God’s without the body is rebellion against God’s will, is secret denial of God’ (RD: 206). Consequently, he later rejects the concept of theosis in favour of participatio Christi to describe the exaltation of persons, because of what he regards as the former’s docetic quality—it relinquishes its necessary grip on the integrity of the humanity of Christ and of creatures in him (CD IV/2: 79–80).

Sixth, because it comes as God’s gift of grace, the coming of the kingdom of God encounters the world as something entirely new. Hence Barth speaks of the kingdom of God as God’s gift—as a ‘wholly new order, quite independent of all creaturely and even Christian development’ (CD III/2: 486).

Jesus Christ as the Gift of Redeemed Humanity: Elected and Reprobate Creature

Throughout Barth’s ethics he challenges dominant conceptions of autonomy in the modern West—that is, construals of subjectivity that imagine human persons to be ‘essentially agents of self-constitution’ (Webster 1998: 77). In terms of eschatology, Barth’s thought is shaped to resist patterns of human hoping founded on an individuated ethic of self-mastery. He promotes, rather, an understanding of the socially bound agent who is caught up in the reality of divine service, who is obedient to God’s gracious command, and who participates in God’s hallowing of God’s name. Barth, in other words, refuses to countenance the notion that anyone or anything stands outside of the covenantal conditions established in the electing God and elected human, who is Jesus Christ. So, for example, in an intriguing discussion of atheism in The Christian Life, Barth explains that while sin is an attempt to dismantle the covenantal order of things, it cannot be successful. Creatures are conditioned, not autonomous, and therefore the notion of ‘free control’ has to be perceived for being what it is—a ‘myth and illusion’ which is ‘overtaken by its opposite’, and consequently bound by the ‘lordless powers’ (CL: 214 and 213). As Barth writes earlier, ‘Any future life other than that of the Word and so of Jesus Christ Himself could only consist in our condemnation and eternal death’ (KGSG: 242). And what follows this last claim, offered in Barth’s Gifford Lectures, is highly significant. Lest it license the idea that hell is populated, Barth quickly offers a qualification: ‘this can only be mentioned as a warning, an indication of what man might be if left to himself and thus lost, but what in Jesus Christ he cannot be, a reminder of the fact that outside the Word of God there is no life but only temporal and eternal torment’ (KGSG: 242–3).

In Barth’s radical reworking of the doctrine of election, Jesus Christ is presented as the subject and object of election, as the electing God and elected human. However, while it would not be incorrect, it would be insufficient to aver that the root of questions concerning eschatological universalism, or the apokatastasis panton, lies in Barth’s doctrine of election. The matter emerges, rather, from the way that Barth particularizes reprobation. For him, Jesus Christ ‘is the rejected, as and because He is the Elect. In view of His election, there is no other rejected but Himself’ (CD II/2: 353). Consequently, Barth writes, ‘Because Jesus Christ takes [the rejected person’s place], He takes from him the right and possibility of his own independent being and gives him His own being. He cannot be rejected anymore’ (CD II/2: 453). Barth’s account of predestination here remains double, but unlike the Augustinian-Calvinist account, Barth refuses the finality of this doubling as a binary separation by reconceiving the object of election and reprobation to be Jesus Christ. It is precisely because of this move that many scholars attribute an apokatastastis panton to his eschatological project. So both G. C. Berkouwer and Emil Brunner argue that Barth’s notion that ‘the only person who is really “rejected” is His own Son’ leads his theology necessarily towards an apokatastasis (Brunner 1949: 348; cf. Berkouwer 1956: 112). Attempts to ‘save’ Barth from this on the grounds of the contingent contemporaneousness of election subverts the givenness of election, undertaken in, and realized by, Jesus Christ, an actuality that determines and borders all times and places. Any attempt to invoke the Spirit in the eternal event of election from a Reformed evangelical perspective does not help either, partly since it opens up the possibility that in pneumatology Barth opens the backdoor to a deus absconditus (a hidden God), and to the disjunction of the works of the Son and the Spirit.

To say that Barth points in the direction of universalism is to recognize that his is a very positive witness to the graciousness of God in, to, and for all things. As he remarks, ‘One thing is sure, that there is no theological justification for setting any limits on our side to the friendliness of God towards man which appeared in Jesus Christ’ (HG: 50). Nonetheless, the fact that Barth refuses to speculate on what the final form of redemption might look like, or on whether all will be saved or not, is telling. Critics have too easily and uncharitably rushed to attribute his eschatological agnosticism to some personality quirk or theological inconsistency on his part.

Barth explicitly rejects the apokatastasis as presumptuous, and does so on two main grounds. First, it is based on a conjunction of an optimistic estimate of humanity with a postulate of the infinite potentiality of the divine being (CD II/2: 295). Second, it imposes a ‘right or necessity’ or a metaphysical system on God’s election and calling (CD II/2: 417). We should add a third point, one not often recognized by critics: Barth refuses to speculate as to the exact form of the future. The nature of eschatological language is not to make assertions about what has not yet happened in nobis, but to witness to the reality that has been accomplished in Christ (on which, see McCormack 2011). If Barth maintains a hope that the circle of election and calling will be finally and comprehensively enlarged, then, it is because he believes in the superabundant divine love and grace expressed in Christ. That means that Barth swiftly qualifies any sense of the possibility of eternal perdition by refusing to give comfort to any attempt to interpret the universality of God’s redemptive grace by making grace something scarce, and by refusing to speculate in order to focus attention on what Christians have been called to witness to in God’s free grace.

David Fergusson laments that Barth needs a ‘theology of disobedience’ (Fergusson 2001). Yet, arguably, Barth does indeed provide hints of this, especially in his account of das Nichtige in Church Dogmatics III/3. This material could be developed to suggest that hell remains an ‘impossible possibility’, a destructive ontological unreality, and therefore in eschatological discourse it would remain a warning that has considerable ‘bite’. It is this kind of approach that, for example, Thomas F. Torrance takes in his response to John Robinson’s universalism (Torrance 1949).

Time in the Provisionality of the Interim

In the second edition of the commentary on Romans, Barth speaks of an eschatological turning of the ages in the cross and resurrection of Jesus Christ. However, with the revision of the doctrine of election ‘from the ground up’, his eschatology comes to require that the parousia will involve the historical expression of God’s eternal decision in and by Jesus Christ (McCormack 2011: 213). Jenson observes, ‘the man Jesus Christ eternally preeexists as the eternal decision in which God is who He is’ (Jenson 1963: 91). However, this position encourages Jenson to raise a substantial question: talk of our ‘“participation”’ in Christ’s history ‘implies that in some sense we must have life-stories distinct from that of Jesus, but has Barth left any room for this?’ (Jenson 1963: 134). In other words, if everything is finished, then has not Barth prematurely foreclosed the future and undermined time after Jesus’ resurrection (‘our time’)? One must be careful when reading Barth here. In its exposition of the ‘prophetic work’ of Christ, Church Dogmatics IV/3 makes much of time as being marked by eschatological provisionality, the ‘not yet’ that moves from the ‘already’ in Christ. This is the time of the divine mercy, the making visible of the plenitudinous grace of the self-communicative presence of God. Yet eschatological provisionality, or penultimacy, is crucial to Barth’s account of redemption and to the experience of the present. So, for now we inhabit ‘the problematic present between the times’, ‘the interim period…the time given for the conversion of the world’ (CL: 172 and CD III/2: 489). Nevertheless, Christian hope takes its rise from, or has its internal basis in, Christ’s completed work (albeit, paradoxically, an incomplete-completed work). In him, as the eschatological human, the covenant has been fulfilled. He is the second Adam who achieves in his own person the world’s great ultimate transformation, or ‘turn’ (DO: 122). The Christian’s experience and understanding of time, then, is generated by Christ’s having come (Easter), is secured and strengthened by Christ’s contemporaneous presence (Pentecost), and is geared towards creation’s telos in Christ’s future manifestation (consummation).

It is in this context, in referring to the future, that Barth qualifies language about an ‘open future’. The future is not unknowable because it is ‘open’, if by ‘open’ is meant something neutral or indeterminate, an empty and neutral temporal nothingness waiting to be filled by humanly creative acts. By contrast, Barth speaks of the ‘most striking determination of time’ in Jesus Christ (CD IV/3: 903). However, in saying that the future is ‘filled’, one must be careful to note that Barth is not so much making an epistemological point—that our future’s shape and details remain unknown, but are nonetheless already determined. His point is more obviously ontological, or to be more precise christo-ontological. That is, while Jesus Christ is our future and it is he who has already been raised pro nobis (for us), the eschatological fulfilment of that raising in nobis (in us) yet remains our future. This is a Christologically determined distinction that Barth feels is insufficiently worked through in Jürgen Moltmann’s Theology of Hope. In 1964, Barth wrote to the German theologian accusing his younger contemporary of unilaterally subsuming ‘all theology in eschatology’ (L: 175). His worry is that Moltmann has baptized the ‘principle of hope of Mr. [Ernst] Bloch’, and has thereby forgotten that the eschatological future is Christologically content-full, even if its unveiling (the consummation of Christ’s prophetic work in nobis) remains not yet (L: 175). Three years later, Barth complains to Tjarko Stadtland about Moltmann’s work on hope: ‘this eschatology can hardly be recognized or taken seriously as Christian eschatology. Instead of starting out joyfully with the confession of Jesus Christ it seems to have painfully pasted his name on its futurism’—which means, Barth continues, that ‘it announces nothing new’ (L: 235).

Jenson observes that ‘it is in the unfinished character of Christ’s prophetic office, in the fact that the doing of reconciliation and perfect knowledge of it do not coincide, that there is work for “us”’ (Jenson 1963: 135). Of course, much hinges on how one understands ‘knowledge’ in Barth’s work. In a letter to Werner Rüegg in 1961, Barth uses the language of unveiling to speak substantially of what will be transformed: ‘The new thing will be that the pain that now lies over our present will be lifted’ (L: 9). The consummation will indeed be a ‘new thing’. The issue is what kind of ‘new thing’ it will be, and what role human agency takes in its coming. Philip Rosato is one of several critics who complain that this assumes a problematic form of eschatological realization, locating a symptom of the problem in Barth’s account of revelation. In what Rosato refers to as Barth’s ‘Logos Christology’, nothing salvifically and redemptively new can occur since all has already happened in Christ’s history (Rosato 1981: 158). Consequently, ‘the Spirit’s creative and redemptive functions are considerably eclipsed’ since, eschatologically speaking, the Spirit does ‘no more than noetically realize this achievement’ of Christ’s already having ‘redeemed mankind ontically’ (Rosato 1981: 158 and 164).

For Jenson, in contrast to Rosato, ‘Christian knowledge is not a mere “knowing”; it is an event which takes place in the power of and on the basis of its object. In it Christ’s work of reconciliation occurs, secondarily but really. Knowledge is not a merely intellectual act; it is a transformation of the entire person’ (Jenson 1963: 137). ‘Noetic’ themes of revelation and knowledge cannot therefore be reduced exclusively (or even primarily) to propositional and cognitive terms, whether as depicting an ‘intellectualist’ acquisition of neutral or academic information expressible in statements, metaphysical systems, and principles, or as passive spectatorial contemplation. Rather, Barth explicates them primarily through existentially and ethically significant themes of confrontation, encounter, and approach—‘alteration’ and renewal of life, ‘transformation’, and ‘conversion’ (CD IV/3: 510; CD IV/3: 299 and 444). There is a concomitant effect on the form of Christian performance, since the Christian community is enabled ‘to see things very differently in practice, to participate very differently in its own attitude and action, than is the case with those who do not yet have knowledge of this new reality’ (CD IV/3: 716). So in a substantial explanation, the more-than-cognitive nature of the Christian’s liberation is articulated through seven points (CD IV/3: 664–72). It is (a) a pulling out of solitariness into fellowship, with God and fellow humanity; (b) a ‘deliverance from the ocean of apparently unlimited possibilities by transference to the rock of the one necessity which as such is his only possibility’ (CD IV/3: 665); (c) a movement out of the realm of things into that of the human; (d) a shift from desiring and demanding to receiving; (e) a deliverance from indecision and a setting in action; (f) a replacing of the moral rule by forgiveness and gratitude; and (g) a release from anxiety to prayer. Crucially, Barth observes that it is in the Spirit’s work that people are made ‘recipients, bearers and possessors of the promise’ (CD IV/3: 352). Consequently, Christ’s consummating revelation will be an ontically causative as well as a cognitive event. Despite Barth’s privileging of noetic metaphors, given the role they play in his theology it would take a hefty argument to sustain the supposition that Barth had succumbed to Immanuel Kant’s ‘epistemologicalisation’ of subjectivity. After all, Barth presents revelation as God’s self-presentation, in other words as the prior and self-grounded disruptive presence of God as the new. As Asprey observes, then, ‘The knowledge of God always involves the upturning of the structures of the human subject, the Word of God which always communicates something new’ (Asprey 2010: 82).

This sense of newness is demonstrated most substantially in Barth’s treatment of wickedness, and in his associated account of the coming ‘peace of a permanent life under God and with other men’ (CD III/2: 562). What is new is God’s doing away with the disordered and ambiguous character of our time as vacillation and therefore as resistance to our being-in-Christ. Barth describes wickedness or sin by a variety of negative terms—unnatural, impossible possibility, perverse, absurd, a nothingness that remains destructive, and pride, sloth, and falsehood. The language is ontological, and it describes the illegitimacy and theological inexplicability of sin while not undermining its destructiveness (see McDowell 2002). So Barth announces that ‘the covenant-partner of God can break the covenant’—she is ‘able to sin, and actually does so’ (CD III/2: 205). He further observes that ‘The threat and danger to which he has exposed himself are not made innocuous’ (CL: 27). This means that their pseudo-godlessness ‘has catastrophic results for man’ (CL: 214).

Barth’s account of the new life, then, is full of substance. This is well summarized in his letter to Rüegg late on in life:

We thus wait and hope, even in view of our death, for our manifestation with Him, with Jesus Christ who was raised again from the dead, in the glory of not only the judgment but also the grace of God. The new thing will be that the cover of tears, death, suffering, crying, and pain that now lies over our present life will be lifted, that the decree of God fulfilled in Jesus Christ will stand before our eyes, and that it will be the subject not only of our deepest shame but also of our joyful thanks and praise.

(L: 9)

A Definite Passion—or, Hope’s Strange Kind of Zealous Waiting: The Eschatological Ethics of Reconciliation

While describing the contemporary experience of our divinely allotted time as a ‘not yet’ (CD IV/3: 904), Barth nonetheless typically characterizes it less as a time of scarcity than of plenitude. Barth’s account of time does not arise as the sense of a delay in the consummating parousia, a ‘minus-sign of an anxious “Not Yet” which has to be removed, but [as] the Plus-sign of an “Already”, in virtue of which the living Christ becomes greater’ (CD IV/1: 327). This is a sense of Christ’s risen presence in the Spirit more than of ascended bodily absence, of Christ’s eschatological presence in pneumatic mode rather than of Christ’s absence relative to the gloriously visible mode of his presence in the forty days after Easter. Consequently, Barth criticizes any disparaging of the present of Christians in favour of any past or future, since the second form of the parousia is as much Christ’s direct and personal coming as the other two forms (CD IV/3: 356–7). This is a marked improvement on the metaphors of the ‘crater’ and ‘tangent’ that appear in the second edition of the commentary on Romans (RII: 29, 36, 65, 74, and 30). Moreover, it enables Barth to contest the types of hope that are generated from wishful thinking in response to perceived needs, lack, or despair (see CD III/2: 488 and CL: 245). In this context Barth complains about the evasion of responsibility effected by certain types of eschatology: ‘Now there have been many and varied attempts to fix Christian expectation so exclusively on the ultimate dénouement that a hopeless view is taken of penultimate developments’ (CD IV/3: 936). But understanding what is involved in the rich gift of life in the contemporaneous event of God’s self-giving is, for Barth, crucial to appreciating the telos of his eschatological account, specifically his understanding of the effect on the character of penultimate Christian performance during the time of ‘the good will of Jesus Christ Himself to be not yet at the goal but still on the way’ (CD IV/3: 329).

Shortly after the death of Christoph Blumhardt, Barth comments that ‘The unique element, and I say it quite deliberately, the prophetic, in Blumhardt’s message and mission consists in the way in which the hurrying and the waiting, the worldly and the divine, the present and the coming, again and again met, were united, supplemented one another, sought and found one another’ (PF: 45). Picking up later on this theme, he announces that ‘the Christian hope affects our whole life: this life of ours will be completed’ (DO: 154). For Barth, ethics belongs to dogmatics, as ‘The truth of the evangelical indicative…becomes itself an imperative’ (CD II/2: 512). Unpacking this sensibility in terms of hope, Barth explains that ‘The Christian hope does not lead us away from this life; it is the conquest of death, but not a flight into the Beyond. The reality of this life is involved. Eschatology, rightly understood, is the most practical thing that can be thought’ (DO: 154). Barth here refuses to reduce the person who hopes to a spectator—of God’s apocalyptic acts, of God’s Krisis of intensification of immediacy, or of the ‘natural’ movement of the soul towards its endless life after death.

It was precisely the distraction that Christian hope played in rendering hope somewhat passive for spectators of the apocalyptic spectacular that, of course, Karl Marx identified as a problem. And it is worth mentioning Marx at this point since Barth, when pastor in Safenwil (1911–1921), became actively involved in the practical social and political affairs of his parish and joined the Social Democratic Party in 1915. Barth, the ‘red pastor’ crusading for justice, was to ‘mature’ into the theologian of freedom. He would witness to the divine freedom and the strange configuration of the human and what constitutes its flourishing in Christ in ways that demand that the witness be mirrored in social, political, and personal affairs. As a consequence of his engagements during these years, and the perspective that he was developing through encounter particularly with the Pauline literature, Barth learned that Christian hope and the eschatological soil from which it grows cannot be that which Marx and others claimed it to be—a shying away from the practical processes of engaging with injustices in the world.

In the final analysis, Barth supposes a theology that demands that anything less than an engagement of the hopeful imagination for the entire range of God’s expansive grace for all the works of God’s hands must be an abstraction from the divine faithfulness to creatureliness in the resurrection of the incarnate One. Such a theology would fail to take seriously the form of its distinctive witness which takes the necessary form of a ‘corresponding, willing, acting and doing on man’s part’ (CL: 156). The Christian, by contrast, is commanded to adopt an active responsibility, zealous for God’s honour and the hallowing of his Name (CL: 168–204). Accordingly, hope is not a compensatory world for the hoping individual, but looks towards the ‘the liberation of all’ (CD IV/3: 675). This hope is other-directed. For that reason, Barth refuses to separate the Christian from the non-Christian: ‘This all-embracing glorification includes that of the church and of every Christian. This does not mean, however, that the church, or the individual Christians within it, can or should live with a view to their own future glorification. This, too, would be a treachery against their living hope’ (CD IV/4: 199). Christian hope is not, then, the pursuit of a private cause (CD IV/3: 930). In fact, Barth insists, Christians are not ‘private people. They stand in public service’ (CL: 23). Busch observes of Barth’s view that ‘Just as God’s assuming of time for his creature is the quintessence of all his beneficence, humans’ having time for one another is the quintessence of all humanness’ (Busch 2004: 272).

Barth rejects as unsatisfying and illusory the claim that Christians can leave this world behind in a form of pessimistic life-denial, since redemption is precisely the end, goal, and fulfilment of this world. Hope is necessarily ethical at its core and not merely on its periphery. Consequently, reflection on hope belongs to considerations of theological ethics since it has to do with the end of creatures who have their being in the covenant. Since eschatology belongs to the single and undivided external works of the triune God (CL: 8), hope is not a further facet or addition to faith and love, but is rather the shape they take in the divinely allotted time of the interim. The act of waiting, then, in Barth’s hands, is the opposite of indolence. It refers instead to an appropriate theological sense of dependency upon God, which exercises patience with the duration of the not yet, and, in this way, ‘that future already determines and shapes the present of the Christian in his affliction’ (CD IV/3: 644; see also CL: 235).

In this sense, Christian hope has ethical dimensions that are not only socially and individually critical but also liberating and healing. One may summarize these as hope’s engagement in liberating humanity from all forms of dehumanizing bondage, acting against unjust suffering, and participating in God’s ‘dedemonizing’ of the world for the sake of the hallowing of God’s name (CL: 218). This responsible action of Christian witness Barth describes as ‘kingdom-like’—a ‘modest but clear analogue’ to, a parable of, and witness to, God’s action in Christ (CL: 26 and 175). The centre of Barth’s ethical project, particularly in the late lecture fragments collected as The Christian Life, is a delineation of the kinds of human responsibility that necessarily follow from, and are shaped by, an understanding of the nature and content of eschatological assertions.

Conclusion

Barth claims that ‘Eschatology, rightly understood, is the most practical thing that can be thought’ (DO: 154). It is this right understanding that is crucial. As Barth reflected, then, asking ‘for what may the Christian hope?’ is actually asking the wrong question. The question is not ‘for what?’, but ‘for whom?’. And the answer for Barth is: Jesus Christ, our hope, the hope of the world. The first (and last) thing that can be said through hope about the world and human being within it, then, is not sin and perdition but grace, not God’s No but God’s Yes. Thus the Christian is unable to imagine a human for whom hope should be denied, for that would be to condition the range of God’s grace and set the terms for its scope. From here the Christian community is set to work, witnessing to the hope that is in Christ.
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chapter 30

Ethics


Gerald McKenny




Karl Barth’s ethics is a version of divine command ethics. From the 1920s to the end of his career, Barth consistently affirmed the defining thesis of divine command ethics, asserting that ‘[t]he good of human action consists in the fact that it is determined by the divine command’ (CD II/2: 547; see also E: 50 and CL: 3). This thesis distinguishes Barth’s ethics from two approaches that are prevalent in theological ethics today. For the eudaemonist approach exemplified by Jennifer Herdt, Stephen Pope, and Jean Porter, the good of human action consists in the fulfilment or perfection of natural inclinations or capacities as these are oriented by grace to love of God and love and justice towards the neighbour (Herdt 2008; Pope 2007; Porter 1995). The other approach, exemplified by Stanley Hauerwas and John Yoder, finds the good of human action in faithful witness to Jesus instantiated in ecclesial practice (Hauerwas 1983; Yoder 1984). However, Barth’s version of divine command ethics also differs from the versions defended by philosophers such as Robert Adams, C. Stephen Evans, and John Hare (Adams 1973; Evans 2013; Hare 2015). What distinguishes his version from theirs is his identification of the command of God with the Word of God. The Word of God, as Barth defines it, is the revelation and work of God’s grace in Jesus Christ. In it, God declares to those whom God addresses what God does for them in Jesus Christ (gospel). Precisely as the work of God’s grace, what God does for human beings in him is final, requiring no supplemental act on the part of other humans, and it is sufficient, leaving nothing undone. However, grace would not be grace (and the gospel would not be good news) if it merely terminated in what God does, leaving its beneficiaries to receive God’s goodness passively, rather than inviting them to active participation in it. And so Barth writes: ‘Grace must be lived out, or it is not grace’ (CD II/2: 695). At every point, therefore, the same Word of God that declares what God does also claims its addressees as those for whom God so acts, summoning, directing, and empowering them to be in their own conduct what they are by virtue of God’s conduct regarding them (law). This claim made by the Word of God is the command of God.

It is now clear what work Barth will assign to theological ethics: ‘The task of theological ethics is to understand the Word of God as the command of God’ (CD III/4: 4). This chapter explores what Barth means by understanding the Word of God as the command of God. It proceeds in four sections, which treat in succession the relation of theological ethics to other sources of ethics, the proper subject matter of theological ethics, the division of theological ethics into general and special ethics, and the continuity of God’s command given at different times and to different persons.

Theological Ethics and Other Kinds of Ethics

That the Word of God has the twofold character of gospel and law has two implications for theological ethics. First, ethics, in so far as it is theological, and thus based on genuine knowledge of God, must be carried out just as dogmatics is carried out, namely, on the basis of the Word of God. Barth writes: ‘Even as ethics, theology is wholly and utterly the knowledge and representation of the Word and work of God’ (CD II/2: 537). Ethics, broadly speaking, is inquiry into good or right human conduct, and according to Barth (as the next section demonstrates), theological ethics finds this good or right conduct in the Word of God itself. The second implication is equally important. Dogmatics, for Barth, is incomplete without ethics. As a disciplined account of the Word of God, it cannot confine its work to the explication of what God is and does for us in Jesus Christ; it must also consider at every point in its investigations (and thus with regard to every dogmatic topic) how we are claimed by what God is and does for us in him. Precisely as an account of the Word of God, dogmatics therefore ‘has the problem of ethics in view from the very first’ (CD III/4: 3). Far from an afterthought, ethics is for Barth the culmination of dogmatics and can even be considered ‘the problem of dogmatics’ (CD I/2: 794).

The second implication ensures that dogmatics will not neglect or marginalize ethics, but the first implication appears to absorb ethics into dogmatics to the exclusion of non-theological sources of ethics. Is theological ethics, then, esoteric, intelligible only to Christians? Barth does insist that the Word of God, in the form of the command, both poses and answers the ethical question of good or right human conduct. Theological ethics therefore does not derive either the question of good or right conduct or its answer from an independent philosophical conception of ethics (for the Word of God itself poses this question and answers it), nor does it look to the latter for its authorization. The Word of God is the sufficient source and norm of ethics. However, it does not follow that theological ethics, as the exposition of the Word of God as the command of God, is self-sufficient. First, in its claim that the Word of God both poses and answers the ethical question of good or right human conduct, theological ethics appropriates from moral philosophy the formal notion of ethics according to which terms such as ‘good’ or ‘right’ pose the question of normativity to human action, which means that what actually is the case with human action is subjected to the question of what should be the case with it (CD II/2: 513–15). Theological ethics depends on this appropriation to show how the Word of God as God’s command poses the ethical question of good or right action as the question that claims priority over all other questions we may pose. However, because this notion of normativity is a merely formal one, its appropriation from moral philosophy (along with the terms, such as ‘good’ or ‘right’, by which it is appropriated) does not commit theological ethics to any substantive engagement with the latter field.

But there is a second sense in which Barth’s theological ethics is not self-sufficient. Because, for Barth, ‘the one Word of God is also objectively spoken’ even where it is not explicitly heard, ‘theological ethics can and must establish a continuous relationship of its thinking and speaking with the human ethical problem as a whole’ (CD II/2: 523–4). It will ‘receive instruction and correction’ from moral philosophy, as Barth does from the Kantian conception of moral obligation, and it will ‘listen to all other ethics in so far as it has to receive from them at every point the material for its own deliberations’, as Barth does throughout the ethical sections of Church Dogmatics, which engage a dizzying array of philosophical, social-scientific, literary, and legal sources (CD II/2: 523 and 527).

On its own grounds, then, theological ethics constantly engages other kinds of ethics. Barth’s terms of engagement may be compared with those which Immanuel Kant announces in his Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason. Kant proposes, while remaining entirely within the circle of moral reason, ‘to hold fragments of [biblical] revelation’ from outside that circle ‘up to [rational] moral concepts, and see whether it does not lead back’ to moral reason (Kant 1998: 40). Barth’s procedure reverses Kant’s experiment. Remaining within the circle of explicit hearing of the Word of God, he proposes to hold rational moral concepts (along with empirical moral content) from outside that circle up to the Word of God to see whether they implicitly attest it—an experiment he is confident will succeed because the same Word of God is objectively spoken outside the circle in which it is explicitly heard.

The Subject Matter of Theological Ethics

What exactly is the Word of God that is to be understood as God’s command? And what will the Word of God, so understood, command? Fundamentally and comprehensively, what God reveals in Jesus Christ is that God is God with us and for us. Barth writes: ‘God has given us himself. He has made himself ours…He is for us in all his deity. Although he could be without us—he did not and does not will to be without us. Although he has every right to be against us—he did not and does not will to be against us’ (CD II/2: 557). This, in a nutshell, is the Word of God that is also to be understood as God’s command. To understand it as God’s command can only mean that God commands us to conduct ourselves, towards God and towards other humans, as those whom God is with and for. All that God’s command requires will in some way specify this basic requirement. Barth posits: ‘He is to know and accept the fact that God is for him. He is to live as one whom God is for. Whatever the concrete content of the command of God may be, this is what God will have of man’ (CD II/2: 596).

At this point three questions arise. First, what does it mean to say that God is for us in this radical sense (that is, in all God’s deity)? Second, if the command of God confronts us with what God has done for us, and not what we must do for ourselves, then in what sense is it a genuine command? Third, what does it mean to act as those whom God is with and for in this way? Barth’s answer to the first question is indicated by the words that fill in the ellipsis in the quote above. ‘With his divine goodness’, Barth writes, ‘he has taken our place and taken up our cause’ (CD II/2: 557). That God is for us does not mean merely that God supports us and our cause, helping us along and promoting it. That is, roughly speaking, what God does according to the eudaemonist position exemplified by Herdt, Pope, and Porter, who stress the role of God’s grace in bringing our natural inclinations or capacities to fulfilment or perfection. By contrast, according to Barth God takes up our cause and makes it God’s own by acting in our place in the human being, Jesus Christ. As God in Jesus Christ acts in our place in this way, we are constituted as subjects in Jesus Christ, and not in ourselves. Barth explains: ‘The man to whom the Word of God is directed and for whom the work of God was done…does not exist by himself. He is not an independent subject, to be considered independently…He exists because Jesus Christ exists. He exists as a predicate of this Subject, i.e., that which has been decided and is real for man in this Subject is true for him’ (CD II/2: 539). As this holds for us as addressees of the Word of God as such, it also holds for us as the same Word of God addresses us as God’s command. ‘Therefore’, Barth continues, ‘the divine command as it is directed to him, as it applies to him, consists in his relationship to this Subject. Therefore the action of this Subject for him is the right action or conduct which we have to investigate’ (CD II/2: 539–40).

Because theological ethics ‘understands man from the very outset as addressed by God’—that is, ‘from the eternal grace of God as it has eventuated in time’ (CD II/2: 547)—Barth grounds this theme in the action of Jesus Christ for us and in our place in the eternal and temporal event of God’s covenant with humanity. As God both chooses humanity and claims humanity as God’s chosen, this covenant consists of both election (choice) and sanctification (claim). According to Barth, the covenant is decreed by God from eternity in Jesus Christ and executed in time in him. From eternity and in time, then, Jesus Christ is both the electing God (who determines to be God with and for humanity) and the elected human (whom God has determined to be those whom God is with and for), and he is both the sanctifying God (who claims the elect as those whom God is with and for) and the sanctified human (who fulfils this claim by existing as one whom God is with and for in all that he is and does). It is in this eternal and temporal act, then, that God in Jesus Christ takes the place and takes up the cause of other humans, who are both elected and sanctified in him. In Barth’s words,


the Word and work of divine election…has taken place and been revealed in Jesus Christ. This Word and work of God as such is also the sanctification of man, the establishment and revelation of the divine law. What right conduct is for man is determined absolutely in the right conduct of God. It is determined in Jesus Christ. He is the electing God and elected man in One. But he is also the sanctifying God and sanctified man in One. In His person God has acted rightly towards us. And in the same person man has also acted rightly for us.  (CD II/2: 538–9)

We may now consider the second question. If Jesus Christ obeys God’s command for us and in our place, then in what sense is that command addressed to us, and what could it legitimately require of us? Barth’s answer is that the command of God is addressed to us as having already been fulfilled, and it requires us to confirm by our own conduct what we already are by virtue of the conduct of Jesus Christ for us and in our place. With this claim we arrive at the subject matter (Sache) of theological ethics, which is ‘the Word and work of God in Jesus Christ, in which the right action of man has already been performed and therefore waits only to be confirmed by our action’ (CD II/2: 543). To summarize: To understand the Word of God as the command of God (the task of theological ethics) is to hold that what God commands us to do is to confirm in our action the right human action that has already been performed for us by Jesus Christ, who takes our place and takes up our cause as the elect and sanctified human, fulfilling God’s designation of the elect to be in their conduct those whom God is with and for (the subject matter of theological ethics). We are to be in our own conduct (in the actuality of our existence as acting subjects) what we are by virtue of God’s conduct towards us in him (the reality of our being in God’s grace).

What exactly does it mean to confirm in our conduct what we are by virtue of Jesus Christ’s conduct for us and in our place? This is our third question, and Barth’s ‘targum’ on Matthew 5:48 answers it: ‘Be ye (literally, ye shall be) therefore perfect (literally, directed to your objective), even as (i.e., corresponding to it in creaturely-human fashion) your Father which is in heaven is perfect (directed to his objective)’ (CD II/2: 512). On the one hand, in view of the rest of Matthew 5–7, to confirm God’s conduct towards us in our own conduct will mean acting towards others as God has acted towards us. And so, Barth writes, ‘Our aim must correspond to the distinctive aim of the Father in heaven’ (CD II/2: 578). God’s command will therefore require us to forgive one another, bear one another’s burdens, look to the things of others rather than our own things, love our enemies, and so forth. In these actions we confirm what God is and does for us by exhibiting it in our conduct towards others. In the paradigmatic status it accords these actions, Barth’s position resembles that of Hauerwas and Yoder, for whom ethics as ecclesial witness to Jesus is also paradigmatically expressed in actions like these. On the other hand, however, Barth emphasizes that our action ‘will be our action, a human action’, and thus different from God’s action towards us (CD II/2: 577). It will not try to do again what God in Jesus Christ has already done for us and in our place. Hence Barth observes, ‘Neither for ourselves nor for others can we do the good which God does for us’ (CD II/2: 578). The action God commands will therefore be an analogue of grace, similar to yet different from what Jesus Christ does for us and in our place: ‘It will have to attest and confirm the great acts of God, but it will not be able to continue or repeat them’ (CD II/2: 577). What God has done is final and efficacious and needs no continuation or supplement. With his insistence on this point, Barth differs from Hauerwas and Yoder. For Barth, Jesus Christ acts for us and in our place; his conduct is therefore not a direct rule or standard for our conduct. In the end, Barth’s position is characteristically Reformed: By our conduct in analogy to what God has done for us, we bear active, living witness to the latter; we exercise our designation as God’s elect to be those whom God is with and for; and we give concrete confirmation or proof of our election.

General and Special Ethics

The Word of God, understood as God’s command, is the norm or standard of human conduct: This is the fundamental claim of Barth’s ethics, and the foregoing account of the task and subject matter of theological ethics has clarified what Barth means by this claim. Barth establishes this claim in §36 of Church Dogmatics and elaborates its meaning and implications in the remaining sections of Church Dogmatics that are devoted to ethics: first as ‘general ethics’ in §§37–9 and then as ‘special ethics’ in §§52–6 and §75 (to which the unfinished §§74 and 76–8, posthumously published as The Christian Life, may be added). The task of general ethics is ‘to understand and present the Word of God as the subject which claims us’, that is, ‘as the command which sanctifies man’ (CD II/2: 546). General ethics examines ‘the fact and extent that sanctification and therefore good human action are effected by God in His command’ (CD III/4: 4). In particular, it examines the command of God as God’s claim which has authority with regard to our conduct, God’s decision which decides concerning the right or wrong (or good or evil) of our conduct, and God’s judgement which confirms that we belong to God in our conduct. By contrast, Barth writes, special ethics inquires ‘concerning sanctification as it comes to man from the God who acts towards him in His command, concerning the good which is real and recognizable in his action under the command of God’ (CD III/4: 5). In short, general ethics examines how the command of God confronts human action (and human beings in their action) as its norm or standard, while special ethics examines what the same command of God determines with regard to concrete human acts in the particular encounters of God and humans as Creator and creature, Reconciler and reconciled sinner, and Redeemer and heir of redemption.

General Ethics

In both general and special ethics, the sense in which the command of God is the norm or standard of human action is determined by its context in the covenant of God with humanity. Fundamental to Barth’s notion of God’s command is that it takes place in (and with election constitutes) this covenant relationship. In general ethics this context is clear in Barth’s description of the command as an encounter between God and the human being as covenant partners. A basic task of general ethics is to show ‘that this command of God is an event’, not establishing that ‘there is [es gibt] a command of God’, which would imply that what God commands can be considered on its own terms, independent of the covenant God has made with humans, but rather ‘that God gives [Gott…gibt] His command, that He gives Himself to be our Commander’; this means that the one whom it addresses is not simply told what to do, but ‘is brought into that confrontation and fellowship with Jesus Christ’ which constitutes the covenant relationship as the personal encounter of the God who is with and for humans and the human whom God is with and for (CD II/2: 548). In commanding and obeying, God and humans encounter one another as partners in the covenant God has established and enact that covenant as a living covenant.

By its character as an event, the command of God is distinguished from moral norms as they are typically understood in theological ethics. As typically understood, a general norm (for example, a natural law precept or one of the love commandments) is grasped by reason or revealed in Scripture (or both) and is then specified by the agent through deliberation. As a personal encounter of the divine and human covenant partners, however, God’s command as Barth understands it is addressed to its hearer as a fully specified concrete directive. It is not given in the form of a general rule or principle that is then specified by the hearer. Nor is God’s command derived from an impersonal moral order, as concrete moral judgements are derived from perception of the objective ordering of the moral field in Oliver O’Donovan’s theological ethics (O’Donovan 1986). Rather, it is heard in a living encounter with the One who orders. These features of the command of God figure large in Barth’s opposition to casuistry, which he takes to be adherence to general principles or rules as specified by rational deliberation carried out by someone in the role of a moral authority or expert. By contrast, obedience for Barth is not conformity to a principle or rule as specified by a moral authority or expert but is the hearing of a particular command in a personal encounter with God as Commander, even as the command is, at least typically, though not on every occasion, spoken to one by another human person (CD III/4: 6–14). The personal encounter that is the event of God’s command should not, however, be misconstrued as an interaction of two mutually transparent subjects resulting in an immediate awareness of what God requires, as if hearing God’s command involved direct and immediate inspiration. As we will see in the next section, the encounter is preceded by instruction in God’s dealings with humanity and by a rational analysis of factors relevant to the situation in which one hears. Only in light of this instruction and after this rational analysis is one prepared to encounter God and to ask after God’s actual command in the confidence that God will give it. Confidence that God will give it, however, must not be confused with the presumption that one will ever possess it. One knows (kennen) the command as something one must hear from God; one never knows (wissen) it as an item of one’s knowledge (CD II/2: 644–61). In the encounter with God the human partner is never more than a petitioner and the divine partner never less than One who answers. Ethics for Barth is fundamentally an act of prayer.

Special Ethics

The covenant context of God’s command is no less decisive for special ethics. According to Barth, the covenant of grace unfolds in a history that begins with creation as its presupposition, continues through reconciliation, in which the rejection of the covenant by its human partner is overcome, and culminates in redemption, in which the fellowship with God it involves is enjoyed in its fullness. These divine works, Barth insists, ‘have in view the institution, preservation, and execution of the covenant of grace, for partnership in which [God] has predestined and called man’ (CD III/1: 43). Special ethics considers God’s command as it determines particular acts in these three spheres and thereby instantiates the covenant of grace.

That God’s work of reconciliation belongs to God’s covenant with humanity is obvious, but the distinctiveness of Barth’s special ethics is apparent in his conviction that this is no less the case with God’s work of creation. Barth’s claims that the Word of God is the command of God, and that the Word of God is the revelation and work of God’s grace in Jesus Christ, might be misunderstood to imply that God’s command addresses us only as sinners reconciled to God in Jesus Christ, and not also as creatures. But consideration of God’s covenant with humanity, as Barth understands it, rules out this misunderstanding. According to Barth, creation does not precede the history of this covenant but falls within it. Although it is the presupposition of the covenant, establishing the permanent conditions under which the latter will unfold, creation is not prior to or independent of the covenant, since the covenant is resolved by God from eternity, and thus before there was a creation. Barth observes: ‘It is not, then, the case that God first determined Himself as Creator, then made man His creature, and only then in a later development and decision elected man and instituted His covenant with him’ (CD III/4: 39). On the contrary, God brings the creature into existence to be God’s covenant partner, so that God’s covenant with humanity is the reason why there is a creation at all.

This understanding of the place of creation in the history of the covenant of grace implies that the human being God brings into existence, with its distinctive creaturely nature, is precisely the one God has determined for covenant fellowship with God. God’s grace in Jesus Christ, for Barth, ‘does not start only with man’s reconciliation and redemption, but already with his creation. As God in his Son elected man from all eternity to fellowship with himself, he ordained that he should be this being [Wesen], existing in this reality [Wesenheit]’ (CD III/4: 42–3, emphasis added). ‘He created him as his covenant-partner’, Barth asserts, and—correspondingly—the human creature, as the creature it is, is ‘determined by God for life with God’ (CD III/2: 203). The creaturely characteristics that comprise human nature as created by God are precisely those that equip humans to be God’s covenant partner. In his doctrine of the human creature (CD III/2: 203–640), Barth demonstrates how the basic features of our creaturely nature—that is, our relationality, body-soul composition, and temporality—are those which enable God, in Jesus Christ, to be with and for us and to act in our place. And his resistance to the spiritualization of sexuality, his almost Nietzschean insistence on affirmation of life, and his acknowledgement of the goodness of our finite limitations all express his conviction that God is with and for us in our creaturely nature, that the covenant of grace is lived in and through that nature, and that God’s command will therefore always enjoin respect for the integrity and well-being of our nature.

A corollary of this view is that we live our covenant fellowship with God and one another by exercising our creaturely characteristics in their natural form, as God created them, rather than by any supernatural extension or substitute for our nature. Because it is in our creaturely nature that we are God’s covenant partners, God’s further works of reconciliation and redemption do not impart new or different qualities. Of course, covenant fellowship with God and other humans is constituted by God’s grace and is thus established and maintained by God apart from our action. But we enjoy that fellowship in the active exercise of our created characteristics, without any supernatural addition or extension, as the latter are enabled by the Holy Spirit. What God commands, then, will always be a natural act in which our natural characteristics and capacities are exercised, albeit in a manner (namely, as those whom God is for and not as those who presume that they are left to be for themselves) that is possible only by grace.

To summarize: creation, reconciliation, and redemption comprise the history of the covenant God makes with humanity in Jesus Christ; and what God commands in these three spheres therefore specifies, in accordance with God’s distinctive work in each sphere, the basic requirement to confirm in our action the right action which God has done in our place in Jesus Christ—that is, the action by which the covenant has been fulfilled. That this is no less the case with what God commands us as creatures than with what God commands us as sinners reconciled to God and as heirs of redemption is clear in Barth’s placement of the Sabbath commandment at the head of his special ethics. Barth explains: ‘By demanding man’s abstention and resting from his own works, it [the Sabbath commandment] explains that the commanding God who has created man and enabled and commissioned him to do his own work is the God who is gracious to man in Jesus Christ’ (CD III/4: 53).

The Constancy of God’s Command

The depiction in Barth’s general ethics of the command of God as a fully specified directive given in a personal encounter with God raises a question: If the Word of God is addressed to us in an event of encounter with God, is there any continuity of the command of God between one event and another or one person and another? Taken alone, the features Barth emphasizes in his general ethics might suggest that the command of God consists of arbitrary orders given in the singular encounters of two indeterminate subjects. However, the covenant context of special ethics suggests otherwise. That context makes clear that the event in which God commands takes place within the history of the covenant as it unfolds in the three spheres of creation, reconciliation, and redemption. Far from arbitrary orders, God’s commands ‘constitute the history of his covenant of grace’, so that special ethics ‘has to take note of the constancy of the divine command and human action and abstention as the form peculiar to all ethical events as such, irrespective of their singularity and uniqueness’ (CD II/2: 677; see also CD III/4: 18). Far from singular encounters, the events in which God commands and humans hear both take place in, and themselves form, the history of the covenant of grace. And far from being indeterminate subjects, God and humans meet as Creator and creature, Reconciler and reconciled, Redeemer and heir of redemption.

Formal Constancy

The constancy of God’s command and of human action and abstention is secured in two ways, one formal and the other material. In both cases, constancy expresses the faithfulness to the covenant of the divine partner, who calls the human partner to be faithful in a corresponding way. The formal constancy can be described briefly. According to Barth, God’s commands exhibit generic consistency. The covenant context of the command of God is once again decisive. It is true that the command is given in a personal encounter and as a fully specified directive. Thus Barth acknowledges that it ‘confront[s] me in the singularity of my circumstances, as this particular individual, as this one of all the covenant partners of God’ (CD II/2: 656). However, the validity of the command is not conditioned by the person- and situation-relative features of the event in which it is issued: ‘That the universally valid command of God applies to me and affects me in a very definite way cannot be taken to imply that I can treat it as conditioned by the peculiar factors of my personal situation; that I can secure and fortify myself against its universal validity as it certainly applies to me too’ (CD II/2: 656). The command that is given to me as this covenant partner of God is in principle the same command God gives to any other covenant partner. Barth therefore attributes to the command of God the formal universality of Kant’s formula of universal law, although the ground of its universality is the material universality of the covenant. Hence Barth writes: ‘This we of the ethical question [“what should we do?”] is not an unqualified we but the highly qualified we of those [in principle, all humans] who…are elected in Jesus Christ to be covenant-partners with God and therefore placed under the divine command’ (CD II/2: 656). In sum, I know the command given to me in encounter with God to be the same command God gives to everyone else, albeit specified to their circumstances just as the one given to me is specified to mine.

Material Constancy

The material constancy of God’s command is more complex. First, God’s works in creation, reconciliation, and redemption exhibit a Trinitarian structure. It is therefore a matter of the same command (perichoresis)—the command of God’s grace—in three different forms (per appropriationem, by appropriation), which correspond to the distinct divine works by which the one covenant of grace unfolds. As a Trinitarian act, then, what God commands as Creator, Reconciler, and Redeemer ‘is the one whole command of the one whole God’, and is thus constant across the history of the covenant of grace, even as God commands distinct actions in the three spheres, for ‘what may and must be seen together must not be confused, intermingled or even identified’ (CD III/4: 33). What God commands us as creatures, reconciled sinners, and heirs of redemption will always be the command to be those whom God is for, but specified in accordance with the differentiation of these three spheres in which God is for us in distinct ways.

The material constancy of God’s commands is further secured within these spheres by the role of general commandments such as those that comprise the Decalogue and its accompanying legislation and those that are found in the Sermon on the Mount and the apostolic exhortation. In their generality, these commandments differ from the fully specified directives that count as actual commands, but Barth denies that they are universal moral norms which may be extracted from the history of the covenant and which it is the task of special ethics (taking the form of casuistry) to specify. He describes them instead as ‘summaries’ of the particular commands God gives in each sphere (CD II/2: 681–2). This description might suggest a nominalist conception of moral norms as mere generalizations inferred from particular commands, and Barth’s special ethics is sometimes presented as a structure in which particular commands conform somewhat loosely to general rules. However, Barth has something more rigorous in mind. For him, commandments such as those enjoining Sabbath observance or prohibiting murder or adultery play a dual role. First, they designate what we might call micro-spheres in which actual commands are given (it is in this sense that they are ‘summaries’ of actual commands), and second (at least in the case of prohibitions), they mark the boundaries of those micro-spheres by indicating what God will not ever command in them. ‘They are’, Barth posits, ‘the indication of a definite [bestimmte] sphere’, and whatever is positively commanded in this micro-sphere ‘must not violate these prescribed limits’ (CD II/2: 685).

Thus, for example, the commandment, ‘Thou shalt not kill’ (more precisely, ‘Thou shalt not murder’) both designates life as a micro-sphere, within the broader sphere of creation, in which particular commands are given (that is to say, commands regarding life are amongst those which God as Creator will give), and indicates that God will never issue a command to kill. What God actually does command with respect to life is not derivable from the prohibition of killing (which is not a universal norm awaiting specification); it is instead to be learned from knowledge of what the Word of God instructs us about life as an aspect of our created nature. From this instruction about life (see CD III/4: 324–564) we can know to a high degree of approximation what God will command in this micro-sphere. However, because our knowledge of this (or any other) micro-sphere is never complete, and because the constancy of God’s command does not entail its identity with what God has commanded in the past, we cannot infer from our knowledge of this micro-sphere the specific action God will command regarding life in a situation where promotion or protection of life is at stake. Special ethics does not make our encounter with the Commander redundant by giving us advance knowledge of the command; rather, it prepares us for that encounter, equipping us to hear the command that God issues in it. We must always hear from God what God commands regarding life, even as our hearing is instructed by knowledge of the micro-sphere of life and refined by rational analysis of factors relevant to the situation. Even our knowledge that God will never command us to kill cannot rule out in advance a command of God to take human life, since God might command an act that falls on the boundary of the micro-sphere. In a boundary case the protection of life, which is always required, might take the unusual, paradoxical form of destruction of life. From the possibility of such cases we learn that taking life may not in every case be killing (more precisely, and less paradoxically, that killing is not always murder). Barth considered that boundary cases may arise in situations in which suicide, abortion, capital punishment, self-defence, and war are possible courses of action. The task of special ethics with regard to boundary cases is not to proceed as casuistry does—by identifying and codifying the conditions in which, for example, killing is justifiable—but to instruct us concerning the considerations that go into the possible judgement that one is facing a boundary case, so that one is prepared in such a situation to recognize it, rationally to analyse the relevant factors, and finally to ask after God’s actual command, which might or might not direct one in that situation to protect life in a paradoxical way by taking it.

What holds for the commandment ‘Thou shalt not kill’ also holds, at least in principle, for other general commandments in the Decalogue and its accompanying legislation. We may summarize it this way: God’s commands and human actions and abstentions enact the history of the covenant of grace. That history unfolds in three spheres (creation, reconciliation, and redemption) into which the one command of God’s grace is differentiated in accordance with the diverse ways in which God is for us. General commandments identify the micro-spheres (for example, life) into which God’s actual commands fall while also indicating what God will never command. Instructed by knowledge of the spheres and guided by the general commandments, moral agents rationally analyse the relevant factors that comprise a situation calling for decision and ask after God’s command, confident that they will hear it while knowing they will never possess it in a way that makes the asking unnecessary.

The commandments in the Sermon on the Mount, along with the rest of New Testament exhortation, reflect the fulfilment of the covenant in Jesus, ‘not superseding but confirming’ the Old Testament law and thus (as Matthew 5:21–48 and Romans 13:8–10 suggest) continuous with the latter in content (CD II/2: 697). They are at once the description of Jesus as the fulfilment of the law in our place and prescriptions addressed to those for whom and in whose place he fulfils it. As such, Barth writes, they are ‘the definition of the sphere within which men cling to this life of obedience lived out on their behalf and use the grace thus shown to them’ as empowerment of their own obedience (CD II/2: 687). Once again, actual commands are not derived from these commandments and exhortations but are given by God in the sphere marked out by the latter, so that, to change geometrical metaphors, the Sermon on the Mount is ‘a constant direction to new and particular obedience on the lines it lays down’ (CD II/2: 699; see also CD IV/2: 546–53). What God actually commands will fall within the spheres, or along the lines of, the commandments of the Sermon on the Mount and the rest of the New Testament exhortation, all of which in turn express the fulfilment (that is, confirmation, not replacement) in the person of Jesus of the law established in the Old Testament.

Conclusion

At multiple points we have encountered Barth’s grounding of ethics in the covenant God makes with humanity. In this covenant, Jesus Christ is both the sanctifying God and the sanctified human, as well as the electing God and the elected human. As the sanctifying God, he places human conduct under the normative question of its goodness or rightness; as the sanctified human, he answers this question. In acting for and in the place of human beings in Jesus Christ, God is the divine partner in the covenant, who takes up the cause of the human partner in sanctification as well as in election. The covenant is thus a covenant of grace. However, in acting for us and in our place, Jesus Christ is also the human partner in whom other human beings (in principle, all human beings) are established as God’s covenant partners. Addressed by the command of God that has already been issued and obeyed by Jesus Christ, they are constituted as subjects in their own right and thus as genuine partners, who are summoned, directed, and empowered by the Holy Spirit to be in their own self-determining act what they are in Jesus Christ, confirming it in their own, characteristically human conduct. The covenant of grace, thus established, is enacted in each moment, as God commands and humans obey in their encounters as Creator and creature, Reconciler and reconciled sinner, Redeemer and heir of redemption.

The advantages and disadvantages of Barth’s ethics follow from this covenant context. Amongst the advantages are its scriptural basis for ethics, its avoidance of the polarization between an independent ethics of creation and an ethics of witness to Christ, and its simultaneous affirmation of the integrity of the human moral agent, who is always addressed as a genuine partner in the covenant and thus as a subject in her own right, and her determination by God’s grace in Jesus Christ. Amongst the disadvantages are its difficulty in showing how the command of God that posits us as genuine subjects by addressing us from outside also works in us to bring about moral growth. Perhaps the greatest challenge Barth’s ethics faces today concerns its twofold insistence that God has already accomplished our good and that God establishes us as active participants in what God has accomplished—a duality many people find jarring in light of what they experience as gradual progress, enabled by grace, towards the fulfilment or perfection God has in store for us. But the notion that God both makes our cause God’s own cause and respects us as genuine subjects should not be dismissed. Karl Barth wrote in a time and place in which awareness of the threat to humanity was vivid while trust in a God benevolently disposed to humanity waned. Barth’s God simultaneously takes up the cause of a threatened humanity and establishes humanity in its integrity. If his position no longer appeals to many who write and teach theology, perhaps it is because they do not perceive any acute threat to humanity and are not convinced that the integrity of the human being can be upheld only from outside.
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chapter 31

 Barth and the Racial Imaginary


Willie James Jennings




Karl Barth’s world was the world of whiteness. This was a world not of his own choosing or making, but a world that his life and thought formed inside of, and against which his theology came to expression. In order to grasp the whiteness that encircled Barth’s world we have to see Karl Barth not first as the towering figure in Western theology he has become, the one who continues to draw exaggerated praise and exaggerated criticism, but first as a Swiss student profoundly shaped by German theological voices both directly and indirectly and German intellectual life even as a student in Switzerland. Barth’s education began at home in Switzerland with his theologian father Johann Friedrich (Fritz) Barth and at the University of Bern. Yet even at Bern, the theological voices that danced in the work, lectures, and conversations of his teachers were primarily Germans.

Like many young Swiss theology students, Barth studied abroad—which meant studying in Germany. A semester at the University of Berlin was followed later by a mandatory short stint at Tübingen, demanded by his father in order to intervene in what Barth’s father perceived as his son’s liberal theological tendencies. Yet the young Barth’s eagerness to study theology found its true object of desire not in the school that his father wanted him to attend, but at Marburg. There at Marburg, Barth located what he called ‘my Zion’:

a variety of circumstances brought about the fulfilment of my desires. I was able to go to Marburg as I had so longed to, and I could hear the lectures that I really wanted, from Herrmann and, above all, from Heitmüller.

(Quoted in Busch 1976: 44)

The contours of Barth’s theological formation are well known, but when Barth came to theological consciousness is just as decisive as the German theologies and theologians that Barth encountered in his studies. What often escapes our attention is the wider significance of his being formed as a theologian in the shadow of German intellectual life between the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth century. Indeed the significance of nationalist vision and racial sentiment and its concurrence with gender signification in the formation of theological perspective continues to be an underappreciated and undertheorized aspect of theological formation. Karl Barth’s formation as an intellectual was also a formation into the racial imaginary mediated in part through the intellectual dynamic of German theology.

By the racial imaginary I simply mean a vision of the world that demarcates ontological difference by race and organizes political, social, cultural, economic, and national logics around such demarcations (Taylor 2004: 23–4; Bethencourt 2013: 65–82). Barth did not grasp the racial imaginary in all its power, but he did see how one’s theological vision showed itself in one’s politics and how one’s political vision exposed one’s theology.

Politics and theology joined at the site of nationalism, but racial vision was the engine that fired modernist visions of nationalist consciousness and collective existence, and no modern vision of collective existence was more powerful than the vision of whiteness. Whiteness was and is both a way of being seen and a way of seeing at the same time, and it grew on colonialist soil as the peoples of what we would now call Europe realized their unprecedented power over the lands and peoples of the ‘new world’. Whiteness formed as a possessive and imperialist mode of existence that centred on control of land, animals, people, and ideas (Moreton-Robinson 2015). As W. E. B. Du Bois so keenly surmised at the beginning of the twentieth century in his classic essay, The Souls of White Folk:

But what on earth is whiteness that one should so desire it? Then always, somehow, some way, silently but clearly, I am given to understand that whiteness is the ownership of the earth forever and ever, Amen! Now what is the effect on a man [sic] or a nation when it comes passionately to believe such an extraordinary dictum as this? That nations are coming to believe it is manifest daily. Wave on wave, each with increasing virulence, is dashing this new religion of whiteness on the shores of our time. (Du Bois 1995: 454)

Du Bois’ trenchant observation, first made in 1910, captured the feverish desire of European nations at the turn of the twentieth century to be in full possession of whiteness by being in full possession of lands. Du Bois also noted in this essay that Germany lusted after colonial holdings in the hope of joining Britain, France, Belgium, and the United States as global colonial powers (Levering Lewis, 2000). It is precisely this feverish Germany that stood as the backdrop to a significant portion of Barth’s life and work. Although Barth was Swiss and very clear about his Swiss identity, his intellectual life would be inconceivable without the foundational role that German intellectuals played in his formation and the influence of the German milieu on Barth’s thinking. Indeed it is impossible to capture the density of Barth’s theological vision unless we understand Germany’s racial anxiety as part of the racial imaginary that we yet inhabit.

Scholars most often interpret Germany’s racial anxiety at the turn of the nineteenth century to the twentieth century either insularly, as part of the virulent virus that gave rise to European fascism, or particularly, as an instance of ethnic chauvinism or even a proto-postmodern tribalism (Arendt 1966; Koonz 2003; Hansen 1993; Bernstein 1996). Rather than rehearse these interpretative frames, I want to cast that racial anxiety against a wider colonialist frame. This wider frame helps us to capture the dynamic into which Barth entered through his crucial educational formation in Germany, his encounters with German theologians, and his constant negotiations with the political and social situation created by Germany through the two World Wars and beyond. In all these cases, we can see the conceptual dilemmas that he struggled against and to an extent was caught within.

In this chapter, I want to outline such a frame and consider Barth’s theological vision against the backdrop of the racial imaginary and its most powerful formational trajectory, that is, in constituting white imperial masculinity. I will then reflect very briefly on how Barth’s theology points towards an alternative subjectivity beyond the strictures of whiteness and the racial imaginary.

Barth never wrote what we might now call an anti-racism or anti-colonialism treatise, but his theology remains one of the most anti-racist, anti-colonialist forms of Christian thought that we have. He was, of course, a man of his time and that means his subjectivity formed inside the social position of the white European male Subject who benefitted from and supported gender hierarchies and heterosexual hegemony. Yet his work speaks against the very white racial and masculine hegemony he inhabited. It did so in the most comprehensive way because he intuitively understood how the racial imaginary was fomenting and expressing itself all around him and how it was insinuated in modern Christian theology. How did this come about?

Barth from his earliest teachers and theological interlocutors encountered the dilemmas of cultural nationalism born within the problem of Germany’s quest for its imperial masculinity. The colonial Western world gave birth to a certain vision of masculinity, a vision of a self-determining male body that could serve as a governing image for envisioning and articulating the collective racial or cultural self of a people. Such a vision greatly informed and influenced the social, political, intellectual, and theological life of individuals and nations, especially Germany. Barth stepped into a colonial trajectory that influenced the way knowledge of God was articulated and the way the human was imagined. Barth is legendary for his powerful insights in both these areas of theological reflection, but both also reveal the structural problems of theology in the shadow of a gendered racial nationalist assertion born of the colonial moment.

The idea of masculinity has been analysed in recent scholarship (a) within racialized gestures of African diasporic self-assertion (Stephens 2005; Wallace 2002; Ross 2004); (b) as fundamental to the structuring processes of white male fraternal visions (Nelson 1998; Blum 2005); (c) as an essential alchemy in the discerning of the formations of sexual identities (Stecopoulos and Uebel 1997; Carter 2007); and (d) as a crucial element in pedagogical analysis (hooks 2003, 2004). Yet in current theological studies the significance of quests for imperial masculinity is yet to emerge as an interpretative frame for analysing the theological imagination in performances of the intellectual life. Indeed it is precisely these quests for global significance, performed through proposed gestures of masculine existence executed in theological discursive practice, that have escaped consideration (Mosse 1985, 1996). The reasons for this blindness are twofold. On one level, modern Christian theology has yet to historicize fully its own processes of intellection in relation to the racial and cultural habitus of Western academic life and the production of scholars. On another level, modern Christian theology is only beginning to grasp the deep colonialist architecture embedded in its cognitive structures and its aesthetic sensibilities. The exigencies that surround Barth’s reflection occasion insight into aspects of that architecture.

Barth’s thinking thus exposes something far more comprehensive for Western theology in relation to racial reasoning. Barth shows us a theological posture that is suggestive of a means through which to understand and challenge the racial imaginary in one of its most powerful formative roles, in the shaping of an imperial white masculinity. Barth does this not by offering us a theology freed of the problems of white masculinist, sexist, heterosexist intellectual postures, but through constant gestures that address the racial anxiety of modern masculinity through an alternative subjectivity rooted in the life of the triune God.

Barth and the German Colonial Moment

Germany’s colonial period was short but crucial. The few years in which Germany earnestly sought to become a colonial power—between 1884 and 1919—opens up a wider reality decisive for making sense of the world against which Barth had to write. Although born in Switzerland and of Swiss heritage, Barth was born in the time of Germany’s colonial moment. As a young intellectual interacting with Germany as an international student, Barth was coming to a country experiencing the struggle of being a recently established colonial master. By the time we enter the strong currents of the early twentieth century and the German defeat of the First World War and its aftermath, many German intellectuals carried the sense of being disrespected. Barth, then, would be interacting with a Germany that experienced having and then losing their colonial holdings and having and then losing respect from the other global-colonial powers.

Barth was to learn first-hand what that sense of disrespect meant for theology. I cannot do justice to the historical intricacies of the colonial period and its aftermath for Germany. My goal is simply to outline some aspects that are significant for the theological imagination in Barth’s day and even for our own moment (Friedrichsmeyer, Lennox, and Zantop 1998).

On 24 April 1884, German colonialism began with a protective gesture. Otto von Bismarck, chancellor of the then thirteen-year-old German Empire, sent a cable to the German consul in Cape Town proclaiming ‘imperial protection’ over the territories that the Bremen tobacco merchant Adolf Luderitz had acquired from African chiefs in Southwest Africa (present-day Namibia). By 1897, the entire colonial empire of Germany was in place (Olusoga and Erichsen 2010; Steinmetz 2007).

The crucial German colonies were in Southwest Africa, Samoa, and (Qingdao) Kiaochow in the Shandong Province of China. These colonies are significant for our consideration as they illumine the ecologies of power, desire, and fantasy that connected Germany’s colonial state with its metropolitan state, and reveal the gestures that flow back and forth from the colony to the metropole that signalled Germany’s longings for global significance. As a young and inexperienced colonial power, Germany struggled to control the native populations and transform them into productive subjects under its rule. Yet like its serious rivals, the biggest colonial powers of the day—such as the British, the French, and the Americans—the Germans were equally experienced in producing colonial fantasies, that is, in operating in a library of Orientalist ideas and discourse about the native ‘other’.

As Susanne Zantop has noted, from the seventeenth century forward Germans insatiably consumed novels, diaries, and reports from and about the colonial worlds. Zantop also points out that leading up to Germany’s colonial moment, its colonial fantasy circulated from paternalist development, through conjugal assimilation, to respectful disengagement, and on to renewed engagement. As such, by ‘the time national unification was achieved, the myth of Germans as superior colonizers and of Germany’s moral entitlement to its virgin [territories]…had become firmly entrenched in the popular imagination [of Germans]’ (Zantop 1997: 202). There was opposition to colonialist desire in Germany, but that opposition could not overcome what Zantop calls ‘the tide of libidinal energy tales of conquest and heroic encounters generated in the public, particularly amongst the young. Young men were swept away by colonialist desire, the desire for the exotic, and for testing their strength and skill in a foreign environment’ (Zantop 1997: 203).

Germany’s colonial sites became the spaces not only where men could be forged as heroic, powerful, and decisive, but also where a people embodied in its men could show themselves ready to express their knowledge of the world and be acknowledged as a partner in world leadership. George Steinmetz, in The Devil’s Handwriting: Precoloniality, and the German Colonial State in Qingdao, Samoa, and Southwest Africa, points to three operations endlessly performed in the various colonies. First, essential to native policy was the endeavour to stabilize native identity in order to solidify control over indigenes (Steinmetz 2007). So, for example, in the Samoan context, the German colonial state sought to disrupt indigenous practices by inserting itself as the arbiter of which aspects of Samoan custom, practice, and life were essential to its proper native character and economically useful for capitalist development, and which were potentially disruptive to German rule. The former were supported yet controlled and manipulated; the latter were ruthlessly attacked.

The second operation, which builds upon the first, was the display of ethnographic acuity through the exhibition of native knowledge and knowledge of the natives. The colonial space shared with the German metropolitan space the struggle over class position and national position as in other colonial powers. The display of ‘ethnic’ knowledge and the control of that knowledge also played a crucial role in the struggles between the class factions of Germany—the modern economic bourgeoisie, based in wealth and property; the nobility, based in titles and land; and the middle-class intelligentsia or Bildungsbürgertum, based in educational culture. By claiming such knowledge, individuals could gain political power in the colonies, a power elusive to them in the metropolitan centre. Equally crucial, such knowledge allowed Germany to converse as an equal on the geographic landscape with its more experienced colonial competitors.

If this second operation signals the importance of knowledge in the performance of power and masculinity both individually and collectively, then the third operation of violence and unchecked brutality in the colonial state shows us Germany’s desire to distinguish itself as an absolute colonial master in its willingness to annihilate native populations. Germany performed the first genocide of the twentieth century when, beginning in 1904, it almost completely wiped out the Ovaherero and Witbooi peoples of Southwest Africa (Olusoga and Erichsen 2010). The German military killed, deported, and imprisoned their enemies in concentration camps that were nothing less than execution chambers.

As Isabel Hull notes in Absolute Destruction: Military Culture and the Practices of War in Imperial Germany (2005), the German colonial state exercised a form of militarism that would make military culture the ‘quintessence of national integration’ precisely in its expression of extreme violence. Indeed, the performance of military service in protection of country and land (or Wehrhaftigkeit) stood as an essential characteristic of German masculinity (Campt 2004). Lessons learned in the colonial state were thus brought home to the metropole. But more importantly, German military culture joined colony and metropole in not only granting that culture incredible independence in German society but also allowing its military values to penetrate society and government.

These three colonial operations—(a) stabilizing and exploiting native identities, (b) creating and deploying ethnographic knowledge, and (c) enacting extreme forms of violence as constitutive of military culture and national identity—take on added importance once one factors in the effects of Germany’s defeat in the First World War and the loss of its colonial presence (Wildenthal 2001). It is crucial to understand not simply that Germany longed to have its colonial holdings again, but also what the loss of those holdings meant for the ever-present reality of its relations with the major world colonial powers of the late-nineteenth and early twentieth centuries: Britain, France, and America.

What did it mean to exist as Germany, as a European country with its global significance in doubt? Germans watched as the colonial powers extended their worlds and Germans understood the implications of that expansion. It meant the fundamental achievement of imperialism, the extension of Lebensraum, of ‘life space’, and thereby the extension of your identity into the world which would ensure your permanence, your eternity. As Claudia Koonz notes in The Nazi Conscience (2003), such Lebensraum imperialism was at the heart of German nationalist and imperialist desire—the desire to live a specific, ever-expanding concrete form of life unfettered by outside control.

But British and French dominance meant something else in addition, because their global dominance was not merely economic, territorial, and spatial; it was also intellectual and commercial. By the eighteenth century, France had emerged as the central power of what Pascale Casanova calls world literary space. French became the language not only of international intellectual exchange, but also the chief medium for articulating the universal and the cosmopolitan—the essential qualities of cultivated humanity, of civilization (Casanova 2004). Not to be outdone by the French, the British pressed forward the inherent beauty, majesty, and intellectual power of the English language. Of course, this battle was undergirded by their ongoing economic jockeying for colonial world dominance.

German intellectuals responded to this situation in two well-known ways. First, drawing on the insights of Johann Gottfried Herder, German intellectuals pressed forward the inherent genius and majesty of their own culture. Herder taught that each people carried within its collective consciousness a cultural soul, the soul of its Volk (Herder 2004; Zammito 2002). This well-known Herderian reframing of what their cultural contribution to Western civilization might actually mean allowed Germans to look proudly inward, to discern their inherent cultural genius as a gift to the world. In effect, this inward move helped stabilize for them some sense of world presence and global existence in the face of the overwhelming influence of France, Britain, and America, the most decisive colonial powers on the world stage.

The second response was to perform colonialist gestures on the intellectual terrain. German intellectuals presented themselves as masters of knowledge accumulation, drawing together not only the various fragments of knowledge dispersed throughout other nations but also the hidden insights of the ages, and presenting the practice of research not merely as an important aspect of intellectual activity but also as the embodiment of excellence of the life of the mind. Such excellence did not require mastery of foreign terrain, only of intellectual terrain. This was especially the case with the Christian intellectual terrain. On that terrain Germans could enact colonial fantasies of mastery. As Jonathan Sheehan shows in The Enlightenment Bible (2005), developments in German biblical scholarship during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries were played out against the backdrop of competition with English scholarship over mastery and control of ancient manuscripts, many of which were secured from colonial sites. While these sites were not controlled by the Germans, they could certainly seek to control the interpretation of the manuscripts.

Germans carved out a posture towards knowledge that was distinct, in their own eyes, from their colonialist rivals. If on the one hand they could overcompensate for lack of colonial power by showing incredible control over knowledge, then on the other hand they could claim that German intellectual life was morally superior to intellectual life in other nations given that German hands had not been soiled by a history of despotic colonial activity (Zantop 1997: 38–9). The desire to think in totality is a surrogate for being able to act globally, that is, to act colonially. This intellectual colonialism, as Zantop coins it, ‘recognizes and theorizes the affinity between knowledge acquisition and colonial appropriation’ (Zantop 1997: 41–42).

The short episode of German colonies gained and lost when seen against this history of intellectual colonialism gave rise to a serious question. If ‘European man’ could sense his power, his destiny, and his transcendence, and envision enacting those realities on the land and in the bodies of ‘his’ subjects—this being a way to be ‘real men’—then what of Germany, what of its manhood? The German world encountered by Barth was a world aptly described as a ‘demoralized, politically impotent bourgeoisie in search of affirmative models of collective identity’ (Zantop 1997: 43).

Such an insight about the German world with which Barth interacted is not new. However, once we factor in the historical quest for the restoration of its global significance, we can see that this world was one where the fantasies of imperial rule found expression not simply in intellectual spheres but also in designating such spheres as sites for the performance of white masculinity, a masculinity within which to establish German identity globally.

There are then at least two crucial aspects of this context for understanding Barth’s theological work. The first aspect is the search for a national/imperial identity that might be presented to the world as Germany’s presence on the world stage—the search for its manliness, its imperial man, the assertion of its life in courage and power before the world. The second important aspect is the place of knowledge for establishing authority. From the very beginning of the colonial period, the new worlds were taken inside practices of accumulation. The gathering and mastery of knowledge and the control of land through the consumption of goods and services are two sides of the same coin, both enabled by the gifts of colonialism. These two practices are held together through their crucial connection to production, to manufacturing processes, and to the creation and control of social spaces (Wildenthal 2001: 80–95).

However, if Germany could not have the gift of fully owned colonial consumption, it could nevertheless participate in gathering knowledge—scientific, moral, cultural, and theological. Thus the process of knowing something, knowing anything with clarity, certainty, and authority, became an obsession set by the colonial stage. Barth’s time interacting with Germany through its theologians and other intellectuals, both in his education and in the formation of his theological project, draws us to the quest for, and question of, knowledge, alongside the hope and search for a national/imperial masculinity, and equally importantly, points towards the fear and hatred of those who might thwart the emergence of the German man, the German masculine.

As Tina Campt points out in Other Germans: Black Germans and the Politics of Race, Gender, and Memory in the Third Reich (2004), Germany’s fear and hatred of those who would thwart the global performance of its masculinity carried a profoundly racial character. In fact, this racial anxiety runs from the colonial site to the metropole. On the colonial side, there was a great fear of the loss of racial purity through ‘race mixing’, with German men at risk of creating mulatto children and mixed families and endangering the ‘purity’ of the German family. The colonial fear was bound to the metropole, as evidenced by the reactions to the presence of black troops during the foreign occupation after the First World War. It was precisely this fear and hatred that was already displayed in the famed German Manifesto, signed by many of Barth’s teachers in the autumn of 1914, just after the outbreak of the First World War, that had so horrified Barth. In section five of the manifesto, we find these words:

No one has less right to pretend to be defending European civilization than those who are the allies of Russians and Serbians, and are not ashamed to incite Mongolians and negroes to fight against white men. (Quoted in Nicolai 1918: xii)

As Campt notes, the deployment of black troops (la force noire) by the French was thus seen as psychological warfare inflicted on the Germans after the war and played on German anxiety over its own racial death as an exalted white race (Campt 2004).

Following the war, there was German outrage and a sense of disrespect at the joining point between what was perceived as two lies: the ‘war guilt lie’ (Kriegsschuldlüge), in which the Germans were made completely responsible for the war; and the ‘colonial guilt lie’ (koloniale Schuldlüge), in which Germans were seen as especially cruel and poor colonialists who deserved to have formerly colonized subjects attack them and to have the colonized subjects of the occupying nations police them (Wildenthal 2001: 178–9). These lies not only threatened to relegate Germany to the dustbin of historical global significance, they also stood as obstacles to its desired trajectory as essential to the emergence of civilization and the civilized white man.

Bound to the insult of post-war occupation, especially signified by the presence of black soldiers, was the most pronounced imagined impediment to the emergence of the German man, the German masculine—the Jew. In Barth’s day, Jews existed at the nexus of racist anxiety over the loss of völkisch purity and nationalist frustration with the lack of global significance and respect (Koonz 2003). The drive to remove the Jew was therefore bound to the fantasy for the rise of the German man. Yet this was intensely a colonialist-driven fantasy in which the body of the Jew was positioned next to the bodies of the African and other non-white peoples presenting potentially unassimilable and uncolonized space that must be overcome for the sake of communal life. Like the African body and other non-white bodies, the Jewish body must be stabilized through isolation, and then understood in all its ethnographic and biological density.

My brief outline of this complex background is intended to situate not simply Barth’s response to National Socialism but more broadly his implicit understanding of the formation of racial subjectivity inside the modern racial imaginary. While theologizing against National Socialism, and then later against the world forming between the superpowers, West and East, Barth was also forming a theological vision that pressed against masculine performance in both colonialist assertions of knowledge accumulation and control and nationalist displays of economic, military, or cultural power. More deeply than that of other theologians, Barth’s work was poised against a white masculine subjectivity formed in the quest for national manhood and global significance.

Barth proposed an alternative subjectivity, one rooted in the triune God made known to us in and through Jesus Christ. Most Barth commentators have not been attuned to this alternative subjectivity gestured in his work, because Barth’s theology was still caught inside a masculinist discursive universe geared towards establishing the conditions of knowledge acquisition and control. Thus Germany’s quest for its global masculinity was an instantiation of the wider masculine quest constituted in the emergence of the colonial modern. Such a question found itself nicely situated inside theology, especially in its procedures for knowledge attainment and control. This meant that Barth’s work was pressed on two sides towards a preoccupation with epistemology. On the one side was the intellectual trajectory reaching back to Hume and Kant that demanded clarification of the procedures of knowing and which pressed Barth towards a critical realist frame of knowledge (MacDonald 2000; McCormack 1995). But on the other side was the more decisive factor—the global quest for knowledge acquisition and possession, which would secure world dominance and significance. From the colonial moment forward, the dictum that shaped education and scientific advancement in the West was simply—to know a thing is to own a thing (Harris 2011: 61–83; Prieto 2011: 91–115). So how one knows and what one knows was calibrated by what one possesses and what one may be able to possess. Epistemology, from the colonial moment forward, has been deeply embedded in masculinist frames of reference that drive both theological and secularist forms of religious discourse.

Barth did not give in to that preoccupation as much as his contemporaries did. For Barth, knowledge of God did not accumulate, because such knowledge was bound to the living God who speaks, acts, and brings us into the divine life through Jesus Christ. Indeed, with Barth, self-knowledge and knowledge of others shared in this same dynamic of non-accumulation. This did not mean that knowledge was not possible, only that a possessive vision of knowledge of God or others bent towards control, exploitation, and the desire for power over the world was proscribed. Such a vision of knowledge denied the realities of creaturely life found in participation, reciprocity, and a desire to be attentive to God and the world. The point not to be missed here, then, is that Barth’s theology moved against the deepest colonialist habits of mind, which were also the habits of mind born of whiteness.

An Alternative Subjectivity

In the remaining part of this chapter, I offer a snapshot of the alternative subjectivity towards which Barth’s work gestures by considering how he treats the theological virtues—faith, hope, and love. Barth’s efforts at recasting faith, hope, and love suggested possibilities for a new sense of self that could be fortified against the racial imaginary. My goal is not to attempt to summarize Barth on any of these virtues, but to reflect on a few aspects of his thinking with a view towards showing a new framing of identity and subjectivity suggested by his theology. What is subjectivity as I am using the term? Subjectivity is simply the active process of seeing ourselves. And it is a process of seeing that is deeply influenced by multiple forces.

Faith, hope, and love become a way to reconstitute subjectivity against the racial imaginary born of the modern colonial West and the overwhelming formative powers of whiteness. Barth recasts faith, hope, and love as the architecture of a life, the life of Jesus. And therein lies an incredible question: Could our lives be so reconstituted in Jesus’ faith, hope, and love that these virtues not only frame our lives, but become the content of a life-project, one that presses deeply into them as the means through which to build a sense of self? Faith, hope, and love in this regard are not only the gestures of a Christian life but the sinews of identity woven across and against the circuits of racial consciousness.

Barth’s writings imagine faith, hope, and love as opening identity and reframing subjectivity by drawing us into a wider narration of our lives that invites their expansion towards and into the lives of others. What Barth’s work pushes towards is self-knowledge inside a theological narration, that is, inside the story of God. In this regard such narration begins in faith. For Barth, faith is inside a strange new world. It is the real world in which we come to see our lives inside the drama of the Creator claiming the creation and calling us to life together with God (see WGT). From very early in his writings, Barth spied out our real world through the biblical world. In this real world is a God who surprises us with the fact that we are in the middle of a story, the story of God’s life and our life. We find our lives, as Bonhoeffer said (drawing heavily on Barth’s insights), in the middle of life knowing neither our beginning nor our ending (Bonhoeffer 1997). God comes to us in the middle of our lives with the truth of life and the knowledge that we are being caught up in the great adventure of a God who will not release us to death. Everything we might say about our own lives starts with either this strange real world or a false normalizing one. The knowledge of God living, working, and calling to me to draw near is faith. Barth writes:

In the Bible faith means the opening-up of human subjectivity by and for the objectivity of the divine He, and in this opening-up the re-establishment and re-determination of human subjectivity. ‘But it is good for me to hold me fast by God, to put my trust in the Lord God, and to speak of all thy works’ (Ps. 73:28). Thus, in the Bible, faith decidedly means—the knowledge of God…But our first task is not to understand faith as the knowledge of God, but the knowledge of God as faith. Inasmuch as faith rests upon God’s objectivity it is itself knowledge of God.

(CD II/1: 14)

Barth’s idea of subjectivity anticipates more recent ways of thinking about subjectivity as a constant self-fashioning of life at the nexus of social, economic, cultural, and psychic forces. Subjectivity in this view exists in the mode of listening, learning, and negotiating bound to an abiding mimicry. Subjectivity is what we are becoming. It is our journey. Barth’s idea of subjectivity suggests a vision of human life that understands itself within life with God. This is human subjectivity, a sense of self-forming after the fact (as it were) that it must reckon with a speaking God. This is subjectivity framed in and through faith. Subjectivity framed through faith presents a life being narrated inside God’s story. More crucial to the point: it presents a life that challenges the storytellers.

The most powerful force we face in this world, the most powerful force that works on subjectivity, is the storytellers. Our bodies are clothed in story and the storytellers in our lives bring to us our bodies. They teach us how to see ourselves and offer us a future inside their narration. They speak constantly at the sites of our life experiences and seek to help us, in fact tell us, what to do with those life experiences. They offer a determination for life. Barth’s thinking on faith helps us see how we might challenge the storytellers in this world and in our lives. Racial subjectivity forms in the arena of the storytellers. Racial subjectivity forms at the intersection of the ideas and images of the true, the good, and the beautiful circulating around white bodies, and of a world shaped in racial consciousness organized to accept the supremacy of those ideas and images. If faith is the opening up of subjectivity, then faith could break open the determination of modern racial subjectivities.

Faith in this regard opens towards a new determination of our lives. Life is always about story. Faith is about God taking hold of our story and drawing it to new life. So faith opens up the possibilities of telling my story differently, not in denial, but towards a new end, towards mapping a new life journey. Much like the ways a brain might rewire itself after trauma, creating new paths in order to restore life and functionality, could faith form in us what Chela Sandoval calls an oppositional consciousness (Sandoval 2000)? Such an oppositional consciousness, as I am suggesting it, reframes perception and reorganizes our lived experience through the story of the continuing journey of Jesus in which we find ourselves.

That then brings me to the virtue of hope. I am less interested in the idea of hope inside Barth’s eschatological reflections and more fascinated by the architecture of hope that shapes his vision of the creation and the creature. Barth understood that the goodness of life is not a given. It is a confession. In the first part-volume of volume III of Church Dogmatics (his doctrine of creation, written at the height of the Second World War when things looked quite bleak in Switzerland and all over Europe), Barth writes that ‘The creation of God carries with it the Yes of God to that which He creates…What takes shape in it is the goodness of God’ (CD III/1: 330). Barth understood, however, the ideological work that could be done under the slogan of the goodness of creation. Under that slogan, worlds form—political, social, aesthetic, and economic—all in need of affirmation and most importantly sustaining and maintaining themselves at all cost. A goodness of creation derived from observation, even intuition, often enfolds us in hierarchies that normalize the status quo and naturalize inequalities. For so many peoples in this world, the goodness of creation has yet to be proven true and, for so many, that goodness is at best fleeting.

Here Barth’s thinking anticipates the politics of life and flourishing engaged in by so many people of colour and so many subaltern peoples who wage war against the forces of despair (Oduyoye 2005; Fabella and Oduyoye 2006; Pui-Lan 2010). They struggle to stake out a space of hope within which to dream and enact an alternative life freed of white supremacy and violence. Hope is always at risk in this fragile space. Barth suggests an alternative space for hope—the body of Jesus. We may hope in him. This is a common theme in Christian theology, often articulated in its eschatological register. Yet Barth gestures towards a denser reality of hope, a spatial reality of hope issuing out of the revelation of the Creator and the goodness of creation.

And in Him the created world is already perfect in spite of its imperfection, for the Creator is Himself a creature, both sharing its creaturely peril, and guaranteeing and already actualising its hope. If the created world is understood in the light of the divine mercy revealed in Jesus Christ, of the divine participation in it eternally resolved in Jesus Christ and fulfilled by Him in time; if it is thus understood as the arena, instrument and object of His living action, of the once for all divine contesting and overcoming of its imperfection, its justification and perfection will infallibly be perceived and it will be seen to be the best of all possible worlds.

(CD III/1: 385)

Barth is engaged in a subtle articulation of the goodness of creation as a way of life. Think of our lives constituted in hope within the constitution of one particular life. Imagine hope-shaped gestures that make meaning inside the gestures of the Creator in flesh. I am obviously improvising on a theme that is central to Barth’s work, but I want to angle this theme towards deconstructing racial formation and whiteness. Hope is centred for Barth in the faith and hope of Jesus. The fabric of hope is the life of Jesus himself who looks to God his Father in anticipation that the creation and he himself remain always in the divine hand. Jesus says yes to the creation. Before he speaks of creation’s renewal he enacts its divine embrace. His life is God’s yes to this life we live.

This insight is so important to overcoming racial despair because the racial imaginary eclipses the goodness of creation and clouds hope. Here again we have to understand the power of the white aesthetic regime under which we live, a regime that forms the good around white bodies and forms the ugly, the dangerous, the immoral around dark bodies, black and brown bodies. Death and despair hunts these bodies seeking to ensnare people of colour. Racial despair reaches beyond this obvious target and seeks to entrap all of us in a hopelessness that fundamentally denies the goodness of creation. The way Barth imagines the incarnate reality of creaturely existence in Jesus positions hope as a register of our existence in a way that deepens our communal sense of life. Hope then must be understood as a shared work of participating in the life of Jesus in the Spirit. This sense of hope needs to be understood not as private gestures of wish fulfilment but as work that must be engaged at the sites of despair that join people together. It is the spatial reality of hope that we learn through the incarnate life of the Creator. And it is the joining in hope with those struggling against despair that refashions self-perception and reframes subjectivity. I do not simply have hope but I find myself in hope rooted in the shared confession of the goodness of creation.

Faith, hope, and love carry a communal and spatial density that resist seeing them simply as individual capacities but also oppose seeing them as merely gestures carried out by fixed identities. Love comes into view in Barth’s work as the reality constituted by the life of the triune God. That constitution is irreversible. Love is not God. Love does not exist as a reality that constitutes God. However, what cannot be said of God could be said of us through God. That is, we have been created in the love of God and may be recreated in the divine love. It is this constituting work of God’s love that I want to highlight in Barth’s work. In the remarkable eighteenth paragraph of Church Dogmatics I/2 (written in 1936–1937 as racial terrorism against Jewish people was increasing in Germany, fuelled by a growing völkisch theology), entitled ‘The Life of the Children of God’, Barth gestures towards a vision of love that reconstitutes identity:

Of course love is our being and doing, if we love. But the fact that we love, and are those who love, which is the essence and totality of the life of the children of God, is no less a gift and work of God, a virgin-birth (in the extended sense of Jn. 1:12f.), than is the human existence of the eternal Son of God. (CD I/2: 373)

Here I want to focus less on the metaphysics of love—that is, the intra-Trinitarian reality of love—and much more on the way love may open identity into a continuous refashioning of the self towards those whom we are drawn to love by the Holy Spirit. How might love recreate a self, formed in the racial fabrics of the West, born to calibrate love and belonging along racial lines? A great number of intellectuals, Christian and non-Christian, have sought and continue to seek a vision and embodiment of love that reaches into the sinews of identity and imagines the power to realign affection, desire, and longing in such a way as to overcome the inertia of racial formation. Here Barth’s work intervenes in that quest for a world-overcoming love, because he articulated a divine love so strong that it reconstitutes the self.

This is why his extraordinary resistance to the idea of self-love holds so much promise for thinking through the racial imaginary—because it captures the problem of a self that is formed in the midst of racial consciousness and the social, economic, political, and cultural currents that pulsate through that consciousness. The real question for Barth is not, ‘is self-love possible?’ but ‘what self is being loved?’ Barth will not allow us to imagine that we must love ourselves first in order to operationalize any other loves, because such self-love will never go beyond itself. It will always enact a kind of solitary confinement. As Barth says, the person in loving herself is always alone (CD I/2: 388).

Beyond his arguments with Augustine, Kierkegaard, Luther, and Calvin about the possibilities or impossibilities of self-love, Barth points us to what we now understand as the conflicted realities of racial subjectivity. The self for us is always crowded space, filled with the stories and the storytellers that contort self-love by drawing it towards segregationist ways of self-understanding that are bound to one’s own people. But the love located in the life of Jesus brings to us a new way of seeing others that is shaped in Jesus’ own optic of love. The children of love are shaped like Jesus and in Jesus, in the expectations of love, anticipating the witness of God in humanity. We are enfolded in Jesus’ receptivity to the Spirit and, for us, that receptivity attunes us to creation in listening and learning. As Barth writes:

we must be…prepared and ready for the fact that…[another human being] can become our neighbour…and [in his or her] humanity remind us of the humanity of the Son of God and show mercy upon us by summoning us in that way to the praise of God…We can expect this hidden neighbour, who stands outside the visible Church, just because there is a visible Church. (CD I/2: 425)

Barth here is improvising on Adolf von Harnack’s vision of the children of God as the revelation of God by turning that vision on its head and articulating the revelation of God as creating the children of God (Harnack 1985). And through that creation, Barth presents us in an abiding openness to receiving Christ through others either as our benefactor or as Christ in his suffering. Barth was pressing forward a radical receptivity to our neighbour who becomes the site for the outworking of God’s love. We turn to our neighbour in readiness and expectation to receive Christ. This is not love as spectacle, but love as the basis for constructing a life together. It is active love that works inside the work of God in loving us. Barth therefore proposes:

Therefore the love of God…means that in our own existence we become a sign of what God as the one Lord has done and is for us. How can love to God be inactive? It is all activity, but only as [humanity’s] answer to what God has said to [us]. As this answer it is a work, and it produces works. But it is a work, and produces works, in the fact that it is the witness of God’s work, and therefore a renunciation of all self-glorying and all claims. (CD I/2: 401)

Conclusion

The direction in which Barth’s thought moves here is precisely in the reformation of subjectivity through the reframing of belonging within the love of God. If faith, hope, and love for us is formed in Jesus, formed in a body, then we can be reformed in faith, hope, and love. Ultimately, Barth intervenes on the modern trajectories of racial identity formation that coalesce around whiteness. He does this by proposing the new human in the Jewish Jesus who becomes a new site for new configurations of life and the striving for the good life. Far more was at stake in Barth’s thought than the reassertion of a modern Christian orthodoxy. The intellectual and theological challenges that Barth surmised throughout his life were framed inside a racial logic that expressed itself not only in the colonial gestures of multiple nations, but also in the theological discourse of so many who would never have imagined themselves inside a colonial project and colonial desire. The racial imaginary remains with us and the power of whiteness yet flows through intellectual and theological discourse. Barth’s work suggests a way beyond it.
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chapter 32

 Barth and Modern Moral Philosophy


Derek Alan Woodard-Lehman




Karl Barth is often described as a theologian of freedom. Sometimes he is even described as a theologian of autonomy. But more often than not, the freedom described is divine rather than human. The autonomy is God’s, not ours. Most pointedly, Trutz Rendtorff describes Barth’s theology as an account of the ‘radical autonomy of God’ (Rendtorff 1972)—an account in which divine sovereignty not only rules over human liberty, but rules it out altogether. However, the view that Barth opposes modern autonomy makes nonsense of what he actually says about human freedom. It fails to make sense of Barth’s place in the trajectories of post-Kantian idealism that stretch from the neo-Kantianism of his own time to the neo-pragmatism of our time. More importantly, it makes it impossible to make good sense of Barth’s ethics of divine command.

The principal cause of this mistaken view is that readers of Barth have mostly looked for the wrong things in the wrong places. Barth’s primary discussion of autonomy is in the final paragraphs of Church Dogmatics I (§§20–4). Yet because readers focus on the early editions of Romans and the later volumes of Church Dogmatics, these paragraphs are almost entirely ignored. Indeed, they are amongst the least read portions of Church Dogmatics. And, apart from the ‘Dogmatics as Ethics’ subsection of §22, they are almost never read by ethicists. This neglect notwithstanding, in Church Dogmatics I, Barth develops a novel account of authority and freedom in which he spells out the subjective reception of the divine Word through the interpretation of Scripture, lays out the deliberative practices of ecclesial confession, and draws out the Kantian and Hegelian dimensions of autonomy at work in interpretation and confession alike. Just as his overall theological development is, as Keith Johnson describes it, ‘a series of internal adjustments along a single Christological trajectory’ (Johnson 2012: 11), so Barth’s moral theology is a series of Christological adjustments within the trajectories of post-Kantian idealism.

In what follows, I will focus on what Barth himself says about autonomy, rather than what his readers say about his alleged opposition to it. Even so, before proceeding to Barth himself, two especially well-known and widely influential proponents of what we might call the ‘oppositional reading’ bear mentioning: Trutz Rendtorff and John Webster. As diverse and divergent as they are on most subjects, Rendtorff and Webster agree that Barth opposes modern autonomy. For Rendtorff, Barth’s opposition takes the form of radical inversion. Barth denies the autonomy of the human subject by attributing an absolute counter-autonomy to the divine subject. Rendtorff’s Barth is radically modern, the apotheosis of post-Enlightenment theology (Rendtorff 1972). For Webster, Barth’s opposition takes the form of radical evasion. Barth avoids autonomy altogether by refusing to attribute it either to the divine subject or to the human subject. Webster’s Barth is ‘radically anti-modern’, the antithesis of post-Enlightenment theology (Webster 1995: 17 and 216; Webster 1998: 115).

By focusing on what Barth actually says about autonomy, I aim to overturn this view, not by falsifying the oppositional reading point by point, but rather by registering a series of counterpoints. I will shift the basis of textual evidence, and on the basis of the resultant preponderance of evidence, I will demonstrate that Barth appropriates the central insights of his post-Kantian philosophical predecessors even as he anticipates one of the most fruitful contemporary developments of the post-Kantian tradition—Stephen Darwall’s ‘second-personal ethics’ (Darwall 2006). When we look for the right things in the right places, we discover that Barth incorporates the rational form of Kantian self-legislation and the social form of Hegelian mutual recognition into his account of the subjective reception of revelation. When we appreciate the long-ignored ethical significance of his doctrine of revelation and its often-denied philosophical influences, we realize that, for Barth, the sovereignty of revelation cannot be separated from the sociality of the church’s interpretation of Scripture and confession of faith. Therefore—for us, as his readers—Barth’s account of hearing the Word of God must not be separated from his account of hearing the divine command.

‘The Fall of Ethics’ and ‘The Fall of Idealism’

Barth invites the oppositional reading with not-infrequent polemical remarks about modern moral philosophy. Of the innumerable claims that Barth makes against post-Kantian ethics, those in ‘The Command of God and the Ethical Problem’ (CD II/2: §36.1) are amongst the most controversial. There, Barth positions divine ethics in ‘distinction and opposition’ to all human ethics; he condemns ethics as a ‘consequence and prolongation of the fall’; and he contends that, in his sinful desire to know good and evil for himself, Adam ‘became an ethicist’ (KD II/2: 573; CD II/2: 517 rev.). Barth accordingly concludes, ‘Precisely that general conception of ethics coincides exactly with the concept of sin!’ (KD II/2: 574; CD II/2: 518 rev.). Barth thus commends that theological ethics ‘must simply be divorced’ from this conception of ethics (KD II/2: 575; CD II/2: 519 rev.).

Despite such polemicizing, Barth never makes the ‘radical’ claims that Rendtorff and Webster attribute to him. He specifies the object of his opposition far more precisely than his readers do. Moreover, he qualifies the force of his opposition as revision and resignification, rather than inversion or evasion. Where his readers see him trading in absolute negation, Barth is actually offering immanent critique.

Barth signals his commitment to immanent critique in a pair of brief small-print excurses in ‘The Sovereignty of the Divine Decision’ (CD II/2: §38.1). In the first excursus, he qualifies his condemnation of modern moral philosophy by affirming that ‘Kant has broached an indispensable concern of Christian ethics: the concept of what is obligatory is by no means arrived at with the pleasurable, the useful, and the valuable’ (KD II/2: 724; CD II/2: 650 rev.). Sharing this concern, Barth stands with Kant, in so far as they stand together against hedonism, utilitarianism, and eudaemonism. In the second excursus, he further specifies his critique: ‘That this is so, however, will be unambiguously clear and secured against all relapses into eudaemonistic reinterpretations only if we keep in mind, precisely, the Christological ground of the concept and actuality of the “ought”—from which Kantian ethics, however, [is] now far removed’ (KD II/2: 725; CD II/2: 651 rev.). Barth stands apart from Kant, in so far as Kant leaves the door open to the post-Kantian relapse into anthropocentrism, but not against him.

Rendtorff is right, then, to claim that the problem of theological ethics is the problem of autonomy. And Barth’s answer gives Church Dogmatics its ethical sense. However, for Barth, the problem is not autonomy per se. It is, rather, the problematic relationship between Kant’s ‘indispensable concern’ with obligation and the ‘Christological ground’ of obligation from which post-Kantian ethics had become estranged. Yet, here, Barth says almost nothing about the fateful transition from Kant to the post-Kantians. The details go missing. And, in this case, the devil, quite literally, is in the details.

The crucial detail that goes missing is the name of Fichte. Though strangely absent in these passages, from his earliest essays and lectures on ethics to the final volumes of Church Dogmatics, Barth rarely misses an opportunity to name Fichte as chief amongst post-Kantian sinners. In his 1922 essay, ‘The Problem of Ethics Today’, Barth claims that Kant’s Lutheran moral psychology protected him from the ‘Titanism’ evident in Fichte (WGT: 148). A few years later, in his lectures on ethics in 1928, Barth identifies the step from Kant to Fichte as ‘the true fall of German Idealism’ (E: 86).

Barth repeats these judgements almost forty years later in volumes III and IV of Church Dogmatics. What Luther calls incurvatus in se, Barth there calls ‘autarchy’—humanity’s desire for total self-sufficiency and absolute independence. He uses this term as a philosophical epithet for the anthropocentrism and absolutism characteristic of post-Kantian ethics and its estrangement from its Christological ground. And he almost invariably associates ‘autarchy’ with Fichte.

Barth also uses ‘autarchy’ as a theological term of art for that ‘insubordinate something’ in humanity that is ‘diametrically opposed’ to the Word of God (KD IV/3: 289–90; CD IV/3: 252 rev.). He describes this at some length, concluding, ‘It is the mortal enemy of grace, in that—which, perhaps, the most positive thing that can be said for it—it is proud: pride, not of a given, but rather a usurped freedom’ (KD IV/3: 290; CD IV/3: 252–3 rev.). With this claim, Barth explicitly equates autarchy with the pride of humanity’s fundamental refusal of grace. It is Fichte, then, not Kant, who is symptomatic of the fall of idealism. It is the usurped freedom of autarchy, not the divinely given freedom of autonomy, that is paradigmatic of the fall of Adam. And it is Fichte’s Wissenschaftslehre, not Kant’s Kritiken, that is emblematic of a conception of ethics that coincides exactly with the concept of sin.

Yet Barth cannot simply return to Kant’s conception of autonomy. Like his neo-Kantian teachers, Barth goes back to Kant in order to go beyond him. Because Kant’s lack of Christocentrism leads to Fichte’s anthropocentrism, Barth revises—or, better, reforms—Kantian autonomy, even as he rejects Fichtean autarchy. Like his Reformed predecessors, Barth replaces the ‘regulative idea’ of Kantian moral faith (Kant 1996a: 5:124–41, 239–54) with the ‘regulative codex’ of biblical faith (TRC: 46 and 49). Just so, Barth’s moral theology is, as Gerald McKenny says, a ‘Christologically corrected form of Kantian morality’ (McKenny 2010: 41). And, as Barth himself says, it is ‘an immanent interpretation of Kant’ (PTNC: 308). But it is more than this. Barth’s explicit Christological correction of Kant has an implicit Hegelian inflection. His theological solution to the philosophical problem of autonomy is an account of revelation that satisfies the rational conditions for subjective self-legislation specified by Kant in terms of the social-practical conditions of intersubjective recognition specified by Hegel, albeit without directly relying on Hegel.

Autonomia Reformata

Barth defines the problem of autonomy as most philosophers do. The problem is the ‘Kantian paradox’ of self-legislation. On one hand, the moral law cannot merely be the product of our self-willing. On the other, we must will it for ourselves. Barth redefines this paradox theologically. The moral law that we must obediently, yet freely, will for ourselves is divine command: the will of God revealed in, through, and as Jesus Christ. In the paragraph set between the above-mentioned excurses he writes:

If there is an imperative, which I must obey, then this must approach me in the most radical sense from without, coming to me from there, then also claiming [me] inwardly…[I]t must, then,…be an alien command that approaches me as the command of another, and, as such, demands from me that I myself make its content into my own command. (KD II/2: 725; CD II/2: 651 rev., emphasis added)

As expected, Barth asserts the objectivity and alterity of divine command. It is the command of Another from without. In Kantian terms, it is heteronomy. Glossing this very passage, Webster observes, ‘There are passages (and they are not infrequent) where Barth appears to work with an almost purely heteronomous notion of obligation’ (Webster 1995: 51). Webster is not mistaken that this heteronomy is largely apparent. Yet, he misses the autonomy latent in this same passage. Although this imperative is an alien command, the command of the divine other demands that I myself make its content into my own command. Webster glosses over the fact that, like Kant, Barth too has an ‘incorporation thesis’ (see Allison 1996: 118–23 and 130–4).

As decisive as this Christological reformulation of Kant’s incorporation thesis is, Barth provides his most extensive exposition of autonomy elsewhere, in the second part of Church Dogmatics I. Indeed, of the forty-three occurrences of Autonomie in the Kirchliche Dogmatik—as opposed to the 165 occurrences of autonomy in the English Dogmatics—twenty-six are in Church Dogmatics I/2. However, contrary to Rendtorff, Barth does not oppose the authority and freedom of the divine Word to human authority and freedom in the church. In §§20–1, he relates them dialectically. Contrary to Webster, Barth does not avoid autonomy and heteronomy in favour of some premodern alternative. In §§23–4, he re-signifies them theologically. Taken together, these highly integrated paragraphs explain how subjective reception of revelation takes place under the Word (Deus dixit), by grace (concursus Dei), and in faith (analogia fidei).

If for Paul, faith comes by hearing, and hearing by the Word of God, for Barth, faith comes through ‘a common hearing and receiving of the Word of God’ (KD I/2: 655; CD I/2: 588). This commonality is not, however, an accomplished fact. It is accomplished through a common act: ‘This commonality becomes concrete precisely in ecclesial confession’ (KD I/2: 655; CD I/2: 588 rev.). Because the Word of God is given ‘to this individual and that individual only in the Church’, Barth asserts that, apart from this community, ‘there would be no hearing and receiving of the Word of God’ (KD I/2: 655; CD I/2: 588 rev.). Because the Word of God is ‘the work of God’ (CD I/2: 527), Barth insists that ‘the door of the Bible can only be opened from within’ (CD I/2: 533). Nevertheless, because those who comprise the community are not ‘only spectators or even objects of this happening…[but] become subjects of it’, Barth also argues that, ‘Certainly it will happen, but not without us’ (CD I/2: 711; cf. GD: 94). Without this community, the Word is not heard. Without common hearing, this community would not exist. Without confession, this common hearing would not take place.

Barth explains all of this, first, by using the ordinary language of freedom and authority in §§20–1. Like Calvin, Barth identifies Scripture as the primary source of the Word of God. Authority and freedom in the church are bounded by the authority and freedom of the Word on which they are founded. Authority and freedom in the church and under the Word are possible only because there is authority and freedom ‘over the church’ (KD I/2: 639; CD I/2: 574). Human authority and freedom are interdependent even as both are dependent on divine authority and freedom. Authority in the church means that each of us must listen to the interpretation of Scripture given by everyone else. Freedom in the church means that all of us may speak our own interpretation. Hearing the Word means hearing out each member of the interpretative community.

In §§23–4, Barth then takes up the technical terminology of post-Kantian idealism. He identifies the intersubjective authority and freedom of the interpretative community as heteronomy and autonomy respectively, while he identifies the objective divine authority and freedom by which they are founded and bounded as theonomy (CD I/2: 815–16). This identification is entirely unsurprising. What is surprising is Barth’s claim that, in itself, theonomy is inert. ‘Left alone with the Logos as such’, he argues, the church ‘would, in fact, be alone and left to itself’ (KD I/2: 895–6; CD I/2: 801 rev.). God is not accessible immediately. God is present and presented only mediately as God becomes an object of human cognition. To become an object of cognition—as conceived in the Kantian terms that Barth deploys—God must become an object of sensible intuition, initially through the first form of the Word in Jesus Christ, and subsequently through the ‘twofold mediation’ of the second and third forms of the Word in Scripture and proclamation (KD I/1: 125; CD I/1: 121 rev.). We encounter the theonomy of the divine Word only by means of the heteronomy and autonomy of human words.

Like Kant, Barth argues that obedience to the theonomy of the Word requires the autonomy of giving the law to oneself. As he did in §38, Barth again insists, ‘that it stands under the alien law of the Word of God, and that the same law is its own law—both obviously together (and only both together!), can characterize a particular human action as obedience to the Word of God’ (KD I/2: 959; CD I/2: 857 rev.). Barth continues: ‘[Obedience] is not rendered on the basis of an external law, and furthermore, it cannot itself have the character of an external law’ (KD I/2: 961; CD I/2: 859 rev.). Although the Word demands ‘absolute obedience’, for Barth, it likewise demands that ‘the human, in obedience to Godself, must address this [demand] to him or herself’ (KD I/2: 959; CD I/2: 857 rev.). Obedience is, in part, a reflexive activity of the subject internal to the subject. Obedience requires making the alien law of the Word my own law by addressing its demand to myself in myself—which is autonomy in the most literal sense of the word.

But like Hegel, for Barth, autonomy is socially mediated. We begin, not from the ‘fact of reason’, but from an act of revelation (Kant 1996a: 5:30–1, 163–5). The ‘moral law within’ (Kant 1996a: 5:161/269) is inculcated from without through a form of ‘ethical life’—what Hegel calls Sittlichkeit (cf. CD III/4: §54.2). According to Barth, ‘The witness of God’s law, and also the assertion of theonomy must be capable of being defined not only with the last word (and for the sake of the last word!), but also with penultimate words and, thus, concretely in the form of a law conceived by humans, and also directly heard’ (KD I/2: 911; CD I/2: 815–16 rev.). Just as the Word of God is mediated by the words of others in the text of Scripture, God’s law is mediated—relatively and indirectly—by ‘another concrete law’ in the context of the church (CD I/2: 815). This other law is the law of another—which is heteronomy, again, in the most literal sense of the word.

This other law is nothing other than confession, in what Barth terms its wider and narrower senses. In its wider sense, confession is the ordinary witness of confessio continua. In its narrower sense, confession is the extraordinary witness of the status confessionis. Like any theological standpoint or statement, Barth writes, confession is only ‘a moment in a movement comparable to the freeze-frame portrait of a bird in flight’ (WGT: 42). Even the Reformation confessions and primitive creeds are but moments in ‘the movement of the history of God or, alternately expressed, the movement of the knowledge of God’ (WGT: 42). Like dogmatics, confession is pilgrim theology—theologia viatorum.

Put differently, confession in the wider sense is a verb, and confession in the narrower sense is a noun. As Eberhard Busch explains, ‘Whereas such confessions are formulated relatively seldom, confessing itself is a basic way of defining the daily task in the life of all Christians’ (Busch 2010: 8–9). Barth himself states as much in the very first sentences of Church Dogmatics: ‘Dogmatics is a theological discipline. But theology is a function of the church. The church confesses God as it speaks about God. This takes place, first, through the existence and action of each individual believer. And it takes place, second, through its specific action as a community’ (KD I/1: 1; CD I/1: 3 rev.). As the community goes about enacting its faith (confessio continua), it sometimes encounters circumstances in which it needs to document its faith (status confessionis). In the status confessionis, the document (noun) is simply an emergent moment that makes explicit what is already implicit in the enacted movement (verb) of confessio continua. The praxis of confession through which the Word is received is never once and for all, but always again and again—semper reformanda (see TRC).

On Barth’s account, the Word of God is given—dandum not datum—as the church hears Scripture. The Word is received as the church interprets Scripture and speaks its confession. The church moves from interpretation to confession through the ‘common deliberation’ of the entire community. Deliberation takes place through ‘an open conversation’ (KD I/2: 656; CD I/2: 588 rev.). Each speaks. All are heard. Although they speak freely, they do not speak definitively or finally, but provisionally and fallibly. Although open, this conversation embraces contestation. Rebuke and rebuttal are possible. Correction is necessary. Arguments are made through ‘speech and counter-speech’ (CD I/2: 591). Divergent interpretations converge until a common interpretation emerges. Through disputation and deliberation—that is, through practical reasoning—what begins as ‘the totality of voices’ becomes ‘the chorus or choruses of the one [voice]’ (KD I/2: 659; CD I/2: 591 rev.). Barth accordingly concludes: ‘The form of a church confession, and, therefore, the form of church authority is always the form of a decision’ (KD I/2: 662; CD I/2: 594 rev.).

Although confession is decision, it is neither solipsistic deciding for one oneself (autarchy) nor collectivistic deciding for another (autocracy). It is neither an existential leap of faith by the individual, nor a dictatorial laying down of the law by the community. As Barth writes, ‘Decision, therefore, is not only the church’s confession as such, as it is laid down in the church, but also its recognition in the rest of the church and the validity as ecclesial authority accorded in such recognition’ (KD I/2: 664; CD I/2: 595 rev.). Confession is never one Christian deciding for another. It is neither the church then deciding for the church now, nor the church here deciding for the church there. In fact, confession is not one decision, but (at least) two decisions. In Barth’s words: ‘Decision, therefore, is the establishment and the existence of ecclesial authority in the entire extent of this event: the mutual decision of those who speak—perhaps in centuries long past—and those who hear today’ (KD I/2: 664; CD I/2: 595 rev.). In such decisions we ‘encounter one another in obedience to the Word of God’ (KD I/2: 664; CD I/2: 595 rev.). We mutually recognize one another as having interpretative authority and as sharing normative judgements.

By linking the knowledge of revelation (Erkennung) with the recognition (Anerkennung) of the faithful, Barth makes the activity of hearing the Word inseparable from the community in which the Word is heard. He even goes so far as to claim that ‘In this confession of the vitality and, therefore, of the presence of the Word of God, which is again and again actual and again and again becomes actual, is also included the church’s confession of itself’ (KD I/2: 637; CD I/2: 573 rev.). To confess the Word that is heard is to confess the community in which it is heard. Barth continues: ‘[T]he present witnesses to the Word of God may and must look back to those who previously, and across to those who simultaneously, witness to the same Word’ (KD I/2: 637; CD I/2: 573 rev.). In looking back to the church before it, and looking across to the church beside it, the church looks above to the God who founds and bounds its confessing. The autonomy of the church here and now encounters the heteronomy of the church then and there. And in this encounter, the church encounters the theonomy of the Word of God.

Divine Command after Kant, Hegel, and Barth

When we look for the right things in the right places—when we look at what Barth himself actually says—we see that the Word of God is received, not through intuition or inspiration, but through the common deliberation and mutual exhortation of scriptural interpretation and ecclesial confession. We receive the Word and Law of God through the words and laws of one another. We make them our own by taking them as our own—through self-legislation. We likewise give them to others. We not only give the law to ourselves, we give the law to each other as our words are taken up in this same way—through mutual recognition. In this give and take, we invest one another with both the freedom to take or leave one another’s interpretation and confession, and with the authority to give our own. And, together, we determine our normative belief (dogmatics) and practice (ethics), even as each of us determines for ourselves if, and to what extent, we assent to that belief and consent to that practice.

This is to say, first, that, for Barth, freedom is a form of authority even as authority is a form of freedom. Like Hegel, Barth has a social theory of obligation. It is to say, second, that the ‘mine-ness’ (self-legislation) and ‘ours-ness’ (mutual recognition) of faith are bound up together. In Hegel’s poetic formulation, it is to say something about ‘the I that is we and the we that is I’ (Hegel 2018: 108). In Barth’s dogmatic formulation, it is to say something about ‘the “we”, of whom I am one, or the “I” as one of the community and unity of the “we”’, those who together pray, ‘“Our Father, who art in heaven”’ (KD III/4: 112; CD III/4: 102 rev.; cf. CL: 82–3). It is, third, to say something about the ethical significance of Barth’s doctrine of revelation. His account of the subjective reception of revelation is also an account of practical reason. And—unless we divorce the Word of God from divine command, which, for Barth, is impossible—all of this is to say something, fourth, about the logic, or grammar, of divine command and human obedience.

We have to be careful here. We must not claim too much. The passages in which Barth prohibits any interpretation of divine command urge caution (CD II/2: 665; cf. CD III/4: 12). Even so, we must not claim too little. This prohibition notwithstanding, Barth consistently links divine command with the prophetic and apostolic witness of Scripture. Just before the prohibition of interpretation, Barth writes: ‘In their witness, the command as the sovereign decision of God is always and again to be sought, and will always be found’ (KD II/2: 737; CD II/2: 661 rev.). Just after the same prohibition, Barth writes: ‘God’s commanding and its commanding, therefore, are not to be separated in practice’ (KD II/2: 788; CD II/2: 705–6 rev.). Barth repeatedly links confession with command. He identifies confession as ‘the first and decisive concretion of the command’ (CD III/4: 483) and as ‘the content of all divine commanding’ (KD III/4: 80; CD III/4: 73 rev.). If obedience to the command is, in part, responsibility to the Word, and if responsibility to the Word is, in part, responsibility to other hearers of the Word, then those practices of deliberation, disputation, and decision that Barth calls ‘confession’ are part of our responsibility to the divine command.

Paul Nimmo is right to say that Gerald McKenny overstates the role of rational reflection and intersubjective deliberation in Barth’s account of divine command. Nimmo is wrong, however, in that he himself understates their role. For McKenny, the command is necessarily and invariably intersubjective. Divine command, McKenny writes, ‘is always given from one person to another’ (McKenny 2010: 274, emphasis added). For Nimmo, it is only possibly and intermittently so: ‘[T]he command may indeed be communicated intersubjectively’ (Nimmo 2015: 93). If McKenny says too much, then Nimmo says too little. More importantly, he does not say what Barth himself says:

Namely, it can be so—and it will be so again and again—that, just now and here, the general command of God in its concrete, special intensification is that this person interferes with others, and these should allow themselves to be interfered with by them; that just here and now, the command of God is delivered from one to the others, must be heard by the others through the one, so that, precisely, in the case of conscience in which each stands for themselves, this now means for both that they should speak to each other [and] listen to each other. It can please the Holy Spirit—and it pleases [the Spirit] again and again—that not only ethical advice and guidance, but that God’s actual command in an entirely concrete form will be given directly from one person to another, or to many others.

(KD III/4: 8; CD III/4: 9 rev., emphasis added)

While McKenny is wrong to say that the command must be intersubjective, Nimmo is wrong to suggest that it only may be intersubjective. Barth himself says that it is regularly intersubjective—not once, not twice, but three times he says that it will be so ‘again and again’. To say that the Word can speak ‘through any created medium…dead dogs and all’ (Nimmo 2015: 93) is not to say that it is all dead dogs. The Word of God and divine command do not always come through apokalypsis. Sometimes they come through exegesis and phronesis.

In this, we might say that Barth’s ethics of divine command are a form of what contemporary moral philosopher Stephen Darwall calls ‘second-personal ethics’ (Darwall 2006). And we might do so despite Darwall’s own rejection of divine command theories. Leaving aside the intricacies of his interpretation of Kant, and the controversy over his rejection of divine command, the basic idea of what Darwall calls ‘the second-person standpoint’ is this: there is no such thing as just being commanded. All claim-making speech, including commanding, has an intrinsically reciprocal structure. Whenever we demand or command, we are giving one another reasons. In so doing, we are necessarily presupposing both that the one giving the command has the authority to do so, and that the one receiving the command has the capacity to understand and obey.

Like Barth, Darwall points out that commands are role- and agent-specific. Commanding is direct address—commands are addressed ‘I–Thou’ rather than ‘To Whom it May Concern’, so to speak. And it is precisely this I–Thou specificity that makes command second-personal (particular) rather than third-personal (general). Darwall reprises Hume’s famous example to illustrate this point. I can demand that you get off my gouty toe, first, because you are standing on my toe, and, second, because our mutually recognized dignity as human persons gives me the standing to do so (Darwall 2006: 5–10). Darwall then adds his own example. A sergeant can issue orders to his or her troops because of his or her respective standing within the command structure (Darwall 2006: 259–70). In these respects, second-personal reasons have a certain ‘Because-I-said-so-ness’ to them. My equal standing with you means that I do not need to give you any other reasons for not standing on my toe. The sergeant’s standing in the chain of command does the same for his or her troops.

Even so, second-personal reasons are not arbitrary. Their authority arises from the relationships in which these reasons are exchanged. Those relationships and that authority have reasons of their own. And these reasons are not, and cannot be, ‘Because I said so’ reasons.

The authoritativeness of the requirements that arise within generic relationships (for example, between citizens) and specific relationships (for example, amongst friends) follows from the goodness of those relationships, and the goods created and cultivated by them. We willingly accept the requirements that come packaged with our relationships, because we gladly receive the goods that these relationships provide. This is especially true when the good we prize most is the relationship itself—as in friendship, matrimony, and discipleship. We might call these reasons for accepting the requirements that follow from our relationships ‘second-order second-personal reasons’. First-order second-personal reasons, such as those captured by Darwall’s examples, are reasons grounded by the authority of a certain relationship. These are the reasons we have simply in virtue of the relationships we have (quid facti). Second-order second-personal reasons are those reasons that ground such relationships, as well as their authority. These are the virtues of the relationships that give us reasons for having these relationships and heeding their reasons in the first place (quid juris).

From Darwall’s basically Kantian standpoint, these second-order reasons are logical and transcendental. They have to do with the conditions of possibility for claim-making itself. Thinking along the lines of Kant’s dictum ‘“must” entails “can”’, Darwall shows that it is a practical contradiction to give a command to someone while at the same time presuming they are incapable of understanding and/or obeying it (see Kant 1996b: 6:50/94). It is simply nonsensical to say, ‘You must’, while thinking, ‘You cannot’.

From Barth’s broadly Hegelian standpoint, these second-order reasons are theological and covenantal. They have to do with the conditions made possible by the divine claim on humanity. Logically, it would be similarly contradictory for God to command without presuming humanity’s capacity to understand and obey. Theologically, it would be contradictory for God to issue commands without giving humanity the capacity for intelligence and obedience. For Barth, the relevant second-order second-personal reasons relate to the second-person of the Trinity.

Although Barth’s second-order second-personal reasons are Trinitarian, they are not unilateral or one-sided. These reasons are not only theological, but also ‘theo-anthropological’. Although Barth thinks ‘from’ God ‘to’ humanity, and does so only by thinking through ‘the humanity of God’ in Jesus Christ, Barth always thinks of God and humanity together (see HG). He is equally as insistent about the irreducible unity of the divine–human relationship as he is about its irreversible priority.

Barth gives an account of these second-order second-personal reasons in ‘The Basis of the Divine Claim’ (CD II/2: §37.1) Contrary to Darwall’s presumption that divine command is irreducibly arbitrary, Barth denies that the authority of the divine claim can be, ‘Because I said so’. Indeed, Barth explicitly rejects this: ‘Power as power does not have any divine claim…Power as power, under no circumstances, can be the basis of human obedience’ (KD II/2: 613; CD II/2: 553 rev.). To obey power qua power offends against the ‘dignity’ and ‘duty’ of humanity, our ‘right’ to resist mere ‘might’ (KD II/2: 613; CD II/2: 553 rev.)—even the might of the Almighty.

Barth also rejects God’s essential perfection as a basis for the authority of divine command. He does so, because, in Darwall’s terms, the goodness of divine perfection per se is ‘agent-neutral’ and ‘third-personal’. God’s essential perfection ad intra is abstract and inert relative to humanity. God’s intrinsic, but internal, dynamism and self-relatedness neither initiates a relationship with humanity ad extra, nor communicates a second-personal address. Without God’s initiation of relationship in election, actualization in incarnation, and communication in revelation, human participation in God and the good is, in Barth’s own words, ‘mere assertion’ (CD II/2: 554). Divine perfection cannot be the basis of the divine claim.

The basis of the divine claim is not to be found in the power and perfection of God’s being, but rather in God’s acts of election and revelation. The authority of divine command is justified only by God’s graciousness to humanity in humanity’s eternal election in Christ, its historical actualization in Jesus of Nazareth, and its continual extension in the church. God has the right to command, not because God is good in Godself. God has the right to command because God has been good to humanity. The good that God has done for humanity in election provides the (second-order second-personal) reasons for humanity to do the good that God commands in revelation. In the idiom of Barth’s Gospel–Law thesis, election is both gift (Gabe) and task (Aufgabe). As the proclamation of election, the Word of God determines human beings to covenant partnership with God. This is the Gabe (gift) of the Gospel. As the promulgation of divine command, the Word of God determines human beings to self-determination that corresponds to God’s own action. This is the Aufgabe (task) of the Law. As a matter of ethics, Barth defines the task of the Law thus: ‘From what God does for us, we infer what God wants with us and from us’ (CSC 78; cf. CD II/2: 560). We fulfil this task, and draw these inferences, in part, through our interpretation of Scripture and confession of faith.

At bottom, the second-order second-personal reason grounding the relationship of election and the requirement of divine command is that, while yet sinners and enemies, God forgives and befriends humanity. We obey the law of love because God first loved us (CD IV/2: 580). Love, given as grace and received as gift, is the second-order second-personal reason for obedience to divine command. The ‘electing grace’ which ‘has placed humanity under God’s command from all eternity’ (KD II/2: 572; CD II/2: 516 rev.) is both the ‘reconciling and self-revealing grace’ through which the church is gathered as ‘the living community of the living Lord Jesus Christ’ (CD IV/1: 656) and the ‘commanding grace’ by which ‘the one Word of God is both Gospel and Law’ (CD II/2: 511). The second-order second-personal reasons of the second person of the Trinity are what philosopher Harry Frankfurt calls ‘reasons of love’ (Frankfurt 2004).

Conclusion

My purpose in drawing out these connections between Barth, Kant, and Hegel, as well as in drawing this comparison between Darwall and Barth, is not to justify Barth’s moral theology on the basis of modern moral philosophy—far from it. I have done so in order to clarify the nature of Barth’s opposition to modern autonomy. Once we rightly identify the object of Barth’s opposition as Fichtean autarchy rather Kantian autonomy, we can then properly specify the mode of his opposition as determinate negation and immanent critique, rather than radical inversion or evasion. I have drawn these connections, and drawn this comparison, second, in order to exemplify the long-ignored ethical significance of Barth’s doctrine of revelation, as well as the oft-denied philosophical influence of Kant and Hegel on Barth’s ethics.

Above all else, my purpose has been to make sense of what Barth himself actually says about autonomy, and, on that basis, to make better sense of his ethics of divine command. If we miss the ethical significance of Barth’s doctrine of revelation, then we misunderstand his ethics. We misinterpret the enigmatic limit-case (Grenzfall) as the paradigmatic index case of divine command. We misconstrue the command as ‘beyond’ reason, if not altogether ‘against’ reason (McKenny 2010: 234–5). If we miss the philosophical influence of Kant and Hegel—how Barth incorporates self-legislation and mutual recognition into his account of interpretation and confession—then we misrepresent the God who commands as a tyrant whose eternal command could have sanctioned murder as right, and whose future command may yet do so. We mistake Kierkegaard’s rendering of the Akedah for Barth’s rendering of divine command.

But this is not the God of Barth’s Church Dogmatics, the God whose grace grounds command. This is not Barth’s conception of divine command, the command that is liberating permission. In technical philosophical terms, this misconception is ‘voluntarist’ and ‘incompatibilist’. It is ‘voluntarist’, because it is arbitrary. Command is an act of sheer will unconstrained by anything else, including God’s own being. It is a command in which divine freedom is unhinged from divine love. It is ‘incompatibilist’, because it precludes human deliberation and action. Command is an act of absolute will whose sovereignty not only rules over human liberty, but rules it out altogether.

Barth’s view is precisely the opposite. It is ‘intellectualist’ in that it presupposes that God’s action in election and revelation are grounded in God’s being. In theological terms, God’s freedom is bounded by God’s love (see CD II/1: §28). In ethical terms, the good is prior to the right. Because God not only knows what is good, but is the good, God commands that good as right. Chiefly, God commands the good that is Godself and covenant partnership with God. The good that is God’s covenantal relationship with humanity is prior to the right that governs that relationship. Divine sovereignty is not ‘radical autonomy’ in the sense that Trutz Rendtorff suggests.

Barth accordingly holds that authority and freedom are not incompatible. His account of divine command is ‘compatibilist’ in the plain sense of the term. Autonomy does not oppose heteronomy in a zero-sum game. The increase of one does not diminish, let alone exclude, the other. In theological terms, the pre-determination of election does not preclude self-determination. In ethical terms, natural and social determinations likewise do not preclude self-determination. Genuine autonomy is neither a radically indeterminate activity (choosing) nor an infinitely potent faculty (will). It does not require that we be entirely unconstrained—even by our own desires, intentions, and judgements. Nor does it require that our desires, intentions, and judgements themselves, in turn, be unconstrained. True freedom is, as John Webster says, ‘situated freedom’ (Webster 1995, 1998).

What Webster calls ‘situated freedom’, Barth himself calls ‘freedom within limitation’ (CD III/4: §56). Webster’s term is a second-order concept borrowed from Charles Taylor, as is ‘moral ontology’ (Webster 1995: 1–2, 114, and 215; cf. Webster 1998: 122–3 and 151–6). Taylor, in turn, borrows these concepts from Hegel: ‘situated freedom’ is Taylor’s name for Hegel’s conception of autonomy as ‘mutual recognition’, while ‘moral ontology’ is Taylor’s name for the socio-historical situatedness that Hegel calls Sittlichkeit or ‘ethical life’ (Taylor 1979: 154–69; 1992: esp. 3–52). It makes good sense to borrow these terms, because they make good sense of Barth’s moral theology. It makes no sense to do so while at the same time arguing that Barth’s understanding of freedom is ‘radically anti-modern’ (Webster 1995: 16–17, 216, and 230; cf. Webster 1998: 8, 42, 54, 64, and 115) and ‘unremittingly hostile to human autonomy’ (Webster 1998: 140).

The question is not whether or not to be modern. Barth readily admits, ‘I too am a modern person’ (GIA: 133 rev.). He cannot be otherwise. We cannot be otherwise. The question rather is which sort of ‘modern’ we should be. This is not a question of whether or not it is fitting to conceive of freedom as ‘autonomy’. It is rather a question of which conception of autonomy most befits our freedom. Barth’s divine command ethics are not a reversion to a premodern alternative to modern autonomy. It is an alternative version of modern autonomy. ‘Autonomy, “after Hegel”’, observes philosopher Robert Pippin, ‘was never to be understood as a kind of divine self-sufficiency, but “dialectically”, as a new condition for the recognition of whatever dependence or finitude (on law, other subjects, or history) would ultimately count as decisive’ (Pippin 1999: 165). So too for autonomy after Barth.
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chapter 33

Barth and Gender


Faye Bodley-Dangelo




At the heart of Karl Barth’s theological anthropology (CD III/2: §45, ‘Man in his Determination as the Covenant-Partner of God’) and commensurate special ethics (CD III/4: §54, ‘Freedom in Fellowship’) lies the relationship and distinctions between man and woman. Human beings find in the opposite sex their paradigmatic human ‘other’, and marriage to someone of the opposite sex provides the occasion in which one is most able to fully realize the sort of ‘being-in-encounter’ that conforms to the self-giving, self-revealing, aid-lending relationship that Christ has established with the Christian community. Critics have pointed to the androcentrism of Barth’s account, for he uses the asymmetrical relationship between Christ and his community to impose an order wherein women are led, directed, and inspired by men. Some have argued that Barth’s asymmetrical ordering of the sexes exposes a systemic structure of domination and submission instantiated in the many relationships that comprise his theology (Romero 1973; Ruether 1983; Fraser 1986; Grant 1989; Stephenson 2008). Others have sought a corrective to his ordering in the immanent Trinitarian relations, but one that would require reconstruction of both his innovative reformulation of the doctrine of election in II/2 and his Christocentric theological anthropology (Campbell 1981; McKelway 1986; Fiddes 1990; Frykberg 1993). More recently critics have problematized his heteronormative framework for human relationality (Balboa 1998; Ward 1998; Rogers 1999).

In this chapter I focus on the ethically oriented critical and reflective mechanisms operative in Barth’s Christocentric configuration of human agency, a hitherto underappreciated resource for reimagining both the sexist and heterosexist dimensions of his theological anthropology. I will first foreground the role these mechanisms play in his description of human agency and his subsequent discussion of the relationship and distinction between the sexes. I will then demonstrate that these mechanisms can be mobilized to contest the normative constraints of his own two-sex framework and its compulsory oppositional ordering of gender identity and desire. I will draw on Judith Butler’s gender theory (Butler 1993, 1997, 1999, 2004, 2005) to suggest that Barth’s discussion of sexual difference, informed by his Christocentric configuration of human agency, lends itself to an anti-essentialist, performative account of gender that is amenable to constructive appropriations that engage and respond to contemporary conversations about sex, gender, and sexuality.

The Relational Human Agent

Barth builds his anthropology from Christology—a methodological commitment that limits the efficacy of internal critiques that would secure a corrective to his anthropology through reference to his doctrine of the Trinity. It is specifically the relationship-constituting activity of Christ, and not the immanent interrelations of Father, Son, and Spirit, that functions as a model for Barth’s construal of human agency and its relationality. A theological anthropology will differ from other anthropologies, for Barth, in so far as the dogmatician learns what it is to be human from the biblical witness to Christ, the central point of reference not only for an understanding of who and what God is and does in relation to the human creature, but also for what that creature is and ought to aspire to be as the recipient of and responder to divine activity. No other bodies of human knowledge shed revelatory light on human existence (including its sexual differentiation), because such would-be natural theologies can at best give us an account of a human nature corrupted and distorted by sin. Barth notes some obvious epistemic limits to this Christological criterion, for while utterly like us in his humanity, Christ is utterly unlike us in his divinity, being the incarnation of the second person of the Trinity. Looking at Christ, then, we at best learn something about ourselves indirectly. The dogmatician must therefore construct a theological anthropology from some basic principles abstracted from this human embodiment of the divine address (CD III/2: 19–53, 71–9, and 121–32).

Christ is, therefore, Barth’s starting point as he locates the human agent in a dependent, responsive, and ethically responsible relationship with the divine (CD III/2: §44) and with human others (CD III/2: §45). In Christ’s triune identity as Son and Word of the Father, in his actualization of the eternal will of the triune God to elect, create, and sustain fellowship with the human creature, and in his history as the man Jesus amongst his fellows, Barth finds a pattern of ecstatic, gratuitous, self-revelatory, relationship-constituting activity directed to the creaturely other (CD III/2: 55–71 and 203–22). From this pattern he constructs an account of human existence as a response to this divine movement and itself a modest imitation of it. At once receptive and spontaneous, the human agent is always-already the beneficiary of a creating and saving act—the recipient of a gift that imposes an obligation, setting it in motion, and calling it to respond by persistently conforming itself to the pattern of gratuitous existence modelled by Christ (CD III/2: 132–202). As the agent turns to its human neighbours, it finds a modest way to imitate the gratuity of its divine benefactor (CD III/2: 208–10).

Christ’s responsive and spontaneous relationship to his fellow human beings finds its analogue in the human agent’s aid-lending orientation towards its human neighbours—in the ethical impulse that drives the human ‘I’ towards its ‘Thou’. The differences in the analogy are as significant as the similarities. The human life of the incarnate Word is thoroughly determined by and oriented towards the needs of his human fellows, and so likewise the human agent is directed towards its neighbour. However, the latter relationship not only lacks the creative and salvific dimensions of the former, it also differs in that the human agent shares with its fellows the same need for, and ethical obligation to, the other. Consequently the relationship of self to other is characterized by a mutuality and reciprocity not present in Christ’s relationship to his fellows, for Christ bestows a saving revelatory benefit that he does not himself require, and thus meets a need he does not himself share. Yet the gratuitous spontaneity with which the incarnate Word turns from all eternity towards human beings finds a correspondence in the gratuitous spontaneity with which the agent freely and gladly comes to the aid of the other: although dependent upon the assistance of its neighbours, the agent is truly human (which is to say, truly conformed to the image of Christ) as it gives assistance at the risk of not receiving in kind (CD III/2: 222–44).

This gratuitous character of the self’s orientation towards its neighbour is discernible in Barth’s deployment of the framework of dialogical personalism for a lengthy self-reflective dramatization of the movement of the properly directed ‘I’ towards its ‘Thou’, and I draw attention to it here because it will later be deeply implicated in the relationship between the sexes. The ecstatic, self-revelatory, aid-lending character of this movement echoes Barth’s earlier description of the eternal movement of the Word (the divine address) towards human beings in the salvific revelatory existence of Christ. I hear the claim of this human other as it addresses and demands something of me: ‘It poses questions which must be answered. And there are answers for which it asks’ (CD III/2: 246). In this other I recognize someone who is also claimed and affected by myself. My movement towards the other is self-revelatory and requires the self-revelation of the other, for I share with the other the same ignorance, having assumptions and misperceptions that can only be corrected with the self-manifesting assistance of the other, to whom I owe the same (CD III/2: 244–50).

Barth breaks the question-posing, answer-giving encounter into its constitutive parts: it entails a reciprocal seeing, speaking, hearing, and assistance. Between ‘I’ and ‘Thou’ there is a shared receptivity and vulnerable openness as each person looks the other in the eye (CD III/2: 250–2). Reciprocal self-expression and its reciprocal reception must follow, for you are to me ‘something new and strange and different’ (CD III/2: 257), and so my perceptions and assumptions about you will be inadequate. I depend upon your self-interpreting, discursive activity as a corrective benefit, and I recognize your need for my self-revealing correction of your assumptions about me (CD III/2: 252–60). Barth emphasizes the generous rather than self-defensive character of this needed corrective (both as it is given and as it is received). My primary intent ought not to be ‘to relieve, defend or justify myself against the wrong which I am done or might be done by the picture which the other has of me’, although my corrective may have this effect; rather, ‘the real meaning of the fact that I express myself to the other is that I owe him this assistance’ (CD III/2: 254). Likewise I ought to receive this corrective self-expression of the other as itself an offering of assistance:

I do not hear him if I assume that he is only concerned about himself, either to commend himself to me or to gain my interest, and that he makes himself conspicuous and understandable, forcing himself and his being upon me, only for this reason. When he speaks to me, I must not be affected by the fact that in innumerable instances in which men express themselves to me this might actually be the case or appear to be so. What matters now is the humanity of my hearing, and this is conditioned negatively by the fact that at least I do not hear this other with suspicion, and positively by the fact that I presuppose that he is trying to come to my help with his self-expression and self-declaration. (CD III/2: 255)

The parallels to Christ’s gratuitous activity are deepened when Barth explains that this mutual self-manifestation is undertaken to summon the other to come to the self’s aid, and to hear the same summons from the other (CD III/2: 260–5). Barth observes: ‘My humanity depends upon the fact that I am always aware, and my action is determined by the awareness, that I need the assistance of others as a fish needs water…[and] that I need to give my assistance to the Thou as a fish needs water’ (CD III/2: 263–4).

Barth does not, then, depict this reciprocal relationship of shared need and obligation as a transaction in which I give only if I can expect to receive in kind what I so deeply need. There is the risk that you may not be worthy of my generosity, for your speech may very well be self-asserting rather than charitable, your misperceptions of me may be self-serving, and you may not be receptive to the correctives I offer you. Yet it is only in the free and glad decision wherein I hasten to your assistance in spite of this possibility that I am truly human (CD III/2: 265–74), truly conformed to the incarnate Word, who knew his saving revelatory gift would be met by many with rejection and crucifixion.

The Relationship and Distinction between the Sexes

Barth’s description of the relationship between ‘I’ and ‘Thou’ (CD III/2: §45.2) is presented in terms broad enough to encompass a wide range of human relationships, but in the subsection immediately following (CD III/2: §45.3), Barth identifies the asymmetrically ordered relationship between a man and a woman as the site for its fullest realization, and lifelong monogamous marital relationship as the particular occasion wherein the free decision for fellowship with the other has the sort of exclusive longevity and commitment that reflects Christ’s unwavering election of his community. In his final extended discussion of sexual difference, found within the special ethics of his doctrine of creation, Barth fleshes out the ethical implications of this privileged place that the relationship and distinction between the sexes occupies in his theological anthropology (CD III/4: §54.1).

Sexual difference acquires this status for Barth because he considers it ‘the only structural differentiation’ (die einzige strukturelle Differenzierung) in which human beings exist (KD III/2: 344; CD III/2: 286). Persisting through other types of difference (race, age, class) and containing an unparalleled possibility of mutual attraction, the difference between the sexes manifests in ever-changing cultural mores, social customs, and practices, yet is not reducible to any of these. Carefully avoiding biological, reproductive, psychological, or sociological discourses, Barth refuses to elaborate on what this ‘structural differentiation’ entails and criticizes those who resort to typologies of the sexes. As an example, he here quotes Emil Brunner: ‘the man must be objective and universalise, woman must be subjective and individualise; the man must build, the woman adorns; the man must conquer, the woman must tend; the man must comprehend all with his mind, the woman must impregnate all with the life of her soul’ (Brunner 1957: 359; quoted in CD III/4: 152). Not only can few if any recognize themselves in such caricatures, Barth argues, but when turned to imperatives they become ridiculous and unliveable ‘oughts’: ‘Thou shalt be concerned with things (preferably machines) and thou with persons! Thou shalt cherish the mind, thou the soul! Thou shalt follow thy reason and thou thy instinct! Thou shalt be objective and thou subjective! Thou shalt build and thou merely adorn; thou shalt conquer and thou cherish etc.! Thou shalt! This is commanded thee! This is thy task!’ (CD III/4: 153).

Yet while Barth avoids giving such descriptive flesh to the difference between the sexes, his assertions about its depth, universality, and self-evident character reveal precisely the sort of unexamined assumptions that support such typologies. The ‘antitheses’ between the sexes are, he writes, ‘so great and estranging and yet stimulating that the encounter between them carries with it the possibility of a supreme difficulty otherwise absent, and yet in all these antitheses their relatedness, their power of mutual attraction and their reciprocal reference the one to the other are so great and illuminating and imperative that the possibility also emerges at least of a supreme interest otherwise absent’ (CD III/2: 288). Barth is thus confident that ‘among the immediate data of existence there is certainly no greater riddle for man than the fact of the existence of woman and the question as to her nature…[and] the same applies to women’ (CD III/4: 167); that the distinction between the sexes is ‘something which cannot be expressed’, as it is part of that ‘mystery in which man stands revealed to God and to Him alone’ (CD III/4: 150); and that no other distinction cuts so deep, no other distinction is ‘so obvious, self-explanatory and universally valid’ (CD III/4: 118), or capable of producing ‘such ecstasy, such rapture, such enthusiasm’ (CD III/4: 119). Barth does not anticipate his readers will contest such statements but instead allows a set of shared social and cultural assumptions to stand substitute for theological description and analysis. To say any more of this difference, to attempt to support such assertions, would require drawing upon philosophical, sociological, psychological, or scientific discourses, thereby resorting to a natural theology that confuses the divine order with human orders. Sexual difference thus acquires for Barth a mystical quality, becoming as unspeakable as it is unimpeachable; indeed not even the difference between the Creator and creature proves so resistant to theological description. Barth does not consider that the very assumption and privileging of such an alterity between the sexes might itself be just as culturally conditioned as the social conventions through which it is expressed or the various efforts to give it descriptive flesh. However, as I shall show shortly, Barth establishes a critical relationship between the self and such social conventions and norms that allows for the questioning of these very assumptions.

With the opposite sex as an unparalleled site of inter-human alterity, monogamous marriage to a single member of the opposite sex provides for Barth the opportunity for the sort of intersubjective relationship that most closely conforms to the alterity-crossing movement of the incarnate Word towards human creatures. But critics have been quick to question how his Christocentric approach to theological anthropology can sustain such a claim in view of the Gospels’ picture of an unmarried Christ. Barth does not address this thorny question in Church Dogmatics III/2. Not until Church Dogmatics III/4 does he attempt to secure a place within his heterosexual framework for the unmarried Christ and for the praise of celibacy rendered by both Christ and Paul (CD III/4: 141–8). He consigns Christ and the celibate state to the margins of human fellowship, as paradoxical, emergency iterations of the marital norm—responding to a special situation that further instantiates the marital norm. Because marriage remains the norm he concedes that the celibate life is a more direct way of imitating Christ’s relationship to the opposite sex and yet fears that same-sex social organizations and celibate religious orders express a flight from fellowship, a preference for self-isolation and self-love. For Barth, human relationality must have the riddle of the opposite sex driving and directing it in some capacity. Furthermore, Barth suspects that this preference for the company of one’s own sex may be symptomatic of ‘the malady called homosexuality’, which he equates with a self-loving rejection of the human other and describes as ‘the physical, psychological and social sickness, the phenomenon of perversion, decadence and decay, which can emerge when man refuses to admit the validity of the divine command in the sense in which we are now considering it’ (CD III/4: 166). Evoking scientific discourses to secure this point, he neglects to mention Christ’s chosen company of twelve men in this, his only (fine-print) discussion of homosexuality in Church Dogmatics.

It is worth noting at this point that in a letter written by Eberhard Busch under Barth’s direction in the last year of his life, Barth expresses his dissatisfaction with his earlier depiction of homosexuality as ‘a conduct in which the human being closes off and retracts his freedom for community’ (GA 15: 542–3; see Rogers 2002: 114–15). Barth indicates that he is now open to the possibility that homosexual relationships might be a form of ‘freedom in community’, although strikingly Barth suggests that such a concession would have to take place ‘in conversation with doctors and psychologists’ (GA 15: 543). Medical and scientific discourses thus seem to be a necessary resource for his judgements on homosexuality, although they are to be avoided when speaking of the ineffable difference between the sexes.

To return to Church Dogmatics: having exiled the unmarried Christ and his intimate inner circle of twelve disciples to the margins of the central sphere of inter-human fellowship, Barth moves to secure the Christological grounding of his heterosexual marital norm in the Ephesians 5 marital metaphor of Christ’s relationship to the church. Yet by securing a metaphorical bride for Christ, Barth further detaches the Christological centre of his theological anthropology from the corporeal and physiological dimensions of human existence and further mystifies the nature of this intransigent ‘structural difference’.

Barth uses the bridal metaphor to support his ordering of the relationship between the sexes, which extends beyond the marital relationship to the full spectrum of possible relationships of one sex to the other. As with sexual difference, he is evasive about what precisely this order entails, again assuming a certain self-evidence:

It cannot be contested that both physiologically and biblically a certain strength and corresponding precedence are a very general characteristic of man, and a weakness and corresponding subsequence of woman. But in what the strength (Stärke) and precedence (Vorangehen) consists on the one side, and the weakness (Schwäche) and subsequence (Nachfolge) on the other…[w]hat distinguishes man from woman and woman from man even in this relationship of super- and subordination is more easily discovered, perceived, respected and valued in the encounter between them than it is defined. (KD III/2: 346–7; CD II/2: 287)

Nevertheless, it is clear that the precedence secured for man carries a heavier stake in imitating the pattern of Christ’s activity for and on behalf of his community, for ‘as the love of Christ precedes the answering love of the community, so the love of the husband precedes that of the wife. In imitation of the attitude of Christ the husband may and should precede at this point as the wife may and should precede him in representing the community in its absolute subordination to Christ’ (CD III/2: 316; cf. CD III/4: 168–81). If Barth can assure his readers that this male prerogative ‘does not give one control over the other, or put anyone under the dominion of the other’ (CD III/2: 313), it is because he is confident that the pattern of Christ’s electing, self-giving incarnational descent on behalf of the needs of human beings undermines any place for self-serving dominion, command-giving, and control. All is to be done with the needs of the other in view. Yet in his effort to secure a privileged role for men Barth now genders his model of human agency: the spontaneous, risk-taking, generous movement of self to other, that benevolent ethical impulse, becomes a male prerogative—and with it the imitation of Christ that lies at the heart of his account of human agency. While Barth continues to insist that women are fully human, and as such fully functioning agents, he neglects to consider what is left to them to ‘do’ now that the imitation of Christ’s gratuitous assistance is secured as a distinctively masculine enterprise. And why should he trouble himself with such a question if it is not his task to attempt to appropriate the highly truncated model of agency he leaves to them? He speaks vaguely of the ‘self-restricting’ (sich bescheidende) woman who quietly restrains her activity in order to first allow the man to play his Christ-like part (KD III/4: 200; CD III/4: 180 rev.). Such a woman resists the temptation to assert herself, demand her rights, protest, rebel, or complain in the face of male tyranny, abuse, and exploitation, lest she transgress her place in the order, and Barth is appallingly confident that precisely through such self-restraint a woman can bring out the best in otherwise tyrannical men, thereby summoning them to their proper gratuitous Christ-imitating benevolence (KD III/4: 201; CD III/4: 180–1). Pious, dignified, and quiet long-suffering thus emerges as Barth’s antidote to feminist activism and protest and the proper response to a long history of male dominance and abuse (CD III/4: 176–81 and 155). Barth’s ordering of the sexes thus eviscerates female agency and dislodges its Christological mooring and ethical orientation, reducing it to an ambiguous, unliveable, perpetual passivity wherein a woman ever awaits (and hopes for) the initiating, pre-emptive assistance of the men around her. The pernicious effects of his ordering are exposed in this attempt to suppress feminist protest and restrain the ways in which women might respond to, or extract themselves from, abusive relationships.

The gratuitous, self-manifesting, and critical character of Barth’s Christocentric account of human agency (of the relationship of ‘I’ to ‘Thou’) resists this vision of the self-restrained and reticent woman. If women are, as Barth insists, fully human (CD III/4: 117), and as such fully functioning agents who are to appropriate his Christocentric model of agency, then far from reticence and self-restraint, his depiction of the ‘I’ in §45.2 secures a site for the feminist critique and correction of precisely the sorts of self-serving restrictions upon women’s activity which Barth here imposes and the assumptions on which they rest. Barth fails his own call for a generous hearing of the other when he dismisses feminist protest as a self-asserting grasp after male prerogative (CD III/4: 155). If Barth needs and depends upon the self-revealing correctives of his sexually differentiated other, then there is no place for such efforts to restrain, control, or dismiss the aid that women’s voices offer him. Barth’s depiction of the relational human agent in Church Dogmatics §45.2 cannot, then, be reconciled with his ordering of the sexes in Church Dogmatics §45.3 but instead exposes its problems and resists its restraints.

A Critical Relationship to Gender Norms

What of Barth’s claim that in the opposite sex the human being finds the quintessential human ‘other’? And what of the central place that his man–woman binary thereby occupies in his configuration of inter-human relationships? I suggested earlier that in asserting the depth, antithesis, universality, and self-evident character of an otherwise unspeakable alterity, Barth relies on the sort of unexamined assumptions about the sexes for which he faults others, thereby betraying his own unreflective recourse to a natural theology. Yet it is because of his concern to avoid such a recourse that Barth refuses to conflate the divine command pertaining to the relation and differentiation between the sexes with any of the culturally contingent, constantly changing mores and customs through which it is expressed. For this reason he calls for a critical relationship to such norms in his special ethics of Church Dogmatics III/4 in §54.1. In the remainder of this chapter I will suggest that this critical relationship can be mobilized to contest the constraints of Barth’s heteronormative framework and its complementarian binary.

Barth objects to a casuistry that treats the command of God as a set of general laws (whether biblical laws, natural laws, or traditional moral codes), thereby fixing the command in a legal text that the human agent must then interpret and apply to a particular occasion, context, or issue. Rather the command is directed to each individual, already tailored to the specific contexts and occasions in which that individual is confronted with a decision. Agents must seek to discern the command in a persistent practice of ethical deliberation and reflection, wherein they examine their own conduct and their decision-making processes. While Scripture plays an authoritative and normative role in such a practice, it is not identical with the divine command, which remains irreducible to the contextual, concrete, and culturally specific media in which it is veiled and through which it is heard and obeyed. Barth wants to set his readers on a path of inquiry into what the command of God is for each of them, and thus on a deliberative and critical path in their interaction with biblical texts and contemporary social norms and customs (McKenny 2010; Nimmo 2007).

Towards this end, Barth offers some guidelines (drawn from his previous exegetical and dogmatic work on sexual difference) to aid his readers in discerning the command of God. The divine command will not call them to grasp after the features or prerogatives of the opposite sex, nor will it call them to occupy a midway, neutral position between the sexes. Resisting these two errors, his readers should anticipate a command that will direct them to the grateful embrace of their sexed specificity, and they should therefore aspire to a deliberative, thoughtful, exhaustive, and all-embracing performance of their God-assigned sex, one that adheres resolutely to their designated side of the dividing line between the sexes (CD III/4: 149–63).

On the one hand, this requires some sort of adherence to the available conventions through which one’s sexed specificity is expressed. Barth implies as much when referring to the female audience of 1 Corinthians 11—women who, by refusing the customary veil and the convention that women keep silent in church, expose their desire to appropriate the position and function of men, thereby fleeing their sexual specificity and its embedded order (CD III/4: 154–6). On the other hand, to discern the divine command will require a critical and selective relationship to the conventional categories and norms by which we distinguish the sexes. Recalling Brunner’s typology, Barth writes: ‘it is not a question of keeping any special masculine or feminine standard. We have just seen that the systematisations to which we might be tempted in this connexion do not yield any practicable imperatives. Different ages, peoples and cultures have had very different ideas of what is concretely appropriate, salutary and necessary in man and woman as such’ (CD III/4: 154). In the same vein he instructs women, and would-be feminists in particular, that

the question what specific activity woman will claim and make her own as woman ought certainly to be posed in each particular case as it arises, not in the light of traditional preconceptions, but honestly in relation to what is aimed at in the future. Above all, woman herself ought not to allow the uncalled-for illusions of man, and his attempts to dictate what is suitable for her and what is not, to deter her from continually and seriously putting this question to herself. (CD III/4: 155)

As long as they do not encroach on the characteristics, activities, conventions, and prerogatives that men have—whether justifiably or not—already secured for themselves (as did the proto-feminists of Corinth), as long as they restrain the inclination to protest, complain or rebel against abuses that might result from such prerogatives (thereby adhering to their place in the order of the sexes), Barth is happy to allow women to renegotiate critically and to inhabit the conventions of their time as they discern the command of God for themselves.

Precisely because agents are to occupy a critical relationship to cultural conventions while at the same time appropriating them in order to shore up their place in this ‘either-or’ binary, Barth incites his reader to an exhaustive [and exhausting] discernment and performance of the command of God in every moment and decision, for, ‘there is hardly a possibility of everyday life which is ethically irrelevant in this respect or falls outside the scope of this distinction, even down to the problems of dress and outward bearing. Nothing is indifferent in this connexion. The decision with regard to this requirement of faithfulness to sex is made at every point by both man and woman’ (CD III/4: 155). He thus anticipates the need for a continuous self-policing that resists the temptation to intrude on the distinctive features and characteristics of the opposite sex, whatever those might be. For even if the relevant social mores, norms, and conventions distinguishing the sexes are culturally contingent and always in flux, Barth writes:

this does not mean that the distinction between masculine and non-masculine or feminine and unfeminine being, attitude and action is illusory. Just because the command of God is not bound to any standard it makes this distinction all the more sharply and clearly. This distinction insists upon being observed…In every situation, in face of every task and in every conversation, their functions and possibilities, when they are obedient to the command, will be distinctive and diverse, and will never be interchangeable. (CD III/4: 154)

Barth instructs his readers to anticipate that the command of God will direct them to a life of fellowship with the opposite sex. Here again, this critical appropriation of cultural norms plays an important role in the aid-lending, self-manifesting movement of the agent towards its sexually differentiated other. Through fellowship with the opposite sex one comes to a clearer understanding of the sexually differentiated other and in so doing is invited by the other to reflect upon and evaluate one’s appropriation of these norms (CD III/4: 163–8). In making this point Barth echoes his description of the gratuitous self-revelatory movement between ‘I’ and ‘Thou’ in §45.2. The agent must approach its sexually differentiated other ‘with unprejudiced eyes and generous hearts, always ready to learn something new, to turn the corner and see something better’ (CD III/4: 167), and always ready to aid the other with its self-manifesting speech. The faithful performance of one’s sexed identity is, therefore, answerable not only to the divine judgement, but also to the critical questions the opposite sex puts to one’s own sex. One must allow oneself to be put into question by the other’s norms, and must respond with the intent of making oneself intelligible to them. Each sex is answerable to the other’s inquiries, and must give an account of itself to the other. As an example, Barth suggests that ‘the very dubious masculine enterprise of war’ might be subjected to critical queries from the opposite sex (CD III/4: 168). Through this question-posing and answer-giving scene of address the agent is called to examine the humanity (the gratuitous Christ-like character) of its own distinguishing characteristics, values, preferred projects, and roles. Barth explains:

As they consider one another and necessarily realise that they question each other, they become mutually, not the law of each other’s being (for each must be true to his particularity), but the measure or criterion of their inner right to live in their sexual distinctiveness…They are not to elude their mutual responsibility, but to fulfil it. And, of course, they must fulfil it even when no representative of the opposite sex is present. As a norm and criterion the opposite sex is always and everywhere invisibly present. (CD III/4: 167–8, emphasis added)

This dynamic critical exchange with the norms of the opposite sex thus provides an occasion for self-critique and self-examination in respect of the ways one inhabits and shores up one’s sexed specificity. As the quotation above suggests, these norms for sexual specificity are always in some sense present, even when a member of the opposite sex is not. The omnipresent, culturally contingent ‘norm and criterion’ of the opposite sex thus mediates (even substitutes for) the exchange between ‘I’ and ‘Thou’.

Exploiting the implications of this undeveloped assertion, I turn finally to the theory of Judith Butler to push Barth further than he was willing to go: towards destabilizing and contesting his two-sex binary and its oppositional ordering of identity and desire.

Butler uses the category of gender to refer to a stylized sustained practice of repeated acts that include bodily gestures, postures, movements, dress, and style—an incessant activity that does not express but rather constitutes an intelligible identity within a regulatory framework of social norms and constraints. This social framework constrains and delimits the ways in which gender is performed, in which norms are appropriated, inhabited, and contested. A field of norms regulates intelligible performances, allowing certain kinds of practices, actions, bodies, gestures, and comportments to appear in a ‘grid of legibility’ governing what is discernible as masculine and feminine, male and female, man and woman (Butler 2004: 41–3).

Butler helps us to envision Barth’s culturally contingent set of social norms, customs, and constraints as a regulatory framework constraining intelligible gendered performances, and it is in relation to such a framework that Barth would have his readers occupy a critical stance. While he would not have them contest the binary itself, Butler invites us to consider how Barth’s critical relationship to such norms might readily turn upon that binary itself, exposing its relativity and contingency. She does not conflate ‘gender’ with the binary of masculine and feminine, but instead uses the category to secure the theoretical space for giving an account of how such binaries as masculine and feminine, man and woman, male and female are naturalized and come to ‘exhaust the semantic field of gender’. She thus secures a critical vantage point from which to disrupt and denaturalize such binaries (Butler 2004: 42–3). From this vantage point she critiques a structuralist account of sexual difference—an account that resonates suggestively with Barth’s reification of sexual difference. Butler interrogates the idea that sexual difference is a quasi-transcendental division that conditions and makes possible human subjectivity and that as such it is of an order unlike any other difference. Such a view, she argues, abstracts sexual difference from the masculine–feminine binary (itself a sedimentation of social practices) and declares it an unassailable, pre-social law, immune to critical intervention or contestation. It situates the masculine and feminine positions beyond all contestation, setting them as the limits to contestation as such (Butler 2004: 40–56 and 174–203).

Butler invites us to consider the seemingly indisputable givenness of sexual difference in Barth’s theological anthropology as itself a sedimentation of social practices, one that has come to exhaust the possible ways in which one might perform one’s sexed specificity. She argues that gender, in its multiple iterations, is the apparatus by which the coherent binaries of man and woman, male and female, masculine and feminine are produced, normalized, and naturalized, and that this coherence is secured at the cost of those permutations of gender which do not fit the binary, yet are as much a part of gender as its most normative instances. But if gender is the mechanism by which these binaries are constructed and naturalized, Butler suggests that it might then also be the mechanism by which they are deconstructed and denaturalized: ‘the very apparatus that seeks to install the norm also works to undermine that very installation’ (Butler 2004: 42–3). Her critique helps expose the contingency of Barth’s appeal to a self-evident, oppositional division between the sexes, and she helps us imagine Barth’s agent not only as freed from the ethical ‘oughts’ of culturally contingent stereotypes regulating the differences between the sexes, but also as freed from the compulsory oppositional binary instantiated in these stereotypes. The self’s critical relation to gender conventions might then entail performances that subvert and contest the seeming givenness of the two-sex oppositional binary and its compulsory ordering of identity and desire.

In Giving an Account of Oneself, Butler considers how we come into contact with this regulatory framework of language, conventions, and sedimentation of norms through ‘proximate and living exchanges, in the modes by which we are addressed and asked to take up the question of who we are and what our relation to the other ought to be’ (Butler 2005: 30). Her discussion resonates suggestively with Barth’s depiction of the encounter between ‘I’ and ‘Thou’. A regulatory social field conditions not only my emergence as an intelligible gendered subject, but also my very ability to recognize others as intelligible gendered identities. A normative grid of intelligibility mediates the dyadic exchange between ‘I’ and ‘Thou’, preceding, exceeding, and constraining the perspectives and terms of the exchange and our very efforts to give account of ourselves, to makes ourselves intelligible to the other, and to hear the other’s account. Butler writes: ‘If my face is readable at all, it becomes so only by entering into a visual frame that conditions its readability…our capacity to respond to a face as a human face is conditioned and mediated by frames of reference that are variably humanizing and dehumanizing’ (Butler 2005: 29). The ethical response to the other (to the question ‘how ought I to treat you?’) is thus constrained by an operation of power in which ‘some individuals acquire a face, a legible and visible face, and others do not’ (Butler 2005: 30). And so, Butler writes, ‘Though I thought I was having a relation to “you”, I find that I am caught up in a struggle with norms’ (Butler 2005: 26). With the ethical question and this struggle in view, Butler speaks of a ‘critical opening’ in the normative horizon occasioned when recognition of the other continually fails, observing that ‘Sometimes the very unrecognizability of the other brings about a crisis in the norms that govern recognition’ (Butler 2005: 24). Such occasions, Butler indicates, call for an interrogation of the limits of the normative horizon (Butler 2005: 22–30).

Barth’s ethically loaded model of agency secures a vantage point for this sort of interrogation. When the sexed specificity of the other resists my own assumptions, when I cannot locate the other readily within my framework of recognizable, legible gender identities, it is then that I am challenged to turn a critical eye upon that framework and its field of gender norms. On such occasions I hear the address of the other truly when I allow that address to expand the horizons of my framework and to challenge, stretch, resist, and reconfigure its norms and categories.

Conclusion

I have proposed that Barth’s Christocentric account of human agency undermines his efforts to subordinate women to men; that it has critical mechanisms that can contest, decentre, and reconfigure his rigid gender binary; and, furthermore, that it resonates in productive and suggestive ways with a Butlerian trajectory in contemporary gender theory. In closing I return to the Gospels’ figure of the unmarried Christ and his inner circle of twelve male companions, a figure elided by the privileged place that Barth gives to the Ephesians 5 marital metaphor. This image of Christ calls for the sort of critical intervention Butler describes, for it cannot find a place at the centre of his heteronormative framework, where, according to Barth’s own methodological parameters, it ought to belong. Christ’s exile to the margins of Barth’s heteronormative framework exposes the limits and constraints of this framework and calls for an interrogation of the assumptions underlying the privileged place that the difference and the relationship between the sexes occupies in his theological anthropology.

When Barth does not have the relationship between the sexes in focus, he appeals to this figure of Christ to secure the Christological reference point for the ethically oriented relational human agent. Speaking of the New Testament portrait of Christ, Barth writes: ‘If we see Him, we see with and around Him in ever-widening circles His disciples, the people, His enemies and the countless millions who have not yet heard His name’ (CD III/2: 216). And when Barth does not have the difference between the sexes in focus, he speaks of the fluidity of the boundaries by which we distinguish ourselves from others: boundaries of language, geography, and shared cultural history are open to constant re-negotiation for would-be imitators of Christ, if they are to tread continually the path from near to distant neighbours, in a movement towards an ever increasing understanding of and intimacy with these others. For beneficiaries of Christ’s grace, no one resides beyond the boundaries of ethical obligation (CD III/4: 299–305). This image of Christ, rather than a dyadic marital metaphor, sets the reader on a ceaseless movement towards an ever-widening circle of neighbours, and it suggest a far more open, fluid, and flexible way of thinking about the self’s relationship to other human beings, inclusive of a wide variety of relationships and communal organizations. To keep this figure of Christ at the centre of Barth’s relational framework requires the decentring of sexual difference and heterosexual marriage along with its compulsory oppositional ordering of gender identity and desire. This sphere of human relationships might then be reimagined as encompassing multiple sites of inter-human alterity in which homosexual relationships, various types of friendships, monastic orders, communal collaborations, and political alliances are recognized amongst the many diverse occasions in which human beings pattern their lives after the gratuitous aid-lending activity of Christ.
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chapter 34

 Barth and Public Life


William Werpehowski




This chapter considers the meaning, spirit, and normative direction of Christian ‘public life’ in the theology and ethics of Karl Barth. Barth viewed the notion of public life expansively, while not losing sight of an area of human existence that one might reasonably call ‘private’. Generally, he was wont to stress that ‘there is no private Christianity’, and in more than one sense (HG: 64). Thus Barth wrote: ‘Private Christianity is not Christianity at all. Private theology is not free theology; it is not theology at all’ (HG: 95).

Directly and indirectly, Barth characterized public life in terms of various related attitudes and dispositions for action; indeed, we should not be afraid to employ the word ‘virtues’ here, albeit with suitable qualifications (for example, that such dispositions be sharply distinguished from ‘powers’ that, as ‘possessions’, float free of empowering encounters with divine grace). The spirit of Christian public life crucially includes, I shall argue, both a ‘God-in-Christ intoxicated’ imagination and a ‘profoundly skeptical and secular’ sensibility (Frei 1993: 171–2). Additionally and integrally, it involves the responsive virtues of hope, humility, courage, and a kind of merciful solidarity with one’s fellow human creatures.

I approach the question of the normative direction or directions basic to Christian public existence by reflecting on Barth’s treatment of Jesus Christ’s call to discipleship, by which ‘man is always called to make a particular penetration of the general action and abstention of others; to cut loose from a practical recognition of the legalism determined by the dominion of worldly authorities’ (CD IV/2: 547). This dominion includes what Barth named, in his unfinished ethics of reconciliation, ‘the lordless powers’ (CL: 213–33). By way of conclusion, I briefly compare and contrast my reflections with those of Nigel Biggar, who covers similar ground regarding Barth and public life in his fine monograph, Behaving in Public (Biggar 2011).

The Meaning of Public Life

The origin, history, and destiny of humanity is rooted in, and determined by, its being addressed by the Word of God revealed in Jesus Christ. God’s free and gracious decision to be for human beings in Christ elects them to a faithful and saving covenant, and summons them to responsible, obedient partnership in that covenant. That persons are in the deepest sense constituted by the address of the Gospel has implications for Christians as they attend to the reality of their personal existence, their membership in the church, and their participation with their fellow human creatures in the world at large.

The defining context of address and encounter with the revealed Word of God establishes that a human person’s authentic self-understanding and understanding of God are not fundamentally the consequence of reflection on her human ‘nature’, or on experience, or on self-consciousness as such. Appeal to such a self-enclosed and, in that sense, ‘private’ inquiry is excluded from the start, and it is for Barth the very best news that this is so:

The man with whom we have to do in ourselves and in others, although a rebel, a sluggard, a hypocrite, is likewise the creature to whom his Creator is faithful and not unfaithful. But there is still more: he is the being whom God has loved, loves, and will love, because He has substituted Himself in Jesus Christ and has made Himself the guarantee. ‘Jesus is the victor’ and ‘You men are gods’: these two watchwords of Blumhardt hold good! And with this explanation the statement that the human spirit is naturally Christian may also be valid as an obstinately joyful proclamation.

(HG: 60; on Johann Christoph Blumhardt and his son, Christoph Blumhardt, see CL: 256–60)

Human fulfilment is accomplished extra nos, pro nobis, in nobis, and therewith pro me—that is, outside us, for us, in us, and therewith for me (EPIN). The Word of God that individually and existentially involves us does not isolate or burden us, as would any ‘privately’ human quest for meaning and purpose.

Another feature of the thoroughgoing, God-given relational context for personal existence is that it is always ‘with’ and never ‘without’ one’s fellow humans. The determination of the creature as the covenant partner of God is to be made for creaturely covenant, and specifically for bonds of free and joyful mutual assistance, in the manifold spheres of family, work, politics, and so on. The individual is not, then, an ‘individualist’, if that were to mean being essentially isolated, hostile, indifferent, or neutral towards one’s fellows. In this respect personal life in its entirety is never ‘private’.

Hence Barth holds that Christian life, in contrast to living from the ‘self-referring and domesticating quest for the divine’ that is inherent to religion, is never a matter of acting for ‘private ends’, for ‘we lose our proper glory, if we are concerned about ourselves, if in believing and loving and hoping we are not pointed beyond ourselves’ (CD IV/3: 930–1). Two conclusions follow straightaway. One is that ‘there is no private Christianity’, in that ‘we cannot but take seriously, affirm, and love’ the Christian community in its ‘assuredly human—all too human—efforts for better knowledge and better confession, for its meetings, its inner order, and its outward task’ (HG: 64). Theology, too,

cannot be carried on in the private lighthouses of some sort of merely personal discourses and opinions. It can be carried on only in the Church—it can be put to work in all its elements only in the context of the questioning and answering of the Christian community and in the rigorous service of its commission to all men.

(HG: 64)

The other conclusion is ingredient in the first. Christian ‘public ministry’ or, perhaps more aptly, public service, is a ‘calling to personal participation in the ministry [i.e., service] of the Christian community sent into the world’ (CD IV/3: 932). While one’s ‘own’ cause may well be described as the work of witness to the Gospel as a member of the body of Christ, the truth remains that the Christian ‘hopes because, in virtue of his election and vocation, he has no other option but to spring into the breach between Jesus Christ, whom it is given him to know, and those to whom it is not yet given to know Him’ (CD IV/3: 933). Service in and for the world, moreover, takes on all the more poignant and pressing significance because Barth also argues that the Christian is ‘a child and citizen of the world…he exists also in the context and according to the customs and laws of a humanity to which the one and true living God is objectively present and known but not present and known according to its own free, conscious, and responsible knowledge’ (CL: 194). Christian duties ‘in the world’, then, are for a ‘general public’ in which Christians and non-Christians concretely share the need for witness to the Gospel to overcome their shared ‘ignorance of God’ (CL: 194).

Put summarily, then: Christian ‘public life’ is a ministry of witness to Jesus Christ, concerning both ecclesial covenant partnership and creaturely fellow humanity, not just in its particular and specific form within the Church but also and especially in and for the world. Loving service that attests faithfully in hope gives attention to the whole of culture—‘the attempt of man to be man and thus to hold the good gift of his humanity in honour and to put it to work’—and to economic and political relations and arrangements (HG: 54).

Barth’s avid insistence on the ‘publicity’ of Christian existence hardly excludes a place for a ‘private’ sphere of life. For example, his discussion of the ethics of marriage and of relations between parents and children are comprehensibly, if also qualifiedly, placed in contrast, say, to the fields of politics and work (CD III/4: 116–285; but see p. xxx). His political theology, furthermore, readily allows for legal protection of associations left free—for example, to preach the Gospel or to raise and educate one’s children within responsible limits. A mark of tyranny in these cases would be for the state to transgress a proper and necessary boundary. One can come up with other examples, too. Nevertheless, Barth does appear regularly to worry about ‘two kingdoms-like’ dualisms made possible by the sort of distinction, or rather separation, between public and private that, in one way or another, erodes, obscures, or removes the recognition of God’s sovereign lordship over all human affairs. Such dualisms might insulate the witness of faith within the ‘private’ and personal to the exclusion of its prophetic power for political analysis and critique. Or one might fail in a different direction, as in the case of the theologian who succumbs to ‘doubt’, the ‘embarrassment’ that ‘puts into question God’s Word itself’ (ET: 124) due to the theologian living ‘dualistically, in the twin kingdoms of public and private life…Alongside his knowledge of God’s work and word, such a man allows himself a secular and trivial will which is, at all events, not bound and directed by God’s’ (ET: 129).

The Spirit of Public Life

Following Karl Barth’s death on 9 December 1968, Hans Frei presented an essay at Yale Divinity School, which contrasted Barth’s passionate Christocentric ‘imagination’ with his cooler ‘sensibility’ (Frei 1993). The former refers to how he envisioned the relation between the reality of creation and its Creator, where that reality’s significance and fulfilment reside singularly and entirely in ‘the incarnate reconciliation between God and man that is Jesus Christ’, crucified and risen (Frei 1993: 169). Christ and our knowledge of him is pure grace; he now lives for us and with us as our reconciliation, as victor over sin and death for our salvation. What Christians say and do responsibly before God, therefore, must always ‘begin anew at the beginning’ by invoking him in prayer and hearing his Word and command (ET: 165), since God gives himself to be known in Christ. This gift is ‘the beginning that God makes with us, not that we make with God’ (Busch 2004: 63), and Christian life is a matter of honouring the giver and the gift through faithful, eager, and concrete witness.

Yet Barth’s ‘native’, characteristic response to his experience in church and world—his ‘sensibility’—was, Frei observes, profoundly ‘secular’ (Frei 1993: 172). One might say it was a specific sort of sceptical and ‘disenchanted’ stance that took experience ‘in’, without any inclination, let alone readiness, either to sanctify or to demonize it. Whatever positive and negative features he observes, Barth harbours ‘no great vision of a secular fulfilment, nor one of demonic or dehumanizing threat’—overall there are no ‘inherent qualities or signs’ that point in the one or the other direction (Frei 1993: 172).

The sharp significance of the interplay of imagination and sensibility for Barth’s approach to the spirit of Christian public life emerges in the lecture fragments on the ethics of reconciliation. Here and elsewhere he describes and decries (but will not demonize) ‘the ambivalence in which we here and now totally exist’ (ET: 125); yet Barth maintains that in their prayer and responsible active discipleship, Christians may, in Jesus Christ, resist this ambivalence which works to degrade God’s holy name, and may also revolt against the powers that contribute to it, in solidarity with, and for the sake of, human beings. With that they may struggle for human righteousness by being ‘shining lights of hope’ to all women and men (CL: 270). After explicating Barth’s detailed argument regarding such ambivalence, resistance, revolt, and solidarity, I will return to consider specifically the interplay I mention above.

Barth writes: ‘Christians are people with a definite passion’, who ‘suffer from…an unfulfilled desire that seeks fulfilment’ (CL: 111). Moved by any number of other passions, they are distinctively marked by their ‘zeal for the honour of God’ (CL: §77). When they pray, ‘Hallowed be thy name’, they may freely be ‘ruled by this hot desire’ (CL: 113). They cry to God that he sanctify his very name, lifting it ‘out of the secularity of the surrounding world’ and making it ‘finally, perfectly, and definitely’ known and rightly honoured (CL: 115–16).

What Christians find in the ‘secularity’ of their surroundings, however, is that God is known and unknown. In the world, in the church, and in the personal life of the individual Christian, there is ‘ambivalence, neutrality, and indecisiveness’ in their respective relations to God (CL: 118). It is in this ‘regime of vacillation’ (CL: 173) that God’s name is desecrated and slandered; for Barth, this ‘is not a negative relationship, but something much worse’—in its convenient contrariness and wilful irresolution, it is a ‘perverted’ relationship that delivers twilight rather than radiance (CL: 118).

In the world of creation and in worldly history, God is known, thanks in part to Christian ministry but also and all the more because God is Creator of all that is. It is true that the church’s work is poor and weak, and that the world’s subjective grasp of God as Creator is hidden and ‘not directly apprehensible’ (CL: 123). Yet God has made himself known in the world objectively and definitively in the history of Jesus Christ; all people ‘are elected, justified, sanctified, and called in him’, hence the ignorance of God ‘has been fundamentally outdated’ and can be defined ‘only as an excluded and absurd possibility’ (CL: 125). Nevertheless, the impossible possibility of ignorance is to be found in worldly denials of God’s existence, ‘religious’ constructions of him to suit our needs and interests, and foolish attempts actually to equate God with ourselves and ourselves with God (CL: 127–31).

The church is a site where God in Christ is known in faith; but alongside this knowledge there is also ignorance. This is present in the presumptuous and ‘introverted’ ‘church in excess’ which puffs itself up to establish its own claim over the rest of the world (CL 136–7). And this is present in the anxious and accommodating ‘extroverted’ ‘church in defect’ which tries to secure its own life—not from the living God, but from people in the world, uncritically ‘adjusting itself to them, trying to win their attention and sympathy, attempting to be…as pleasant as possible to them’ (CL: 139).

The regime of vacillation reaches into the personal life of the individual Christian as well. Barth affirms that Christians are justified and sinful at the same time (simul justus et peccator) in so far as it is not supposed that sin either rules over, or successfully contends with, the grace of Christ (Hunsinger 2015: 199–215). But what Barth rejects is a version of the simul that implies that there can be a ‘concordat’, ‘balance’, or ‘normalizing and stabilizing of the division’ between knowledge and ignorance of God (CL: 147–8). On the question of ‘righteousness’, the ‘basic decision’ concerning the Christian is ‘already behind him. It has been taken once and for all in the double sense that God has made known to him his election and he has made his own choice accordingly’ (CL: 144). Each and every Christian, however, is also guilty of ‘evil, thoughts, words, and works, thought and said and done in sharp contrast to our unequivocal knowledge of God, but obviously in no less unequivocal ignorance of him’ (CL: 148).

Within this intolerable situation, Christians pray ‘Hallowed be thy name’. Accordingly, Barth writes, they ‘turn toward the day for whose coming they pray with some movement of their own…rising up…with zeal and burning passion’ to confirm ‘the precedence of the Word of God in what they will and choose and do’ (CL: 169, 175). To give precedence to the Word of God in Jesus Christ is to hear its claim first, and only then, as determined by this claim and under its guidance, to address the claims of other factors motivating, beckoning, and influencing us in our lives. Its claim may order, direct, and even select amongst the factors involving, for example, one’s special talents, family, business, nation, and politics for the sake of doing and refraining that testify to the victory of God in reconciling the world to himself (CL: 180–1).

Existing at once in the three circles we have surveyed, that is, as a child of the world, a member of the church, and an individual, a Christian may act and refrain faithfully by avoiding throughout and through all a pair of extremes. Generally, he or she cannot act as if either the knowledge or the ignorance of God is absent. The individual can neither decide absolutely for darkness nor presume personal saintliness. Hence Barth observes: ‘It is here—within the lower and upper limits denoted by those extremes—that he has to make his way and take his steps, totally resolute yet totally modest, totally fearless yet totally without illusions, totally courageous yet totally humble’ (CL: 185). This is not a matter of succumbing to ambivalence and vacillation. It is a matter of resisting those outcomes while the Christian is ‘on the road as a pilgrim’ (CL: 187). The son or daughter of the church, likewise, will neither consider the church ‘simply as Babylon’, nor become convinced that he or she ‘has dealings only with a holy, pure, and infallible church (CL: 191). Instead, for Barth, ‘in all circumstances he belongs where the reformation of the church is under way…Reformation is provisional renewal, a modest transforming of the church in light of its origin…ventured under the direction of the Word of God’ (CL: 194).

Thus prepared and accredited to be ‘credible witnesses to the world concerning God’s coming day’ (CL: 195), Christians as children and citizens of the world will also steer between opposites. They cannot conceive of themselves as aliens in an environment that needs their own ‘special and superior point of view’ (CL: 197). Both principled ‘monasticism’, which systematically remains separate and aloof to display their view to the world, and principled ‘crusade’, which resorts to ‘militant acts’ meant to overcome worldliness on its terms, are placed off-limits (CL: 197–8). It is the exclusive and principled strategy that Barth opposes, rather than ad hoc and circumstantially appropriate ventures in either direction. The former strategy fails because its advocates think too much of their Christian insight and think too little of ‘the objective knowledge of God that is at work in the world’ in its positive thrust for humanity (CL: 198). Their manoeuvres come to appear as a ‘divine action and revelation’ rather than as a ‘purely human witness’, and therefore lack a necessary ‘humility and modesty’ (CL: 199). Christians should also not systematically understand themselves as more or less comfortably at home in the world, promoting through ‘the closest possible approximation and assimilation…a practical symbiosis and cooperation with those who are outside’ the church (CL: 199). In this case the overestimation and underestimation just considered is reversed, so that the enterprise lacks the courage, resolution, and differentiated nonconformity that is fitting for Christian life (CL: 200).

While Christians are free to step in one direction or another ‘as need requires’ (CL: 201), their free activities are always and only a witness. They are, first, undertaken as citizens of the world who have heard and recognized the value, authority, and promise of the Word there, too. Second, they are, as human, not taken in themselves to possess ‘the power of the divine revealing’, though that ‘validity and force’ may be their ‘growing fruit’ by God’s gracious act (CL: 201). Drawing attention to the living presence of the Word by giving it precedence in one’s ‘choosing and willing’, a Christian’s life will have a ‘specific character’, becoming a ‘text’ accessible to Christians and non-Christians alike: ‘Legible if not immediately understandable’ in all details to the latter, it remains for them a ‘readable text’ in the combination of its distinctiveness and its creaturely human solidarity (CL: 201).

This last point is of utmost importance for Barth, because he holds that the most pressing practical implication of the ignorance of God in the world is the ignorance of our fellow human beings. In this context also, and analogously, we find ambivalence and vacillation in our dealings with them, determined merely by way of passing need, choice, or whim. Indeed, Barth observes, should

we wish to know what is the true and final point of the petition ‘Hallowed by thy name’ in this context then we had better focus our attention on this one thing, on the evil fact that we humans, whose God in supreme mercy has taken up the cause of each person and all people in Jesus Christ, can be and are both everything and nothing to one another, both fellow men and wolves. Here in this chaotic contradiction the holy name of God is decisively and supremely desecrated in the world.

(CL: 132)

Witness to the Word of God to the world will be zealous for God’s honour and appropriately nonconforming as that cause may demand; but any Christian’s performance on these counts will be integrally that of a ‘strangely human person’, with and for others in joyful mutual recognition, communication, and assistance (CL: 204; cf. CD III/2: 248–85). This is a kind of fellow humanity that, as we have seen, confounds sharp distinctions between Christian and non-Christian, between ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’. Barth correspondingly posits:

So there must then be no particular language for insiders and outsiders. Both are contemporary men-of-the-world—all of us are. A little ‘non-religious’ language from the street, the newspaper, literature, and, if one is ambitious, from the philosopher may thus, for the sake of communication, occasionally indeed be in order. However, we should not become particularly concerned about this. A little of the language of Canaan, a little ‘revelation-positivism’, can also be a good thing in addressing us all and…will often, though not always, be still better understood even by the oddest strangers…What we have to say to them—and first to ourselves—is a strange piece of news in any case. (HG: 59)

Resistance against vacillation is also revolt against the plight of disorder that deviates from ‘a life of people in fellowship with one another’ under God, with its ‘guarantee of human right, freedom, and peace’ for all (CL: 211). The Christian also prays, as Barth reminds us, ‘Thy Kingdom come’. The petition’s correlate is actively to undermine the powers that rule over a lordless life, a life constituted by alienation from God and social injustice. The great irony in our seeking rebelliously to be our own lord and master is that we consequently find ourselves overtaken by forces grounded in our deeds but finally escaping our control. These are, for Barth, ‘not just the supports but the motors of society’, the ‘hidden wirepullers in man’s great and small enterprises, movements, achievements, and revolutions’ (CL: 216). ‘Leviathan’, or the ever-present threat of political absolutism; ‘Mammon’, the idol that is money and material possessions; ‘ideologies’, intellectual constructs or ‘isms’ that turn out to dominate thought; and ‘chthonic forces’ which in their materiality enthral us and put us in their thrall, such as technology: these all establish a dominion that reveals ‘the profound unrighteousness in which we people exist’ (CL: 233). Nonetheless, that ‘river of unrighteousness’ in the world comes up against ‘an unshakable dam’, the fact that the righteousness of God’s Kingdom has triumphed, is promised, and comes (CL: 233). Barth thus writes that the petition ‘Thy Kingdom come’ ‘finds its basis in the fact that the coming is not just ahead but is already an event. Not from an alien or neutral place but from the enacted and present coming, the New Testament community looks for the future coming’ (CL: 247).

‘Praying bravely’, Barth later continues, Christians are ‘freed and summoned to use their freedom…to live for their part with a view to the coming kingdom’ (CL: 263). They ‘not only wait but also hasten’ towards ‘the coming of God’s day…the Parousia of Jesus Christ’ (CL: 263) by their ‘effort and struggle for human righteousness’ (CL: 264). Their action will correspond with the coming of God’s kingdom and righteousness by being ‘kingdom-like’—‘with a view to people, in address to people, and with the aim of helping people’ (CL: 266). Confessing solidarity with suffering women and men, they will fight for relative improvements in their condition, for a greater measure of freedom, joy and peace; ‘hoping seriously, joyfully, and actively in little things’, they will ‘bid man hope’ and ‘mediate to him the promise’ that at the very least will ‘give him the courage not to be content with the corruption and evil of the world but even with this horizon to look ahead and not back’ (CL: 270–1).

What I earlier called the interplay between Christological imagination and secular sensibility in the above argument displays how the seeming ‘contrast’ between the two is at the same time, and more deeply, a relation of mutual implication. To imagine in faith a world decisively reconciled to God through the sheer gift of his incarnate Word implies experiencing that world to bear in itself neither decisive promise nor decisive peril. And the Christian’s experience of such a world allows that she envision it as mercifully and thoroughly illumined by a light not its own, in virtue of God’s sovereign grace. Hence there is nothing in the world of Christian or non-Christian human experiences, motives, and projects that as such transitions or leads us to faith and new life in Jesus Christ. There is but knowledge and ignorance of God together and across the board, and with that pairing we have the perversity of vacillation. But there is also the gracious Word that is triumphant in that world, and by the power of the Holy Spirit, faithful witness to it—giving it ‘precedence’ (CL: 175) and struggling for human justice—may effectively point to its reality and power. As Hans Frei observes, ‘there is of course a transition the other way, because God has reconciled man to himself. And, therefore, no matter how sceptical one’s native tendency, one works with pleasure and hope on behalf of his fellow-man in the very contexts of secular life in which we are all set’ (Frei 1993: 173).

Christian public life proceeds in a spirit that passionately and prophetically witnesses to the good news that is Jesus Christ without self-righteousness and without facile accommodation. It is a modest and brave spirit. It fundamentally and fully moves with hope in God alone: thus Barth writes, ‘God is this hope precisely at the point where human works and words are manifestly nothing better than demonstrations of their precariousness and powerlessness’ (ET: 152). The Christian’s exclusive ‘derivation from the resurrection of Jesus Christ’ and present life in the power of the Holy Spirit entails that ‘his expectation for the future, in spite of appearances to the contrary, cannot be one which vacillates between confidence and uncertainty, between calm and despair’ (CD IV/3: 907). Just so, the Christian’s life in hope, Barth writes, is being a ‘representative’ in two ways (CD IV/3: 933). First, she ‘keeps the post or watch’, vigilant and awake to the completion of God’s reconciliation of a slumbering world to himself (CD IV/3: 933). In directing the attention of the world to that future, she is a kind of representative of Jesus Christ. But, second, the Christian is one amongst the slumbering, standing in need of awakening with everyone else in church and world (CD: IV/3: 933). At this point we find Barth’s characteristic move: the Christian is simultaneously a non-conforming witness to the Gospel and a humble servant standing in the world with one’s fellows (fellow citizens of the world!) in shared need, suffering, and expectation.

It is this brave and modest spirit of hopeful, merciful solidarity with one’s fellow human beings in the world in which God is both known and unknown that sets the terms and conditions for Christians’ hearing, heeding, and concretely learning from instances of what Barth calls a ‘secular parable’ of the reign of God (CD IV/3: 115). These are ‘words’ that witness to the one Word of God and in so doing ‘illumine, accentuate or explain the biblical witness in a particular time and situation’ (CD IV/3: 115). Theologically and ‘existentially’ considered, their possibility specifically requires the ‘God-in-Christ imagination’ that sees that Jesus Christ ‘has taken over the rulership of the world’ (CD IV/3: 116), that ‘in the world reconciled by God in Jesus Christ there is no secular sphere abandoned by Him or withdrawn from His control, even where from the human standpoint it seems to approximate most dangerously to the pure and absolute form of utter godlessness’ (CD IV/3: 119). It also demands the ‘secular, skeptical sensibility’ about which Frei wrote, to perceive that ‘there is no unequivocal human possibility’ (CL: 181) and that ‘there has never been a man even in the sphere of the Bible and the Church who has not belonged to the ranks of the blind, the deaf and the dumb, who has not needed, or more strictly does not continually need, to be healed by Jesus’ (CD IV/3: 118).

Normative Directions

An obvious point of entry into the normative directions of Karl Barth’s approach to public life is his political thought. Since that subject has been covered elsewhere (Werpehowski 1986, 2000, 2010), in this context I would like to pursue the different if linked topic of what he believes to be the practical and public requirements of Christian discipleship.

Jesus’ call to discipleship ‘makes a break’. Since the coming of God’s triumphant kingdom, God’s rightful dominion for us, is revealed in this call, the one ‘whom Jesus calls to himself has to stand firm by the revelation of it’ (CD IV/2: 543). But the divine dominion breaks the false rule and powers of the orders of the world, which have us in their grip and to which we cling. Barth writes:

The world which sighs under these powers must hear and receive and rejoice that their lordship is broken. But this declaration cannot be made by the existence of those who are merely free inwardly. If the message is to be given, the world must see and hear at least an indication, or sign, of what has taken place. The break made by God in Jesus must become history. This is why Jesus calls His disciples…It is for this reason that in different ways they are called out in practice from these attachments. (CD IV/2: 544)

‘Because and as’ the disciple is ‘bound now to Jesus’, for Barth, she is free to follow his particular and concrete direction to establish ‘signs of the kingdom in the world which is ruled by the gods and subject to their legalism’ (CD IV/2: 546–7).

Her freedom is not to introduce a ‘new and revolutionary law’ (CD IV/2: 547). Gospel sayings about discipleship present, instead, ‘certain prominent lines along which the concrete commanding of Jesus’ moves in specific relation to Christian individuals (CD IV/2: 547; see CD IV/2: 173–9 for a riveting account of the Christological foundations of this contoured commanding). There is a call and a command, first, to break inward and outward attachments to material possessions, especially in connection with encounters with one’s neighbour. Second, the coming of the kingdom of God liberates disciples from the hold of ‘what is generally accepted as honour or fame among people’, and from ‘what constitutes social status and dignity and importance’ (CD IV/2: 549). Then there is (and Barth’s offhand way of summarizing this line is telling) ‘the force that defends’ the first two—violent ‘retaliation for the sake of glory or possession’ (CD IV/2: 544 and 549). The kingdom more generally brings an end ‘to the fixed idea of the necessity and beneficial value of force’ and, given the command to love one’s enemies, ‘invalidates the whole friend-foe relationship between man and man’; hence Barth avers that ‘we have to consider very closely whether, if we are called to discipleship, we can avoid being practical pacifists, or fail to be so’ (CD IV/2: 549).

Three further ‘prominent lines’ are identified by Barth at this point. The sphere of family relations can dupe us into illusions about its self-sufficiency and can imprison us every bit as much as possessions or fame. The coming of the kingdom of God exposes and overcomes this ‘indolent peace of a clannish warmth…with its necessary implication of cold war against all others’ (CD IV/2: 550–1). Its coming also punctures ‘the absolute nomos of religion, of the world of piety’ which is officially sanctioned in this or that place and time (CD IV/2: 551). One angle that Barth takes, citing Matthew 6:1–18, is that discipleship requires a witness to the Gospel to refrain ‘from attesting his piety as such’, since ‘restraint’ will be a (public!) ‘witness to the pious world with its continual need to publicize itself, and perhaps even to the secular world’ (CD IV/2: 552). Finally, the demand that the disciple should take up his cross ‘crowns, as it were, the whole call’ (CD IV/2: 552). The ‘dignity of the cross’ is the honour of entering, in one’s own place, into the passion of Jesus (CD IV/2: 599), and thereby into suffering, loneliness, rejection, creaturely misfortune, temptation, and doubt (CD IV/2: 609–13). It is ‘provisional’: it ‘has a goal’ and ‘will cease at the very point to which the suffering of Jesus points in the power of His resurrection, and therefore to which our suffering also points in company with His’ (CD IV/2: 613). As such, Barth concludes that ‘there cannot lack a foretaste of joy even in the intermediate time of waiting, in the time of sanctification, and therefore in the time of the cross’ (CD IV/2: 613).

The six ‘lines’ or directions for discipleship as an aspect of sanctification do not neatly align with the ‘lordless powers’ of Barth’s lecture fragments on the ethics of reconciliation. Of course, Barth is focusing in each case on different scriptural sources and developing his theological reflections accordingly, even as both have to do with faithful witness to the kingdom of God; but that observation, in and of itself, contributes nothing to answering the question of what we are to make of the two accounts as we face them standing, shall we say, side by side.

Thinking ‘after Barth’, I would suggest that we do indeed set the two treatments side by side and reflect creatively on their interrelation, overlap, conflict, possible sequence or ordering, and practical, contextual implications. Consider three illustrations of trajectories for discipleship.

First, the life of ‘Leviathan’ is nourished by its subjects’ acquiescence in its proclaimed power over life and death. War becomes for political absolutism a kind of self-validating liturgical act. Nonviolent resistance to wars waged at the altar of empire, by contrast, would signal a ‘break’ both with it and with violence’s validation of ‘the whole friend-foe relationship’. Wars rooted in nationalist ideology, if these are distinguishable, expose how we would ready ourselves to kill for the sake of the honour or status our national identity confers. In this case Christian ‘practical pacifism’ would be a witness to the freedom of the kingdom, as it would in cases where the ‘way of life’ we defend is bound to the accumulation and preservation of money, possessions, and the economic power they carry, that is, as it is bound to ‘Mammon’. The non-violent (if also principled and not merely ‘practical’) Roman Catholic peace witness of Daniel Berrigan, Dorothy Day, John Dear, and others, speaks to all of the above (Werpehowski 2015).

Second, ‘capital and empire’, or Leviathan and Mammon, are in part sustained in countries like the United States by an ideology of democratic capitalism, where ‘democracy…is a regime that satisfies minimal criteria concerning elections and citizens’ rights, where the criteria are not spelled out in stringent requirements of inclusivity and security against domination’ (Stout 2010: 247). One may correctly suppose that a potentially effective form of ‘revolt’ against this conspiracy of lordlessness would be through projects of grass-roots community organizing for the sake of a democratic republic ‘satisfying stringent criteria of inclusion and security against domination’ (Stout 2010: 247). A barrier to moving nearer to such arrangements, deliberately and deliberatively, is the ‘chthonic power’ of the material commodity, that is, the sway it has over people in tyrannizing their self-understanding and their understanding of value beyond proper human bounds. Stout writes: ‘To commodify something (in the primary sense) is to treat it as something to be bought and sold and then perhaps discarded when it no longer has much usefulness’ (Stout 2010: 219). But people seeking genuine inclusion and security against domination need to reason and act on the presupposition that some things should not be bought and sold and ought not to be treated as if they can. I think that Pope Francis has commodification in mind when he decries a ‘throwaway culture’ that pollutes the environment, views the poor as ‘expendable’, and encourages massive forms of ‘wasting and discarding’ that violate both (as with, for example, water and food) (Pope Francis 2015: par. 22, 158, 27). In league with this power in corporate capitalist economy is a consumerist drive for status. Pope Francis observes: ‘We fail to see that some are mired in desperate and degrading poverty, with no way out, while others have not the faintest idea of what to do with their possessions, vainly showing off their supposed superiority and leaving behind so much waste which, if it were the case everywhere, would destroy the planet’ (Pope Francis 2015: par. 90).

Third, the ‘clannish warmth’ of family bonds may be especially evident in conceptions of marriage that heartily emphasize its intimate and homey self-enclosure in spouses’ faithful love, and the restricted extension of this love to their children and extended family. In June 2009, I attended the wedding of my friends Kathryn and Greg and found myself surprised and even a bit uncomfortable about how much their Roman Catholic marriage liturgy was not about them. It was instead all about God’s reign. The Old Testament verse was not a fine standard like the Song of Songs 2:8–10 (‘My beloved is like a gazelle’ [v. 9]) but rather Isaiah 61:1–4: The Lord ‘has sent me to bring good news to the oppressed, to bind up the broken-hearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives and release to the prisoners’ (v. 1). The Gospel reading? Luke 10:1–9: ‘The harvest is plentiful, but the laborers are few; therefore ask the Lord of the harvest to send out laborers into his harvest. Go on your way. See, I am sending you out like lambs into the midst of wolves’ (vv. 2–3). At the centre of their wedding prayer were these words referring back and looking ahead: ‘May our marriage covenant allow us to bring about God’s goodness in the world. We are your disciples, sent out in two to bear the good news. Help us to be ministers of reconciliation and to live in community, especially with the poor and the marginalized. Teach us how to feed the hungry, bring sight to the blind, and release to the prisoners’. In their celebration and their married life together, Kathryn and Greg clearly and self-consciously live out of and into a vow that they see to be a liberation to go forward, true to their cry, ‘Thy Kingdom come’, as ‘shining lights of hope’.

Berrigan, Day, Dear, Pope Francis, and Kathryn and Greg did not need to read Karl Barth (or this chapter!) to seek to be the disciples they are or to enlist disciples for prophetic service in the world. Yet it remains the case that multiple dimensions of his perspective on the normative direction of discipleship in public life are concretely embodied in their example and witness. These illustrations lead me to think that pondering, correcting, developing, and improving upon his perspective, inventory, and analysis are fruitful activities for Christian theological ethics.

A Concluding Comparison

In Behaving in Public, Nigel Biggar argues for a ‘third way’ between a robustly theological Christian ethics ‘which is shy of attending too closely to public policy’ and one that robustly engages with public policy but in a manner that is ‘theologically thin and bland’ (Biggar 2011: xvii). Alternatively, he identifies the options as ‘narrativism’ and ‘autonomism’, and then again as ‘theological authoritarianism’ and ‘secularism’. Yet he believes that Barth’s view of public life is well equipped to encourage the preferred middle way; it bears ‘the virtue of openness’ to the world and encourages conversation with it (Biggar 2011: 85). My analysis in the third part of this chapter confirms as much. But in practice, Biggar holds, Barth’s ethical concepts too often ‘hover frustratingly above…complex moral and political problems’, or ‘leap’ haphazardly from theological premise to moral conclusion (Biggar 2011: xvi). Analogously, I argued in the last section that Barth’s rich and promising account of the normative public directions of discipleship stands in need of further attention, correction, and development.

The via media is ‘Barthian Thomism’. It means that, in line with what Biggar finds in Thomas Aquinas, ‘the created order comes logically before its narrative, Christological qualification. What God the Son reveals about the human good can only be a confirmation or development of what God the Father created in the first place’; however, and more in keeping with Barth, the Christological narrative, particularly as it addresses the power of sin and eschatological hope, may change what had mistakenly ‘been understood to be the moral requirements of the principles of the human good lodged in unchanging human nature’ (Biggar 2011: 109). Barth and Aquinas agree, for different reasons, that genuinely reciprocal moral conversations and a measure of consensus between Christians and non-Christians can and will take place. Both also authorize for theological ethics a critical and discriminating ‘annexation’ that at once integrally appropriates and learns from non-theological disciplines and sources. Biggar’s theological suspicion of Thomas’s account of a humanly shared and effective ‘natural reason’ gives his version of the first agreement a more ‘Barthian’ cast. And Biggar’s preference for the extensive way Thomas and Thomists practise what Barth preaches in principle incline him in a different direction (Biggar 2011: 109–10).

Of course, Barth refuses to grant ‘logical’ priority to the created order over the covenant of electing grace in Jesus Christ. The logic, from the vantage of God’s eternal election to be for humanity in Jesus Christ, is in fact reversed. Attendant to the reversal is a rejection of ‘natural theology’ and a related concern about Roman Catholic ‘natural law’ as he understands it (see, for example, CD II/1: 129–78; CD III/4: 528–42; and IV/3: 117–18). Of course, Biggar knows all of this. It is a very interesting question how and why he disagrees with Barth while still in some measure seeing the (partial?) truth in his refusal (Biggar 2011: 109). But I want to move past that question now, and try instead to describe and explain two specific ways in which Biggar’s version of Christian ethics and public life and my ‘Barthian’ version stand in contrast.

First, we can consider what each ‘Barthian’ might find frustrating or worrisome about the other. I noted Biggar’s charge that Barth’s theological concepts ‘hover above’ complex moral and public policy issues. Biggar’s ‘Thomist’ appeal to ‘the moral requirements of the principles of human good lodged in unchanging human nature’ seems to express his wish for a kind of normative precision and rigor regarding the human good that improves upon, say, Barth’s regular but not closely examined talk of human ‘right’, ‘freedom’, ‘joy’, and ‘peace’. Even Barth’s own elaborated statement of creaturely ‘fellow humanity’, while warmly endorsed by Biggar (2011: 84–5), may appear to him still too much to ‘hover’. Along the lines of my reading of him, Barth could see Biggar’s more rigorous and, at least arguably, self-standing view of the human good to be a temptation for Christian ethics that posits an ‘unequivocal human possibility’ immune to the ‘regime of vacillation’. The former might well caution that ‘even the most powerful emphases’ of such a view—‘for example, the emphasis on love as against the impulse of self-preservation…or the emphasis on social interests and obligations as against private ones—all these emphases are still made in the sphere of ambivalence and can never leap out of it, and so they are always open to misunderstanding’ (CL: 181). The Christian thus ‘will have cause for the greatest modesty’, true to the secular sensibility of a witness who at once prays ‘Hallowed be Thy Name’ (CL: 181).

Second, it seems that the primary moral purpose of Biggar’s outlook is to show how Christian ethics may and should contribute to the ‘tense consensus’ regarding temporal human goods and their just arrangement for social life. The moral practice that serves this purpose is above all ‘conversation’ or ‘public deliberation’. Its subject matter is most fundamentally some stable, shared, and circumstantially pertinent understanding of the human good that, on the Christian side, preserves theological integrity. Christians will ‘behave’ in public deliberation with the fittingly but hardly exclusively ‘conversational’ virtues of ‘humility, docility, patience, forbearance, forgiveness—as well as candid truthfulness’ (Biggar 2011: 108). As we have seen, my account of Barth and public life presents its moral purpose in terms of ‘resistance’ to the desecration of God’s name, ‘revolt’ against the ‘lordless powers’ in the name of justice for humanity, and/or making a ‘break’ with a range of worldly attachments and relations. These acts can and may be ‘kingdom-like’—‘with a view to people, in address to people, and with the aim of helping people’ (CL: 266). Now one notable moral practice for Christians that serves this prophetic purpose of critique and aspiration is a kind of representative exemplarity that renders them, as non-conforming witnesses with and for their fellows in the world, a ‘readable text’ accessible to both Christians and non-Christians. Here the virtues in play include courage, humility, hope, mercy, and solidarity.

These contrasts do not necessarily exclude one position in favour of the other. A sharper and more detailed perspective regarding our human good in Jesus Christ need not become static or otherwise a stumbling block for a Christian ethic of public life. Finding agreement about the common good through public deliberation need not and, for that matter must not, foreclose a continuing and concrete prophetic involvement that complements arguing about our human good with a critical, hopeful, and likely distinctive social embodiment of it.
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chapter 35

 Barth and Hermeneutics


David W. Congdon




On 2 May 1962, during his visit to Princeton Theological Seminary, Karl Barth was asked to comment on the recent work in the area of hermeneutics. The names of Rudolf Bultmann, Gerhard Ebeling, Schubert Ogden, and many others were in the air, and students were looking to Barth for an indication of what to expect from this discipline. Barth replied by saying they should do interpretation rather than keep talking about how to interpret:

The theme of hermeneutics has come up, more and more people speak of hermeneutics—every young man in a different way—and I regret that in discussing ‘hermeneutics’ the texts themselves come short, you see? They are discussing the question of language, of translation, of application and so on. I have always preferred to do the thing, to try to explain, to understand texts. And now they are fighting especially in the different schools of the ‘Bultmannitis’, because there are different Bultmann-schools now, and they are fighting on this methodological basis. I can’t like this thing, I’m not involved in it, I look, I see, I read it, but I would prefer they would write commentaries or deliver sermons or write, let us say, a good theology of the New Testament, a better one—yes. Instead of that they are thinking round and round how do we understand instead of trying to understand and then make a jump in the water and look if they are able to swim!

(GA 25: 507, emphasis original)

As Richard Burnett argues, Barth consistently prioritized exegesis over hermeneutics following his turn from liberalism in 1915 (Burnett 2004: 14). Whereas liberal theology since Schleiermacher had been preoccupied with questions of historical criticism and theological method, Barth sought a return to the Word of God. Barth’s admonition to ‘jump in the water and…swim’ demonstrates his fidelity in his final years to the originating insight of dialectical theology—namely, that we are confronted by a divine Subject who interrupts our preoccupation with method and scientific accuracy, and simply demands our obedient response.

Despite the fact that Barth places himself against the blight of ‘Bultmannitis’, Bultmann himself appeals to Barth’s early exegetical work as a central inspiration for his own hermeneutical project. In 1959, three years before Barth’s visit to Princeton, Bultmann listed the second edition of Barth’s Epistle to the Romans as one of the six most influential books upon his scholarly work. Barth’s commentary showed Bultmann ‘that the interpretation of a text presupposes a personal relation to the matter of which the text speaks’ (Bultmann 1959: 125). The participation in the subject matter (die Sache) of the text that Barth advocated over against historical critics who pursued a neutral, objective understanding of the text became the underlying hermeneutical principle of Bultmann’s programme of demythologizing. This apparent paradox disguises an often-overlooked point: Barth’s rejection of liberalism did not have to issue in a rejection of Bultmann’s hermeneutics, as is often alleged. While Burnett and others are right to see a consistent trajectory in Barth’s work, it is also important to recognize that Barth’s criticism of historical criticism—what Eberhard Jüngel calls his ‘hermeneutical metacriticism’ (Jüngel 1982: 88)—was itself a dynamic and fluid position that morphed over time. Understanding the history of Barth’s project thus provides us with the resources for critically assessing his perspective on hermeneutics.

At the heart of Barth’s explicit and implicit hermeneutics is the connection between what we are interpreting (i.e., the subject matter) and how we interpret, and in particular the decisiveness of the former for the latter. Barth twice changed the subject matter: first, from history to eschatology, and second, from eschatology back to history. Each shift involved a corresponding change in his hermeneutics. But if theology always begins again at the beginning, so too does hermeneutics. In this chapter, after reviewing the first two subject matters, I suggest that a third change in the subject matter is necessary as we appropriate Barth’s legacy in the twenty-first century—a move from eschatology and history to apocalyptic.

Changing the Subject: From History to Eschatology

Barth’s turn from liberal to dialectical theology was, from the outset, a hermeneutical decision. This would have been the case even if he had not announced this new direction in his thinking through a biblical commentary on Romans (first edition 1919, GA: 16; second edition 1922, RII) that Hans-Georg Gadamer called ‘a kind of hermeneutical manifesto’ (Gadamer 1986: 391). The hermeneutical significance of this turn stems from the fact that, due in large part to Friedrich Schleiermacher, nineteenth-century liberal theology was inseparable from the historical criticism of the Bible that arose in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Liberal theology, we might say, is simply the form that theology takes when it allows historical criticism to become the criterion for appropriate God-talk. Richard Burnett thus rightly argues that ‘Karl Barth’s attempt to break with liberalism was his attempt to overcome the hermeneutical tradition of Friedrich Schleiermacher’ (Burnett 2004: 4).

The hermeneutical problem with liberal theology is that historical research, insofar as it provides any norms at all for theology, provides norms that are immanent to history. Ernst Troeltsch presented this position most forcefully in his 1922 work, Der Historismus und seine Probleme, where he states: ‘If we no longer recognize the norms for shaping life in church dogma or its offspring, rationalist dogma, then all that remains is history as the source and philosophy of history as the solution’ (Troeltsch 2008: 291). But immanent, historicized norms are unable to regulate belief and action in a way that ensures critical distance from cultural context. The cultural context effectively becomes the norm. Friedrich Gogarten, writing in 1924, observes that Troeltsch’s ‘real norm is…the idea of Europeanism’ (Gogarten 1962: 179). Further, before the issue of normativity became a theological and hermeneutical problem for Barth, it was a political problem. In July 1914, at a meeting of religious-socialist pastors—and Barth, at that time, was a socialist pastor in Safenwil—Barth spoke about the politics of Friedrich Naumann, a German liberal politician with nationalist and imperialist views. Barth’s lecture notes describe Naumann’s political world view: ‘Germanism, belief in the special mission of Germany, in each case: we want power. Hence empire, military, navy, politics of expansion’ (GA 48: 50, emphasis original). Three weeks later war broke out. In September 1914, a group of twenty-nine theologians and church leaders, including Barth’s professors Adolf von Harnack and Wilhelm Herrmann, signed a manifesto asserting that Germany’s cause in the war was holy, because its colonialist activities were a fulfilment of the ‘great commission’ of Matthew 28 (Besier 1984: 40–5; Congdon 2015: 837–43). The next month ninety-three German intellectuals, including Naumann in addition to Harnack and Herrmann, signed the more famous manifesto in support of the war (Besier 1984: 78–83). In the judgement of Barth and Gogarten, liberal theology’s captivity to history—as critically reconstructed by the guild of academic historians—left theologians without the resources for critiquing the ideology of Germanism and Europeanism.

Barth’s rejection of nineteenth-century liberal theology was therefore a quest to recover a genuinely theological norm in order to liberate the gospel from its sociopolitical captivity, and the only way to pursue this quest was to become ‘more critical’ than the historical critics (GA 47: 14; RII: 8, emphasis original). Achieving a critical vantage point required abandoning the ‘philosophy of history’ as the ‘solution’ for shaping modern life. More importantly, it necessitated a new source or subject matter. Barth thus changed the object of theological inquiry from history to eschatology. In Romans I he defines his new Sache or subject matter as ‘the opening of a new aeon, the creation of a world in which God again has control…This is the gospel that we proclaim. This is our subject matter’ (GA 16: 20). Barth went even further in the second edition, removing from the first edition those vestiges of an organic, progressive eschatology that could still lend themselves to ideological manipulation in favour of what Walter Kreck calls the ‘eschatology of the hic et nunc [here and now]’ (Kreck 1961: 40–76). Barth famously writes in Romans II: ‘Christianity that is not completely and utterly eschatology has completely and utterly nothing to do with Christ’ (GA 47: 430; RII: 314, emphasis original). By shifting the object of inquiry, Barth discovered a norm for theology that was ‘wholly other’ than history and as such incapable of being conscripted for the purpose of buttressing a Eurocentric cultural Christianity.

Burnett argues that the new subject matter Barth discovered was God, and there is certainly truth to this. In his 1924 lecture on the new movement of dialectical theology, Bultmann states that ‘the object of theology is God, and the charge against liberal theology is that it has dealt not with God but with human beings’ (Bultmann 1933: 2). Such claims require qualification, however, since liberal theologians intended to deal with God as well, albeit in a historicized way. Barth and the other dialectical theologians presuppose that God-talk only genuinely speaks of God if the God in question forgives sin, and God can only forgive sins if God is not confined to history along with the rest of humanity. God must be ‘wholly other’ than the world, which means that eschatology must be the norm for our God-talk. For this reason, the new subject matter is not just any God but the eschatological God.

Barth held to some version of this subject matter from 1915 to 1936. While Bruce McCormack speaks of a ‘shift from an eschatological to a christological grounding of theology’ in the Göttingen period (McCormack 1995: 327), he later clarifies that, through at least Church Dogmatics I/1, ‘Barth’s center of gravity still lay…in the situation of the human recipient of revelation in the here and now of his/her existence’ (McCormack 2009: 63). Barth locates the centre of gravity in the human recipient because, according to his realized eschatology, the eschaton is an atemporal ‘eternal moment’ in which revelation occurs in ‘the relation of eternity to the existence of the believer’ (Beintker 1987: 53). In other words, even when it becomes Christologically focused, Barth consistently operates during these years under the shadow of a ‘here and now’ eschatology that identifies God’s present-tense event of self-unveiling as the subject matter of theology.

Participating in the Subject Matter: A Hermeneutic of Simultaneity

Within a purely immanent cosmos, our access to the past is only available through those who have come before us, in all their fallibility and cultural limitation. For this reason, Troeltsch claims that historical knowledge is only probable at best, for ‘in the field of history there are only judgments of probability’, never of certainty (Troeltsch 1913: 731). Consequently, theology either has to abandon a transcendent norm, following the path of Troeltsch and liberal theology, or it has to receive this norm through the ostensibly infallible tradition of the church. Either way, revelation is reduced to empirical history, whether the secular history of the academy or the sacred history of apostolic succession. As Barth states in his Göttingen lectures on dogmatics, a Bible that is merely the record of Christianity’s historical origins is unable to ‘bring revelation from the past to the present, or bring us from a revelation-less present back to the past’; instead of normative revelation ‘we simply have something that is historically different’, and taking this approach ‘might lead us straight back to the Roman Catholic doctrine’ (GA 17: 251; cf. GD: 206). This judgement explains in part why Barth viewed Protestant modernism and Roman Catholicism as the twin threats to a theology of the Word of God and even speaks of an ‘inner relationship between the Roman Catholic view and the Modernist view’ (KD I/1: 69; CD I/1: 68). Both posit a continuity between God and the world—whether the ‘pantheism of history of liberal theology’ (Bultmann 1933: 5, emphasis original) or the analogia entis (analogy of being) of Roman Catholicism (KD I/1: viii; CD I/1: xiii)—which means, according to Barth, that neither place the proclamation of Jesus Christ at the centre of the church’s life. Ultimately, both modernism and Roman Catholicism commit an eschatological error: they confuse ‘the person of the present…and the person of eternal glory’ (KD I/1: 65; CD I/1: 64). To use Barth’s earlier language, they violate ‘the boundary of time and eternity’ (GA 20: 3; GD: 319).

By shifting the subject matter from history to eschatology, Barth rejected an epistemology that flattens divine action into creaturely action and thereby confines us either to relative probabilities or to a church that has replaced Christ. Both options abrogate divine freedom. The eschatological God, however, transcends the world and is not bound by creaturely limitations. God is free to encounter the creature when and where God wills to do so. And because ‘God confronts humanity in qualitative and not merely quantitative superiority’ (GA 17: 220; cf. GD: 179, emphasis original), every moment in history is equally distant from, and so equally near to, the eternal. God’s address dissolves the barrier between past and present. Consequently, when we encounter God today, we encounter the same subject matter as the prophets and apostles. The eschatology of the ‘here and now’ corresponds to an epistemology of the ‘here and now’. Knowledge of the subject matter does not depend on peeling back layers of history because the subject matter, as the divine subject, meets us in the present moment—but it meets us in the words of Paul as a messenger of the truth.

In the opening lines of the preface to the first edition of his commentary on Romans, Barth thus differentiates between Paul as a historical person and Paul as the apostle of revelation:

Paul spoke to his contemporaries as a child of his age. But much more important than this truth is the other, that he speaks to all people of all times as a prophet and apostle of the kingdom of God. The differences between then and now, there and here, should be considered. But the goal of this consideration can only be the knowledge that these differences have essentially no meaning.

(GA 16: 3, emphasis original)

Eberhard Jüngel calls this ‘a hermeneutic of simultaneity [Gleichzeitigkeit]’ (Jüngel 1982: 85, emphasis original), in the sense that Paul’s message becomes contemporaneous with the reader of the text. The reader recognizes that ‘our questions are…the questions of Paul, and Paul’s answers must…be our answers’ (GA 16: 3). We could also call this a participatory hermeneutic, since the simultaneity only occurs when the reader does not keep herself at a remove from the text but fully enters into and participates in the subject matter. It is over this issue that Barth criticizes historical criticism, a point that comes out more clearly in the drafts of the preface to his first commentary on Romans. In Draft IA, Barth says that ‘to understand an author means for me mainly to stand with him’; but ‘today’s theology does not stand with the prophets and apostles, does not share a common subject matter with them, but rather stands with modern readers and their prejudices’ (GA 16: 587, emphasis original). Against the modern pursuit of scientific neutrality, Barth argues that ‘whoever in this sense does not constantly “read in” [einlegen], i.e., participate in the subject matter, does not read out [auslegen]’ (GA 16: 587). In Draft II of the preface he adds: ‘For me the decisive presupposition in the exegesis of a text is thus the participation in its subject matter’ (GA 16: 591, emphasis original).

It is important to notice that Barth differentiates between the text and the subject matter. This stands out more clearly in the preface to the second edition, where he writes: ‘I must push forward to the point where I virtually only confront the riddle of the subject matter and no longer merely the riddle of the document as such, where I thus virtually forget that I am not the author, where I have understood him so well that I let him speak in my name and can myself speak in his name’ (GA 47: 14; RII: 8, emphasis original). Participation in an eschatological subject matter involves moving beyond what is given in the text, which is a historical artefact, to the gospel itself—what Barth calls the ‘real gospel’ as opposed to the ‘whole gospel’, meaning the text (GA 47: 20; RII: 12). What remains ambiguous is precisely the nature of this participation. What does it mean to ‘read into’ the text? There are two possibilities here. One possibility is that standing with the author of a text means bringing our questions—the concerns that animate our particular context—to the subject matter, so that the text can illuminate and address the situation in which we stand. In this case the participation is reciprocal: the reader participates in the subject matter, but the subject matter also participates in the reader and her situation. The other possibility is that participation in the subject matter means to encounter an eternal truth so timeless and universal that the particularities of the reader’s context fade entirely from view. The former says that ‘our questions are…the questions of Paul’, while the latter says that ‘Paul’s answers must…be our answers’ (GA 16: 3, emphases added). The former was the path that Bultmann took, while the latter was Barth’s path.

We see evidence of this path already in the drafts of the preface to the first commentary on Romans, where Barth writes: ‘What I call “standing with [the author]” means having the presupposition that what was once true will always be true’ (GA 16: 587). Barth here posits a Platonic idea of eternal truth, where the specific contexts within which one encounters this truth are fundamentally irrelevant to its understanding.

But there is also evidence of the other path in Barth’s writings. In the Göttingen period and beyond, Barth struggled to do greater justice to the particularity of both the event of revelation and the recipient of revelation. We see the fruit of this struggle especially in Die christliche Dogmatik im Entwurf (Christian Dogmatics in Outline) (1927), where he writes that ‘the correlate of truth, of revelation, of the word of God is the human person…[The individual] is the correlate of truth, not humanity, not even Christianity in general…but rather this person, I’ (GA 14: 517–18, emphasis original). He even goes so far as to posit that ‘the hearing human person is included in the concept of the Word of God as is the speaking God. The human is “co-posited” in it…One does not speak of the Word of God, if one does not speak at the same time of its being heard by the human, or still more concretely: of the human who hears it, of the human I’ (GA 14: 148). Hermeneutically, this would mean the individual person addressed by God’s revelation being taken up into the event of interpretation. Barth’s position at this point was virtually indistinguishable from Bultmann’s.

Barth’s stance was thus internally unstable, as he himself realized. By the time of Church Dogmatics he rejects the ‘co-positing’ as a violation of God’s free grace, which always encounters the human person as a concretissimum and never as a ‘general truth’ (KD I/1: 145; CD I/1: 140). Neither an abstract universal truth nor an existentially situated truth satisfied him theologically. While they succeeded in preventing the exploitation of revelation for political ends, they failed, in his view, to orient the task of theology around the particular reality of Jesus Christ. An eschatological subject matter, and the hermeneutic of simultaneity that it entailed, was no longer an option.

Changing the Subject Again: From Eschatology Back to History

Barth changed his subject matter again for a host of reasons we need not rehearse here. Some of the principal stimuli included his dialogue with Erich Przywara, his dispute with Emil Brunner, and his ongoing interactions with Rudolf Bultmann. The ultimate result of these and other engagements was that Barth came to see ‘the elements of truth in the old school’ (HG: 56) and so returned from eschatology back to history—not the general history of the historicists, but the ‘highly special history of God with humanity, the highly special history of humanity with God’, namely, ‘the history of Jesus Christ’ (KD IV/1: 171–2; CD IV/1: 157–8 rev., emphasis original). In Die christliche Dogmatik im Entwurf, where he was operating with an eschatological subject matter, Barth writes that ‘revelation is thus…beyond history’ (GA 14: 311); in Church Dogmatics he argues that ‘this human history, the “earthly life of Jesus”, belongs with the act of God to what is revealed’ (KD IV/2: 37; CD IV/2: 35 rev., emphases original). Revelation not only takes place in history, but a particular history is included in the content of revelation.

Barth’s new subject matter manifests itself in earnest following the revision of his doctrine of election around 1939. He begins Church Dogmatics II/2 by claiming that ‘the voice that reigns in the church as the source and norm of all truth’ is ‘the voice of Jesus Christ’—indeed, the name of Jesus Christ ‘disclosed itself to us at every turn as the object, as the subject matter, with which we had to deal’ (KD II/2: 2; CD II/2: 4 rev., emphasis original). Without the man Jesus of Nazareth—and not merely God the Son—sitting at the right hand of the Father, ‘God would not be God…God without this man and without this people would be a different, alien God’ (KD II/2: 6; CD II/2: 7 rev.). Barth grounds this claim dogmatically in his doctrine of election, according to which Jesus Christ, in his divine–human unity, is both the subject and object of election. Against the Reformed doctrine of predestination, which has the character of a static divine decree in the eternal past, Barth argues that God’s decree is a living decision that is ‘completed but not finished’, that is not only past but also present and future (KD II/2: 201; CD II/2: 183 rev., emphasis original). God’s electing work in Jesus Christ is ‘event, history, encounter, and decision’ (KD II/2: 206; CD II/2: 187 rev.). The divine decree of election is an ‘eternal occurrence’ that takes place precisely as ‘concrete history’ (KD II/2: 202; CD II/2: 184 rev., emphasis original). Barth reiterates this point to make sure his meaning is clear: ‘the beginning of all things with God is itself history, encounter, and decision…The history, encounter, and decision between God and the human person was in the beginning with God’ (KD II/2: 203; CD II/2: 185 rev.). According to Barth, God’s ‘deity encloses humanity in itself’ (HG: 50, emphasis original). We can only describe this as a historicizing of God—not in the mythological sense of reducing God to history but in the theological sense of God eternally uniting Godself to history in a free act of self-determination.

In an important small-print section at the end of §33 of Church Dogmatics II/2, Barth contrasts his new doctrine of election with the position presented by his brother, Peter, at the International Calvin Congress in 1936. He describes Peter Barth’s position as the ‘actualistic’ or ‘present’ (aktuell) understanding of election, but he could also have called it the ‘eschatological’ understanding, since it is the very position he advocated in his earlier works (KD II/2: 205–7; CD II/2: 187–8). On this view, election occurs anew in every moment, simultaneously with a person’s decision of faith. Barth rejects this view as being ‘purely formal’, lacking in definite content (KD II/2: 209; CD II/2: 190). An actualistic election ends up being either arbitrary or conditional upon the human person. It is unable to offer a word of genuine hope and grace to the sinner. In accordance with the Christocentric norm set out earlier, the will of God is truly known ‘only in the work of God’, namely, ‘in the person and work of Jesus Christ’ (KD II/2: 210; CD II/2: 191 rev.). But if this work is to be God’s definitive ‘Yes’ to humanity, then it has to be fixed and unchangeable. For this reason Barth writes that election ‘occurred before all time in the bosom of God…The election of Jesus Christ is unchanged and unchangeable history’ (KD II/2: 210; CD II/2: 191 rev., emphases original). Barth’s shift from eschatology back to history is thus at the same time a shift from eschatology to protology. The history that defines the Sache of theology is a protologically grounded history that stands not only in time but also before all time.

In this way Barth solves the dilemma posed by his previous subject matter, since revelation is now neither a timeless general truth nor is it an existential truth in the present moment. The revelation that demands our interpretation is a truth located in concrete history that is nevertheless eternal and universal. It is the revelation of the crucified one, which ‘occurs not merely in some invisible, suprahistorical, heavenly realm, but rather in a visible, historical, earthly realm—and is thus as human, worldly, immanent, and objective as the death of Jesus’ (RB: 33; RBE: 110). Barth attempted to make the subject matter objective without making it objectifiable.

Participating in the Subject Matter: A Hermeneutic of Description

Around the same time Barth was changing his subject matter, Bultmann was developing his programme of demythologizing, at the heart of which was a version of the hermeneutic of simultaneity: the reader encounters the text as a historically and culturally alien message, and understanding occurs in the act of translating the message from its foreign conceptuality (or world-picture) into the conceptuality of the reader’s context. Bultmann operates with the history–eschatology dialectic of the early Barth, and thus a change in the context and conceptuality does not fundamentally affect the eschatological message. But one only accesses the content through the process of historical translation; there has to be a simultaneous, mutual participation of the reader in the Sache and the Sache in the context of the reader (Congdon 2015: 759–64).

It is no accident that talk of history becomes most prominent in the volume of Church Dogmatics that begins with Barth admitting: ‘I have found myself throughout in an intensive, although for the most part quiet, conversation with Rudolf Bultmann’ (KD IV/1: i; CD IV/1: ix rev.). The year before the publication of Church Dogmatics IV/1, Barth commented at length on Bultmann’s theology in Rudolf Bultmann: Ein Versuch, ihn zu verstehen (Rudolf Bultmann: An Attempt to Understand Him). In this essay, which is the clearest expression of his later hermeneutics, Barth rejects simultaneity in favour of a distinction between the primary task of understanding and the secondary task of translation, and he does so on the grounds that the subject matter stands objectively before our eyes in its historical otherness:

Does not what was said in the New Testament (in its historical form)—or rather the one who encounters me in it—stand before us gigantically in almost every verse, calling for an ever new inquiry into it, and is it not true that in the task of understanding and interpreting these texts our first and primary concern must be with what was said as such…and then in the course of this struggle over the subject matter one will also do the necessary work of translation and somewhere confront contemporary human beings? Is not this work of translation a secondary task that the reader and interpreter can only do well in relation to the primary task?

(RB: 8; RBE 87–8, emphases original)

In contrast to the early period of the Romans commentaries, in which Barth claims that understanding the suprahistorical subject matter collapses the distance between past and present, the later Barth argues that ‘the message of these texts must first be understood in unity with its original historical form’ and only afterwards ‘can it be translated into other forms’ (RB: 7; RBE: 87). Within the Bultmann school, he claims, translation is ‘inappropriately passed off as the basic problem of exegesis and, if possible, also of dogmatics’, whereas it has its proper place in the field of ‘practical theology’ (ET: 182). This means that, for Barth, we are to ‘learn the subject matter from exegesis and dogmatics and discern the form from the psychology, sociology, and linguistics that is most appropriate at a particular time’, but the process of interpretation ‘always takes the direction from the first to the second (and thus never the reverse)’ (ET: 183 rev., emphasis original). While Krister Stendahl argues for a two-stage process in which biblical theology says what a text ‘meant’ and dogmatic theology says what a text ‘means’ (Stendahl 1962), Barth argues that exegesis and dogmatics tell us what a text objectively ‘meant’, while practical theologians—those concerned with the ‘problem of language’ (ET: 182, emphasis original)—focus on what it ‘means’ for people today.

What makes Barth’s two-stage interpretative method possible is his conviction in these later writings that the subject matter of the biblical text stands plainly and objectively before the reader, calling for our attention and obedience. Barth’s return to history was not a return to the empirical history of the historians but to the theological or narratival history of biblical saga (Sage)—what he calls ‘unhistorical’ history (KD III/1: 88; CD III/1: 81 rev.)—and this history meets us in the text. We participate in this historical subject matter not by pressing beyond the text but by entering into the Bible’s ‘spirit, content, and scope [Geist, Inhalt, und Skopus]’ (RB: 31; RBE: 108). Practically speaking, the subject matter is identical with the unhistorical history that we encounter in the text. Theological history, according to Barth, has to be understood ‘in its older, naïve significance’, which disregards the distinction between what can be ‘historically proved’ and what has the ‘character of saga’ or is even ‘consciously constructed or “invented”’ (KD IV/2: 541; CD IV/2: 478–9 rev.). In order to grasp their ‘kerygmatic’ character, ‘one must read these histories still or again naively in their unity and totality’ (KD IV/2: 541; CD IV/2: 479 rev., emphasis original). History in both testaments of the biblical text has a ‘synthetic’ element, in which ‘present and past are not wholly but almost fused into one’ (KD IV/2: 541; CD IV/2: 479 rev.). Past and present (almost!) become one in the text itself, at least when read with a ‘tested, critical naivety’ (KD IV/2: 542; CD IV/2: 479). Hans Frei is close to the truth when he writes of the later Barth that he aimed ‘to be a direct reader of the text, and not of some hypothetical subject matter behind the text’ (Frei 2015: 59, emphasis original).

The later Barth advocates what we might call a hermeneutic of naive description. The exegete only needs to describe the subject matter that one encounters directly and ‘gigantically’ in Scripture. The Bible, Barth writes in 1947, presents us with ‘a picture’, and interpretation takes place when the exegete ‘thinks what the biblical witnesses thought after them’ and produces an ‘independent repetition of the picture presented by their words’ (SK: 10). The simplicity of this approach is certainly attractive. But the need to distance himself from Bultmann seems to have led Barth (once again) into an impossible position. By separating the subject matter from translation Barth fails to recognize that translation is already involved in the very act of articulating the subject matter; it is not an act of subsequent application but necessarily internal to every instance of exegesis. In his attempt to stave off the threat of an existentialist interpretation that, in his mind, allows contemporary culture to define the gospel, he therefore ends up with the opposite problem of conflating the subject matter with the ancient contexts and linguistic forms of the prophets and apostles. Barth still speaks of the Bible as a ‘witness’, but the actualism once associated with this word is muted in his later writings. In 1962, for instance, he claims he has ‘always stressed and emphasized the objective character of the inspiration of Scripture’, such that ‘the Biblical word is in its objective character an event’ that bears immediately ‘upon the existence of all [people]’ (GA 25: 472–3). As Barth shifts from an actualistic revelation in Church Dogmatics I to an actualistic Christology in Church Dogmatics IV, Scripture becomes a more direct and reliable testimony to Christ in order to fend off critics such as Bultmann. While Scripture is ontologically distinct from Christ, it is hermeneutically identical, inasmuch as Barth refuses to separate the subject matter from the textual narrative of Christ’s history. Translation is unnecessary if the biblical text is transparent to Jesus Christ. Here we find the grain of truth in Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s famous charge of a ‘positivism of revelation’ (Bonhoeffer 1998: 404). Barth’s later hermeneutical statements come within a hair’s breadth of treating the biblical language as an ‘unimpeachable given’ that one either has to take or leave (McCormack 2008: 133). The question, then, is whether there is a way to do justice to the historical character of the subject matter while retaining the eschatological nongivenness of the early Barth. I suggest there is, and the answer lies in apocalyptic.

Towards a New Subject: From History to Apocalyptic

The turn to apocalyptic in the twentieth century had its origins in the work of Johannes Weiss and Albert Schweitzer, but they recovered apocalyptic only to dismiss it as obsolete. It was Ernst Käsemann, writing in the 1960s, who took apocalyptic seriously as ‘the mother of all Christian theology’ (Käsemann 1960: 180). Barth was sceptical about Käsemann’s work, from what little he knew of it, since he took it to be a reduction of the New Testament to an ‘apocalyptic subject matter [Apokalyptik-Sache]’ (GA 41: 255). But apocalyptic theology—especially the version developed after Käsemann by, amongst others, J. Louis Martyn, Christopher Morse, Beverly Gaventa, and Douglas Campbell—offers a potential synthesis of the early and later Barth. In agreement with the later Barth it identifies the historical event of Jesus Christ as the subject matter of the New Testament; but in agreement with the early Barth it understands this event as an eschatological invasion and disruption of the world. Without wading into the ongoing dispute in biblical studies over apocalyptic, a sketch of some of its central claims, with special reference to the work of Martyn, will demonstrate the possibilities resident in apocalyptic for developing Barth’s thought in constructive new directions.

The apocalyptic that interests Käsemann and his followers is not the literary genre that includes texts like Daniel, 4 Ezra, 2 Baruch, and Revelation; instead, apocalyptic for them refers to a particular understanding of the Christ-event as the event that marks the end of the old age and the inauguration of the new. The Greek term apokalypsis, for which ‘revelation’ is an ‘inadequate translation’, is not the ‘unveiling’ of eternal truth but rather the ‘invasion of Christ’ on the scene—the coming of Christ is ‘the cosmic conflict’ (Martyn 1997b: 282, emphasis original). God has invaded the ‘present evil age’ (Galatians 1:4) by sending Christ and his Spirit in opposition to the powers that enslave the world (Martyn 1997a: 99). The ‘present time’ is now the moment of ‘God’s apocalyptic war of liberation…whose outcome is not in question’ (Martyn 1997b: 283). As with all apocalyptic scenarios, ‘the world is not neutral ground; it is a battlefield, and everyone is a combatant’ (Käsemann 1971: 23). The difference in ‘Paul’s christological apocalyptic’ is that Christ has already decided the outcome (Martyn 1997a: 99). In a Pauline correction of Käsemann’s overemphasis on the ‘imminent Parousia’ (Käsemann 1969: 114), Martyn defines the apocalypse in terms of the conflict between ‘two different worlds…[Paul] speaks of an old world, from which he has been painfully separated, by Christ’s death, by the death of that world, and by his own death. And he speaks of a new world, which he grasps under the arresting expression, new creation’ (Martyn 1997b: 114). Apocalyptic theology, at least in the form developed by Martyn, is thus essentially a theology of the cross, for ‘the crucifixion of Jesus Christ is itself the apocalypse, after which nothing can be the same’ (Martyn 1997b: 285).

The apocalyptic subject matter turns out to be simultaneously eschatological and historical. Like Jewish apocalypticism, early Christian apocalyptic is oriented towards the end of history and the coming of the new creation. It therefore frames things in terms of ‘oppositional pairs’: old cosmos and new creation, sin and Spirit, God and anti-God powers (Martyn 2000: 258). Within this cosmic conflict, God comes on the scene from beyond. The apocalyptic revelation of Christ is an ‘invasive movement’ of liberation and deliverance (Martyn 2000: 254). The gospel, in this sense, is an apocalyptic event that happens ever anew; it always comes ‘from God’ and does not become the word of human beings, namely, tradition (Martyn 1997a: 150, emphasis original). Instead, ‘the gospel was and is God’s immediate word—the word God himself speaks in the present moment—and this fact guards the gospel from ever becoming in its heart a tradition. At stake, one might say, is the matter of the gospel’s permanent origin’ (Martyn 1997a: 151, emphasis original). At the same time, God truly comes on the scene from beyond. The apocalyptic God does not encounter human beings the way a tangent touches a circle, as in the early Barth. The eschatological dualism within Pauline apocalyptic is not an infinite distinction between time and eternity ‘as though the New Creation were statically existent up there, and the Old Age statically existent down here’ (Martyn 1997b: 282, emphases original). Apocalyptic is concerned not with metaphysical otherness in the abstract but with the cross of Jesus as a physical, historical occurrence: ‘it is the real death that was carried out with literal nails on a literal piece of wood’ (Martyn 1997a: 277). It naturally follows that ‘grace relates us more deeply to the earthly because it thrusts the community as a whole and each of its members beneath the cross where extreme assault and victory coincide’ (Käsemann 1980: 232).

Unlike the later Barth, however, Martyn does not stabilize this historical event in protology, nor does he think it can be read naively off the text. It remains eschatological in its historicity. Martyn thus situates apocalyptic beyond the binary opposition between ‘other-worldliness’ (which corresponds to eschatology) and ‘this-worldliness’ (which corresponds to history): while each side has scriptural warrant, each ultimately misses the dynamic, invasive event at the heart of the gospel, which is simultaneously eschatological and historical (Martyn 1997b: 280–2). By transcending this divide, Martyn bears witness to a theological norm that remains non-given within the given contingencies of history and so precludes objectification. To participate in this subject matter is to have an ‘epistemological crisis’ that transforms one’s interpretation of the world (Martyn 1997b: 284).

Participating in the Subject Matter: A Bifocal Hermeneutic

If the gospel as apocalyptic event is neither otherworldly nor this-worldly but both at the same time, then the one who participates in this apocalypse ‘now sees bifocally’, that is, she sees ‘both the evil age and the new creation simultaneously’ (Martyn 1997a: 104). This ‘bifocal, simultaneous vision’ is an ever new gift of faith for those who participate in Christ’s crucifixion, establishing ‘a radically new perception of God’ and ‘a radically new perception of time’, since it sees the present in light of both the past and the future (Martyn 1997a: 104). Just as faith sees the crucifixion of Jesus as the decisive victory of God over the powers of evil, so too the bifocal vision of apocalyptic interprets the present historical moment as the scene of God’s liberating inbreaking. Martyn uses the example of the civil rights movement in the United States to illustrate his point. The unifocal vision of the old age only sees a group of people mobilizing in the streets for justice. The bifocal vision of faith recognizes ‘that the real struggle in Birmingham is a struggle in God’s apocalyptic war’ (Martyn 1997b: 285).

A bifocal hermeneutic thus involves what we might call an apocalyptic simultaneity. The eschatological simultaneity of the early Barth renders a person’s historical context irrelevant, since the unveiling of the eternal is the same everywhere for everyone. The turn to history in the later Barth entails a kind of textual simultaneity, in which the subject matter presents itself ‘gigantically’ and immediately to the reader. An apocalyptic simultaneity, however, neither retreats to an ahistorical revelation nor focuses on a past revelation that is already complete; it neither circumvents the historical particularity of the crucified Christ nor ignores the particularities of those crucified with Christ by faith. A bifocal hermeneutic sees the eschatological reign of God in the contingencies of the present situation without reducing the one to the other. The gospel is ‘not a view from everywhere’ but instead ‘quite specifically the epistemology kata stauron, the view that perceives everything “according to the cross”’ (Martyn 2000: 260 n. 39). Because the subject matter is an event of divine action and not of human tradition, it is never directly available in the text. Martyn finds in Galatians a contrast between the false teachers, who model ‘Law-observant exegesis of the scriptures’, and Paul, who ‘speaks of something that happens to human beings’ when the Spirit of Christ ‘invade[s] their hearts’ (Martyn 1997a: 284). The text points us to the battlefield and orients our vision. It does no more but also no less than this. For this reason, translation is essential to interpretation, not because we are engaged in a benign task of exegetical understanding but because we have been enlisted in the struggle against sin and death and we find ourselves and our context caught up in the liberative invasion of God.

In 1934, Barth gave a lecture on revelation in Paris that was decidedly apocalyptic in tone. In it he describes revelation as the attack of God upon the prophets and apostles:

On the battlefield (namely, not in a study, nor on a stage but on the battlefield of human life) it has happened (it has indubitably and irrevocably happened with the complete, once-for-all singularity and with the whole gravity of a factual event) that the enemy (the enemy, the other one, not man himself but his opponent, an adversary who is determined to engage man) with overwhelming superiority…has gone into action…This event is God’s revelation. (GIA: 4, emphasis original)

Barth goes on to state that the report from the frontlines of this battle is Holy Scripture, and that this report calls for reinforcements—namely, the church. There are certainly similarities with the apocalyptic perspective, but just as many differences. For instance, the divine attack in apocalyptic is against the anti-God powers that enslave the world. It is not an attack of revelation but of liberation. And these human beings are liberated in order to participate ‘in the front trenches of the Spirit’s war against the Flesh’ (Martyn 1997a: 483). The front lines are thus not in the distant past of the original apostles; they are rather in our neighbourhoods, our streets, our homes. The only way to interpret Scripture according to its subject matter is to hear it as a summons to action in the here and now. The result would be a hermeneutics of theological content criticism (Sachkritik), determined not by the content of tradition, whether canonical or confessional, but by the apocalyptic inbreaking of the crucified one.

Conclusion

Barth was always reluctant to focus overmuch on hermeneutical and methodological issues. As he said in 1964, ‘it has been characteristic of my style that I have constantly tried to think in relation to particular texts’ (GA 28: 123). He was far more interested in actually exegeting Scripture than in reflecting on how to exegete it. What is nevertheless clear is that Barth does not have a single hermeneutic. While one can accurately describe Barth as advocating a kind of ‘theological interpretation of Scripture’—broadly defined as ‘refusing any two-stage views of past versus present, or of what the text “meant” versus what it “means”’ (Treier 2008: 17)—his writings indicate at least two different versions of theological interpretation and point in the direction of a third. The first version unites past and present in the eternal moment of the reader’s faith; the second version unites past and present in the text as a direct testimony to the history of Jesus Christ; and the third unites past and present in the apocalyptic event of the cross that stands beyond both text and reader but is constantly invading the world in ways that illuminate our present situation as the scene of God’s liberating victory over sin and death. We should therefore be cautious about aligning Barth too closely with any particular theological or hermeneutical programme. Barth will best aid us in our hermeneutical endeavours when we allow him to serve his stated aim—namely, to point us to the subject matter of the gospel of Jesus Christ.
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chapter 36

 Barth and Preaching


Angela Dienhart Hancock




If asked to produce a quotation from Karl Barth, the average pastor or seminary student would likely come up with something about preachers preparing their sermons ‘with the Bible in one hand and the newspaper in the other’. There is an irony to the familiarity of this saying—long attributed to Barth—especially when one considers the reception of Barth’s theology in relation to scholarly conversation about the theory and practice of preaching in the United States. No one doubts that Barth thinks the Bible is indispensable when it comes to the task of proclamation. But the newspaper? For many the inclusion of the human world conjured up by the term ‘newspaper’ does not sound like something Barth would encourage.

Neo-orthodox readings of Barth’s theology often feature the critique that he emphasizes the divine at the expense of the human, and that this imbalance has practical consequences. ‘Kerygmatic’ theologians like Barth, Paul Tillich once observed, encourage the preacher to throw the sermon at the situation ‘like a stone’ (Tillich 1951: 7). For contemporary practical theologians who inherited this neo-orthodox reading, Barth’s relentless attention to the sovereignty of God and what has been described as his ‘biblicism’ render his theology problematic in relation to the theory and practice of preaching. This assessment may account for the relative dearth of secondary works on Barth and preaching in English: David Buttrick once argued that American preachers beat a hasty retreat from engagement with the world in the twentieth century because of Barth’s influence, their pulpits ‘politely silent’ in response to the cultural status quo (Buttrick 1994: 2). Indeed, in some ways, Buttrick claimed, Barth ‘all but destroyed preaching in the name of the Bible’ (Buttrick 1994: 8). This negative assessment persists in some contemporary homiletical textbooks in milder forms as well. Barth is so focused on exegesis of the biblical text that he eschews the wisdom borne of the cognate discipline that has long informed the practice of preaching, namely, the discipline of rhetoric (Long 1993: 177). Or again, Barth is so insistent that proclamation is bound to the witness of the Old and New Testaments that he overlooks the importance of naming contemporary examples of God’s grace at work in the world, of speaking in ways that are relevant to people here and now (Hilkert 1997: 103). Barth has the Bible in one hand, absolutely, such practical theologians confirm, but the newspaper and its human fingerprints are—lamentably—nowhere to be found.

But not everyone thinks this perceived lopsidedness of Barth’s theology has negative practical consequences. There are other interpreters of Barth who agree that he privileges the biblical text, but are not as concerned about the relative absence of the newspaper (and all it signifies) when it comes to the practice of preaching. Some theologians associated with the loosely structured and diverse movement known as post-liberalism argue that efforts to translate the gospel into terms the culture could understand has reduced proclamation to dispensing therapeutic advice, encouraging tepid forms of social and political activism, teaching self-help strategies, and/or serving as a resource for personal spiritual quests. As Stanley Hauerwas explains, ‘Christians in modernity thought their task was to make the Gospel intelligible to the world rather than to help the world understand why it could not be intelligible without the Gospel…We accepted the politics of translation believing that neither we nor our non-Christian and half-Christian neighbours could be expected to submit to the discipline of Christian speech’ (Hauerwas 1995: 46). In order to resist the ideologies and idolatries of our age, then, Christian communities ought to engage in practices that form and preserve the distinctiveness of Christian identity—practices that teach the ‘peculiar’ grammar of the faith, including the practice of preaching. Pulpit rhetoric, accordingly, takes on new significance as a primary way that congregations absorb and learn to use the distinctive grammar of Christianity, and some have explored the practical implications of this function, including William H. Willimon in Peculiar Speech: Preaching to the Baptized (1992) and Walter Brueggemann in Finally Comes the Poet: Daring Speech for Proclamation (1989). In contrast to putatively ‘liberal’ efforts to translate talk about God into the language and categories of the surrounding culture, such post-liberals favour a return to the rhetoric, images, and/or narrative logic of the Old and New Testaments. Since from this perspective preachers rightly approach their task with the Bible in both hands, a Barth who advocates the same may be embraced as an exemplar rather than as a problem.

In both perspectives described above, what characterizes Barth’s theology in relation to the nature and practice of proclamation is its constraint. Both ‘neo-orthodox’ and ‘post-liberal’ interpretations emphasize the limits borne of Barth’s affirmation of the transcendence, the freedom, the Godness of God, the privilege Barth accords the witness of Scripture in relation to other human words, and Barth’s understanding of the commission of the preacher—to witness to God’s revelation, and nothing else. This chapter suggests a new way forward. It argues that, granting Barth’s affirmation of certain homiletical limits, the implications of Barth’s theology for the task of proclamation are best understood under the category of freedom. In this, as in many dimensions of Barth’s theology, the ‘yes’ proves to be bigger than the ‘no’. Indeed, the limits that follow from Barth’s emphasis on the eventful, miraculous nature of God’s self-revelation provide the necessary ground for human beings to participate in the prophetic work of Jesus Christ here and now, in playful, creative, joyful, intelligent, grateful, energetic witness (CD IV/3: 8). The freedom of the preacher of the gospel is not, for Barth, freedom from all constraint but a freedom for cooperation in the mission of the eloquent and radiant God.

This chapter is structured as follows. The first section offers an overview of Barth’s homiletical theology with attention to the constraints it places on the practice of proclamation, beginning with an account of the theological commitments that shape Barth’s understanding of the task of preaching. It then proceeds to describe Barth’s conception of the nature and content of Christian proclamation and the ‘theoanthropology’ (ET: 9) that shapes his thinking regarding the human beings involved in the preaching event. The second section explores how the constraints inherent in Barth’s theology function in a liberative way in relation to three issues long-debated in homiletical circles: first, the nature of human language in proclamation, including Barth’s appraisal of claims regarding the existence of a ‘Christian’ language; second, the role of the discipline of rhetoric in shaping homiletical theory; and third, an assessment of the contribution of Barth’s thought to the practice of what has been called ‘illustration’ in sermons, that is, the homiletical impulse to name God’s grace in relation to concrete human situations here and now. The chapter concludes with a return to the preacher–Bible–newspaper triad, assessing its enduring value as a depiction of the relationship between constraint and freedom for those who think and preach after Barth.

Barth’s Theology of Proclamation

As a young pastor in Switzerland, Barth found the responsibility of preaching each Sunday particularly daunting. The root of his struggle was not rhetorical, but theological. As evidenced in both editions of his commentary on Romans, Barth perceived that a vast distance yawned between the God who is God and the created world—a distance that no human effort could traverse. This being the case, how could a human being ever truly speak of God? Preaching, then, was not a difficult task, but an impossible one (WGT: 177). Barth returned to the dilemma of the preacher—commanded to speak of God but utterly unable to do so—in a number of addresses, lectures, and writings in the 1920s and 1930s, and it never completely disappears from his writing (for example, GD: 23–86, WGT: 102–39 and 174–98, H, HG: 37–65). Barth also continued to preach for the rest of his life in local churches and university chapels and, in his later years, the Basel prison. The preacher’s plight is for Barth paradigmatic of the situation faced by any who claim to talk about God, systematic theologians included. But while Barth remains convinced of the impossibility of preaching when viewed as a human activity, his writings over the years consider the ways in which the seemingly hopeless situation of the preacher is illuminated, transposed, and transformed in light of God’s self-disclosure in Jesus Christ. Barth considers the task of preaching in relation to a number of theological loci, but for our purposes, we will begin with a brief discussion of the Trinitarian vision that constitutes the ‘deep background’ of Barth’s thinking about preaching. We will then focus particularly on the Christological dimensions of the two most significant loci related to proclamation in Church Dogmatics: the doctrine of the Word of God and the doctrine of reconciliation. With this background in view, we consider Barth’s understanding of the content and purpose of proclamation and the identity of the human beings who participate in the preaching and hearing of the Word.

An Eloquent God

Barth’s conviction that the Wholly Other God can and does miraculously reach across Lessing’s ‘ugly ditch’ (Lessing 2005: 87) and speak in such a way that human beings can hear is grounded in his understanding of the nature of the triune life itself. God is communicative, disclosive, and loquacious in the context of God’s own self, whether humans perceive it or not. This self-interpretative activity is ‘essential and proper’ to God from all eternity (CD I/1: 311; CD IV/3: 80). ‘The true and living God is eloquent and radiant’ (CD IV/3: 79), Barth argues, not merely in relation to creation and history, but in the eternity of the triune conversation. Because of this grounding, Barth sometimes describes what happens in the event of revelation as a person being taken up, carried across the chasm, enabled to participate in God’s self-knowing, albeit temporarily. The knowledge of God that results never becomes a possession that human beings can seize and subsequently wield, but only occurs as a miraculous event in which a human being finds herself seized and summoned to faith and obedience. Both in his early exposition of the Word of God in the first volume of Church Dogmatics and in his later reconsideration of revelation in the context of the doctrine of reconciliation, this de-centring of human knowers remains a constant: God is God, knowledge of God can only result from God’s free decision to reveal Godself, and people can only receive this revelation with empty hands each time, new every morning. ‘Revelation’ thus far appears to be an abstraction, as does Barth’s description of the content of God’s self-disclosure: the Word of God. But it does not remain an empty set.

The Word of God

Barth approaches the question of the content of revelation with caution, given his conviction that God’s self-communication eludes human attempts to capture and domesticate it. What he does say is this: Whatever God discloses will be the Word of the one who creates, reconciles, and redeems humanity (CD I/1: 143). More specifically, this Word is simply and profoundly Jesus Christ himself, God with humanity, in the particular history of the Word begotten, incarnate, alive, dead, risen, present, and coming again. Jesus Christ is God’s speech, the event of God’s decision towards human beings, all of whom are the enemies of God (CD I/1: 409). The prophets and apostles are empowered to become witnesses to this living Word, and when by God’s intervention they take up this role, their witness becomes the Word of God as well. Barth’s embrace of the claim of the Second Helvetic Confession (CD I/1: 52)—that preaching the Word of God is the Word of God—leads him a step further. People continue to be empowered to be witnesses to the witness of the prophets and apostles, and when by God’s intervention they become witnesses, that too is the Word of God. This doctrine is known as the ‘threefold form of the Word of God’, and Barth’s treatment of the relationship between these three forms of the Word of God yields at least two results.

First, the identification of Jesus Christ as the Word of God relativizes all human speaking about God, including the writings of the Old and New Testaments. Human words are always feeble, broken, fragile, impotent, inescapably profane, and hopelessly inadequate for the task of speaking of God in and of themselves. If they are to be revelation, they can only become so. Even in the event of revelation the Word remains mysterious, veiled, and indirect—a holiness hidden in secularity (CD I/1: 165). What is undermined in this qualification is any notion of Scripture as an ‘oracle’ or ‘paper pope’, as well as any grounds for confident contemporary prophets to assert the divinity of their pronouncements (GD: 217).

Second, in the realm of human witness, Barth’s ordering of the threefold Word privileges the testimony of the prophets and apostles in their proximity to the objective history of Jesus Christ. As a concrete artefact of past listening to, and pointing towards, God’s self-revealing, Scripture has a ‘unique dignity’, and as such it functions as a norm for all subsequent witness to this Word, including that of preaching (CD IV/3: 16). As later witnesses seek to testify to the hope that is in them, they are bound to listen for a Word from the Lord in concert with these particular others—the prophets and apostles—in the expectation and with the prayer that God will make the voices which speak in Scripture faithful witnesses again.

Reconciliation

In many discussions of Barth and the practice of preaching, it is common to find robust engagement with Barth’s exegesis of the threefold Word of God as it is found in the first volume of Church Dogmatics. Much less likely to make an appearance is Barth’s later return to the question of the ‘why’ and ‘how’ of human speech about God in the context of the doctrine of reconciliation in Church Dogmatics IV. Here, too, Barth’s exposition has a Trinitarian heartbeat: God is communicative from all eternity, and properly so; God discloses and imparts Godself internally and eternally and then, and on that basis, externally to human beings in the unfolding of their election over time (CD IV/3: 79–80). Thus the doctrine of reconciliation remains grounded in the vision of an eloquent triune life.

There are differences between the two treatments, however. In his early treatment of revelation and the threefold nature of the Word, Barth’s focus is primarily on Jesus Christ as the Word that God speaks. Jesus Christ in his history is God’s sermon, if you will—a sermon that the Spirit welcomes from within human consciousness. In this rendering, the Father is Revealer, the Son is revelation, and the Spirit is revealedness (CD I/1: 295).

But when Barth turns his attention once again to the question of revelation, this time in the context of the doctrine of reconciliation, a different dynamic takes centre stage. In the wake of Barth’s reimagining of the doctrine of election and his increasing focus on the activity of the risen Christ, Jesus Christ is not just the content of God’s proclamation but now also a proclaimer in his own right. This is by no means a rejection of the earlier emphasis; rather the prior emphasis is now taken up into the wide-angled lens of the covenantal history that is reconciliation. Additional dimensions of Christ’s activity, accordingly, come more fully into view, and another ‘threefold’ structure animates the discussion as Barth retrieves the trope of the munus triplex Christi (the threefold office of Christ) to describe Jesus Christ as priest, king, and prophet—the third office having particular importance with respect to the practice of preaching. Barth’s central affirmation is this: Jesus Christ speaks an unequivocal Word of grace, not just in the objectivity of his history, not just in the past, but also in the present (CD IV/3: 230). Jesus Christ does not will to do this work alone, without human beings. Instead he ‘wills to give us time and space’ for participation in the history of his prophetic activity, making common cause with us (CD IV/3: 332 and 542). We are not mere ‘hearers and spectators’ of the eloquence and radiance of the prophecy of Christ, left to ourselves and ‘ordained for pure passivity’ (CD IV/3: 542); we are called to cooperate in Christ’s prophetic work, with our speech-acts functioning as signs that accompany and confirm the self-disclosure of God (CD IV/3: 608). We ourselves do not ‘cause the Gospel so to shine that it must enlighten the world’ or empower people to ‘grasp and appropriate the kingdom of God and therefore their reconciliation’, but we are enabled to cooperate with God in this divine ministry (CD IV/3: 629).

Echoing the Divine ‘Yes’

Barth considers the task of proclamation to be the vocation of both the Christian community as a whole and each individual Christian. Barth’s favourite shorthand for this vocation is probably ‘witness’, although there are other contenders. He describes the dynamic of Christian witness variously as heralding, declaration, address, explication, and application. In this broad sense, the Christian community’s witness can and should take many forms, verbal and non-verbal, direct and indirect. It can be a matter of diligent activity or an intentional inactivity (CD IV/3: 845). Above all, Barth places a premium on the perspicacity of the community’s proclamation, for whatever form this witness takes it always involves making the gospel clear and intelligible to particular people at a particular time and place (CD IV/3: 846). As such, its witness is thoroughly contextual, an affirmation with surprising affinity to the concerns of theologians like Paul Tillich and Rudolf Bultmann. Because Barth insists that the witness of the community never becomes a possession that it then markets or packages according to its own agenda, everyone who is called to be a witness will also always be a listener, a person with empty hands who needs to hear the Word of God new every morning. Barth writes: ‘The same Word which the community has to attest to the world will and must be continually heard afresh by it to its own constant gathering, upbuilding and sending’ (CD IV/3: 832). It is in this capacity that the practice of preaching plays a distinctive role within the broader categories of proclamation and witness.

Barth’s conviction that preaching functions to gather, upbuild, and send the Christian community has implications for the content and function of sermons. For Barth, faithful proclamation is always a testimony to the overwhelming nature of God’s grace in light of which human sin and misery are rendered powerless. ‘God with us’ is the shorthand Barth often uses to describe the epicentre of the message witnesses are commissioned to deliver. ‘God with us’ denotes an event, a history, a story that declares the name of Jesus Christ (CD IV/1: 16). Because God’s ‘Yes’ is always bigger than God’s ‘No’, the preaching of judgement can only occur in light of the ‘Yes’, only in demonstrating that all charges have been dropped, only as a part of the assurance that sinners are out of danger (CD III/2: 605). Preaching in this sense is always ‘downhill’, that is, always starting with the actuality of God’s primal decision to be a God with and for human beings (CD IV/1: 345; CD IV/2: 46). As it announces the ‘Yes’ of God, preaching functions as address to those who listen, inviting them to a concrete decision of faith and obedience in a specific context (CD IV/3: 813–14).

Since there is nothing and no one outside of Christ, the people who are addressed by God’s ‘Yes’ belong to God. In the deepest sense, there are no ‘outsiders’. God does not believe in human unbelief, Barth argues (CD IV/3: 805). What preachers see before them are human beings as they are on the basis of God’s will and work in Jesus Christ, rather than people who are reduced to the sum of their demographic data or who are ‘remote and alien and hostile’ to God (CD IV/3: 805). ‘Sin has to be taken seriously’, Barth told young preachers in 1932, ‘but forgiveness even more seriously’ (H: 52). Both inside and outside the church, Barth argues, those who are addressed by the gospel do not know the content of its message, and are thus ‘supremely needy’; but by virtue of the message they attest, those who proclaim the gospel address people as those who already are what they will be in Jesus Christ (CD IV/3: 806).

As for preachers themselves, Barth insists that they are not prophets, apostles, village sages, Luthers, popes, politicians, moralists, or visionaries, but that they are witnesses to the witness of the prophets and apostles (H: 79–83). This is their one commission: to listen deeply, again and again, to the Word to which the prophets and apostles testify, and to pass along the fruit of that work of attentiveness as address to God’s people here and now. For this reason, Barth understands the practice of preaching in a holistic way, as a process that is much bigger than the delivery of a sermon. The centre of gravity is not found in the moment of proclamation, important though that is, but in the time and space of preparation—of listening—for the eloquence and radiance of God.

Freedom for Speech

If one looks back over the broad sweep of Barth’s theology of proclamation and its practical implications, certain limits are clearly in play. There are three constraints in particular that Barth bequeaths to those who would preach after him.

First, because Christ is the one Word of God and Christ is the one true prophet, everything else is relativized, decentred, and dispossessed—including preachers. Second, the witness of a preacher is inescapably bound to the witness of the prophets and apostles and not to any ‘givenness’ in human consciousness, orders of creation, or historical events. And third, as servants of the divine Word, preachers have a commission on the basis of God’s election to address people with the gracious message and history of ‘God with us’, and not anything else.

In the case of each constraint, the emphasis on divine action, the privileging of the witness of Scripture, and the parameters of the commission could lead to minimal attention being devoted to the human side of the equation: diminishing the significance of human action and human words, reducing proclamation to the recitation of Scripture, and/or ignoring the concrete situations of the people who listen to sermons. But this is not how these constraints function in Barth’s theology of proclamation.

Word Problems and Language Games

Both the identification of Jesus as the Word of God and the affirmation of Jesus Christ as the one true prophet affect, limit, and relativize all other prophecy, including that of the Christian church (CD IV/3: 91). In light of Jesus’ prophetic activity, the dilemma for those who would speak of God is visible in a new way. Scripture teaches that human beings tell lies, Barth observes, and he insists that Christians should recognize this in themselves first and foremost. Our efforts to communicate with each other are full of distortions that foster alienation, disunity, and inhumanity. Barth brings a hearty hermeneutic of suspicion with him when he reads the newspaper and everything else. Contra certain disciples of Heidegger, no mystical affirmation of language as ‘the house of being’ will save us from the fundamental imprecision and isolation of our speech, even (or especially) our ‘Christian’ speech (CD IV/3: 473). If there is to be a true Word about God or anything else in the labyrinth of human language, it can only come by divine intervention.

Barth’s scepticism regarding the innate capacity of human language to disclose something true or inherently to enable communion between human beings (much less between human beings and God) runs deep. When people tell the truth or meet each other using words it is always a miracle. We might think such scepticism would lead to a certain indifference when it comes to the question of how people choose their words, particularly the people who choose the words that make up sermons. But precisely because of Barth’s confidence in the unlimited eloquence of God, this is not what we find. Barth observes that the Christian community does not have its own language and must and should swim in the linguistic waters in which it finds itself (CD IV/3: 735). So there is, first of all, priority given to contextual considerations when it comes to choosing words of witness. According to Barth, there is no such thing as ‘sacred’ language, grammar, style, vocabulary, or syntax; every word Christians speak is ‘worldly’ in use and origin, and so it should be (CD IV/3: 735).

Of course, Barth is aware that Christian communities play certain ‘language games’ (a term coined by Wittgenstein; see 2009: 8), as some post-liberals have observed. The church’s speech is appropriately laced with the rhetoric of the Old and New Testaments, and it should retain some of the expressions and vocabulary the communion of saints holds in common across time and space, including those of the early church and its theologians. But this ‘peculiar’ speech is not somehow ‘holier’ than other ‘language games’ and on that basis more adequate to bear witness to God. The ‘language of Canaan’, Barth argues, is ‘just as open to misunderstanding as modern modes of speech, and may just as easily conceal rather than reveal what the community has to say’ (CD IV/3: 736).

Christian preachers, then, should not only play the ‘language game’ proper to the church, but exercise the freedom God gives to God’s witnesses, to speak in many tongues, to draw on ‘the whole sphere of human speech and the wealth of its possibilities’ (CD IV/3: 738). Preachers are called to choose words carefully, preferring some words over others, making judgements on the basis of what will best attest the Word of God for particular people in particular times and places. At times this may involve ‘linguistic sacrifice’ as Christians try to communicate with diverse others (CD III/4: 291).

So while Barth shares the concern of some post-liberals with regard to the susceptibility of the church to ideological captivity, he does not think that that there is a ‘Christian’ language that might protect it. Indeed, for Barth, such language is also a likely site for ideological infiltration. Belief in the power of a holy vocabulary (and its corresponding forms of life) is not consistent with Barth’s theological starting point: that God, and only God, discloses God. For Barth, it is precisely because God is free to speak in many tongues that no retreat into a language of Zion is necessary for God’s witnesses. Of course Christians speak ‘Bible’ (though even that is usually in translation), but Christians, according to Barth, should be multilingual, ‘at play’ in a lush linguistic landscape, harvesting the best of the crop for the purpose of fulfilling their commission.

The End of Rhetoric?

Classically speaking, rhetoric is the art of identifying the most effective means of persuasion in a given situation, the skilful deployment of the tools of logos, pathos, and ēthos to achieve one’s purpose (cf. Aristotle 1991: 8). In this sense ancient rhetoric was baptized by Augustine as a valuable ally in the practice of Christian preaching—for why should the pagans get all the good speakers? As such, it remained a critical and often dominant ingredient in homiletical theory for much of Christian history. But objections were raised as well, for it was clear that this art, like all arts, could be used in nefarious ways to achieve nefarious ends. Through the centuries some have argued that there is no place for ‘rhetoric’ and its concerns in a properly Christian homiletic.

Karl Barth, however, does not number amongst them.

To be sure, he was critical of the instrumentalization of sermons—that is, sermons that functioned as tools or weapons designed to persuade people to support the preacher’s vision, agenda, or ideology (H: 63–4). Preachers are servants of the Word, not propagandists. They undertake their commission without anxiety about the results, trusting the outcome of their witness to Jesus Christ. They do not try to gain power over their hearers or patronize them, ‘even with the best intentions’ (CD IV/3: 829). These are indeed restraints, but they do not mean that Barth is hostile to insights from the discipline of rhetoric or from any extra-theological resource when it comes to the task of preaching. In fact, he flings the methodological doors wide open.

For Barth, the freedom for speech that comes with the invitation to participate in the radiance and eloquence of Jesus Christ as he speaks today includes the freedom for linguistic transgression—using words in new ways, breaking grammatical and rhetorical rules, resisting dogmatism with regard to method and form, and innovating in the realm of communication. Preachers, like other witnesses, are free to ‘play’ and ‘work without bondage’ in this regard, Barth argues, making use of whatever methods, theories, poetics, philosophies, metaphysics, sociology, psychology, linguistics, and so on, that they deem most suitable for the task in a particular context, ‘plundering the Egyptians’ as warranted (ET: 162; Augustine 2008: 64). Indeed, in so far as such resources assist in expressing the gospel clearly, letting it be its undomesticated self, preachers are free to use any number of cognate disciplines and human wisdoms, but are compelled to use none of them in particular (CD IV/3: 738).

When it comes specifically to the question of the homiletical use of insights from the discipline of rhetoric, the issue becomes more complex. ‘Rhetoric’ as an academic discipline broke out of the box labelled ‘persuasion’ some time ago and took up residence in unexpected places. From within the household of ‘rhetoric’ itself, some feminist scholars, most notably Sally Miller Gearhart, have argued that the traditional understanding of rhetoric-as-persuasion is based on a ‘conquest model of human interaction’, which is ‘fundamentally violent’ (Herrick 1998: 260). Others have imagined new rhetorics that do not primarily seek to persuade or change others, but that cultivate understanding, foster relationships, and invite hearers to see another ‘world’ through the speaker’s eyes (Herrick 1998: 260–1). In this sense, Barth is not a crusader against the discipline of ‘rhetoric’ but in fact anticipates a critique that will take shape within ‘rhetoric’ itself. His warnings about pulpit propagandizing do not identify him as anti-rhetoric but ‘neo-rhetorical’, or perhaps, ‘post-persuasive’. His concern is not the end of rhetoric but the ends of rhetoric. The ‘what’ of the gospel (God with and for humanity) is the root of the preacher’s freedom with regard to the world of speech (CD IV/3: 738). In so far as preachers clearly attest to God’s Word of reconciliation and do not seek to manipulate hearers according to ‘their own whims’, preachers are liberated to work and play with words, deciding what language to borrow, and roaming widely in the fields of speech, discerning the most fitting witness to the radiance of God (CD IV/3: 738). It is, Barth says, a ‘high’ and ‘royal’ freedom (CD IV/3: 738–9).

Grace in the World

It is a commonplace that preachers should show and not just tell in their sermons. This mandate has been described in various ways: preaching should exhibit a closeness to life, preachers need to ‘name grace’ in the world, sermons must not float in the air but touch the ground (Hilkert 1997: 49). There is in fact widespread homiletical consensus on this point—good preaching is relevant to its hearers, connected to the lives of actual humans, and traffics in concrete examples, stories, and images. Once we get past the preacher–Bible–newspaper bon mot, Karl Barth does not appear to have much to contribute to this aspiration. Indeed, student notes taken during Barth’s lectures on sermon preparation in the 1930s feature the often-quoted salvo that ‘preachers should aim their guns beyond the hills of relevance’ (H: 119), which is hardly a promising start. For many writing in the field of homiletics, Barth’s theology of proclamation—the privileged place he gives to Scripture, the commission to bear witness to God’s action and nothing else, the assumption that human beings are rightly seen on the basis of their identity in Christ and not their demographic profile—all of these commitments render him unhelpful when it comes to thinking about the relationship between human experience and the practice of preaching. Indeed, Mary Catherine Hilkert argues that any preacher who thinks after Barth must insist that ‘if the preacher draws on human experience, the homily will not express the word of God’ (Hilkert 1997: 20). On this account, Barth’s legacy is a preacher whose hands are tied to the Bible, with no newspaper in sight. But this is not where Barth’s theology of proclamation leads.

Well into his massive exposition and exploration of the doctrine of reconciliation, Barth takes what might seem to be a surprising turn in relation to the criticism noted above. Jesus Christ is the one Word of God, the one true prophet, but this does not mean that there are no other words and no other prophesies that shine with truth and goodness in this world (CD IV/3: 97). The affirmation of the freedom of Christ as Word and prophet opens up the possibility that true words can be discerned in all kinds of places. Such ‘other lights’ shine in the Bible, certainly. There is a luminous wisdom in the human words of the prophets and apostles, Barth argues. And why should we not expect similarly luminous words in the realm of the church as well? But Barth presses the point even further: since Jesus Christ is present and active everywhere, there are also lights and parables to be found beyond the pages of Scripture and outside the ‘inner sphere’ of the church. Bright human words can be spoken anywhere by anyone, for God can and does commission such helpful lights to shine in the world (CD IV/3: 97). They are not the Word, but the Word of God can draw near and be in ‘the closest conjunction’ with such words, raising up witnesses as ‘a form of the free revelation of grace’ (CD IV/3: 101). We should therefore be grateful to hear a witness to the Word in a ‘secular parable’ (CD IV/3: 115). For Barth, the rejection of the possibility of these ‘alien witnesses to the truth’ leads to the ‘ossification’ of the Christian community (CD IV/3: 115).

Naturally, Barth does not leave his discussion of this topic without voicing the cautions we might expect to hear. Christians must test these spirits as we test our own. True words of witness will never lead the church away from the witness of Scripture, but will stimulate a deeper and more profound reading, calling it to renewed commitment and obedience, bearing fruit that leads to freedom and not bondage, leaving the church ‘lightened, gladdened, and encouraged in the execution of its own task’ (CD IV/3: 115). On these grounds, Barth is retrospectively critical of some of his own sermons, in particular one he delivered on the occasion of the sinking of the Titanic (H: 118). But our fears and suspicions regarding ‘secular’ witnesses should not be stronger than our confidence in Jesus Christ, ‘who also understands those who are without’ (CD IV/3: 124). Jesus Christ is free to surprise the church with the ‘strange interruption of the secularism of life in the world’, and Christians—preachers included—are to ‘eavesdrop in the world at large’, listening for the voice of the Good Shepherd, in order that ‘we may be the better and more attentive and more convincing servants of this Word’ (CD IV/3: 117). Whether a witness to the Word arises in a political, social, intellectual, academic, artistic, literary, moral or religious context, Barth argues, there is no reason why the preacher, teacher, writer, theologian, or layperson should not point to a person or event or enterprise or book and ‘draw attention to what is genuinely true in it’ (CD IV/3: 135).

When it comes to the question of naming grace in the context of sermons, then, the constraints of Word, Scripture, and commission enable a remarkable freedom. In his writings Barth regularly points out two ‘dangers’ facing the church: first, that it thinks it ‘has’ the gospel and uses it to accomplish its own agendas; and second, that it fails to take the risk of application, listening for a living word that is relevant to contemporaries (CD IV/3: 823). The tension between these two dangers is embedded even in the quotation cited above when it is cited in full: ‘all honour to relevance, but preachers must aim their guns beyond the hills of relevance’ (H: 118–19). There is something ‘beyond’ local concerns that must be named—something bigger than what shows up as ‘relevance’ in a particular context—but the relevance is there too, and to be given ‘all honour’. As long as the dialectic of freedom and constraint remains alive and well for the preacher, Barth’s homiletical imagination funds endless possibilities for preachers to show as they tell.

Conclusion

Barth’s critics and admirers are quite right to draw attention to the constraints his theology entails when it comes to the practice of preaching. But the constraints Barth’s homiletic lays on the preacher are no match for the abundant freedoms that they establish. In Barth’s vision, preachers (like all Christians) are doing no less than participating in the mission of the eloquent God. As such, preachers have much to do: deciding which methods to deploy, mining rhetorical strategies, discerning what languages to borrow, and eavesdropping on the world with the expectation they will meet bright words and profane parables of the truth there. It is a high and royal calling indeed. By God’s design the preacher’s work in this regard plays a part in the story of salvation; such human witness is ‘well-pleasing to God in relation to the world and promising for the world in its relation to God’ (CD IV/3: 608).

Preachers are called to do this work to the best of their ability, as ‘skilfully and conscientiously as they can’, but without any anxiety that the outcome ultimately depends upon them (CD IV/3: 739). God’s decision to give human beings a task and a place and a voice at the side of Jesus as he ‘strides through history’ is grace and gift, not burden or test. And the eloquence and radiance of Jesus Christ cannot be muted by the inevitable inadequacy of human participation in God’s self-proclamation. The history of the shining of the light continually begins in darkness, Barth reminds his readers, so we do not need to worry about the fragility of our witness: God is not worried, and that is what matters (CD IV/3: 223). He writes: ‘There can be no question of Jesus Christ being even temporarily directed in His absence to let Himself be represented by an honoured Christianity and the holy Church, or of non-Christians having to wait to be impressed by the clarity, cogency and credibility of the witness of Christians’ (CD IV/3: 349). Jesus Christ is victor, in speech as in all things.

With that confidence comes the freedom for preachers to work and rest from work without anxiety about the ultimate effects of their speech. Because the Word of God speaks for itself, once preachers have done their best to precede the Word, ‘making an opening’ and ‘creating respect’ for it, Barth argues, they should enjoy a Sabbath rest in the field of speech as well (CD IV/3: 738–9). The preacher’s work alongside Christ is certainly serious work, but it is not deadly serious. Preachers, like all witnesses, are free to go about the task of proclamation joyfully, creatively, and playfully, because the darkness will not overcome the light of life.

Barth’s quip about the preacher, the Bible, and the newspaper is not an anomaly, but captures the very dynamic of constraint and freedom that animates his theology of proclamation. In Barth’s vision, the preacher is granted the time and space to join Jesus Christ and his great company of witnesses on the campaign trail. She has a Bible in one hand, absolutely. In the other? Whatever rhetoric, parable, or newsfeed she deems most useful at such a time as this—bound to none, free to make use of any—precisely because the light of life shines on them all.
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chapter 37

 Barth and Environmental Theology


Willis Jenkins




In 1967, amidst emerging consciousness of environmental problems, Syed Hossein Nasr developed an analysis that has now become familiar: by depicting humanity as separate from nature, whose only meaning lies in its service to human interests, Western modernity permitted anthropocentric plunder of earth by industrial societies. In Nasr’s view, modern Christendom sundered spirit from nature and left humans aimless in a cosmos that was desacralized and symbolically silent. Domination of earth became a kind of spiritual substitute for the lost experience of a world redolent with the divine. Amongst the Christian theologians whose work exemplifies theological silencing of the world, Nasr points to Karl Barth (Nasr 1968: 31).

In order for the industrial Western world to recover a sense of humans as stewards of a meaningful world, thought Nasr, Christianity needed to rediscover the spiritual meaning of earth. As an aid for recollecting this dormant possibility, Nasr offered to Christian theology the cosmology of Islam. Other critics, however, think that the ecology of domination is not peculiar to Christianity; perhaps any religious tradition committed to a cosmology of transcendent theism, in which the real meaning and value of existence seems to lie beyond this world, permits an indifferent exploitation of earth.

As the modern theologian most energetically committed to divine transcendence, Karl Barth stands for an ecological worry about the Abrahamic faiths generally and about Protestant Christianity in particular—namely, that belief in a transcendent God tracks with the derision of nature and the destruction of environments. Can a tradition focused on the alterity of God, dedicated to the authority of divine command, and suspicious of naturalism find any form of environmental concern?

The answer to that question bears relevance not only for the culture and politics of the Protestant Christianities influenced by Barth, and not only for the cosmology of monotheisms generally; it may also matter for post-natural debates in current environmental thought. This chapter reviews the reception of Barth in ecotheology and explains why it is not impossible that a theologian openly hostile to the pieties of nature may yet open constructive lines of theological engagement with ecological problems.

The Reception of Barth in Ecotheology

The same year that Nasr developed his nuanced criticism, a similar thesis fastened public attention on the religious dimension of environmental problems, thereby setting the stage for subsequent reception of Barth. Lynn White’s ‘Historical Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis’ incited debate across a number of fields and put religion in a new kind of tension with science (White 1967). A mediaeval historian, White argued that contemporary ecological problems were driven by exploitative attitudes, which developed from the cosmological axioms of mediaeval Christianity. In the mainstream Western variant that emerged from that context, White wrote, ‘Christianity is the most anthropocentric religion the world has ever seen’ (White 1967: 1205). The debates sparked by White’s argument were hugely influential in shaping the tasks for an initial generation of environmental theologians, many of whom assumed that religious world views were crucial to environmental behaviour and that Christian theology must construct non-anthropocentric possibilities.

Barth was near the end of his life when those criticisms were published and he did not have a chance to enter the debate—but it is not clear that he would have deemed it worth the effort. Paul Santmire reports a conversation he had with Barth in which the young Santmire pushed the elder theologian to say something theological about environmental issues, perhaps sensing that, if in the 1930s a theologian had to reject natural theology in order to resist the worst violence of the age, by the 1960s new constellations of human violence required from theology a different form of resistance. But Barth remained steadfast, categorically excluding the possibility of a theology of nature, and warning the young Santmire away from his perilous interests (Santmire 2000: 117).

That helps explain why Barth’s reception in ecotheology has not been merely negative, and why he regularly stands for the problematic that ecotheology must overcome. For Larry Rasmussen, Barth typifies a division of nature from freedom that restricts attention to God’s relationship with (just) the human creature (Rasmussen 1996: 189–90). Because of that exclusion, political theology has found it difficult to address environmental problems, writes John Cobb, who observes that Barth’s dominance over the scene of Protestant theological education in the twentieth century socialized a generation of theologians into anthropocentric indifference to the natural world (Cobb 1980). Hierarchism is the culprit for Jürgen Moltmann, who holds that instrumental domination is an implication of the way Barth treats creation as an inert stage for the drama between God and humanity (Moltmann 1985: 60–3). Biblical interpretation became inarticulate about the significance of land, thinks Walter Brueggeman, because it has followed Barth’s abstraction of salvation history from bioregional place (Brueggeman 1996). Creation seems to disappear into the person of Christ for Barth, complains Sallie McFague, who in her own work tries to reverse the operation so that the body of God fills out earth (McFague 1993: 233).

In each case, it seems that Christian theology will be incapable of addressing environmental problems—perhaps even incapable of seeing them—until it overcomes some commitment of thought that seems central to the architecture of Barth’s theology. For each critic, the task for ecotheology, in one way or another, is to recover the worth of non-human creation and to restore attention to what Barth excluded.

Barth’s personal affect does not help the case. His opening to the volume on creation makes a point of marking his lack of enthusiasm: ‘I have entered a sphere in which I feel much less confident and sure. If I were not obliged to do so…I should probably not have given myself so soon to a detailed treatment of this particular material’ (CD III/1: ix). Many others have more interest and are better qualified, he observes, but (perhaps because of their very interest?) cannot be trusted to render it correctly; to them ‘I would willingly have entrusted this part of the task if only I could have had more confidence in their presuppositions’ (CD III/1: ix).

In the four volumes on creation that follow, Barth hardly takes notice of particular non-human creatures or environments. While it is impossible to read Barth’s project without hearing the violent wars tearing Europe apart, it is entirely possible to read Church Dogmatics without once coming into mind of its ecological setting. On the few occasions when Barth makes comments from his own experience with the non-human world, they seem bizarre (moral commentary on the antics of zoo animals, evidence of holiness in good horsemanship; see CD III/4: 352). When he permits an idea of the natural order to govern his thought, as he does infamously by finding a way to hold on to female subordination as cosmological parable, it is so bald an appeal to his own prejudice that the reader might wonder whether he is ironically illustrating his point that thinking religiously from nature tends to violent folly (CD III/2: 291–316).

If only his irony were that innocent. The most devastating critique of Barth in ecotheology comes from Catherine Keller, who holds that Barth’s silencing of nature is driven by a pathological misogyny. Barth is so fearful of any association of divine creativity with feminine fecundity, holds Keller, and so predictable in symbolically associating the feminine with earthly fecundity, that his doctrine of creation reads as rhetorical purification of the Creator’s masculine power from any hint of embodiment or processual becoming. Barth depicts the act of creation in terms of God’s absolute and sufficient power, so when he comes to the second verse of Genesis, he recoils from the image of the womb-like deep, teeming with potential. Barth’s drastic exegetical solution is that the second verse of Genesis must be an ironic quotation from pre-existing pagan myth, which is sublimated by the surrounding command structure (CD III/1: 108). Barth seems desperate to purify the disembodied (yet masculine) Creator of any association with the earthly feminine. Throughout his exegesis of the first Genesis saga, Barth emphatically rejects any part of the symbolic world associated with feminine creativity. Wombs, water, seas, embodiment, chaos, becoming—anything that could represent chthonic, immanent creation—stands as a symbolic enemy to the priority of divine command over the created world (Keller 2003: 84–99).

If ecotheology needs an account of nature’s intrinsic value, then, Barth appears to be a disaster. At best he offers a clear depiction of what ecotheology must overcome: the sort of theo-anthropocentrism in which nature serves as inert apparatus for a dyadic drama between God and humans. In so far as Barth stands as its test, the ecological implications of transcendent monotheism look dismal. But does ecotheology really need to ground itself in an account of natural value?

The Status of Nature in Ecotheology

After the critiques of Nasr and White, an initial generation of environmental scholarship in philosophy, theology, and religious studies took it that establishing nature’s value was its basic task. The first three decades of debates in environmental ethics orbited around competing proposals for how to establish nature’s value. Many projects in theology and religious studies followed suit. Christian ecotheologians typically began their projects by asking what biblical and theological resources Christianity has to re-establish creation’s integrity and dismantle anthropocentrism. In recent decades, however, that sense of the basic environmental task has come in for critique, and with it the role of nature in shaping environmental thought. Three lines of criticism are especially important to reconsidering the task of ecotheology and the legacy of Barth.

First, critics contend that appeals to nature have had ambivalent consequences for the fields that have tried to produce them. In ecotheology, for example, Lisa Sideris criticizes scientific distortion in the pictures of nature made by ecotheologians. Ecotheologians love to depict nature as harmonious, mutual, and cooperative while de-emphasizing the conflict, competition, and suffering that is integral to evolutionary processes. Sometimes they simply exclude death and suffering from the reality of nature in order to imagine creation in a way more aligned with a Christian ethos (Sideris 2003). In such cases, Sideris leads us to see, it is not only fundamentalist creationists saying ludicrous things about science and evolution; liberal ecotheologians like Cobb and McFague seem to hold equally outrageous views. If pictures of nature with a minimal or negative status for predation won normative respect from theological ethics, the result would run directly counter to the kind of practical environmental ethic that works with evolutionary processes. For example, in the ‘land ethic’ of Aldo Leopold, which many thinkers take as iconic for environmental thought, a basic lesson is that removing top predators devastates the health of the entire biotic community (Leopold 1948).

Barth would likely have enjoyed the ironies of Sideris’s critique even while he would have rejected her call for ecotheology to construct normative concepts of nature from scientific pictures of evolutionary ecology. Sideris’s criticism of ecotheology raises a larger epistemological question that Barth’s theology presses from a different direction: how should ideas of nature shape environmental thought? Various answers to that question specify the roles that science-based depictions of ecological systems may play in normative accounts of how humans should dwell in earth’s membership.

This broad critique of the role of nature in normative thought includes a distinct but related methodological question that arises from the field of environmental ethics. A diverse coalition of critics have expressed misgivings about the assumed importance of nature’s status for developing an ethics. Pragmatists have argued against ontological grounds for value theory as a promising method for practical ethics, turning attention from realist foundations to a pluralist construction of environmental concepts that they hold to be more useful for resolving practical problems. So perhaps nature simply does not matter for environmental theology?

A second line of criticism develops political implications of pragmatist and post-natural critiques of nature. Since at least the 1970s, environmental justice movements have criticized the imaginations of ‘pure nature’ that informed environmental politics. Conservation movements often wanted to protect wilderness, which usually meant protecting landscapes as they would have appeared at the moment of European colonization, but preferably depopulated of native peoples. Oriented towards a nature without human influence, as remembered in the moment of European settlement and genocide, that kind of conservation undermined attention to everyday habitats and mixed relations. It also led to a concealed racial coding of environmental politics, as conservation efforts focused on preserving a landscape important to white people’s imagination of themselves, but did so in the name of nature. Conservation functioned to protect the imaginary of white supremacy, argued environmental justice movements, who turned attention instead to the environments where people live, work, and play. Those environments, they noted, made up quite different ecologies of vulnerability; as risks and waste were pushed out of landscapes of privilege they somehow flow to neighbourhoods in which brown and black people live.

Political critiques of nature, which interpret ecology as a site of human struggle over risks and resources, have moved from marginal to inevitable in environmental discourse as it has grown increasingly difficult to maintain the idea of a border between nature and culture. As humanity’s footprint on earth grows more expansive, such that one seems never to come to its end, pervasive anthropogenic influence over planetary systems renders obsolete the idea of ‘pure nature’. In the first two decades of the twenty-first century, many disciplines began to recognize humanity’s pervasive influence through many planetary ecological systems. This ‘Anthropocene’ thought has lent new force and credibility to long-standing political critiques of the conceptions of nature dominant in North Atlantic environmental thought. Every environment, from cities to wilderness, is shaped by human and non-human agencies. In the Anthropocene the question is not whether humans should interfere with nature, but what sort of politics will shape humanity’s ecological presence. Now that human activity unavoidably shapes habitats and systems around the planet, the environmental frame shifts from protectively excluding humans from ecological systems to responsibly including humans within them (see Purdy 2015). A number of scientists have moved from protecting and preserving nature towards a frame of ‘planetary stewardship’.

The logic of stewardship generally shifts attention from the status of nature to the character of human practices. Rather than beginning from nature’s value, an ethic of stewardship typically starts from attention to the practices that shape environments and persons. Stewardship focuses on the quality those practices should have, in distinction from ethics that focus on motivating respect for nature’s standard (see Jenkins 2008: 77–92). In religious accounts, the trope of stewardship focuses attention on appropriate qualities in humanity’s free response to God’s will, which is one reason why stewardship consistently appears in the environmental ethics of the Abrahamic traditions. Stewardship can work to underscore the authority of God by specifying appropriate environmental responsibility through attention to God’s Word, rather than attention to human interest or the natural order. The latter may have roles to play in a stewardship ethic, but only as established by God’s will, which takes precedence.

A distinct theology of stewardship is therefore developed by theologians who begin to tackle environmental questions by asking how God directs human freedom rather than by starting from the value of creation. While the metaphor of stewardship is ubiquitous in Christian ecotheologies, its logic organizes those ecotheologies that establish environmental responsibility by appeal to divine command, particularly as found in Scripture. The form of this approach consistently appears within the ecotheologies of evangelical Protestantism, where the individual human’s response to God’s Word takes priority in shaping relations to all others. While few evangelical theologians have yet engaged Barth on environmental matters, the structural similarities with Barth’s commitments suggest that they would find in him an important ally for constructing an ecotheology that does not ground itself in nature.

A third line of criticism arises from animal studies, which often observes that the ‘nature’ of ecotheology, and of environmental thought more broadly, is usually a holist construct, focused on systems and species rather than living individuals. Abstractions like biodiversity may matter in holist thought, but actually existing animals do not. They usually appear only as charismatic icons of an abstract good—like biodiversity, endangered species, or wilderness. In the ecological thinking represented by Leopold, and in the ecotheologies that follow it, wolves or elk are valued primarily for their function in a broader system, which takes moral priority over any moral value held by individual organisms.

Animal thinkers criticize holist ecological thought for rendering invisible many common or domestic non-human animals. Cows and dogs fall between the binary of nature and human because they seem as much a product of cultural artifice as of autonomous nature—and so they fall out of the moral frame altogether. In response, non-anthropocentric individualists like Peter Singer argue that all suffering matters, no matter whether its subject is wild or domestic, endangered or common, keystone or invasive. Singer, in fact, argues that because ecosystems and species do not suffer, they do not have direct moral standing (Singer 1979). The holists make a grave mistake: it is the individual life which exerts a moral claim and which should capture our attention.

The theological variant of that criticism holds that ecotheologians contribute to the blinkered holism of ecological thinking when they accept suffering and death in nature against which they should bear witness. In precisely the converse of Sideris’s critique, Andrew Linzey argues that ecotheologians have been too accepting of evolutionary ecology and have relinquished the traditional teaching that nature is fallen. Suffering, death, and predation, in his view, are signs that nature is corrupt and alienated from its true reality. Ecology has become unnatural in that sense (Linzey 2006).

There is no possibility of finding in Barth the sort of romantic naturalism that has shaped the major current of North Atlantic environmental thought and its ecotheologies; his programme upends and subverts such naturalism. If, however, Barth is read in alliance with other refusals of naturalism, it may open different environmental possibilities in his thought. If theology would help to develop a post-natural environmental politics for the Anthropocene, or would dwell with the uncanny presence of other animals, there might be constructive possibilities for developing environmental stewardship in Barth—but it would be so different from most stewardship theologies that it would reorder what it means to do ecotheology.

Stewardship after the End of Nature

Barth’s treatment of creation across Church Dogmatics follows a dialectical pattern: first, he establishes nature with the action of God, and then, within the divine event, the non-human world comes to voice. The first move takes priority, for with it Barth rejects appeals to nature, which he thinks lie at the root of many forms of mischief, including human arrogance and political violence. Yet then, once naturalist pretence has been cleared from the discursive arena, the second move lets the non-human world appear within the particular work of God. Both moments of the dialectic are designed to surprise and subvert, but they must be understood together, within the overall pattern. Mistaken impressions of Barth’s meaning for ecotheology typically focus on just one side. When considered together, the dialectic bears major implications for ecotheology—especially for those theologies of stewardship which share Barth’s suspicion of naturalism and his commitment to prioritize obedience to the Word of God.

The dialectic is most evident in the way that Barth exegetes the two creation accounts that open Genesis. Barth treats the first saga (the Elohist account) under the heading ‘Creation as the External Basis of the Covenant’ (CD III/1: §41.2). His commentary emphasizes the way God’s command determines the purpose of creation and how human dominion images that relation. One could think (and commentators have made this mistake) that Barth completely flattens nature with the command of God and the dominion of humans. Yet he opens his treatment of the second saga (the Yahwist account, which begins at Genesis 2:5) by claiming that ‘the Bible immediately compels us to consider the relationship between creation and covenant from a very different—indeed the opposite angle’ (CD III/1: 228). Under the heading ‘The Covenant as the Internal Basis of Creation’ (CD III/1: §41.3), Barth celebrates the diverse creativities of earth, which human creatures must learn to respect and cultivate. Barth treats the two stories as a sequential theological dialogue, the first moment opening the possibility of the second.

Creation as the External Basis of the Covenant

In the first moment, Barth holds that the doctrine of creation is not about creatures but about God, whose will determines the meaning of creation. Creation exists to host and display the glory of God, which is the entire reason that God created it. Anthropocentric readings, then, which suppose that it points towards the glory of humanity, fail to apprehend the real focus of the saga. By the seventh day, this saga is clearly not about human dominion, any more than it is about the standing of other creatures; it is about God establishing conditions suitable for electing creatures into relationship. The first saga is about God making a home for the covenant.

This unapologetically sovereign view of the relation of God to creation might seem to underwrite ecological violence. Nature has no standing of its own apart from God’s creating, and no part in the creative act outside the roles for which God has elected particular creatures. The dominion of God over creation is total, such that the meaning of what it is to be a creature is entirely determined by its potential for fulfilling God’s command. The earth brings forth plants and trees ‘because it was made worthy to have heard God’s fiat, and receiving it as such was enabled to do what it certainly could not have done of and by itself’ (CD III/1: 153). The growth of plants and trees is an archetype of creaturely obedience.

Keller’s critique of Barth takes aim at this moment, in which the command of God establishes creation as external covenant. This is where Barth decides that the second verse of the Hebrew Scriptures, where a spirit broods over watery chaos, represents a creation myth that Scripture is rejecting (CD III/1: 101–10). Keller sees Barth’s depiction of God commanding existence into being ex nihilo as a hyperbolic recoil from earthly potential, from creaturely agencies coming into being on their own; this radically devalues nature, she argues, by tutoring the ecological imagination to see nothing but God’s act (Keller 2003: 92–6).

In context, however, the ex nihilo exclusion might have been necessary for affirming the goodness of creation at a time of human evils moralized by myths of nature. Timothy Gorringe argues that Barth’s exegesis should be read in the context of the trauma of the post-war years, when Europe remained haunted by National Socialist violence (Gorringe 1999: 12–13). By orienting all creation to God’s covenant, Barth divests nature of independent powers and so rejects all ‘blood and soil’ accounts of nature as myth. In the midst of his exegesis of Genesis 1:2, he writes: ‘God will not allow the cosmos to be definitively bewitched and demonised…God will not allow the myth to become a reality’ (CD III/1: 109). Barth’s anti-naturalist polemic might therefore work to vindicate the goodness of creation by establishing that, because creation is entirely a theatre for the good work of God, there is nothing in it to fear—‘no monstrosities there, no chaos-monsters…What can terrify him here when there is nothing to terrify?’ (CD III/1: 169). When Barth rejects nature as the ground of myth, then, he excludes the specific possibility of his own land becoming Aryan Lebensraum, or living-space. Because it is brought forth entirely by command, the meaning of earth lies entirely in the goodness of God’s action; and there is no shadow possibility, no lurking potential for it to become something else other than the basis of the covenant.

Many environmental justice critics could appreciate Barth’s suspicion that appeals to nature underwrite projects of political violence. Because nature is established in God’s action, creation itself will never vindicate a political programme. No conservation policy can expel indigenous people in the name of nature or suppose that wilderness invites colonial settlement. Barth’s reading here therefore rules out appeals to natural value as a ground for ecotheology, turning attention instead to God’s action as the basis for the meaning of creation. The question for humans wondering how to inhabit this earth rightly, then, begins by asking how God acts in relation to creation. Right human action must be shaped after the pattern of God’s freedom.

Moltmann criticizes Barth on this very point, since it seems to invite humans to identify themselves with a divine act conceptualized in terms of lordship and service, which too easily licenses impulses towards dominionist control of earth (Moltmann 1985: 252–5). That is a liability of any stewardship ethic that establishes environmental responsibility through some form of participation in God’s sovereignty over the world. However, without entirely dismissing that liability, it is important to recognize the force of Barth’s claim that humans have no share or partnership in God’s dominion: ‘To the tacit annoyance of many readers and expositors, there is no corresponding invitation to action as participation in God’s creative work’ (CD III/1: 225). Humans are summoned merely to image the way God acts towards creation, which is revealed to them as covenant; their dominion is neither a natural position in the hierarchy of things nor a partnership with God. Barth refuses to allow the meaning of creation to be determined by humanity’s place in it; the meaning of creation is determined by the covenant. Humans are elected into the covenant, within which they bear witness to what God does with creation through election.

So the relationship between humans and other creatures is ‘a very unequal repetition of the relationship between God and all the creatures’ (CD III/1: 205). There is therefore no theological ground here for a political programme of human domination of the earth. The strong language demanding that humans subdue and fill the earth has a witness function. Its point is that God has made a dwelling-place, on which humans are dependent, for a covenant, in which human creatures have been elected to a special role. Genesis 1 shows creation as ‘the external basis of the covenant of grace;…the cosmos is prepared to make possible the existence and continuance of man as God’s partner in this covenant’ (CD III/1: 208). Human dominion images the covenant that is the reason for the existence of all creatures.

So far, Barth’s account of dominion makes for an unusual form of environmental stewardship. It is not partnership, not delegated trust, not responsible management, not vice-regency—it differs from major tropes of stewardship found in religious and environmental ethics. Barth’s reading of Genesis 1 instead presents a very strong account of dominion, in which God’s command entirely determines the meaning of creation, and summons as its witness a corresponding action in humans. Yet, for the same reason, this account undercuts the ground for exercises of human power over creation, for human action must instead be entirely orientated towards witnessing to the covenant. Barth, in fact, comments on how limited dominion appears in Genesis 1, observing that humans are not, there, permitted to take other life for their sustenance. He reads the plant-based diet of humans and animals as an indication that creation as made by the Creator is peaceful; there is sustenance without destruction. In this picture of dominion, the steward is a vegan witness to the fundamental peace of the world.

Covenant as the Internal Basis of Creation

Barth’s reading of Genesis 2 displays his dialectical pattern. Having annihilated rival claims of nature by the action of God, creation comes alive and into voice within the place made by that action, flourishing in many forms. In the second moment, within the garden of God’s covenant, God delights in all the creatures and humanity is ‘introduced only as the being who had to be created for the sake of the earth and to serve it’ (CD III/1: 235). Here earth appears to be an ‘end in itself’ and humans are created in order to serve the onward course of creation. Humanity has an ecological function to play; quite apart from ‘all the particular things that God may plan and do with them, in the first instance humans can only serve the earth and will continually have to do so…To make that which has been planted thrive, God needs the farmer or the gardener. This will be the role of humanity’ (CD III/1: 235).

The reversal of regard for nature is signalled in the flipped valence of water. In the first saga it is the symbol of chaos, threatening to overtake humanity and disciplined by the Creator. In the second, for Barth, ‘it is no longer the suppressed enemy of humans, but their most intimate friend. It is no longer their destruction but their salvation’ (CD III/1: 280). There are swollen rivers, gushing springs, and bursts of creativity in this account. Where Barth was fearful of earth’s fecundity in the first reading, here, secured within the frame of God’s action, he celebrates it everywhere. Barth shows a particular interest in trees, mentioning at multiple points the ‘surprise’ of their bursting upward energy, and describing humanity as an orchardist (Bauer), even at one point saying that God had to remove humanity from the garden in order to protect the trees (CD III/1: 257; see also CD III/1: 154–5, 249, and 253).

Barth now seems nearly agrarian in sensibility: ‘this man is set in the service of the ground from which he was taken, of which he has need and to which he will return’ (CD III/1: 238). In the first saga human involvement with the world around them was austere, the performance of dominion to image God’s relation to it. Here, however, humans have intimate work to do, learning to cultivate and guard the various goods of earth. In the garden they find their true home, their inhabitation of the world shaped by their care for it.

Stewardship in the second saga appears in the register of servanthood rather than lordship. It is shaped by attentiveness to particular land and creatures, whose flourishing is its proper measure. Here, safely framed within God’s action, nature even exerts moral claims, as right care and cultivation seem measured by the flourishing of land and creatures. One could think that this second, opposite angle of exegesis indicates that Barth privileges the ‘guard and tend’ verbs of the Yahwist saga over the ‘subdue and fill’ verbs of the Elohist saga. But it is not quite so simple.

Ethics, Animals, and Reconciliation

When Barth comes to the ethics of creation in Church Dogmatics III/4, the focus returns to command and lordship in pugnaciously anthropocentric form. A focus on God’s commanding of human freedom takes up nearly the entire frame, with the rest of creation relevant only as backdrop and stage. No longer does stewardship seem to take shape from relations with other creatures; it is an act commanded, whose object is human freedom. The rest of creation makes no claim on humanity, but appears as mere arena for the encounter of God with humans. Barth writes: ‘The world of animals and plants forms the necessary living backdrop [lebendige Ausstattung] for the habitat [Lebensraum] divinely allotted to humans and placed under their control’ (CD III/4: 350 rev.; KD III/4: 399).

The general dialectical pattern, in which Barth silences naturalism in order to make space for earth’s return within the covenant, recurs in the movement from the ethics of creation to the doctrine of reconciliation in volume IV of Church Dogmatics. The pattern here is less vividly displayed, however, in part because Barth goes off-script during his treatment of animals. In the midst of a sustained polemic against ethical naturalisms, Barth seems to be claimed by the suffering of other animals. It is a moment of rare vulnerability, which itself may be important for considering how theology thinks about non-human animals.

In Church Dogmatics III/4 Barth is clear, belligerent even, in showing how his command ethic subverts any sort of biocentric sympathy. Writing under the heading ‘Respect for Life’, pointedly taken over from Albert Schweitzer, Barth states: ‘Where Schweitzer places life, we see the command of God’ (CD III/4: 332). Schweitzer’s ethic developed regard for all living things, to which Barth replies: ‘God is obviously not interested in the totality of things and beings created, nor in specific beings within this totality, but in man’ (CD III/4: 337). In this most perilous domain of ethics, where nature would try to make its claim, Barth makes sure theological attention does not stray: ‘man is obviously at issue…man is obviously the object…man is obviously the partner’ (CD III/4: 337).

Only after God’s command has thoroughly silenced any potential rival claims made by nature can something be said about the right human attitude ‘to beasts and plants’ (CD III/4: 348)—and even then, only with constant expressions of agnosticism about what these strange other creatures, with which humans share merely physical affinity, could need or require. Under these conditions, Barth can appreciate Schweitzer’s attentiveness to non-human lives, if only as a reminder that God’s command is not restricted by the boundary of humanity and nature, and may well entail responsibilities for the natural world. Schweitzer is right, observes Barth, to make us ask what God commands in respect of non-human creatures. For example, Barth helpfully suggests, humans should not senselessly destroy plant life, especially since they need it for food (CD III/4: 351). How underwhelming: God’s command prescribes obvious prudence.

Yet when Barth turns to animals, something odd happens. In spite of his own nature-silencing logic of command, Barth seems to allow the suffering of animals to arrest his attention and possibly even exert its own kind of moral claim. Thinking about animals he has known (devoted horses and captive sea lions), Barth begins to get angry about human cruelty and stupidity. And then, considering the killing of animals, he writes that ‘the nearness of the animal to man irrevocably means that when man kills a beast he does something which is at least very similar to homicide’ (CD III/4: 352). Suddenly animals appear to have a kind of kinship with humans, such that taking their life seems akin to taking human life. Barth hesitates to affirm the licence to take animal lives—which would seem consistent with his dominionist command logic to this point—and pivots from the claim of these mute lives, so near to our own, to argue that God does not will that humans should kill animals.

Barth could have then argued for a thoroughgoing abstention from using animals for food—and it is not completely clear why he does not. Instead, he suggests that God permits humans a sort of temporary and conditional exception from the command (see Linzey 1994: 131). He argues that God permits humans to kill animals but only under peculiar conditions: it must be done only when necessary (it is unclear what qualifies as necessary), and then, only in consciousness of how the act bears the guilt of humanity’s fall and in appeal to God’s remedy. Barth writes: ‘The slaying of animals is really possibly only as an appeal to God’s reconciling grace…[which] means making use of the offering of an alien and innocent victim and claiming its life for ours’ (CD III/4: 354–5). Suddenly the non-human is in the role of Christ; the everyday lamb slaughtered for the table confronts us as the Lamb, the Reconciler. Taking the life of that lamb is the most perilous moral ground, ever in danger of falling into murder. To avoid criminal violence, those who slaughter must know how to care for and indeed befriend animals. Killing animals can only be done rightly as a ‘priestly act’, as ‘a deeply reverential act of repentance, gratitude, and praise on the part of the forgiven sinner in face of the One who is the Creator and Lord of man and beast’ (CD III/4: 334–5).

Whatever that practically entails, it is striking that in mid-course of rigorously silencing nature, Barth becomes flushed with sympathy for animals—as if their groans have reached his heart and redirected his thought. Moreover, his theological frame seems to imply that animals also participate in the reconciling work of Christ. David Clough has recently argued for the possibility of a ‘bold innovation’ in Barth’s thought: that all of creation is elected. Even though Barth is quite clear that humanity alone is elected, the expansion would make the determination of creation more coherent and would be in line with the way Barth made the particularist doctrine of election include all humanity (Clough 2012: 95–7). The argument for that innovation might find a foothold in the brief opening made by Barth’s sympathy for animals. The moment passes and Barth proceeds with his discussion of respecting human life, as if his attention is restored to sobriety by the governing logic of his system.

When Barth turns to the doctrine of reconciliation in volume IV of Church Dogmatics, he is working within the frame of God’s action, from the angle of the internal meaning of creation, and so moves back into a register of service and care. Once again, notes Barth, other creatures may speak: ‘What they say can so harmonize with what God says that to hear God is to hear them, and to hear them is to hear God, so that listening to the polyphony of creation…is listening to the symphony for which it was elected and determined’ (CD IV/3: 159). Barth proceeds to refer to ‘the covenant which is the internal basis of creation’, thus keying the return of creaturely voices to his external/internal dialectic (CD IV/3: 160).

In the internal moment of the dialectic, which takes place within the environment of Jesus, a reader may find hints that Christian otherworldliness actually takes shape as dwelling within the reality of this earth. Barth writes: ‘Jesus Christ is God’s mighty command to open our eyes and to realize this place is all around us, that we are already in this kingdom, that we have no alternative but to adjust ourselves to it’ (CD IV/1: 99). Such hints of ecological dimensions to reconciliation remain cryptic, however, because Barth is uninterested in developing them, even when his system opened the possibility.

Barth does, however, criticize the tendency of humans to arrogate to themselves mastery over the world and to moralize the resulting violence by appealing to religious stories. The problem there, for Barth, is not the idea of dominion but the perverse usurpation of it. It is not for humans to exercise lordship, as if that role were theirs rather than God’s—Barth posits that humanity ‘plays the role of a being which is superior to the world…so that he can survey and penetrate and master and control’ (CD IV/1: 433–4). Worse, the role is played poorly, for the lordship of human masters is nothing like that of the real ruler, Jesus Christ, who rules as servant. It is not hard to see the humans of the Anthropocene redoubling their efforts to rule poorly; we try to manage the consequences of exploitation by intensifying control over nature, and present our aspirations to do so as good stewardship.

Conclusion

Nasr’s lectures began as an inquiry into the causes of political violence, which he surmised could be found in voids of meaning that in turn foster desperation and violence. Nasr appealed to Christian theologians to rediscover ‘the spiritual meaning of nature’ by developing ‘a real synthesis [which] would remain true to the deepest principles of the Christian revelation and the most rigorous demands of intelligence’ (Nasr 1968: 39). Does Barth’s unfolding of the self-revelation of God permit the sort of synthesis that could help modern cultures overcome their alienation from earth?

I have argued here that Barth’s method silences nature in a way that risks reproducing a sundering of humanity from earth. In so far as that is true, it bears a devastating irony for his legacy: the theologian with the most searing critique of modernity unwittingly reproduces its fundamental ecological illusion. Yet I have also argued that the silencing of nature is the first (heavily emphasized) moment in a dialectic that anticipates in its second moment the recovery of creation, to the point that the command of the Word of God may be heard in the voices of other creatures.

Barth was uninterested in attending to those voices in part because the natural world simply did not captivate his imagination in the way the political world did. In the time of the Anthropocene, however, that division is more permeable; political power circulates through ecological flows, and theological judgement should follow it. White supremacy pushes toxins through soil and water into the bodies of black and brown people. Ecological risks stalk economic poverty, while compounding the advantages of the wealth. Rising seas flow into poor cities of the South while they crash against the improved sea walls of the North Atlantic. This naturalization of global violence and its moralization by myth is the sort of thing anticipated by Barth’s criticism of nature, and should not be missed by those writing in his legacy.

Barth’s personal environmental imagination probably could not make that move; his own notions of nature seem static, stable, and separate from the human world. Yet with an ecological imagination informing its logic, his system can constructively be developed to support a broad stewardship ethic—although it pointedly undermines notions of stewardship as partnership, management, or sovereignty. That makes his legacy disruptive both for the sort of naturalist ecotheology it obviously excludes, as well as for the command-organized forms of environmental responsibility that often appear in evangelical Christianity, as well as some forms of Jewish and Islamic environmental ethics.

To the question about the ecological implication of transcendent monotheism, Barth therefore leaves an ambiguous legacy: he vividly displays the theo-anthropocentric exclusivism of the covenant, even while opening possibilities within it for earth to come to voice, and come to matter for human freedom.
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chapter 38

 Barth and Culture


Jessica DeCou




Although many have hailed Karl Barth as the most important theologian since the Reformers, he is not counted amongst the twentieth century’s great theologians of culture. Contemporary work in theology of culture continues to rely largely on others of Barth’s generation, such as Paul Tillich or Reinhold and Richard Niebuhr. This situation derives from, and contributes to, a widespread impression of Barth as a theologian of division, whose rigid focus and inflexible attitude precludes any constructive relationship between Christianity and culture. Yet, this perspective overlooks Barth’s nuanced view of the relationships between culture, church, theology, and the Word. Indeed, his uncompromising Christological concentration is precisely what drove him to be mindful of cultural questions, for Barth was deeply invested in the Word—and the Word is deeply invested in culture. With that said, while Barth’s reputation as an opponent of culture derives from an unfair caricature, it also grows out of a very real scepticism on Barth’s part towards the possibility of a theology of culture that could avoid the deification of human achievements. His son Markus Barth claimed that much of what Americans consider culture ‘would be defined by my father as barbarism, as examples of extreme boredom or of the absence of any sort of value’ (M. Barth 1972: 53).

In other words, the short answer to the question of Barth and culture is: ‘it’s complicated’. The following, however, will attempt a more thorough response. Barth met culture ‘with eschatological anticipation’ (TAC: 349). Had he articulated a theology of culture, he most likely would have done so in the unwritten fifth volume of Church Dogmatics, which was to focus on the doctrine of redemption. As a frequent cinema-goer, Barth even wondered where the ‘immortal Marlene Dietrich…will have a mention in the Dogmatics—perhaps in eschatology because she is such a borderline case?’ (quoted in Busch 1994: 312). Barth held that artistic culture, for example, ‘must be dealt with in connection with the eschatological apocalypse’ and remarked that this provided a compelling motivation ‘not to write CD V, in which I should have to speak about the matter’ (L: 101). Because Barth’s magnum opus, like Mozart’s Requiem, was left unfinished, the following will turn first to some of his earlier works—the essay ‘Church and Culture’ (1926), the lectures on ethics (1928–1929), and the first part-volume of Church Dogmatics (1932)—and then pick up thirty years later with Church Dogmatics IV/3 and the essays on Mozart. We will examine the sources of Barth’s scepticism while exploring his vision of a playful and free relationship between theology and culture. Along the way, we will encounter some of the small number of scholars who have found a rich resource in Barth’s appreciation for secular culture as secular, an element that has prompted many to portray his relationship to culture as ‘quintessentially positive and joyful’ (Wood 1988: 79)—a far cry from the traditional caricature of Barth as naysayer.

Barth as Antagonist of Culture

Barth intended his work to serve as a corrective to the anthropocentric theology initiated by Schleiermacher. Studying under Adolf von Harnack and Wilhelm Herrmann, two powerhouses of liberal Protestantism, Barth had initially embraced Schleiermacher wholeheartedly, extolling the Speeches as ‘the most important and correct writings to appear since the closing of the New Testament canon’ (TS: 262). After becoming a village pastor, however, Barth began to grapple with the twofold problem of how he could truly preach, and how his congregation could truly hear, the Word of God, when Barth seemed to have access only to human words. Barth was further disillusioned by the 1914 ‘Manifesto of the Ninety-Three German Intellectuals’, written in support of the Kaiser and the German war effort, finding both Harnack and Herrmann amongst its sponsors. For Barth, this was a ‘twilight of the gods’ (quoted in Busch 1994: 81), or, in Dalferth’s words, proof that theology had ‘gone native’ and now ‘lacked nothing—except a backbone and a basis in reality’ (Dalferth 1989: 15). Wrestling with these ‘crises’ prompted Barth to scrutinize the theological status quo with reference to what he found in Scripture, publishing the results in the first edition of his commentary on Romans (1919). On being called in 1921 to teach at the University of Göttingen, Barth resolved ‘to inaugurate my teaching post straight away with a Declaration of War’ against Schleiermacher, whom Barth identified as the source of the modern theological crisis (GA 3: 489). According to Barth, Schleiermacher and his modernist offspring adapted the principles of theology to mirror those of the Enlightenment, particularly its faith in human reason and the concept of progress. By transferring the focus of theological reflection from divine grace to human experience and limiting theological truth to the domain of subjective human feeling, Schleiermacher minimized the authority of revelation and reduced the Word to a ‘dead letter’ (TS: 257). Barth writes: ‘Once this dam is opened we relentlessly move on to a complete and irreversible amalgamation of Christian life and civilization’ in which the Christian is depicted ‘as the ideal civilized man’ (TS: 34). As a result, the Kingdom of God is equated with the advance of culture, the Holy Spirit and the human spirit are rendered indistinguishable, and reason is ordained the final arbiter of truth, thus theology is denied its autonomous critical capacity in relation to culture. Hence, Barth comments, ‘Truth does not come in the spoken Word; it comes in speaking feeling. And the most original expression of feeling is not the Word but the mime’ (TS: 210). The ensuing impact of Schleiermacher’s theology was catastrophic, Barth believed, culminating in the ‘Manifesto of the 93’ and the later capitulation of the German Christians to National Socialism.

This is the intellectual point of reference from which Barth appraised the work of his contemporaries—particularly Paul Tillich, the pioneer of ‘theology of culture’. In the first part-volume of the Dogmatics, Barth examines the ‘the Word of God in its Threefold Form’ as it is revealed in Christ, written in Scripture, and proclaimed by the church (CD I/1: §4). As the written record of the self-revelation of the Word, the Bible is a human document that can become the Word of God only through a free act of divine grace. Preaching is the proclamation of the revelation attested in Scripture. Dogmatic theology, then, is not an exploration of human experience, faith, or feeling; it is, rather, tasked with testing the agreement of church proclamation against the witness of Scripture. The church, however, cannot claim ownership of the Word, but must rather yield to ‘all the divine possibilities’ and be ‘as open as possible in our expectation of their realization’ (CD I/1: 54). However, Barth condemns a theology of culture along the lines of the work of Tillich as an endeavour that emphasizes what God can do (God’s freedom) apart from what God has done (God’s revealed command to the church to proclaim the revelation witnessed in Scripture). A ‘philosophy of culture’ might choose to reflect on the former, ‘but it must not imagine that in so doing it has even touched the task of theology’ (CD I/1: 55).

That God is free to speak to us, in Barth’s words, ‘through Russian Communism, a flute concerto, a blossoming shrub, or a dead dog’ does not, then, alter the specific command laid upon the church by the revealed Word of God, as though ‘we are commissioned to pass on what we have heard as independent proclamation’ (CD I/1: 55). If we wish to engage culture theologically in terms of its potential as a medium for divine communication, we must begin with the knowledge of that Word through Scripture. ‘Hence’, Barth writes, ‘it is only subsequently, a posteriori, exegetically and not in the sense of demonstrating the church’s commission’, that the church can consider ‘having heard the Word of God through Communism or some other reality’, doing so only ‘on the basis of previous experience of the reality of the Word of God reaching us somehow as commissioned proclamation’ (CD I/1: 57–8).

Barth finds a similarly disordered conceptual emphasis in Tillich’s desire to correlate theology with culture—namely, a conflation of what is and what will be, of ‘the man of the regnum gratiae [reign of grace] and the man of eternal glory’ who does not need ‘any special talk about God, and consequently any being addressed by God, and consequently any church’ (CD I/1: 64). In Barth’s view, approaching culture in terms of its capacity to transform itself into a ‘theonomous culture’—which Tillich later defines as one that ‘communicates…something ultimate in being and meaning, in all its creations’ (Tillich 1967: 251)—treats the Kingdom of God as if it were a tangible reality to be experienced in cultural products and fails to respect the limits and provisionality of human activity in the present realm of reconciliation. Viewed from an eschatological perspective: we can appreciate culture as a constitutive element of human life, but it is only from the vantage point of the Kingdom itself that it could be perceived as a theonomous culture that communicates the infinite through its finite forms.

Yet Barth does not deny the necessity and value of a reciprocal relationship between theology and culture. While he rejected ‘a general sanctifying of cultural achievement, such as Schleiermacher accomplished’, he equally rejected any ‘basic blindness to the possibility that culture may be revelatory’ (TAC: 344). Torrance argues that Barth’s intention ‘was by no means an attack on culture as such, but rather the opposite, upon a bogus mystification of culture which required to be disenchanted of its secret divinity before it really could be human culture’ and thus really could be free (Torrance 1962: 22). Centring his thought on ‘the grace of God alone’ enabled Barth, in T. F. Torrance’s words, ‘to build up a constructive theology, which laid the foundation for a genuine theological culture, without the confounding of God and man that is destructive of both good theology and good culture’ (Torrance 1962: 23). Indeed, theology itself is a cultural activity that is called to pursue its task in relation to the task and goal of culture. In this regard, Barth warns, ‘we are either doing a good job or we are slacking. There is no other option. God knows which it is’ (E: 220).

Barth as Defender of Culture

We will pursue the question of the possibility of revelation in secular culture below, but first we turn to the question of culture’s ‘task’ through Barth’s 1926 essay on ‘Church and Culture’ and his lectures on ethics in 1928–1929. Barth speaks of both theology and culture chiefly in terms of their respective tasks. As we have seen, the specific task of the church is to proclaim the Word, serving as an ‘indirect witness’ to the revelation directly witnessed in Scripture, while dogmatic theology is tasked with the role of watchdog. In ‘Church and Culture’, Barth seeks an appropriate understanding of culture’s task to place over and against those who would treat culture as an idol about which ‘the church could speak only negatively and polemically’ (TAC: 338). Barth offers a theological definition of culture as ‘the task set through the Word of God for achieving the destined condition of man in unity of body and soul’ (TAC: 337). More specifically, from the standpoint of the doctrine of creation, culture represents the promise of God’s friendship and an affirmation of the divine image, the promise of ‘fulfilment, unity, wholeness within his sphere as creature’ (TAC: 343). Within the doctrine of reconciliation, culture is the stage on which we live out our faith and obedience (TAC: 345), and from the point of view of the doctrine of redemption, culture is an event ‘which is not already here but is in the process of becoming’ (TAC: 348).

Although Barth holds ‘that this third line which connects the church with culture must be a critical line’ (TAC: 349), it is only from this final, eschatological standpoint that the church can understand and affirm the real theological significance of cultural activity. Barth writes:

With this eschatological anticipation, the church confronts society. Not with an undervaluation of cultural achievement, but with the highest possible evaluation of the goal for which it sees all cultural activity striving. Not in pessimism, but in boundless hope. Not as a spoilsport, but in the knowledge that art and science, business and politics, techniques and education are really a game—a serious game, but a game. (TAC: 349)

Against Tillich’s ‘theonomous culture’, which evinces a realized eschatology that Barth portrays as ‘all too beautiful to be true’ (ET: 113), Barth maintains that culture, like redemption, is ‘not yet’—it is an ‘event’ that is still ‘becoming’—and thus ‘the church will not see the coming of the Kingdom of God in any human cultural achievement, but it will be alert for the signs which, perhaps in many cultural achievements, announce that the kingdom approaches’ (TAC: 344). In relation to the human work of the church, then, culture’s task is different but bears equal theological import, which means that the church cannot approach culture as a superior. Rather than a communion of saints, the church is a community of sinners that has been called to proclaim the Word in the arena of culture. Therefore, we cannot act ‘as if we had not been claimed by both in a very definite way; as if we were not committed and involved in both…Our locus is the church; from there we understand and we represent culture, not conversely’ (TAC: 341). Like all human work, theology must recognize itself as a cultural activity and ‘stand in a positive relation to the final end of man’s creaturely existence, its cultural goal’ (E: 221). But in order to do this, theology must retain its own source and methods, free from the undue influence of other disciplines. Barth observes:

A reckoning will come if we think that theological work does not also come under the rubric of cultural work and does not have its own distinctive determination and relevance, as though, in view of the Holy Spirit, we could and should spare ourselves the trouble of doing justice to what we do in the same modest but definite sense as is self-evident for the children of this world. (E: 219–20)

This warning appears in the 1928–1929 lectures on ethics, which treats work and culture as inseparable if not synonymous. Barth writes: ‘We speak of work in the sense of the divine order of creation whenever the action of man is characterized by a specific cultural goal, directed to this cultural goal, and disciplined by the will of this cultural goal’ (E: 219). Whatever our occupation, then, ‘we cannot carry out our human life-act except in a positive or negative relation to that task and idea. Always and everywhere it is measured by that relation’ (E: 216).

As in ‘Church and Culture’, culture as work here in the lectures on ethics also signifies limit and hope, for ‘to work is to work toward a restful eternity…We work as we hope for the rest of the people of God’ (E: 223–4). Moreover, culture itself points to the limits of human achievement and thus to a hope beyond itself: ‘Culture as the synthesis between spirit and nature may well be the final goal in the life of man. But this final goal of his life rests in God and is indeed God himself, being achieved by his work and not ours’ (E: 223). This limit, according to Barth, ‘forbids us to give ourselves to cultural work with more than the relative seriousness of children playing before God’ (E: 223). Thus human work, if it is to be truly human, manifests itself as play, which is crystallized in the work of the artist, whose task is to ‘play with reality’ (E: 508). By recognizing the limits placed on human life and playing freely within them, art points beyond the present reality to the eschatological future. To this extent art plays with reality by refusing to see the present reality as the final word; it recognizes the limit of the present and asserts its freedom by transcending this reality with its own re-creation (E: 508).

Barth’s description of work as play recalls his earlier interpretation of human activity as a game, which ‘can never be ultimately serious, and never is’ when measured against the divine work that alone is ultimately serious (TAC: 349). And this language of ‘play’ and ‘game’, rather than disparaging human work, reveals Barth’s significance for liberation theology. For example, Timothy Gorringe sees a further consequence of Schleiermacher’s apotheosis of culture in the devaluation of work that did not contribute to the ‘higher’ achievements of theology, philosophy, and the arts: the ‘cultured’ despisers of religion, to whom Schleiermacher addressed his Speeches, were ‘those who had leisure to immerse themselves in philosophy and the arts and who, in doing so, were doing that which was truly religious, cultivating a sense and taste for the infinite’ (Gorringe 2004: 6). Yet the uncritical fusion of religion and culture denied the working class access to either. To understand culture in terms that exclude the majority forsakes in Barth’s view the genuine value and task of human cultural work, ‘letting it be abstracted in any great or little act of culture from the honest material without which human action would not be human at all’ (E: 217). For Barth, scholars, statesmen, and artists do nothing special in comparison to handymen, factory workers, or secretaries, and just so ‘there is no reason to go into raptures because we are working at this or that task’ (E: 218). Just as Barth’s relativization of all human activity in some sense levels the playing field between church and culture, so it also subverts elitist notions of ‘high’ versus ‘low’ or ‘popular’ culture.

Culture as Parable

Robert Palma holds that these earlier works of Barth ‘took culture too seriously in terms of its revelatory possibility’ (Palma 1983: 2). Only after getting ‘his theological house in order’ over the three ensuing decades, according to Palma, was Barth able to ‘see culture in a new way as the place where God could raise up parables of his own acts and kingdom’, leading to a theology that could become simultaneously ‘more free from culture and more free for culture’ (Palma 1983: 68 and 28). Palma sees this more mature theory of culture set forth in Church Dogmatics IV/3, published in 1959.

In many ways an expansion of the discussion in Church Dogmatics I/1, Church Dogmatics IV/3 opens with an examination of the Christological statement that ‘Jesus Christ is the light of life’, underscoring the ‘necessary application of the definite article’ that highlights its exclusivity, which the church is always tempted to soften (CD IV/3: 86–8). That Jesus Christ is the light of life means that we are able and obliged to recognize and affirm other words as true only to the extent that they conform with, recognize their distinction from, and have been acknowledged and ordained by, the one Word of God (CD IV/3: 111). Barth suggests a prototype in the parables of the New Testament, in which Jesus transforms everyday people and events, with no immediate likeness to the Kingdom of God, into ‘parables of the Kingdom’ by creating that likeness in them (CD IV/3: 112–13). Moreover, this exclusivity indicates Christ’s parallel solidarity with church and world in that ‘the criticism expressed in the exclusiveness of the statement affects, limits and relativizes the prophecy of Christians and the church no less than the many other prophecies’ of the broader world (CD IV/3: 91). As such, this Christological statement prohibits either a total rejection or an unconditional embrace of culture.

The presence of ‘true words’ in the human words of Scripture and the church is itself extraordinary, requiring the miraculous operation of the divine upon and within these words. To find such words in the secular sphere is certainly no more miraculous than in the narrower sphere of the church, for ‘if there are true words of God, it is all miraculous’ (CD IV/3: 118). From Barth’s Christocentric perspective, culture cannot be abandoned by God, and to say that it is would indicate that ‘we are not thinking and speaking in the light of the resurrection of Jesus Christ’. Instead, we should ‘be prepared at any time for true words even from what seem to be the darkest places’ (CD IV/3: 119).

Based on the prototype of the New Testament parables, all other ‘true words’ are understood to have undergone the same divine translation, becoming ‘parables of the Kingdom’ not through their own intention but through divine action. Barth likens this to Calvin’s account of the Lord’s Supper: just as bread and wine become body and blood without ‘ceasing to be what they are’, so secular words can be ‘used’ or ‘commandeered’ for the purpose of revelation (CD IV/3: 737). Rather than destroying their secularity, this divine commandeering preserves the freedom of these words—in the words of Paul Metzger, it ‘elevates words, giving to them new functions, capacities or uses, without thereby transforming the words themselves in the process’ (Metzger 2003: 140). Even so, human words, whether coming from culture or the church, will inevitably be a corruption or distortion of the one Word; hence there is a need for dogmatic theology in relation to church proclamation, as is presented in Church Dogmatics I/1.

Barth therefore offers three criteria for assessing the truth of such secular words: (a) their agreement with Scripture, (b) the fruits they bear, and (c) the simultaneous presence in these words of affirmation and criticism or ‘gospel and law’ (CD IV/3: 127–9).

The first criterion is placed in that position for a reason. Scripture remains the voice against which all other voices must be tested. Although not itself revelation, its words have authority and permanence because of the promise that they have been, are, and will continue to become the Word of God through the illumination of the Holy Spirit. If indeed we encounter true words in secular culture, we cannot disregard them but must receive them as a ‘commentary on Holy Scripture…a corrective to the tradition of the church, and an impulse to its reformation’ (CD IV/3: 128 and 130). In short, true words coming to the church from outside can neither be ignored nor canonized.

Barth eschews specific examples of true words, arguing that any such example would distract from the matter at hand, namely, ‘the prophecy of the Lord Jesus Christ and its almighty power to bring forth such true words even extra muros ecclesiae [outside the walls of the church]…this and this alone is the matter to be treated’ (CD IV/3: 135). Barth is adamant that we have not been invited into the realm of natural theology. Natural theology begins with ‘words’ and seeks to learn from them something about God as an abstract ‘Supreme Being’ (CD IV/3: 117). The church, by contrast, begins with the Word and seeks to learn something about the world, namely its reconciliation. For this reason and this reason alone can it be ‘prepared to encounter “parables of the kingdom” in the full biblical sense…in the secular sphere’ (CD IV/3: 117). Thus, for Barth, even in acknowledging the possibility of true words arising from secular culture, ‘we do not leave the sure ground of christology’ (CD IV/3: 117). Throughout this discussion, then, the focus remains always on the Word—the freedom of the Word to speak through human words and the authority of the Word for the church. Barth’s concern here is not the relationship between the Word and culture or between church and culture, but between the Word and words, the point being that we must not confuse any human words (whether from the church or from culture) with the one Word, and yet we must also be prepared to hear and obey the Word of Christ from wherever it speaks.

Being prepared to hear is not the same as actively seeking out ‘true words’ in culture, which is frequently accompanied by the temptation to view secular culture as an innately revelatory, theonomous realm, suggesting that there are answers in culture even if they must be always tested against Scripture. Approaching culture in this way asks it to fulfil the task of the church and thereby restricts its freedom as secular culture. For Barth, theology must serve the task of culture, not the other way around. In fact, in one sense, the church is not necessary in principle, for Barth, as the Word is not bound by the church. But culture, as the secular ordering, structuring, and affirming of human life, is necessary; and this is where its value is discovered—not in its potential as a locus for ‘parables’ but in its distinctly secular task. Culture could exist without the church, but the church could not exist except in relation to culture, for its task is to proclaim the Word in and to the world and thus it depends wholly on this relationship (CD IV/3: 826).

Viewing culture as a potential source of revelation would impose more law than gospel, generating methods that encroach on the freedom of culture by imposing Christianity’s own theological predilections upon it. Such approaches, Metzger argues, ‘exploit this world rather than explore it’ (Metzger 2003: 199). After all, consider Barth’s various iterations of culture’s task mentioned above—ordering and affirming human life, achieving the destined condition of human beings, and so on: this already sounds like a tall order without a bunch of theologians then coming along and saddling it with all this extra business of manifesting ‘the ultimate’ or scouring its works for hidden memos from Jesus. Moreover, Barth does not hesitate to point out that culture is often better than the church when it comes to accomplishing its respective tasks, having sat through his share of dull or misguided sermons (something to which many of us can, painfully, relate). On two occasions, he recalls the contrast between a ‘perfect’ variety show he enjoyed one Saturday night and a ‘miserable’ sermon he endured on Sunday morning, suggesting ‘that the divinely willed cause of man was better served’ by Saturday’s secular entertainment than by the ‘real piece of theological bungling’ he witnessed the next day (E: 219; CD III/4: 529). Amen to that, brother.

The Curious Case of Mozart

Metzger argues that, for Barth, ‘Mozart’s music does not abuse the creation, but imitates it, explores it, creates from within the limits given’ (Metzger 2003: 211). Although Barth himself stops short, his essays on Mozart are often cited as examples of Church Dogmatics IV/3 in action, thanks in large part to Barth’s famous words on the composer:

How can I as an evangelical Christian and theologian proclaim Mozart? May I ask all those others who may be shaking their heads in astonishment and anxiety to be content for the moment with the general reminder that the New Testament speaks not only of the kingdom of heaven but also of parables of the kingdom of heaven.

(WM: 57)

Indeed, Barth’s affection for Mozart was such that Ralph Wood observes: ‘not even the Fathers and Reformers enable Barth to hear what sings forth from Mozart—namely “parables of the kingdom revealed in the gospel of God’s free grace”…His music constitutes for Barth a parabolic correspondence to the Gospel so original that it is not discernible in any other genius of culture’ (Wood 1988: 72). Specifically, because of Mozart’s humility, Barth hears in his music true freedom and childlike play: ‘with God, the world, himself, heaven and earth, life—and, above all, death—ever present before his eyes, in his hearing, and in his heart, he was a profoundly unproblematical and thus a free man: a freedom, so it seems, given to him—indeed commanded and therefore exemplary for him’ (WM: 54, emphases original). Barth even exclaims that ‘we must certainly assume that the dear Lord had a special, direct contact with him’ (WM: 26, emphasis original). According to Metzger, then, Mozart’s music ‘serve[s] the kingdom as a parable, secular in form, divine in content’ (Metzger 2003: 215). Mozart can emerge as such a ‘parable’, according to Barth, because he was not master but servant to ‘Frau Musica’ (WM: 51). Conversely, Barth holds that Schleiermacher’s need for a synthesis of Christianity and culture compelled him to act not ‘as a responsible servant of Christianity but, like a true virtuoso, as a free master of it’, playing it like a violin (PTNC: 432, 446). Much like the ‘secular parables’ described in Church Dogmatics IV/3, Mozart does not ‘will to proclaim the praise of God. He just does it’ (WM: 38).

Wood finds ‘the heart of a genuinely evangelical theology of culture’ in the Mozart essays, which demonstrate that ‘the less we look to culture for salvation, the more we may find corroborations of the Gospel there in its midst’ (Wood 1988: 75). Indeed, for Barth, Mozart serves as a ‘parable’ of sorts for theology: the freedom and joy that he hears in Mozart’s music resembles that which he seeks for theology, which is too often characterized by ‘sulky faces, morose thoughts and boring ways of speaking’—especially natural theology, which Barth found ‘so profoundly tedious and so utterly unmusical’ (CD II/1: 665–6). As a cultural task performed in the light of divine radiance, the theologian’s work should be at least as joyful and free as Mozart’s.

Before embracing these essays as Barth’s theory of culture put into practice (given Barth’s own reticence in Church Dogmatics IV/3), it is worth noting some of their unique features. First and foremost, when it comes to Mozart, Barth is not merely an admirer; he is a hardcore fanboy—and he lets that flag fly gladly and unapologetically throughout the essays. Philip Stoltzfus astutely observes that in these essays ‘Barth never ventures into any critical evaluation of performances or recordings beyond simply characterizing them as “comforting”…or “relaxing”’ (Stoltzfus 2006: 118). Stoltzfus therefore warns against reading Barth’s provocative statements literally; rather, ‘Barth is using the superlative’ as a thinly veiled critique of Zwingli and intends for his words to be taken ‘with a healthy dose of irony’ (Stoltzfus 2006: 150). Stoltzfus further observes that ‘in placing his expressions into the realm of indirect speech—the hypothetical, imaginative, quotational—he acts to distance himself and his audience from their claims’, something made clear by the fact that Barth often ‘teases his audience into objectifying, qualifying, and ultimately relativizing what has just been asserted’ (Stoltzfus 2006: 150). Moreover, consider the context in which these essays were composed—not as theological treatises but as specially commissioned tributes. As such, we ought to permit Barth a measure of hyperbole in paying homage to his lifelong hero. His exaggerated rhetoric is tongue-in-cheek and is intended to be taken as such, for Barth sees Mozart as ‘not a teacher’ but as a man ‘who plays simply’, and in these tributes Barth does not aim to teach but to ‘play simply’ (GA 25: 439).

Given Barth’s deconstruction of any hierarchical relationship between church and culture, we might also wonder about the responsibility of the theologian when a cultural form is found to fall short. On the one hand, Barth’s central objection to Schleiermacher’s legacy is that it leaves theology without a critical voice in response to cultural evils. On the other hand, Palma worries that Barth ‘did not always take seriously enough the intractable character and complexity of the evil embedded in the cultural life of human beings’ (Palma 1983: 83). Even so, Timothy Gorringe argues that in Barth’s thought ‘the gospel meets every culture with “sharp scepticism”’, reminding us that ‘no culture embodies the kingdom’ and demanding that we ‘pay attention to the dark side of cultural history’ (Gorringe 2004b: 19). Because secular culture often fails to live up to its task, the church, itself a community of justified sinners, must look upon every culture with scepticism, heeding the eschatological proviso that never allows culture to be equated with the Kingdom of God. Barth, of course, spoke out quite boldly whenever he believed culture, theology, or church had been derelict—witness the first edition of the commentary on Romans or the Barmen Declaration and his subsequent expulsion from Germany. However, Barth also reminds us that while human culture ‘clearly and truly shows that man, far from being good, is nothing short of a monster’, the theologian must not claim that it ‘shows only that’ (HG: 54). Just as the ‘true words’ from secular culture always contain both criticism and affirmation for the church, the church must encounter culture with both ‘comfort and warning’, both gospel and law:

The church does not serve society if for fear of being subversive or becoming unpopular, it fails to make this qualification effective, if it fails to express…the comfort and warning of eternity. Society is waiting for exactly this service. And society will have respect for a church which dares to be subversive and unpopular; and no respect for a church which refuses such a service…For society knows better than it will admit to itself that without this comfort and warning cultural achievement is ultimately impossible. (TAC: 349, emphases original)

For Barth, gospel and law are present in true words simultaneously, but not in equal measure. The ‘Yes’ always outweighs the ‘No’—or, in Metzger’s words, ‘the consoling turn of grace overcome[es] demonic nothingness’ (Metzger 2003: 210). This, too, Barth admires in Mozart, as we read in the following excerpt from ‘Mozart’s Freedom’, which places Mozart’s music in comparison to Schleiermacher’s theology on this account:

The Mozartean ‘center’ is not like that of the great theologian Schleiermacher—a matter of balance, neutrality, and, finally, indifference. What occurs in Mozart is rather a glorious upsetting of the balance, a turning in which the light rises and the shadows fall, though without disappearing, in which joy overtakes sorrow without extinguishing it, in which the ‘Yea’ rings louder than the ever-present ‘Nay’…We will never hear in Mozart an equilibrium of forces and a consequent uncertainty or doubt. (WM: 55, emphasis original)

Likewise, Barth praised poet and playwright Carl Zuckmayer personally for ‘the never-failing compassion with which it is constantly given you to view human darkness, corruption, and misery. Mephistopheles is absent. In you the goodness of God which unobtrusively but unmistakably embraces all things and people governs and characterizes even the most trivial, bizarre, and foolish scenes and situations’ (Zuckmayer 1982: 8). What Barth appreciates is Zuckmayer’s ability to depict evil truthfully, yet without extinguishing hope.

It is this relentless Christian hope that allows Barth’s theology to withstand the onslaught of evil that Enlightenment optimism could not. Timothy Gorringe cites Barth’s theology of hope as the foundation for a theology of culture that avoids pessimism by recognizing culture as an always unachieved ‘becoming’:

To say, with Barth, that culture is constituted under the sign of hope is to say the injustices which deform every culture cannot be final, cannot be accepted as destiny. There is a strange new world towards which culture is directed, the theological symbol for which is the kingdom. Rather than culture as destiny, this, according to the gospel, is the destiny of culture, reached by the long revolution, the journey from bondage to freedom. (Gorringe 2004b: 45)

Conclusion

If we say that secular culture can become a locus for the communication of the Word, we might get a nod of agreement from both Tillich and Barth. The crucial word is ‘can’. For Tillich, secular culture ‘can’ possess a native capacity to bear the infinite. Barth argues that human words cannot by any natural capacity reveal the transcendent reality, but that the Word can utilize cultural forms as ‘unwitting witnesses’ (Hunsinger 2000: 265). ‘Culture can be a witness to the promise which was given man in the beginning’, Barth writes: ‘it can and in Christ, it is’ (TAC: 343, emphases original). He goes on to admit that ‘even the church can be a symbol of what is to be’, but ‘between “can” and “is” stands God’s free grace’ (TAC: 351–2, emphasis original).

Some have argued that Barth’s theological principles cause him to exclude relevant extra-theological material ‘because his stated methodological autonomy tends to inhibit responsible acknowledgement of conversation and mutual exchange of ideas’ (Stoltzfus 2006: 162–3). If these scholars are concerned that Barth’s ‘rigid boundaries’ cause him to be ‘weakest in these border areas’ (Ford 1979: 196), then it seems all the more fitting to understand his theology of culture in terms of eschatology. On the borders of the eschatological horizon, Barth is able to speak more freely. His playful theological imagination means that he ‘has less at stake in his investigation of cultural phenomena’ (Palma 1983: 11) but, counterintuitively, the low stakes that enable and resource Barth’s ‘freedom for culture’ open him up as a resource for theologies of liberation (Gorringe 2004b), popular culture (DeCou 2013), and comic fiction (Wood 1988), amongst other possibilities, and even as a source of personal and creative inspiration for ‘secular’ authors like John Updike (for example, Updike 1960 and 1986). Rather than precluding a positive relation between church and culture, Barth insists that the church ‘stands or falls with this relation’ (CD IV/3: 826). What we have learned from Barth’s writings about culture, his thinking with cultural forms, and those thinking after Barth is that culture must be a central theological concern—which means that every Christian must be, in some respect, a theologian of culture.
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chapter 39

 Barth and Judaism


Randi Rashkover




The task of this chapter is to reflect upon the relationship between Barth’s theology and Jewish thought. Currently we inherit a certain framing of this relationship, which is understood in terms of a family of Jewish thinkers including Franz Rosenzweig, David Novak, and Michael Wyschogrod. Like Barth, thinkers in this group placed particular stress on the ‘wholly other’ character of God and God’s revelation as command and love (Wyschogrod 1974; Novak 2005). Yet this Jewish appropriation of Barth has resulted in an unwanted strain of antinomianism and the installation of a ‘gnostic’ sensibility, which insists upon the dramatic separation between God, world, and word (Rashkover and Kavka 2014). The goal of this chapter is to reorient the encounter between Barth and Jewish theology towards a focus on logic and wisdom. To that end, it considers the relation between Barth’s theology and Jewish thought in light of the challenge posed by modern science to religion, and it does so by way of a comparison between Barth’s theology and the work of his teacher at Marburg, the great Jewish philosopher Hermann Cohen. Unlike many of their contemporaries, Barth and Cohen rejected the identification of causal explanation with absolute order. Both were concerned to illuminate the ways that people use and shape knowledge according to their purposes, and both believed that there are better and worse ways to effect this. Both thinkers also maintained that scriptural study offers a unique opportunity for ongoing reflection upon the logic or wisdom of how persons take up and order their knowledge of the world.

The first section of this chapter describes the challenge presented to both thinkers by the primacy of scientific explanation. The second section identifies a popular approach to the problem of science that focuses upon the irreducibility of ‘religious experience’. Next, the chapter discusses how both Cohen and Barth rejected the turn to ‘religious experience’ and opted instead to pursue an investigation into the logic and wisdom of how persons live with and order their knowledge about the world as they pursue this wisdom through the study of scriptural texts. The chapter concludes by demonstrating how a recognition of Barth as a transcendental thinker affords a valuable new point of encounter between Barth’s theology and a contemporary strain in Jewish scriptural pragmatics.

From the Old to the New

Typically, narratives describing the encounter between Barth and Jewish thought situate it in the context of the crisis of humanism emergent in the inter-war period in western Europe (Lazier 2008). Yet with this move, historians of theology and theologians tend to emphasize radical theological critique over and against all forms of human knowing, amplifying what could be construed as a ‘gnostic’ strain in the work of Jewish contemporaries of Barth such as Rosenzweig and Buber. This amplification is unfortunate, since it ignores the deep concern with the world and our knowledge of it that can be found in the work of many inter-war thinkers, including Barth, Cohen, Buber, and others.

The broader context within which I want to address the encounter between Barth and Jewish thinking is a western European concern—going back more than two hundred years—with the relation between the rise of the ‘explanatory sciences’ and the meaning of ‘religion’, and the resultant desire to ‘explain’ religion in thoroughly naturalistic terms. The relationship between religion and the sciences became particularly complex in the period between 1917 and 1945. Despite common perceptions, religious thinkers such as Cohen, Buber, and Barth continued to tackle this issue, and with an even greater sense of urgency: they were concerned not only with salvaging religious meaning, but also with the challenge of disorder and violence emerging out of the technological by-products of the explanatory sciences (Schwarzschild 1956; Hunsinger 1976). These thinkers could no longer take for granted the positive value of the explanatory sciences. Failure to consider how people were taking up or living in relation to these scientific findings could constitute matters of life and death, as events demonstrated. Confronted with such disorder, thinkers like Barth and Cohen began to ask about the purposes or values of scientific explanations and about the rules, laws, and/or practices needed to realize them. They made a turn to what, following Kant, we may refer to as transcendental reflection—an investigation into the logical and ethical rules or principles by means of which human beings have knowledge of their world. In this way, both Cohen and Barth sought a deeper level of logical and ethical intelligibility.

Religious Experience

Before further examining the transcendental turn in Barth and Jewish thought, it is important to highlight the main features of an earlier response to the rise of the sciences. This response maintained that religion could not be reducible to natural explanation since it referred to a reality beyond the merely physical or offered an experience of the infinite or truly real. Both paradigms were present at Marburg when Barth was a student: the first in the work of Hermann Cohen, and the second in his teacher, Wilhelm Herrmann, whose position had origins in the nineteenth-century theology of Friedrich Schleiermacher.

Religion, Schleiermacher argued, does not have the same object as natural science or morality. Neither, however, is it incompatible with the contents of these sciences. Religion is defined as ‘a sensibility and a taste for the infinite’ (Schleiermacher 1996: 23). Religion’s object—a consciousness of the universal existence of all things in this deeper reality or Whole—is beyond intelligibility or rational cognition but is available within the individual’s inner world and experience. Nevertheless, religion and science work in tandem. Religion without science registers as confusion, and science without religion lacks meaning and orientation.

Like Schleiermacher, Herrmann sought to rescue religion from the fires of explanatory reduction. He argued that religion’s uniqueness or ‘more’ derived from an encounter between an unobservable self and a supernatural revelation of God which served to existentially and morally affirm this self and which was more real than any observable fact (see Herrmann 1895: 49–69). Undoubtedly, as Bruce McCormack comments, ‘Herrmann was happy to grant the validity of the neo-Kantian epistemology in so far as it touched upon the knowledge gained in natural science, ethics, etc.’ (McCormack 1995: 56); but Herrmann located religious reality outside the confines of this epistemological structure. Beyond Schleiermacher, Herrmann also considered revelation to be a historical fact, albeit a unique, non-empirical, and saving fact available only to individuals who experienced its affirmative power.

Barth’s early essays offer evidence of his deep engagement with the issue of the uniqueness or ‘more’ of religion. Like Herrmann, Barth took for granted the validity of the Marburg neo-Kantian epistemological account of the sciences, and maintained that the object of religion was not subject to this epistemology but derived from an individual experience of Jesus. In addition, Barth shared Hermann’s assessment of the ‘inner historical’ meaning of the event of revelation (GA 22: 149–212).

The Transcendental Turn

Barth’s later work offers a different response to the question of the religious ‘more’, and this response bears the characteristic features of the transcendental turn that is evident in the work of Hermann Cohen and which resurfaces in a strain of pragmatic Jewish thinking in our own time. Both Barth and Cohen shared a sense of urgency over what they took to be the paradox of the explanatory sciences. If the sciences serve successfully to ‘explain’ and make sense of our world, how, they asked, could these same sciences be commensurate with an increasingly disordered and potentially violent reality? Clearly the intelligibility afforded by the explanatory sciences was not exhaustive. Causal accounts alone could neither explain nor contend with the range of crises emerging in the inter-war period. Facts, as Cohen, Barth, and others began to realize, only operate in tandem with their use. And the apparent neutrality of facts is quickly nullified when facts are taken up by and for persons who use or abuse them. What was needed, then, was transcendental reflection on the judgements that persons make with respect to the facts with which they live.

Consequently, Cohen and Barth both rejected the regard of Schleiermacher and Herrmann for religious experience as the source of the unique religious ‘more’ (Poma 1997: 201). Barth’s early regard for religious consciousness notwithstanding, he soon came, like Cohen before him, to categorize religious experience or religious consciousness in the same terms that were used to understand any other object of empirical analysis. Most significantly, both Cohen and Barth took religious experience as something in need of proper handling and lawful determination, the neglect of which handling and determination could easily result in its giving rise to disorder and even violence. Moreover, both rejected the identification of a religious ‘more’ with a meta-rational reality, and sought instead to identify their respective conceptions of the ‘infinite’ with more ‘order’, not less, since only an inquiry into the proper ways of approaching our knowledge could offset the prospect of perpetual chaos.

The fundamental framework of logic as transcendental reflection on the categories by means of which claims are thought was set out by G. W. F. Hegel in the Science of Logic. If, as Hegel argued, much modern thinking separates logic from what it deems the worthier ‘content’ of any fact, acceptance of a fact as ‘given’ permits the de facto reign of sentiment and opinion instead of the rightful role of judgement in determining intelligibility: ‘As impulses the categories are only instinctively active…the loftier business of logic…is to clarify these categories and in them to raise mind to freedom and truth’ (Hegel 1991: 37). To undertake this ‘loftier business’, however, is to admit what are apparently fixed claims into the continuum of infinite reflection upon the logical structures for ordering knowledge. It is this account of infinite transcendental reflection that Cohen and Barth appropriate.

However, both Cohen and Barth maintained, on the one hand, that religion and its contents (experiences, history, texts, laws) constitute a set of facts available to transcendental reflection on their intelligibility and, on the other hand, that religious traditions—or, more specifically, sacred texts—point to and illuminate the activity of transcendental reflection itself. By combining these two aspects of transcendental reflection, both thinkers paved the way for an account of how Jewish and Christian study can contribute to a proper ordering of our scientifically known world.

Cohen

Hermann Cohen was a leading neo-Kantian philosopher whose approach to transcendental philosophy was highly influential on the Marburg community within which the young Barth studied. Given the concerns of this chapter, I want to illuminate how Cohen’s neo-Kantianism introduces a new paradigm in religious thought devoted to the role of reflection upon the laws and habits by means of which we shape our knowledge—a paradigm that also appears in Barth’s theology. Undoubtedly, many readers of Barth will find this comparison with Cohen surprising, given that there are significant differences in their accounts of revelation. Yet both Barth and Cohen take up a version of Hegel’s account of transcendental reflection in order to offset the one-sided account of knowledge as immediate observation and mathematical quantification, on the basis that such one-sidedness fails to recognize the role of rational subjective determination or lawfulness in the production of knowledge. It is true that for his part Cohen identifies infinite reflection with an activity of human reasoning, whereas Barth associates this reflection with a notion of the divine habitus within which the elect are invited to participate. Yet both Barth and Cohen recognize the urgent need for this activity of reflection upon the order of how knowledge is held, and both recognize Scripture as central to the infinite process of discovering or discerning this logic.

For Cohen, transcendental structures that order our factual knowledge can be divided into three different types, each of which contributes to a complete ‘infinite ratio’: (a) logical laws of scientific facts (i.e., the laws of physics and mathematics); (b) ethical principles of legal systems; and (c) religious principles that derive from and function as reflections upon scriptural facts. Unlike Hegel, Cohen maintained that ‘being’ requires ethics and ethics requires religion or Scripture. Consequently, Scripture presents us with a unique opportunity to reflect upon all three aspects of how people can and ought to order their world.

It is useful to take up each aspect of this transcendental reflection in turn.

Cohen’s philosophy was motivated by a deep concern with, on one level, scientific materialism and, on another level, social suffering. Seeking, like other thinkers of his time, to ‘react against materialistic objectivism and empiricism’ (Poma 1997: 3), Cohen insisted upon a direct correlation between the facts of scientific practice and their transcendental conditions. Cohen’s transcendental idealism identifies the extent to which science qua the isolation of facts presupposes transcendental rules of intelligibility, even as it identifies the extent to which the reflective determination of these transcendental rules presupposes science. The reciprocal relationship between transcendental rules and concrete scientific practice—in Cohen’s terms, between ‘Idee’ (Idea) and ‘Faktum’ (fact)—requires that Cohen’s version of pan-logism take the form of an endless task.

Let me explain. Cohen understood ‘experience’ to refer to the contents of science. This is one reason why the transcendental conditions or ‘rules’ by means of which we grasp experience inevitably refer to the principles and laws of mathematics and physics. In his effort to identify the principles or laws by means of which scientific facts have objective validity, Cohen followed in Kant’s footsteps. Nonetheless, like Hegel, Cohen challenged Kant’s notion of the Ding an sich (thing as such). Both Hegel and Cohen argued that it was incorrect to identify the intuitions of space and time as a priori forms of intuition, which would leave some transcendental remainder beyond the activity of reason. According to Cohen, ‘space, time and the categories are the “methods” of the mathematical science of nature’ (Cohen 1918: 743).

By identifying space and time as products of reason’s transcendental operations, Cohen went beyond Kant and asserted a link between scientific and critical idealism. Only critical idealism emphasizes the purity and independence of transcendental reason to generate the conditions for objective validity and the necessary and absolute correspondence between transcendental logic and objective actuality. Indeed, Cohen insisted that recognition of the correspondence between idea and fact functioned as a much-needed antidote to what he took to be the twin evils of materialism and spiritualism. If scientific idealism was transcendentally independent, then objective validity could never be taken as an immediate ‘given’. Attribution of essential or pre-determined intelligibility to any ‘fact’, material or spiritual, could now be judged irrational or dogmatic.

Cohen’s transcendental idealism extended to a taking account of its own activity of taking account. That is, Cohen remained unwilling to accept any categorical operations as ‘given’; one must always ask about the ‘origin’ (Ursprung) of reflection. According to Cohen, knowledge of the origin of thinking operates similarly to knowledge of the conditions for objective validity, generally speaking. As seen above, the process of transcendental reflection always begins with questions regarding the transcendental conditions of a fact. From this point, rules are identified which constitute the terms of the object’s intelligibility. Still, a rule or a principle is designed to be enacted. This means that (a) the rule must be apprehensible (i.e., it can in fact be ‘taken account of’); and (b) the rule must be able to be applied. Consequently, transcendental reflection amounts to the apprehension of a rule as a hypothesis awaiting verification by use.

Seeking the origin of thinking is tantamount to reflecting upon the conditions of the possibility of transcendental reflection as the hypothesis of itself as ‘judgement’ or ‘principle-making’. But the hypothesis is apprehended only so far as it is applied as a rule; consequently, reflection upon origin is tantamount to the activity of the generation of principles or the work of transcendental reflection. Each determination of scientific principle qua hypothesis constitutes an act of verification of the hypothesis of ‘thinking as hypothesis generation’ itself. ‘Thinking qua rule-generation’ requires the activity of rule-generation in order to achieve its own objective validity. Still, as seen above, the transcendental determination of rules and principles is scientific idealism and begins with the fact of science. This means that critical idealism as the ‘more’ requires the perpetual presentation by science of new problems to stimulate the activity of transcendental reflection.

So what role did Cohen see for religion in relation to this notion of the ‘more’ as transcendental ratio? Against Hegel’s insistence upon the supersession of religion by philosophy, Cohen identified a more direct relationship between ‘religion’ and the infinite, understood as the apprehension of the ideal rules of facts. As I will discuss below, Barth’s transcendental analysis located intelligibility in divine knowing. Cohen’s work, by contrast, sustained Hegel’s identification of human thought as self-reflective but critiqued Hegel’s insistence upon the residual dogmatism of revealed religion. There is in Cohen’s analysis a commensurability between religion and logic and a unique function for religion with respect to logic. Religions function as facts whose intelligibility can be discerned by way of transcendental investigation. They may exercise ongoing philosophical self-reflection on the logical intelligibility of their own contents. However, religions also play another role. If, as Cohen argued, scientific facts pose the ‘problem’ for which logical reflection provides the ongoing hypothetical answer, scriptural facts, he maintained, and the Hebrew Scriptures in particular, pose the ‘problem’ for which an ethical or normative reflection constitutes the ongoing response. Scriptural facts prompt transcendental reflection upon the problem of ‘humanity’ or ethics. And there are, as noted earlier, diverse aspects of the ratio or the ‘more’ for Cohen. Facts are intelligible when they conform to the laws, principles, and hypotheses of mathematics and physics. But facts are also intelligible in an ethical way when they are handled to organize human life in society and when they are handled to resolve or limit suffering. And our awareness of this latter category of transcendental reflection emerges uniquely out of religious texts.

Ultimately, these aspects of the ‘more’ are inseparable. Transcendental reflection upon the problem of human socio-economic and psychological suffering constitutes a deeper analysis of what it means for human beings to live ethically in and with the world. According to Cohen, ethics is transcendental investigation into the problem of ‘humanity’. It derives its ‘problem’ out of the evolving science of jurisprudence and then, like logic, responds to this problem by way of the pure generation of principles or rules of human action, will, and self-consciousness. However, the reality of ethical laws presupposes the reality of ethical action. As such, ethics is concerned not only with what ‘is’, but with what can be done and how it can be done. Hence Cohen writes: ‘The conception of juridical person creates a new kind of will…Therefore this concept…must be endowed with the fundamental value of hypothesis’ (Cohen 1907: 231).

To speak of the juridical person is to speak of an abstract universal member of an ‘ideal state’. However, if ethics is a hypothesis about the pure will, it must take account of the conditions of the possibility of the concrete realization of the actions of such an agent. For this it needs supplementation. Cohen explains: ‘Ethics is not interested in the outward success or failure of moral duty…[But for religion it is] not…a matter of indifference whether my morality and all men’s morality remains dutiful striving only’ (Cohen 1972: 20). The individual suffers from two particular challenges which militate against his or her becoming an ethical person: the suffering of ‘the thou’ and guilt. Here we are interested in the problem of social suffering which constitutes an impediment to any science of an ethically self-conscious society. There must be a ratio, an account of how the fact of suffering can be handled. According to Cohen, it is the facts expressed in religion and in the Hebrew Scriptures most originally which give rise to this supplemental area of logic. Ethical principles and laws are the tools by means of which social order is achieved. Still, ethical recognition of the problem of suffering and the motivation to develop principles sufficient to repair it presupposes an ability to apprehend an individual’s suffering as expressed by the religious language of the prophets (Cohen 1972: 178).

Cohen’s recognition of the unique problem of the ‘thou’ introduced in the Hebrew Scriptures is very important since it demonstrates the reciprocal relation between religion and logic. Cohen therefore maintained the following sequence of logical dependencies: facts presuppose logic and logic receives its ‘problems’ out of facts, and comes to its own realization in the act of determining the ongoing problems presented in the sciences. Facts, however, generate problems of science and problems of humanity. However, the problem of humanity transpires within the lawfulness of the scientific world. Finally, human life is not exhausted by ethics but needs religion’s awareness of the ‘thou’. Religion therefore contributes to the overall ratio of the idea and therefore Cohen’s conception of the idea as the ‘more’ consists in all three dimensions. Each contributes a set of rules or laws that order the facts and serve as ‘criteria’ which guard against the default of rule by sentiment. Most importantly for my purposes, this commensurability between areas of intelligibility comes together in the reflection upon religious texts and constitutes what may be described as a perpetual realization of the infinite in and through the finite, since religious texts require and stimulate all three modes of transcendental reflection. Religious traditions are irreducible to the determinations of the explanatory sciences by virtue of their capacity to generate a wisdom about how we live in the natural and social arenas of our existence. In this way, religious reflection becomes the measure of religion itself.

Barth

Like Cohen, Barth’s post-Herrmannian theology offers a blueprint for the ongoing labour of an infinite reflection that issues judgements regarding the intelligibility of the facts of ‘religion’ and the sciences. In drawing this comparison, I hope to identify a new basis for Jewish and Christian engagement rooted in a shared commitment to the ongoing transcendental determination of the interface between logical and social intelligibility.

It is no secret that Barth often opposed his theology of the Word to what he understood to be Hegel’s grand synthesis of God and human reason. However, in an early essay, ‘Fate and Idea in Theology’, Barth argued that ‘Idealism means the self-reflection of spirit…It discovers a correlation between thinking and truth’ (FI: 43). Indeed, Barth’s identification of the intelligibility of divine action constituted a continuation of his attempt to tackle the problem of religion and its relation to the sciences.

We can begin to appreciate the Hegelian-inflected character of Barth’s theology in relation to his more mature criticism of Herrmann’s emphasis upon religious experience. Not surprisingly, this critique was partly prompted by Herrmann’s willingness to sign a 1914 manifesto in support of the German effort in the First World War. In response Barth wrote the following in a letter to Herrmann:

Especially with you, Herr Professor…we learned to acknowledge ‘experience’ as the constitutive principle of knowing and doing in the domain of religion…Now however…an ‘experience’ which is completely new to us is held out to us by German Christians, an allegedly religious war ‘experience’. (KB–MR: 115)

It is clear, McCormack remarks, that Barth’s ‘primary difficulty at this point in time had to do with what he saw as the manipulation of religious experience to legitimate the most sinful and catastrophic of human actions’ (McCormack 1995: 113, emphasis added). Religious experience, Barth suggested, with no lack of cynicism, is not ‘neutral’. It takes on the values of the habits for which it is appropriated and by means of which it is used. Increasingly, one might say, Barth viewed religion as a fact or pool of facts, that is, a product of human language or knowledge susceptible to reflection within a higher, transcendental order of logic. If, like his teachers, Barth had assumed the difference between scientific fact and an irreducible ‘more’, he now differed from them with respect to the status of religious experience within the equation. Accordingly, he noted in his essay ‘Religion und Sozialismus’ (Religion and Socialism) of 1915 that ‘the object [Sache] I am concerned with—and to which, to be sure, religion as feeling points us—is something greater and clearer’ (GA 48: 213).

Already in this essay, Barth had identified the ‘more’ with divine self-determination: ‘I have spoken of a Kingdom of God…I mean thereby simply that God is living, that God rules and will rule’ (GA 48: 216). God, Barth argues, orders. God takes up and accounts for the ideal functioning of the world. Precisely how God rules—that is, what in Barth’s estimation constitutes a set of divine transcendental conditions required for us to act properly, and salvifically to dwell in our world—Barth had not yet detailed. Nonetheless, the turn to the divine habitus had already been made. It is this ‘more’ that I maintain places Barth in direct conversation with Cohen and contemporary Jewish thought.

More specifically, the key to the overlap between Barth and this strain of Jewish thought derives from the transcendental character of Barth’s account of God’s self-positing or being-in-act. When describing what he refers to as Barth’s turn to a ‘critically realistic dialectical theology’, McCormack states that ‘Barth’s concern…was to safeguard his realistic starting point in the Self-positing God who objectively places humankind in relation to Himself’ (McCormack 1995: 158). A critically realistic theology is, then, a transcendental theology of God’s self-knowing and self-determination as the enactment of divine normativity. In Hegel’s Idealism, Robert Pippin indicates how transcendental reflection, generally speaking, presupposes what Kant referred to as the ‘identity, unity, and self-consciousness’ of the subject or self (Pippin 1989: 19). Importantly, Pippin notes the relationship between the transcendental categories of judgement, the exercise of these categories by a unified ‘subject’, and the extent to which knowledge as application of the categories is tantamount to the self-conscious act of rule-application. Implicit in our scientific claims is an epistemological activity of self-positing and, in particular, the self-conscious enactment of the rules of judgement. Knowledge inevitably implies, according to Pippin, that ‘I apply a certain determinate concept and judge that I am in such a state, something I must do and be able to know that I am doing’ (Pippin 1989: 19). Knowing, then, is an act of self-positing, which constitutes the ratio or intelligibility of the facts we claim to know. One can identify these features of transcendental reflection or the self-conscious application of categories or rules in both Cohen’s account of infinite judgement making and in Barth’s description of God’s self-determination through an infinite praxis of divine normativity.

Barth had long maintained that there is no route to theology from the position of human knowing. Still, as early as the first edition of his commentary on Romans, Barth also maintained—in McCormack’s words—that ‘the human knower is made a participant in God’s knowledge of Himself’ (McCormack 1995: 159). The connection between divine self-knowledge and self-positing in the enactment of God’s election of Jesus Christ reaches fullest expression in Barth’s account of God as ‘who He is in the act of His revelation’, as it is presented in Church Dogmatics (CD II/1: 262). If revelation is the event of God’s knowing Godself, it is an event as an act by means of which God ‘is what he is’. But for Barth, this is not just any act. It is the one unique act of God’s gracious election of humankind in Jesus Christ. If, as Barth maintains, this one unique act determines God’s objective reality, it is because this act abides by and/or applies the one unique rule or habitus of God’s self-determination. Mimicking Kant’s account of categorical knowing, Barth refers to God’s election in Jesus Christ as the ‘regulative principle’ that governs divine knowing and self-determination (see McCormack 1995: 460).

However, since God’s self-determination as covenantal decision means the divine determination of all that God does, then this unique and eternal rule governs the divine determination of all moments of salvation history: creation, reconciliation, and redemption. All that God has created, including the human creature, is taken up and grasped in the rule-determined act of divine self-determination. As such, one might say that the Cohenian correlation between transcendental idea and explanatory fact receives a ‘Barthian’ form. God’s Word, Barth writes, ‘[is] a revelation of reason, and our being addressed by God is in the most pregnant sense, knowledge…No modern anti-intellectualism or anti-moralism should cause us here to put life, the irrational, the holy, etc., in place of the Word…Its real content…is the truth’ (GD: 62). Like Cohen, Barth identified infinite self-reflection with the enactment of the conditions of the possibility of the logical intelligibility of being or reality. And also like Cohen, Barth recognized the inevitable connection between logical and ethical intelligibility. This logos saves. As McCormack observes, then, ‘The “logic of God” is the “logic of reconciliation”’ (McCormack 1995: 160; see GA 16: 170).

Still, an obvious difference persists between the accounts in Cohen and Barth of the logos of science: Cohen’s transcendental account implicates human knowers, while in Barth transcendental reflection upon the facts of our world operates as a divine wisdom only. In Barth’s view, can we think wisely, read wisely, and act wisely? Central here is Barth’s view that we can participate in the logical and salvific intelligibility of God’s categorical self-determination in Jesus Christ and register this ‘more’ in relation to the contents of our historical and natural knowledge. But where and how can persons encounter God’s Word?

For Barth the primary site of the revelation of God’s self-determination is the passion and the resurrection of Jesus Christ. In the Göttingen Dogmatics of 1924–1925, Barth argues that God also enacts God’s self-determination by means of human language in general and the scriptural witness to the cross in particular. God’s self-determination becomes the Sache or subject matter of Scripture. Like his teacher Herrmann, Barth understood ‘the thundering summons to the subject matter itself’ (GD: 71). However, in a manner reminiscent of Cohen, Barth identified this Sache with a self-determining transcendental ratio. Like Cohen, Barth identified the Sache of the Bible as a source of wisdom. But how can persons access this wisdom?

Any discussion of human access to divine wisdom in Barth’s theology must begin by announcing the inability of human persons to grasp the divine. If, however, persons cannot develop a transcendentally normative hermeneutics of Scripture, religion or science, they can nonetheless be grasped by God and participate in the circle of God’s Being-in-Act as it consists in God, Christ, and humanity. So much did Barth appreciate the divine possibility of persons participating in this circle that he claimed it as the defining difference between his account of biblical exegesis and that of his contemporaries. Barth writes: ‘The decisive prerequisite for the interpretation of a text’, he argued, ‘is participation in its subject matter’ (GA 16: 591). Moreover, Barth insisted that participation in this circle implied more, not less, scientific rigor than the so-called scientific approaches to exegesis, since the logos would register a higher degree of rational determination. Like Hegel and Cohen before him, Barth maintained that, devoid of proper ordering, facts could become the playthings of opinion and sentiment. And so he writes: ‘There is a notion that complete impartiality is the most fitting…disposition for true exegesis because it guarantees a complete absence of prejudice…we can quite calmly describe it as merely comical’ (CD I/2: 469).

What, however, does it mean to be grasped in this way and how does it enable a kind of material conformity to the divine rule as revealed in the act of God’s election of Jesus Christ? At the start it means only to approach Scripture and hear and accept it as witness or bearer of God’s regulative self-determination in Jesus Christ. It is, as Paul Nimmo suggests, to have faith in this word of Scripture, such that we can find God’s own Word. However, Christian faith—if it be truly faith—is already an event of being taken up in the divine eternal rule through the Holy Spirit, by means of whom we are brought into the circle of God’s self-relating. If as being-in-act God operates transcendentally and if God’s unique act or rule is the gracious election of all persons in Christ, this means that all achieve ‘objective validity’ or ‘existence’ in God’s action, first Jesus and then all else that God has made. This is why, as Nimmo states, Barth identified the imago Dei with participation in God’s own self-determination: ‘Participation in the imago Dei…is exclusively the affair of God Himself’ (Nimmo 2007: 91). Faith is the Christian willingness to be led that links the believer to the transcendental ratio.

Faith is therefore the cognitive dimension of hearing the Word as the Word by means of which persons are led into awareness of the circle of God’s eternal decision. Obedience is the active conformity that happens in this participation. When, in other words, we are led to hear and accept the Sache (subject matter) of Scripture, we are led to be ruled by this Word. Our actions are made ‘wise’ in the act of God’s gracious decision. That such actions may be ‘made wise’ does not, Barth insists, negate the freedom with which they are performed, for to be ruled by the divine decision is to be made freely obedient. Such freedom is the inevitable outcome of the divine ratio.

But how can we act when we are made able to act by and in another? On the one hand Barth maintains that we do not act. Actions assume norms and rules, but we cannot grasp the rule of our own obedience. If, however, we cannot act in the conventional sense, we can nonetheless position ourselves to be acted upon. We can assume an attitude and perform a posture of waiting to receive God’s own decision of us. We can, according to Barth, ‘live with no other purpose than that with which God acts in Jesus Christ’ (CL: 266)—that is, we can offer ourselves in prayer and repentance, not as prompts for God’s action but strictly to make room for God’s miraculous act in and with us.

On the other hand, Barth maintained that ‘the objective reality is not without its effects in Christian life as a being-in-action’ (Nimmo 2007: 152). God’s gracious election is effective in human ethical activity and believers are empowered to perform actions that, in response to the command of God, they hope will be examples of this having been made obedient. Like children seeking to imitate parental actions that they nonetheless do not understand, Barth observes, believers may also attempt to ‘look only where they see God looking’ (CL: 266). What they see is a Jesus ‘in His unpretentiousness…in His corresponding partnership of those who are lowly in this world’ (CD IV/2: 248–9). This provides the ‘prominent lines’ or the ‘formed’ reference for believers’ own efforts (CD IV/2: 547). Inevitably provisional, believers nonetheless ought to be committed to these efforts in the faith, viewing them as enactments of God’s ruled wisdom as it establishes the logical and ethical intelligibility of all that is made and acted upon by God. Consequently, if Barth’s account of human ethical action does not parallel Cohen’s account of ongoing human interrogation of the non-injuriousness of our scientific knowledge on account of its insistence upon the exclusivity and uniqueness of the divine decision, it does parallel Cohen’s account in so far as, grasped in this decision, we may position ourselves both to receive and to participate in God’s own determination of ethical and logical intelligibility.

However, if God’s objective revelation in Scripture grasps us into practical conformity, it also grasps us into hermeneutical conformity. God’s self-positing is the Sache (subject matter) of the text and the subject matter of all that God has created. Since we can participate in the former, we may draw from this participation in our reading and in our thinking. As Nimmo states, ‘Underlying the construal of the imitatio Christi there thus lies a crucial epistemological directionality—from the act of following Christ to the interpretation of the Scripture’ (Nimmo 2007: 144). We can, according to Barth, aspire towards a measured, scientific understanding of the biblical word. While this understanding is not the same as that which one gains through historical-critical analysis, it does not negate the historical-critical approach.

In Analogy of Grace, Gerald McKenny illuminates the logical link between special ethics and scriptural hermeneutics in the work of Barth (McKenny 2010). While neither ethics nor hermeneutics can operate casuistically by way of direct apprehension of divine law, persons grasped in the divine Word are grasped into the ‘history’ or continuum of God’s regulative action and can glimpse aspects of this history in the domains or sites of God’s elective and commanding activity. While we cannot apprehend direct norms from these locations we can use them as markers to engage in an ongoing communal conversation regarding the measure of God’s self-determination and sustain a tradition of reasoned scriptural wisdom. Needless to say, Barth’s insistence upon the cognitive dimension of a faith ordered and measured by God’s transcendental activity reverses common attitudes around the scientific purity of the historical-critical method. Nonetheless, Barth also insisted that the events of history sustain a value when viewed together with the effort to participate prayerfully in the divine normativity. In this way, events become bearers of God’s soteriological normativity such that ‘the past can speak to the present…for there is between them a simultaneity which heals the past of its dumbness and the present of its deafness’ (RII: 145).

In fact, Barth never rejected the sciences in general. Like Cohen he advocated retention of them when viewed together with the ongoing effort to understand and enact the scriptural ratio. In the spirit of the correlation of idea and fact, Barth would continue to maintain that while one cannot take one’s orientation from the sciences but only from the wisdom of divine normativity, human knowledge permits an ongoing review and interpretation of the former in and with the latter.

Conclusion

In his preface to David Weiss Halivni’s Revelation Restored: Divine Writ and Critical Responses, the contemporary Jewish philosopher Peter Ochs writes the following: ‘One of the central concerns of postcritical theology is, in fact, to redress the modern academy’s tendency to reduce religious history to the terms of a single variety of empiricist historiography. In Revelation Restored, Halivni calls this the kind of history that refers only to certain “factual events” as best as these may be established from the evidence [of ancient texts]’ (Ochs 1997: xv). However, Ochs continues, Halivni’s scriptural hermeneutics offers something more. Ochs refers to this ‘more’ as ‘depth-historiography’, and, in the context of the current chapter, we can recognize it as a turn to a transcendental reflection upon the facts of the biblical text. The central actor in Halivni’s book is Ezra, the scribe who in Halivni’s account rendered his text ‘maculate’. The community had sinned. When passing down the text, they had corrupted it and misinterpreted it. They had enabled it to lose meaning and even give rise to negative outcomes. Consequently, Halivni hypothesizes, Ezra sought to reinterpret the text—or in the language of this chapter, reflect upon the rules and/or habits by means of which the text had been and now should be held or logically grasped. Describing this work, Ochs continues:

As suggested by several Talmudic passages…Ezra worked under divine inspiration to correct what words of this maculate text he had time and occasion to correct…These instructions constitute a part of…the oral Torah. (Ochs 1997: viii)

How, Halivni asks, ‘can we account fully for what Ezra was doing when he “brought the Teaching before the congregation?”’ (Halivni 1997: xvi). Analysts of the historical text can leave many questions unanswered, while theologians can neglect these questions and insert predetermined answers given by the tradition. Scholars who engage in depth-historiography differ from both: they take history as a foundation for ‘making judgments about how we live our lives’ (Ochs 1997: xvii) and perform a transcendental investigation into the rules and habits by means of which the text is understood. In this way, Halivni’s recognition of the pragmatic and transcendental value of Ezra’s scriptural hermeneutics constitutes a continuation of Hermann Cohen’s transcendental investigation into the scriptural text as an exercise in the ongoing determination of the infinite idea by and through which we order and acquire wisdom about our world and our ways of living within it. In addition, it is not difficult to hear in these words an echo of Barth’s concern for the lived participation in the text. Like Barth, Halivni maintains that speculation upon the ‘pragmatic’ dimension of Ezra’s actions documented in the text amounts to speculation upon how Ezra took or held the words of the text before him. Also like Barth, Halivni insists that reflection of this kind cannot and should not be divorced from careful historical analysis of the text. Nonetheless, it provides a ‘more’ which we cannot afford to ignore in so far as evaluation of Ezra’s pragmatic determinations works as a model for us to evaluate our own habits and judgements concerning the scriptural text and concerning any and all facts. We can and must work to engage these evaluations. They are the lifelines for communities striving to handle and order the potentially chaotic world of increased knowledge. The impulse to do this goes all the way back to the desire to discern the character of the religious ‘more’ at Marburg at the start of the twentieth century. And, as I have attempted to argue, it constitutes a vital new direction for appreciating the encounter between the theology of Karl Barth and contemporary Jewish thought.






Suggested Reading


Cohen, Hermann (1972). Religion of Reason out of the Sources of Judaism. Translated by Simon Kaplan. New York: Frederick Ungar Publishing Company.

Halivni, David Weiss (1997). Revelation Restored: Divine Writ and Critical Responses. Boulder, CO: Westview Press.

Lazier, Benjamin (2008). God Interrupted: Heresy and the Imagination between the World Wars. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

McCormack, Bruce (1995). Karl Barth’s Critically Realistic Dialectical Theology: Its Genesis and Development 1909–1936. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Nimmo, Paul T. (2007). Being in Action: The Theological Shape of Barth’s Ethical Vision. London: T&T Clark.

Poma, Andrea (1997). The Critical Philosophy of Hermann Cohen. Translated by John Denton. New York: SUNY Press.

Rashkover, Randi and Martin Kavka (2014). ‘Revisioning the Jewish Philosophical Encounter with Christianity’. In Jewish Philosophy for the 21st Century: Personal Reflections. Edited by Hava Samuelson and Aaron Hughes. New York: Brill Academic Publishers, 172–204.












Bibliography


Cohen, Hermann (1907). System der Philosophie. Zweiter Teil. Ethik des reinen Willen. Berlin: Bruno Cassier.

Cohen, Hermann (1918). Kants Theorie der Erfahrung. Berlin: Bruno Casser.

Cohen, Hermann (1972). Religion of Reason out of the Sources of Judaism. Translated by Simon Kaplan. New York: Frederick Ungar Publishing Company.

Halivni, David Weiss (1997). Revelation Restored: Divine Writ and Critical Responses. Boulder, CO: Westview Press.

Hegel, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich (1991). The Science of Logic. Translated by A. V. Miller. New York: Prometheus Books.

Herrmann, Willibald (Wilhelm) (1895). The Communion of the Christian with God. Translated by J. Sandys Stanyon. London: Williams & Norgate.

Hunsinger, George (ed.) (1976). Karl Barth and Radical Politics. Louisville, KY: Westminster Press.

Lazier, Benjamin (2008). God Interrupted: Heresy and the Imagination between the World Wars. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

McKenny, Gerald (2010). The Analogy of Grace: Karl Barth’s Moral Theology. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

McCormack, Bruce (1995). Karl Barth’s Critically Realistic Dialectical Theology: Its Genesis and Development 1909–1936. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Nimmo, Paul T. (2007). Being in Action: The Theological Shape of Barth’s Ethical Vision. London: T&T Clark.

Novak, David (2005). Talking with Christians: Musings of a Jewish Theologian. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans.

Ochs, Peter (1997). ‘Foreword: Revelation Restored as Postcritical Theology’. In Revelation Restored: Divine Writ and Critical Responses. Edited by David Weiss Halivni. Boulder, CO: Westview Press, xi–xviii.

Pippin, Robert (1989). Hegel’s Idealism: The Satisfactions of Self-Consciousness. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Poma, Andrea (1997). The Critical Philosophy of Hermann Cohen. Translated John Denton. New York: SUNY Press.

Rashkover, Randi and Martin Kavka (2014). ‘Revisioning the Jewish Philosophical Encounter with Christianity’. In Jewish Philosophy for the 21st Century: Personal Reflections. Edited by Hava Samuelson and Aaron Hughes. New York: Brill Academic Publishers, 172–204.

Schleiermacher, Friedrich (1996). On Religion: Speeches to Its Cultured Despisers. Translated by Richard Crouter. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Schwarzschild, Steven, S. (1956). ‘The Democratic Socialism of Hermann Cohen’. Hebrew Union College Annual 27: 417–38.

Wyschogrod, M. (1974). ‘Why Was and Is the Theology of Karl Barth of Interest to a Jewish Theologian?’ In Footnotes to a Theology: The Karl Barth Colloquium of 1972. Edited by H. M. Rumscheidt. Toronto: Corporation for the Publication of Academic Studies in Religion in Canada, 95–111.













chapter 40

 Barth, Religion, and the Religions


Joshua Ralston




During Karl Barth’s visit to Princeton Seminary in 1962, he was asked whether or not he accepted the ‘validity of revelation in other religions’ (GA 25: 504). His answer was a resounding ‘Nein’. This exchange succinctly captures the dominant assessment in theologies of religions of Barth’s view of religious diversity. Within Alan Race’s oft-cited (and critiqued) threefold typology of exclusivism, inclusivism, and pluralism, Barth is read as a representative exclusivist who denies both the epistemic and soteriological value of non-Christian religions (Race 1983). For instance, Paul Knitter argues that Barth’s theology, while distinct from American evangelicalism, is nonetheless indicative of a ‘conservative evangelical’ approach. Knitter reads Barth as proposing an exclusivism in regards to both truth and salvation—where even Barth’s renowned positive assessment of Pure Land Buddhism is undercut by his insistence on the unsurpassed centrality of Jesus Christ (Knitter 1985: 80–7). Catherine Cornille contends that Barth’s strong division between faith and belief, religion and revelation, results in limited hospitality to non-Christians (Cornille 2008: 182–5). And John Macquarrie succinctly concludes that ‘few modern theologians have gone quite so far as Barth in their dismissal of non-Christian religions’ (Macquarrie 1986: 146). Given Barth’s unambiguous answer to the direct question asked in Princeton, it would appear that these negative assessments are apropos.

The Princeton questioning of Barth on religion and religions does not, however, end with his clear denial. The questioner follows up and presses Barth on how he interprets the biblical testimony that God did not ‘leave himself without a witness’ (Acts 14:17). In Barth’s more extended answer, the complexity of his thinking about religion, religions, and revelation begins to unfold. He touches on many of the key issues in his thought that complicate a simple exclusivist judgement about his theology of religions. He notes that his critique of religions includes Christianity, offers a reading of the scriptural account of religion, elaborates the distinctions between religion and revelation and his theology of creation, and hints at his views of ‘secular parables’ outside Christianity. These theological commitments, not to mention others (such as Barth’s account of the election of grace, which veers towards soteriological universalism), complicate a too-easy categorization of Barth’s thinking. Certainly Barth remains adamant that ‘the worst thing in the world is religion and the Bible is against religion and not for religion’ (GA 25: 505). But this assessment is primarily a critique of religion as a category and human practice; it is not an exclusivist claim that restricts God’s presence, revelation, and saving power to Christianity alone.

This chapter will engage these broader themes in Barth’s theology and consider the extent to which Barth’s theological commitments to Christological particularity and the primacy of revelation can offer resources for theological engagement with the diversity of religions today. First, the chapter offers a reading of key passages in Barth’s writing on religion and religious diversity—most notably chapter seven of the second edition of his commentary on Romans and §17 of Church Dogmatics, as well as a selection of his more ad hoc comments on, and engagements with, other religions. After these exegetical labours, I ask how a Barth-inspired theologian, facing the challenge of religious diversity, might engage alternative claims to an all-encompassing theology of divine revelation. Central to my argument will be to investigate whether Barth’s assessment of other traditions—and their claims to divine revelation—are coherently identified with Barth’s negative rendering of religion, or whether it is possible to think with and beyond Barth, and to recognize that other religious traditions make their own theological claims by appealing not to the category of religion but to their own accounts of divine revelation. The question that preoccupied Barth about the place of the concept of religion in dogmatic theology is thereby reframed, so that one can now ask how Christian particularity and a commitment to the specific revelation of God in Jesus Christ engages with alternative appeals to revelation. My basic suggestion, as will become evident, is that theological engagement with other religions after Barth should not be based on a return to the category of religion, but on a deeper engagement with the primacy of revelation and particularism.

Barth on Religion as a Theological Category

Barth’s principal engagements with religion are found in two distinct sections of his corpus: in the second edition of his commentary on Romans (1922) and in Church Dogmatics I/2 (1938), specifically §17. In addition to these explicit engagements, there are scattered comments about other religions throughout Church Dogmatics and an implicit consideration of the truth claims of other religions in §67 of Church Dogmatics IV/3 (1959). Before approaching these texts, it is vital to state what they do not attempt to do. They do not offer either a soteriological assessment of non-Christian religions per the threefold classification of theologians of religion mentioned above, and they do not offer a full judgement regarding the epistemic value of non-Christian truth claims. Barth’s questions are not those that dominate theological debates concerning religious diversity in the latter part of the twentieth century and the first decades of the twenty-first. Rather, Barth is concerned with the question of religion as a category within eighteenth- and nineteenth-century theology and philosophy. Barth’s engagement with religion, both in the commentaries on Romans and in §17 of Church Dogmatics, is therefore focused on the place and function of discourse about religion within theology and on the formal and material consequences of these discussions of religion for Christian theology. As such, Barth is not concerned with the reality of diverse religious traditions, theologies, or practices; rather, he is concerned with religion as such. J. A. Di Noia summarizes this point succinctly: ‘Barth is rather less concerned with what Christians should think about non-Christians than he is with how modern concepts of religion, religious experience and religious consciousness have influenced what Christians think about being Christian’ (Di Noia 2006: 244). To seek a theology of religions in Barth’s account of religion, then, is to risk misreading him.

Religion, Law, and the Commentary on Romans

One of Barth’s most extended early discussions of religion occurs in the second edition of his commentary on Romans, in the material on the seventh chapter of Paul’s epistle. While Barth organizes his reading of the chapter around the theme of freedom, he continually returns to the question of religion: its frontier, meaning, and reality. As Tom Greggs notes, the prominence and conceptualization of religion is largely absent from the first edition of the Romans commentary. In the second edition, however, religion—which is nowhere an explicit category for Paul—takes on a peculiar importance in Barth’s exegesis and thought (Greggs 2011: 17). From Paul’s famous exploration of grace, the law, the fragility of the will, and the persistent power of sin, Barth develops a critique of religion and its opposition to freedom and grace.

Barth’s primary exegetical move is to connect Paul’s discussion of law with religion, such that the Pauline rhetoric about the law (that became so important for the Protestant Reformers) is transposed onto Barth’s account of religion. Barth contends that religion enslaves; it is a site where ‘sin celebrates its triumph’ (RII: 257); it is an all-too-human endeavour and judgement that falsely assures based on external religious merit; and it ‘spells disruption, discord, and the absence of peace’ (RII: 266). Rather than conceiving religion to be something inherent within human beings or cultures, a sign or vestige of the divine, Barth offers a largely negative judgement. Religion is placed under the divine judgement and the radical ‘No’ that runs throughout the Romans commentary.

At the same time, Barth recognizes that there is also something noble in religion. It is the final gallant human attempt to grasp at the ‘wholly other’ God and to overcome the crisis of finitude. Barth does not, in fact, aim to reject or denigrate religion: instead, he affirms it as the highest of human possibilities that has produced incredible achievements of wisdom, beauty, and piety. Barth therefore interprets religion within the framework of Paul’s radical apocalyptic judgement. Religion, Barth writes, is ultimately ‘a human possibility, and, consequently, a limited possibility, which by its ineffectiveness, establishes and authenticates the freedom of God to confer grace upon men’ (RII: 229). Religion, like the law in the first of Calvin’s three uses, points beyond itself towards the need for the radical inbreaking of God. Thus Barth writes: ‘Religion merely exposes the disunion of human knowledge and human life; for it speaks of one reality only—the reality of sin’ (RII: 262). In terms of its purpose, then, in these early reflections Barth conceives of religion in a similar fashion to how the law is interpreted in the classical Lutheran dialectic of law and Gospel.

While religion might function in a similar mode to the law in Barth’s theology, religion is not the same as law. The law is holy, a divine gift given in the form of command. In contrast, religion is a human endeavour that will pass away. However, religion is not something that is ever overcome by human beings, even after the interruption of God’s freedom and grace. To be a human being in relation to the Wholly Other God is to be in some way trapped by the activities and frameworks of the religious. Like sin in Paul’s account of the impossible struggle to do the good that he wants (Romans 7:19), religion is an inescapable condition of human existence.

With these qualifications in mind, Barth’s reading regularly draws a positive connection between the existential power of the law for first-century Jews and the prevalence of religion for his early twentieth-century readers. As Kenneth Oakes points out, this not only occurs in Barth’s exegetical analogy between religion and law, but also in how Barth ‘interprets Paul’s references to Jews and Israel to be references to “the religious”, the saved, the “churched”. In the process Paul’s Gentiles become the heathen, pagan, and the “unchurched”’ (Oakes 2011: 17). While there are a number of problems in this reading, most notably the implied erasure of Israel and Judaism, it is also indicative of Barth’s general approach to religion. Religion is not first and foremost understood in and through references to concrete religions and the diversity of religious practices, thought, and conceptualizations; it is a generic concept that can be almost directly compared to religion in nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Europe. Religion is primarily a general category of human behaviour and thought that is to be contrasted with God’s revelation. What is gained in Barth’s reading is a dynamic and existential rendering of religion and its dialectical relationship to God’s Word. Religion both stands against God’s Word as a human quest for piety, even as religion points beyond itself towards the interruptive event of God’s revelation. What is lost in this account, however, is the concrete reality and diversity of religious traditions and practices—subsumed as they are into Barth’s broader theological moves and his determination to challenge the conventions of nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Christian theology.

Subsuming the Particular: The Problem of Religion in Church Dogmatics I/2

A number of Barth’s central claims regarding religion in the second edition of the commentary on Romans are expanded and rethought in his (in)famous discussion of religion in §17 of Church Dogmatics. In three unfolding movements, akin to the structure of Barth’s commentary of 1922, Barth first describes the problem of religion in the method of dogmatic theology (§17.1), before moving to argue that religion is centrally unbelief or faithlessness (Unglaube) through which humans seek to justify themselves (§17.2). The section concludes with an account of how God nonetheless elects and uses Christianity as the true religion, even as Christianity remains under God’s judgement (§17.3).

There are two key issues that need to be addressed in order to understand what Barth is doing in §17. First is the way in which the common English translation of the title of this paragraph (Aufhebung der Religion) as ‘The Abolition of Religion’ has led to problematic interpretations of Barth’s theology. The German term Aufhebung is a multivalent word that means abolition, but might also imply uplifting (thus the word’s proximity to the German verb aufheben). By originally translating the term as abolition, this nuance is lost in favour of a purely negative judgement against religion. Garrett Green and Di Noia are therefore both right to note how the original translation fails to account for Barth’s dialectical move from a description of all religions as Unglaube in §17.2 to the claim that Christianity is nonetheless elected through justifying grace as the true religion (Die wahre Religion) in §17.3 (Green: 2006; Di Noia: 2006). In his retranslation, Green renders Unglaube as faithlessness instead of unbelief and Aufhebung as sublimation in order to capture the complexity and ambiguity of Barth’s thinking and to counteract the ‘false impression that Barth thinks revelation simply replaces religion with something else’ (Green 2006: viii).

Second, it is vital to locate Barth’s engagement with the idea of religion within the broader trajectory of his thinking and to understand the theological function of his writing on this topic. While critics of Barth have focused on §17.2 and §17.3, the nature of Barth’s critiques of religion are part of his overarching concern to rethink the concept of religion and to reconceive its role within Christian theology. Barth’s account of religion is located within the description of the revelation of God in Church Dogmatics I/2, and specifically in a subsection on the outpouring of the Spirit and the subjective dimensions of revelation. This subsection follows an opening subsection on the objective reality and possibility of revelation given in the incarnation of the Word. The focus of the paragraph on religion, then, is primarily epistemological and formal. Its basic question is: What role, if any, does religion play in the outpouring of the Spirit and the human reception of the divine Word?

In one sense Barth follows a theological tradition that considers religion alongside discussions of natural theology and general revelation within a systematic prolegomenon. Yet while Barth mimics this structure, his engagement with religion is marked by a strong rejection of the premises that guide many other theologians. The largely negative answer—that religion is Unglaube (unbelief) and ‘the one great concern, of godless man’ (CD I/2: 300)—is therefore part of Barth’s broader argument against theological programmes that ground dogmatics upon something other than the particular event of revelation. Religion comes under the same searing ‘Nein’ as natural theology, the analogy of being, and general revelation. It is not interpreted as a positive expression of intuition or as a feeling of dependence that gives form to expressions of piety, as it is for Friedrich Schleiermacher (Schleiermacher 2016: §§8–9), nor is it ‘a point of contact’ rooted in general revelation as it is for Herman Bavinck (Bavinck 2003: 321). Instead, Barth presents an account of revelation in which revelation sublimates religion, even as he also goes on to contend that Christianity is elected as the true religion.

Barth’s critique, then, is not primarily an engagement with religious diversity and the claims and practices of other religious communities, but an indictment of religion as a foundation upon which dogmatic theology can be constructed. What, then, are the driving concerns of Barth’s critiques of religion, and what central commitments does he present as an alternative?

The answer to this question is particularly clear in Barth’s long excursus on the history of theology. In this section of small print (CD I/2: 284–92), Barth traces the shifting ways that theologians have understood religion’s relationship to theology. He begins with a reading of Calvin’s views on the sensus divinitatis in the opening chapters of the Institutes of Christian Religion. Calvin’s arguments about natural knowledge of God, religion, and Scripture are often invoked by theologians as inspiration for seeking a general religious grounding for theology. Against such readings, Barth argues that Calvin’s approach does not amount to a theory of religion or the human condition apart from revelation. Instead, Calvin interprets key ideas through the claims made by Scripture and the Christian confessions. Barth writes: ‘Therefore the concept of religio as a general and neutral form has no fundamental significance in Calvin’s conception and exposition of Christianity’ (CD I/2: 285). Premodern references to religio fidei (the religion of faith), religio Christiana (the Christian religion), or theologia naturalis (natural theology) are not neutral or universal categories that can be interpreted apart from revelation (CD I/2: 284–5).

Later theologians reversed this relationship so that theology ceased to view and explain ‘religion from the standpoint of revelation’ and instead interpreted ‘revelation from the standpoint of religion’ (CD I/2: 284). In the process, religion begins to play a normative role in Protestant theology. Barth critiques the Reformed theologian Salomon Van Til and the Lutheran theologian J. Franz Buddeus as scholars whose work led towards the prioritization of religion as the ground on which dogmatic theology is built. While both sought to maintain Protestant orthodox positions on salvation and revelation, Barth contends that they root their assertions in the first principles of natural religion, whereby Christianity becomes a species which can be compared to others. ‘What took place here’, Barth writes, ‘cannot be taken seriously enough in its basic significance and its grave historical consequences’—for human religion became ‘the presupposition, the criterion, the necessary framework for understanding revelation’ (CD I/2: 289). The structural decision to consider the category of religion as such within dogmatic prolegomena had material theological results.

By offering an a priori account of religion with which revelation must accord, theology prioritized the general over the particular. General categories of religion, such as the notion of divine and human communication or human experiences of the ineffable, come to be understood as the essence of religion, and Christianity is just one manifestation of this essence amongst others. As Barth writes, ‘Revelation has now become a historical confirmation of what man can know about himself and therefore about God even apart from revelation’ (CD I/2: 290). What is lost in such an understanding is the particularity of Christian revelation and the fundamental proclamation of the Gospel, namely that God has taken both the objective and subjective decision about humanity ‘once and for all and in every respect in Jesus Christ’ (CD I/2: 292). For Barth, however, Jesus Christ is not simply the highest example amongst others of a pattern of divine revelation, of realized God-consciousness, or of the ideal person. God’s Word and act are both the objective and the subjective object and possibility of revelation.

Barth’s insistence that religion must be interpreted in light of revelation—the universal in light of the particular—shapes both his assessment of religion as faithlessness and the subsequent claim that Christianity is nonetheless elected as the true religion. Barth’s arguments do not arise from an independent evaluation of the limitations of religious practices, from a query about adjudicating the variety of religious truth claims, or from an assertion of the superiority of Christianity. Instead, it is the concrete revelation of God in Jesus Christ and ‘it alone’, which leads Barth to the ‘characterization of religion as idolatry and works-righteousness, and thus its exposure as faithlessness’ (CD I/2: 314).

Why does the revelation of Jesus Christ render such a harsh judgement upon religion? In Barth’s interpretation, all religion is exposed in Christ as an act of self-justification which seeks to establish human beings before God and which refuses to receive salvation and life as a gift of God. Religion is one more example, like the tower of Babel, of human beings trying by their own might and insight to reach towards God. In Barth’s words, ‘When revelation comes on the scene, when its lights fall upon the gentile world, then its religion is examined and exposed as the opposite of revelation, as the false religion of faithlessness’ (CD I/2: 307). Religion is essentially a denial of grace and a refusal to recognize God as the agent of both the objective and subjective dimensions of revelation. As Martha Moore-Keish argues: ‘Barth is not condemning a particular set of propositional misunderstandings, but a fundamental mis-orientation of the human in relation to God’ (Moore-Keish 2013: 95).

Importantly, Barth is not rendering a judgement against all religions, while exempting Christianity. Rather than Christianity being the highest expression of religion and piety, Barth contends that Christianity, like all other religions, is judged by God to be faithlessness. Still, Barth goes on to argue that God elects Christianity as a creaturely medium of revelation. Christianity is both under divine judgement as a religion and, through a divine choice, properly described as the true religion. In a memorable analogy, Barth writes that ‘We can talk about “true” religion only in the sense in which we talk about a “justified sinner”’ (CD I/2: 325). The truth of Christianity is not something that inheres in it, but something that is given it from without. Christianity’s truth, like the sinner’s righteousness, is imputed.

While much can be made of Barth’s arguments in §17.3, it is important to note that religion is not simply negated or overcome—far from it. Religion remains a medium of revelation and grace. Paradoxically, Barth even asserts that ‘revelation singles out the Church as the locus of true religion. But this does not mean that Christian religion as such is the true fulfilled nature of human religion. It does not mean that the Christian religion is the true religion, fundamentally superior to all other religions’ (CD I/2: 298). Christianity is a religion like any other, and thus stands under both the grace and judgement of the Word.

The dominant exclusivist reading of Barth fails to account for the unfolding dialectic of judgement against religion and the election of the Christian religion across the three movements of the paragraph, as well as Barth’s explicit refusal of a simple dichotomy between true and false religions. In line with the exposition of many of his critics, Barth does indeed pit revelation against religion in the first two-thirds of §17, but he also explicitly notes that ‘we cannot avoid the fact that God’s revelation has also to be regarded as a religion among other religions’ (CD I/2: 283). Revelation counters religion but revelation also comes clothed in the garb of religion. In sum, the issue that dominates the paragraph is the proper ordering of and relationship between revelation and religion. Any approach to religious diversity that desires to think with and after Barth must continue to attend to his emphasis on the priority of revelation, even as it recognizes the ambiguous but important place of religion in human life.

Approaches to Barth and Religions beyond §17 of Church Dogmatics

Barth’s two extended discussions of religion both appear at relatively early stages of his dogmatic career, and before he developed his final doctrines of God, election, creation, and reconciliation. As such, Sven Ensminger convincingly argues that one needs to engage more than just §17 in order to understand Barth’s thinking and to evaluate its constructive possibilities for engaging with religious diversity (Ensminger 2015). The fullness of Barth’s understanding of religion and religions should in fact include his understanding of key themes such as divine election, creation, and fellowship, and the relationship between the ontic and noetic dimensions of God’s reconciling action. To understand Barth on religion only through §17 is to circumscribe and constrain his thought and to fail to engage the broader claims of Church Dogmatics.

Within Barth’s prodigious theological output, the two sections of his later thought that are most often considered vital for a theology of religions are the seminal reimaging of election in Church Dogmatics II/2 and the account of Christ’s prophetic office and his rendering of the Light and the little lights in Church Dogmatics IV/3. A full treatment of either of these sections is beyond the scope of this chapter. However, of particular relevance here is the way in which these sections impinge on debates about Barth’s understanding of the scope of God’s saving action for non-Christians and of the possibility of other religions being mediums of and for revelation.

A number of scholars, most notably Tom Greggs, have noted how Barth’s doctrine of election and his decision to relocate the doctrine within an account of God’s being holds import for Christian theological views of salvation, universalism, and—by extension—a theology of religions. By prioritizing the election of Jesus Christ as God’s eternal decree to be God pro nobis, classical divisions between those who are elected for salvation and those who are damned are broken down, or at the very least significantly troubled. Barth interprets Scripture’s account of election to testify to God as ‘none other than the One who in His Son or Word elects Himself, and in Himself elects his people’ (CD II/2: 76). Before turning to an account of the election of individuals, communities, or religion, Barth affirms that in Jesus Christ, all of humanity is both elect and damned. While the complexity of Barth’s account of election is highly contested in Barth scholarship—in respect of its meaning both for God’s being and for the scope of salvation—attending to Barth’s doctrine of election fundamentally challenges readings of his theology of religion that neatly place him in the exclusivist camp. Barth never explicitly affirms the possible universalist implications of his account of election, but his expansive reworking of election as grounded in God’s self-determination to be for us is a vital component of any broader account of Barth and religion.

In Church Dogmatics IV/3, §67, Barth returns to a number of the key questions concerning revelation and knowledge of God that animated his early work. Nowhere in this discussion of Christ’s prophetic office does Barth rescind his earlier critiques of natural theology, and nowhere does he relativize his earlier Christological exclusivism. Christ alone is the true prophetic Word, by which all other prophetic claims must be judged. Christ is also the true light of life, hence Barth writes that there ‘is no other light of life outside or alongside His’ (CD IV/3: 86). He is the speech, light, and life of the world and all knowledge of God is present and given in, through, and as him. Alongside this Christological maximalism, however, Barth also recognizes that truth and light are present outwith the church and Christianity—be it in human culture, political activities, or philosophical and scientific inquiries. How does Barth reconcile these claims? He does not do so through a return to natural theology or an appeal to general religiosity, but by developing his well-known accounts of ‘secular parables’ of the Kingdom and the (divine) Light and the ‘little lights’. Due to the fact that Christ is genuinely the Lord and Light of the world, his speech and light is not constrained by Christianity.

There are two features of this claim. First, while Christ is the centre and fullness of truth, Barth argues that non-Christian mediums—such as Balaam’s donkey in Numbers 22:28 or the Roman soldier in Mark 15:39—can be made to reflect or bear witness to him. Second, Christ’s light and word do not drown out all other created lights and words. Real knowledge, truth, and justice are available in creation, even if these are not framed in terms of divine revelation. Christological exclusivism need not imply Christian hegemony or an exclusive ecclesial mediation of truth. The possible implications for theological engagement with non-Christian religions at this point are clear, although nowhere explicated by Barth. Knowledge of God and witnesses to Christ are not circumscribed by Christianity but can be encountered throughout all of creation.

Attending to these broader theological claims in Barth’s thought is vital for correcting assumptions of his thought as primarily exclusivist. Doing so has spurred creative new appraisals of, and constructive engagements with, Barth and his approach to religion. However such an approach can tend towards an apologetics on behalf of Barth and a failure to acknowledge the limitations inherent in his thinking on religions, both in §17 and elsewhere. After all, Barth’s famous Christological reworking of the doctrine of election is not done in order to advance a soteriological inclusivism; his theology rather aims to challenge and correct problems in the Reformed tradition’s approach to issues concerning the divine will, human agency, and double predestination. Similarly, the section on Christ’s light and the little lights is not focused on offering an epistemic argument for the noetic relation of other religious traditions to Christ, but is rather primarily concerned with how ‘secular’ knowledge and political action might bear witness to the rule of Jesus Christ. These two theological themes, not to mention others such as his theology of creation, may well feature in theological engagements with religions after Barth. But it is important to highlight that Barth never repudiates any of his claims about religion or religions in Church Dogmatics I/2, and thus any constructive engagement with Barth’s work for thinking about and with other religions must attend to and address the concerns of §17. Barth did claim at the end of his life that he wanted to undertake a study of other religions, but this desire was never realized and thus it should not outweigh the various ways that he actually spoke and wrote about other religious traditions. Indeed, Barth’s own writing on other religions is often marked by an a priori dismissal that risks turning Christological exclusivism into a Christian triumphalism. However, instead of primarily focusing on these aspects of Barth’s theology, I would suggest that more time should be given to examining what Barth actually says about other religions in Church Dogmatics and probing how this relates to Barth’s methodological commitments as articulated in §17.

Barth on Other Religions

Beyond Barth’s extended comments on religion as a category, there are engagements with other religions scattered throughout Church Dogmatics. These are typically ad hoc and inchoate, and at most amount to occasional asides that serve to compare and distinguish Christian theological claims and other traditions. Di Noia notes how ‘Barth has relatively little to say about particular religions, but a very great deal to say about religion’ (Di Noia 2006: 244). Barth remains, even as late as §72, extremely wary of any interreligious engagement that would compromise the particularity of divine revelation and his Christocentric theology: ‘It is for this reason that disastrous misunderstanding necessarily results when interpretations are attempted which assume that [Christianity] is to be reduced to a common denominator with such analogous phenomena as Islam or Buddhism or even Communism’ (CD IV/3: 727). Even at the end of his life, Barth seemed convinced that to engage in comparative discourse across religious traditions entailed a return of religion to a problematic place in theology and would likely compromise the primacy of Christology.

Barth’s Christological focus shapes how he comes to speak of other religions and their limitations. Two examples will have to suffice. The first is Barth’s extended discussion of Pure Land Buddhism in §17. In a small-print section, Barth considers at some length the similarities between Buddhist developments in Japan and Reformed Christianity. He notes the ‘providential disposition’ and formal similarities between Pure Land Buddhism and Protestant Christianity, particularly their shared focus on grace and the unmerited gift of nirvana or salvation (CD I/2: 342). However, despite ‘real parallelism or coincidence between the doctrine and the life of the Christian and non-Christian religions of grace’, Barth insists on a still more radical dissimilarity (CD I/2: 344). While there may be a shared idea of the human need for mercy, Christianity is to be distinguished from all other religions because its central proclamation is the name Jesus Christ. Christianity is not a religion that proclaims grace as such; it is a religion that receives grace in and through Jesus. Whatever formal ‘doctrinal’ similarities exist, then, doctrinal agreement between religions will always falter on the particularity of Jesus.

A similar approach is evident, second, in Barth’s approach to Islam and to Muslim views of God’s unity and providential care for the world. Although Barth nowhere recognizes this point, aspects of Islamic theology also have parallels with trajectories in Christian theology. Specifically, the Islamic commitment to divine sovereignty and transcendence, as well as worries about idolatry in religious practice, resonate well with the Reformed tradition (Ralston 2017). Calvin’s claim that the human heart is an idol-making factory, or the classical Reformed dictum finitum non est capax infiniti (the finite is not capable of the infinite), both could easily be affirmed by classical Sunni thought. And yet, Barth rejects the possibility that these resonances might serve as starting points for Christian–Muslim dialogue. Moreover, he rules out appeals to shared theological foundations—be it monotheism, a scripturally attested Creator, or trust in divine providence—as occasions for Christians and Muslims to comprehend one another. Barth writes: ‘It is unthinking to set Islam and Christianity side by side, as if in monotheism at least they have something in common. In reality, nothing separates them so radically as the different way they appear to say the same thing—that there is only one God’ (CD II/1: 449). In terms of providence, Barth perceives the Islamic acceptance of absolute divine governance, coupled with the Islamic view of the hiddenness of God, to be a one-sided misunderstanding. In Islam, Barth writes, ‘this obscurity of God and His rule has been made a principle and therefore a caricature’ (CD III/3: 28). For Barth, then, this problematic account of divine sovereignty, which he also perceives in the work of certain Reformed scholastics, must be re-thought in and through attention to God’s revelation in Jesus Christ. As was the case in Barth’s exploration of Pure Land Buddhism, then, formal similarities or parallel modes of discourse are all outweighed by the surpassing import of the particular name of Jesus Christ.

According to Barth’s rendering, the theological options for engagement with other religious traditions appear to be either an affirmation of Christological uniqueness or a return to an account of religion’s essence, the very idea that Barth critiqued so powerfully in §17. Of course, then, Barth opts for the first option and denies these apparent links and echoes between Christianity and Buddhism and Islam. However, here we might ask if there are alternative theological options between a Christological particularism that issues in a seeming Christian triumphalism or a return to theologies marked by appeals to a shared religious essence. Is it theologically possible to both affirm the surpassing uniqueness of Jesus Christ and the fact that he conditions all God-talk for Christians, and also to recognize that Christianity can share theological patterns, habits, and frameworks with other religious or theological traditions?

Thinking after and beyond Barth on Religious Diversity

Following Barth’s critiques of religion as a category and his commitment to writing theology after the unique revelation of God in Jesus Christ, it would seem that a strongly critical stance against other religions would follow. It is entirely justifiable on Barth’s own terms to answer the question above—and this is the case with most interpreters of Barth, too—in the negative. Other religious traditions are simply species of the genus religion and are thus Unglaube (unbelief). And yet there remains a certain irony in Barth’s discourse on other religions. When Barth speaks of other religions, he does so predominantly in an abstract, general, and universal fashion—which is exactly the thing he critiques in the discussion of religion in §17.1. Geoff Thompson helpfully asserts that ‘Barth’s theological interpretation is confined to a very particular, and arguably highly distorted account of those religions’, which fails to interpret them as species and instead clumps them as part of a genus of unbelief (Thompson 2006: 8). When Barth discusses Islam, for instance, there is no recognition of the diversity of Islamic views and debates about how God’s unity relates to the names of God revealed in the Qur’an, or about how the attributes of life, speech, power, seeing, and hearing are properly predicated of God. Instead, Barth draws on long-standing anti-Muslim tropes within Christian theology to inveigh against the ‘absolutising of uniqueness’ in ‘the noisy fanaticism of Islam regarding the one God’ (CD II/1: 448). Similarly Katherine Sonderegger has argued that Barth’s discussion of Israel and Judaism mostly fails to think seriously about Judaism and instead collapses present-day Jews and Judaism into Second Temple Judaism (Sonderegger 1992: 3).

But what if another religious tradition, with all its own complexities, nuances, and claims to divine revelation, was engaged theologically in and through its own particularity—and thus neither with the nineteenth-century epistemic category of religion nor with any attempt to grasp after God and provide self-justification? Put differently: is it possible for a theologian persuaded by Barth’s critiques of the problematic place of religion within dogmatic theology nonetheless to demur from his approach to other religions? Or do Barth’s own negative assessments about religion and the religions eliminate this possibility?

Two key features of Barth’s thinking might be drawn upon and reframed to advance a Barth-inflected comparative theology. The first is Barth’s commitment to grounding theological discourse in the specificity and particularity of revelation and not in appeals to a shared religious essence. George Hunsinger notes how ‘Barth’s theology makes a concerted attempt always to move from the particular to the general rather than from the general to the particular’ (Hunsinger 1991: 32). Yet rather than allowing his theology of revelation and his commitment to specificity and particularity to inform his views of other religions, Barth often relies on sweeping generalizations of religion as such. Jenny Daggers astutely argues that Barth’s critique of religion lacks ‘any form of serious engagement with the positive religions’ (Daggers 2013: 99). While a final assessment of another religious tradition should be grounded in our own central theological claims, our readings and understandings of other traditions should seek to operate within the internal logic of that tradition. Simply invoking the particularity of divine revelation in Jesus Christ to reject other particularistic claims to divine revelation is deeply unsatisfying. It risks pitting one account of divine revelation against another, resulting in a problematic fideism. Additionally, Barth does not extend to other traditions what he demands from theologians engaging with Christianity—namely a focus on the specific and particular rather than a quest for universals or shared essences.

At this point, a second aspect of Barth’s thinking about religion in Church Dogmatics I/2 might be critiqued and reframed: the claim that all religions, including Christianity, stand under judgement, but that revelation still encounters human beings through the medium of religion. This sublimation and uplifting of the Christian religion might be tentatively extended to other religious claims to divine revelation, such that the possibility of divine revelation in and through non-Christian religious practice and ideas is affirmed. This does not depend on any shared foundation in religion, but simply on a hermeneutic openness. Had Barth engaged more seriously and concretely with other religious traditions, he might have discovered that some ground their own claims about God, the world, and the human condition in alternative renderings of revelation. That is to say, while theological and philosophical accounts of religion as a category raise the question of the proper relationship between revelation and religion, the actual concrete reality of other religions raises the challenge of how to account for alternative claims of divine revelation. This is a question and challenge that Barth never seriously engaged or considered. One of the central problems is Barth’s tendency to conflate the question of religion as a category within the prolegomena of dogmatic theology with the lived theologies and practices of non-Christian religions. We need to challenge Barth’s assumption that the theological and philosophical category of religion and debates about its essence is equivalent to the lived practices and theologies of religious communities.

Instead of following Barth in approaching religions through his critique of religion as a category, then, I would propose that an alternative yet still Barth-inflected posture of engagement with religious diversity might be developed, which leverages his commitment to particularity and non-apologetic theological discourse, but which does so precisely for the sake of interreligious exchange. To take this step is to take seriously other religions and their particular accounts of revelation, the divine, the world, and the human predicament. It does not mean that one must accord these claims the same normative value as Jesus Christ for Christian theology or Christian reflection on the Gospel; it means only that one holds open the possibility that these mediums of human practice and thought might also bear witness to God’s Word. This approach still takes seriously Barth’s commitment to the Christological conditioning of all theology and his critique of grounding interreligious engagement in appeals to a shared religious essence. It also requires, however, a genuine recognition of the religious ‘other’ and of the particular claims that emerge from their own internal logic—something rather different than a predetermined judgement about theology, practice, or piety. It demands a willingness to enter into debate and discussion without assumptions or apologetics, with an openness to recognize the freedom of God to speak, shape, and reframe theological discourses beyond the categories of Christianity—categories that are as much a product of history and human interpretation as divine revelation.

Taking this step requires cultivating a theological disposition marked by humble particularity. Such a non-anxious, humble and unapologetic theology does not entail either Christian triumphalism (understood here as an unflinching rejection of others) or a domestication of the Christian Gospel or the uniqueness of Jesus. Instead, interreligious encounter should be a space for non-anxious witness to the One in whom we place our trust, and for mutual exchange with and learning from others. Such mutual witness challenges Christian theological formulations and prompts the church to return to its own interpretation of God’s Word and thereby to clarify its own witness. This is not an argument for natural knowledge of God outside of the event or history of Christian revelation, but instead a recognition that the divine address comes as the Spirit wills. Such a theological disposition, which would resonate with certain forms of comparative theology, would engage significantly with one or more non-Christian traditions as genuine theological interlocutors, taking their arguments, frameworks, and approaches as seriously and as provisionally as any other philosophical, theological, or scientific approach.

One senses something of Barth’s inchoate openness to this possibility when he turns to a discussion of Christology in the context of Jewish and Muslim critiques. He writes that the Christian claim of the incarnation is

so bold that we dare not make it unless we consider seriously in what sense we can do so. It must not contain any blasphemy…that it does do this is to this very day the complaint of Judaism and Islam against the Christian confession of the deity of Christ. It cannot be taken lightly. It cannot be secured by a mere repetition of this confession. We must be able to answer for this confession and its statement about God with a good conscience and with good reason. (CD IV/1: 183)

In this brief aside, Barth seems to recognize the possibility that writing Christian theology and offering Christological confession might be enriched, nuanced, and reframed by attention to Muslim and Jewish critiques. To write Christology in such an interreligious nexus demands ‘beginning again at the beginning’, returning to Scripture and the tradition, and reconsidering dominant theological and philosophical concepts in conversation with Jewish and Muslim thinkers—thereby bringing out treasures old and new (Matthew 13:52). Indeed, there are ample possibilities for thinking about how Christology might be both deeply faithful to Scripture and also open to engagement with other claims. For instance, Islamic notions of Jesus as the Word of, or from, God, coupled with Islamic debates about divine transcendence and creaturely meditation in the Qur’an, offer interesting and untapped frameworks for thinking critically about God’s presence and work in Jesus. Similarly, Christian theology has benefitted greatly from recent Jewish readings of the New Testament, as well as from Jewish discussions of the messianic message and age, not to mention from the long scholarly and commentary traditions of Judaism on the Tanakh/Old Testament. These are just some brief examples of how an interreligious posture, which is true to Barth’s particularism but also open to religious others, might be nurtured.

Conclusion

The constructive option sketched above is not one that Barth ever seems to have seriously entertained or found possible. In fact, Barth would likely reject the argument that we should approach other religious traditions primarily through their particularity and as occasions for mutual witness and learning. In §17, he recognizes, but rejects, the possibility that ‘the Veda to the Indians, the Avesta to the Persians, the Tripitaka to the Buddhists, the Koran to its believers’ are ‘bibles in exactly the same way as the Old and New Testament’ (CD I/2: 282). Decades later, he again affirms what he considers to be a qualitative difference between revelations, when he states that ‘our statement distinguishes the Word spoken in the existence of Jesus Christ from all others as the Word of God’ (CD IV/3: 99). And yet, Barth’s concerns about comparison remain marked throughout both by the worry that comparison inevitably returns to nineteenth-century liberal categories and by the fear that recognizing another tradition’s claims about faith and revelation places Christian claims on the same plane as all others. This need not be the case, and, as the above examples illustrate, it seems possible to cultivate simultaneously a submission to the divine Word, a refusal of generic appeals to religion as such, and an openness to debating with, and learning from, other religions. We need not affirm that the Qur’an is the same as the Bible, either in form or in theological meaning, in order to trace and engage with its import. And, in fact, Barth—indeed more so than many theologians—should be able to recognize the impulse of Muslims or Jews to ground their own theologies on what they receive as God’s revelation.

Engaging and extending Barth’s impulse for a theology of religion should not result in a general approach to all religions. What is needed is a method that recognizes the particularity of each religious tradition, and the varieties therein, and engages in dialogue and mutual witness out of, and from, this specificity. As Wolf Krötke argues, ‘There will be different dimensions and signs according to the diversity of each religion. It is not advisable to make general theological judgments about all religions at once’ (Krökte 2007: 335). A scripturally chastened and non-speculative comparative theology that engages in mutual witness offers one such method of engaging in such a specific and particular interreligious encounter. What I am proposing is a Barth-inflected approach to engaging religious diversity that is marked by a humble particularity and mutual witness. This disposition does not depend upon—or even seek—an a priori point of contact. Nor does it assume that formal theological, ethical, or ritual similarities between different religious traditions are indicators of a generally shared participation in some genus of religion. All that it depends upon and seeks is to cultivate an openness towards, and a willingness to enter into, debate, dialogue, and conversation, grounded in Barth’s views regarding Christian particularity, trust in divine revelation, and the recognition that theology, above all else, entails attending to God’s Word. At the same time, it presses Christians to recognize and engage the deep particularities of others, and to do so with an openness to receive afresh the surprising and unsettling speech of God.
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chapter 41

 Barth and Contemporary Protestant Theology


Cornelis van der Kooi




This chapter aims to give a brief and accessible overview of the standing and reception of Karl Barth’s theology in contemporary Protestant theology, with specific reference to German, Dutch, and English-speaking contexts. It seeks to answer the question: is Barth still read and studied, and in what ways is he read and appropriated by his readers? I should emphasize in advance that I do not pretend here to give a comprehensive overview, nor will I do justice to every dimension of the issue at hand. This overview bears serious limitations due to the European and, more specifically, Dutch perspective of the author. Given this restriction, the assessment of the reception of Barth’s work in South Korea, China, Japan, or South Africa—to give only some examples—will be, at best, only a first indication of what might be said. In truth, it is extremely difficult to advance a comprehensive view: because Barth is read and used in so many distinct contexts, the ways in which his work is appropriated vary considerably, and depend on diverse geographical, political, and cultural conditions. This remains true on a smaller scale within Europe. From the outside this continent may look somewhat unified, but politically, religiously, and culturally there are important differences which lead to rather different ways of using Barth’s theology.

Continuing Influence

I begin with a methodological problem: How ought one to measure and assess the influence and effects of Barth’s work in contemporary Protestant theology? If one were to evaluate the reception of and interest in Barth by taking the number of publications and dissertations devoted to his work as a criterion, then the conclusion would have to be drawn that direct interest in Barth has decreased, at least in the Netherlands. To some degree this conclusion would also apply to Germany, Switzerland, and—albeit perhaps to a lesser extent—the United Kingdom. In this respect, the United States constitutes an exception; there, debate on Barth’s theology is flourishing. The decreased interest in the work of Barth in Europe, however, admits of ready explanation. Since Barth’s death in 1968, Barth no longer functions as a direct conversation partner for European theologians; and, as a consequence, debate now focuses on his legacy. In the 1950s, by contrast, things were different: in evangelical and Reformed circles a huge number of published works addressed Barth’s views directly, and often polemically. For a long time, the polemical attitude was directly connected to Barth’s doctrine of Scripture and his (presumed) soteriological universalism. Meanwhile, in Barth studies in Germany and the Netherlands in the 1970s, debate was no less heated regarding the significance of his theology for social, political, and cultural issues. There appeared to be only two options: to see Barth as opponent or to see Barth as friend. No third option seemed to exist. In more general terms, controversy about politics and society animated debates about Barth across Europe until 1989 and the fall of the ‘Iron Curtain’. Debate about Barth’s ‘socialism’, however, is now in abeyance. And such also seems to be the case in respect of a number of doctrinal issues. Although objections against Barth’s doctrine of Scripture continue in some quarters, the insistence—voiced especially in Reformed and evangelical circles—that this aspect of his theology is dangerous and should be dismissed has largely subsided. An interest in Scripture has given way to an interest in Barth’s reconstruction of the relationship between the doctrine of God, Christology, and the doctrine of election.

At this point one can offer a further methodological remark. When we take the influence and continuing effect of Barth’s theological decisions and choices as a criterion for determining the influence and effects of his work, an entirely different picture appears. The fundamental decisions that are so characteristic and distinctive of Barth’s theology have in fact been accepted within many major streams of contemporary Protestant theology. Once again, this effect does not become visible simply because Barth is frequently read or studied—in my opinion, that is not the case—nor does it suggest that his theology arouses great excitement in younger scholars. In historical terms, Barth is too much a theologian of the Confessing Church (Bekennende Kirche) and is too often linked to the situation of the church caught between East and West during the Cold War. Yet many of the basic decisions Barth made, as well as the overall framework in which he worked, have slowly gained traction in the broader world of Reformed theology. This is particularly the case with regard to Barth’s understanding of revelation, the centrality of Christology for theological reflection, and his reinterpretation of the doctrine of election as integral to the doctrine of God. These dimensions of Barth’s theology loom large in contemporary Protestant theology; they amount to a creative and challenging retrieval of Protestant concerns, being at once ‘orthodox and modern’ (McCormack 2008b).

From a historical perspective, Barth is of course an author of the past. That fact is aptly viewed in light of the channels through which he engaged his audiences, and by way of which he became a public figure. Barth’s magnum opus, Church Dogmatics, was often not the most important channel in this respect: Barth became a visible and influential voice primarily due to his smaller writings, open letters, and commentaries on political issues. Church Dogmatics is impressive, no doubt; but the readership of this work was always fairly limited. That should not come as a surprise. The work seems too large and the volumes too numerous; with respect to style and size, it belongs more to the nineteenth than to the twentieth (or even twenty-first) century. By contrast, Barth’s shorter writings marked him as what is nowadays called a ‘public theologian’. His prophetic voice in the time of the Confessing Church, which resulted in the ‘Barmen Declaration’; the letter to Josef Hromádka just before the Second World War; his address to the World Council of Churches in Amsterdam in 1948; and his attitude and opinions regarding West–East relations—all of this made him a theologian who had a significant impact on public life. He wanted to be a witness of God’s reconciliation with the world in a time of deep political distrust and amidst the threat of a nuclear war. The ‘practical’ aspects of Barth’s thought, however, should not be restricted to the past. They point to a dimension of Barth’s theological activity that was, for a long time, not particularly prominent: its profoundly ethical character. And, notably, this dimension of Barth’s work has received consideration from theologians such as John Howard Yoder, Stanley Hauerwas, and a number of British researchers.

Building on these introductory remarks, this chapter next considers the new conditions in which the theology of Barth has been received in recent years. It then surveys different trajectories of Barth reception in Germany, the Netherlands, the British Isles, the United States, and non-Western contexts. It concludes by identifying five features of Barth’s theology which, in my judgement, will remain significant for the future of Protestant theology.

New Conditions of Reception

The reception of Barth in contemporary Protestant theology is, to a large degree, determined by the critical edition of the Karl Barth Gesamtausgabe, which contains much unknown or unpublished work. This huge project started under the direction of Hinrich Stoevesandt (1971–1997); it was continued by Hans-Anton Drewes (1997–2012) and is currently supervised by Peter Zocher (2012–). The lectures Barth delivered in Göttingen in 1922–1925 and later in Münster and Bonn; speeches and discourses from the early years and the First World War; correspondence with Eduard Thurneysen, Emil Brunner, Rudolf Bultmann, Friedrich Gogarten, and Visser ’t Hooft, to mention just a few names: all these and similar materials provide researchers with a vast amount of primary resources. These collected materials have also served as a point of departure for new interpretative trajectories.

The publication of these materials has secured the conviction that Barth cannot be read as an author who intended to provide an abstract theological system ‘for the ages’. On the contrary, he must be read as a theologian who, directly and indirectly, was always in discussion with his contemporaries regarding the content and meaning of Christian faith. This dialogical (and sometimes polemical) aspect in his work is always present (Neven 2003), as the critical editions of Barth’s commentaries on the Epistle to the Romans of 1919 and 1922 demonstrate in detail (GA 16; GA 47, RII).

The reader of Church Dogmatics, too, should be aware that this work had its origins in lectures. It was literally read in class; it was intended to train students and support the formation of new leaders for the church. Every chapter and section, on this reckoning, attempted to pull the students into a certain way of thought, into a movement of reflection and meditation on what Christian faith actually is. Church Dogmatics can in fact be regarded as a kind of mystagogy, or as what Kierkegaard called a ‘training’ or exercise in the Christian faith (Kierkegaard 1991). It functions as an extended course of instruction, a ‘training’ in which students are invited to engage in the exercise of listening to the Word of God. As an exercise of this kind it is recipient-oriented (Pfleiderer 2000). And for this very reason, the method of close reading with a small group of students—as is done, for example, in the annual Barth conferences in Switzerland (Leuenberg) and in the Netherlands (Driebergen)—has been shown to be a helpful and appropriate mode of studying Barth. What might, at first sight, appear to be a slow and possibly boring way of dealing with Barth’s writing, turns out to be highly rewarding.

The conferences just mentioned signal continuing interest in Barth’s theology in Germany, Switzerland, and the Netherlands. The numbers of participants may vary, but the significance of the conferences as a site for the reception of Barth’s legacy in Europe can hardly be overestimated. The harvest of these conferences has also been made available through the journal Zeitschrift für dialektische Theologie (Journal for Dialectical Theology). This journal, started in 1985, mirrors the way Karl Barth’s theological heritage has been appropriated in Protestant theology, particularly in Europe and the United States. What, in particular, is the reason for such continuing scholarly interest? In my judgement, it is probably due to the invitational character of Barth’s writings. His texts do not so much describe what one has to believe, as they invite the readers to follow a movement—the movement of God’s coming in Jesus Christ—and then to think about that movement for themselves. Precisely because it is an invitational theology, it is open to reception in different and new contexts.

The Cultural-Philosophical Interpretation of the Munich School

The increasing accessibility of Karl Barth’s writings across different genres and different periods of his life has given ample reason to treat Barth as a theologian of his own time. Barth may even be seen as an exemplification of modern European culture and its crisis, and an interpretation of Barth along these lines has been developed by theologians influenced by Trutz Rendtorff in Munich. According to this way of thinking, Barth’s significance should not in the first place be sought within a theological context; one should instead consider his work in the context of Western modernity. Appealing to G. W. F. Hegel and Ernst Troeltsch, representatives of the ‘Munich school’ in fact argue that modern Western culture, distinguished as it is by the driving ideas of freedom, humanity, and autonomy, is in fact the object of theology. Theology is an interpretation of that heritage—a sort of cultural hermeneutics. The first point of reference for theology is therefore not the church but modern society and culture, defined by values drawn from a Christian past as well as from the Enlightenment. What does this mean, then, for reading Karl Barth? At the beginning of the twentieth century, around the time of the First World War, it became clear that the great ambitions of modernity—freedom, autonomy, and humanity—had become deeply compromised. Barth, for his part, sought to realize the dreams of modernity using theological tools. By emphasizing the autonomy of God, specifically, he aimed to make real that which in human hands had been spoiled. The idea of autonomy was projected onto God; concomitantly, the human being was regarded as the object of God’s free action. Barth is thus not in the first place a theologian who wants to give direction to the church; he is a creative representative of modern Christendom, a defender of Protestant identity in the context of modern Europe (Laube 2006). Yet in pursuing his agenda, according to the ‘Munich school’, Barth follows a dangerous path, for the emphasis placed on divine autonomy compromises human freedom and undermines the call to exercise responsibility.

This line of interpretation has sometimes taken on dubious features, as demonstrated in the work of Falk Wagner. Wagner argues that theology is only possible when it has as its fundamental ground the human being as thinking subject. Any theology which pretends to proceed otherwise, coming from ‘the other side’—say, by taking the Word of God as its point of departure—jeopardizes human subjectivity and freedom. A theology like that of Barth, then, has no real place for the human subject and even risks its elimination. In this context, Wagner even deployed the word Gleichschaltung—an ominous term, given its historical background: it was used by the National Socialist regime in Germany to describe that which is ‘forced into line’ (Wagner 1995: 52). Barth, in Wagner’s eyes, was guilty of breaking the close bond between modern culture and Protestantism and of transforming Christian faith into a closed hermetic body, thereby rendering contemporary Protestantism powerless in face of modern culture. Wagner in fact did not hesitate to label Barth’s theology as ‘fascist’. With respect to Barth’s role in the Kirchenkampf (Church Struggle) and his opposition to fascism, such claims of course serve as a first-class provocation, if not a direct insult. Eberhard Jüngel, for one, judged it a sin against good taste (Jüngel 1982: 13).

What did Wagner actually want to say, and was it actually so innovative? In the Netherlands, J. Sperna Weiland and Harminus M. Kuitert also pointed critically to the authoritative structure of Barth’s concept of revelation. True, Barth was able to utter extraordinary ‘prophetic’ opinions, as his letter to Hromádka bears witness; yet more must be said. What Wagner—as a student of Hegel’s philosophy of the subject—sought to do was to analyse Barth’s theology at an abstract level, in terms of a theoretical construction. Under the conditions of the authoritative structure of Barth’s understanding of theology and revelation, Wagner argued that nothing else remains for the human subject than blind obedience. And when the prophetic office is handed over to the church—as should be done, according to this reading of Barth—then the church possesses no ethical prerogative in relation to secular culture, which ensures that the possibility of a real contact and mutual exchange of views between church and culture fades from view (Graf 1988). It is perhaps understandable that this line of interpretation caused deep controversy and bitter reproach in Germany.

Yet controversy should not make us blind to the merits and insights of this mode of interpretation. Following the trail of Ernst Troeltsch, Friedrich Gogarten, and Trutz Rendtorff, the students of the Munich school are devoted to retrieving the Christian character of European culture and promoting the public task of theology. In its own way, their programme proceeds in light of an autocratic past, the heritage of humanism, and modern democratic formations. In terms of a theology of modern culture, this school seeks to continue the positive stance taken by ‘liberal Protestant’ theologians in the nineteenth century: they suppose and defend a strong relationship between Christian faith and Christendom as cultural entity. It may be that their deepest difference with Barth is made manifest at precisely this point, for Barth denied any direct relationship between Western culture and God’s revelation. That was itself always a cause for irritation, not only at the beginning of his career, when Barth broke with the ‘liberal’ theological agenda (as in his debate with Adolf von Harnack in 1923), but also at the end of his career (as in his rejection of infant baptism). The Munich school finds such a move intolerable. Modern culture, with its pursuit of freedom and its promotion of human society, is the heir of, and intrinsically dependent on, the Christian past; that is what should be defended.

Other German Voices: Barth’s Theology as Theology for our Time

In contrast to the cultural-philosophical interpretation of the ‘Munich school’, one finds in Germany another group of theologians who endorse a more directly theological way of interpretation: Barth’s theology is here regarded as a gift for church and society today. Barth is read and appreciated as a theologian who offers a new interpretation of the Protestant theological heritage that is loyal to the substance of Protestant faith yet geared to the needs and conditions of our age. Modern culture is not here the object of theology; rather, the object of theology is God, the subject of revelation. Eberhard Jüngel, Christian Link, Michael Beintker, Michael Trowitzsch, Eberhard Busch, Michael Welker, Günter Thomas, and Georg Plasger, each in their own way, are the primary representatives of this position. This more congenial type of interpretation became visible in four large international conferences held in Emden in 2003, 2008, 2014, and 2019, all of which were devoted to the reception and effect of Barth’s theology in Germany during his lifetime (Beintker 2005, 2010, 2016).

In spite of all this energy, however, it must be concluded that the influence of Barth at an institutional level has waned. Due to budget cuts, chairs for Reformed theology in Germany have dramatically diminished in number. For a long time, such chairs—for example, at Erlangen—were occupied by students of Barth; but now the chairs are often either abolished or occupied by scholars whose work moves in other directions. To this institutional situation another more substantial theological observation can be added. For many years it looked as if Barth’s theology of revelation had eclipsed the theology stemming from Schleiermacher. Now, however, the picture has changed completely, and Schleiermacher is back at the forefront, popular as never before. For many, Schleiermacher stands for a theology that focuses on the human subject—on life stories, personal narratives, and the religious dimensions of culture. It is, however, a question open to debate, to what degree this psychological and individualistic interpretation of Schleiermacher’s concept of religion is accurate (McCormack 2008b: 63–88).

Barth Reception in the Netherlands

As noted above, the era in which Barth had a clear visible influence upon, and provoked powerful and polemic responses in, theology in the Netherlands is now past. Yet Barth continues to be a theologian who cannot be ignored. The standard for a more open and at the same time critical reception of Barth’s thought in Reformed theology was set by Gerrit C. Berkouwer, particularly in The Triumph of Grace in the Theology of Karl Barth (Berkouwer 1956). His approach was highly influential, not only in the Netherlands, but in the wider international Reformed community. In the 1970s, the second edition of Barth’s commentary on Romans became a source of inspiration for students of the so-called ‘Amsterdam School’, which emphasized the critical and prophetic role of God’s revelation. According to this mode of thinking, human existence is fundamentally interrupted by God’s grace and hence the world of politics, economics, and religion should be questioned and critiqued. This school, which had its centre at the University of Amsterdam around Nico T. Bakker and Frans H. Breukelman, showed some distinctively Dutch features, since theological conviction and left-wing politics went hand in hand. The ‘Amsterdam School’ consequently had an outspoken social-critical identity and proved attractive even to German students.

The ‘Amsterdam School’ also had its critics, however. Kuitert, who broadly offered a critical yet appreciative response to Barth’s work, was greatly concerned about the identification of Christian faith with left-wing politics in the Amsterdam School. He complained that this position could result in a rather friendly attitude to the state socialism of communist East Germany. After 1989, and the fall of the ‘iron curtain’, however, the situation changed, and many theologians within the Amsterdam School underwent an impressive reorientation. What remained was a theological commitment to search for real, life-giving truth, and a prophetic critique of general religiosity. What also remained was the connection between the reception of Barth and a thorough and intense interest in the Old Testament. The heritage of Kornelis H. Miskotte here played a tremendous positive role. Already in the nineteenth century a branch of Dutch theology (the ‘ethische theologie’) wanted to give the Old Testament and Israel a prominent and permanent place in faith and in the church. The relation between deep interest in the Old Testament, in biblical theology, and in Barth is one of the distinctive marks of the Dutch reception of the work of Barth. Related to this interest, an explicit relation between theology and culture has also been fostered. The monthly magazine which Miskotte founded, In de Waagschaal (On the Line), continues to articulate this perspective in a fresh way.

Granted that the Netherlands is a small country, further differing trajectories of Barth reception can nonetheless be distinguished. The philosopher of religion Hendrik J. Adriaanse played a prominent and highly acclaimed role in Barth research for many years, and stimulated many students to compare Barth with contemporary philosophy. A driving force of this mode of enquiry was the question of what meaning the religious past could have in a ‘post-theistic’ time, and what resources Barth’s theology might provide in responding to this question. In addition to this interest in Barth from a religious-philosophical perspective, the historical-theological perspective must also be mentioned. Important work has been undertaken in this direction, particularly in an effort to relate Barth to Dutch theologians like Miskotte and Oepke Noordmans (van der Kooi 2014).

What is the result? While Barth may no longer function as a direct discussion partner, he nevertheless remains the theologian who has set the stage for contemporary Protestant theology. Moreover, at an existential level, his theology is acknowledged as a voice that articulates the message of the church in a culture where secularism and agnosticism have become the dominating powers. In this context Barth’s theology functions as a counter-proposal, as a classic retrieval of the substance of Reformed faith under the conditions of modernity and a globalizing world. One decisive element of this counter-proposal might be mentioned here: by constructing an intrinsic connection between the doctrine of God, Christology, and the doctrine of election, Barth interprets the story of Jesus Christ as the story of God himself. This move makes Barth’s theology ecumenical in character. A theme that was traditionally deeply associated with the Reformed tradition is retrieved in such a way that it can be offered to the world as the centre of good news.

Barth’s Reception in the British Isles

The differences between the theological and philosophical conditions in the British Isles and those in Europe were important to the particularities of the reception of the work of Barth in the former. In Scottish philosophy, for example, Kant was never regarded in general as the watershed for all respectable thinking. By contrast, the tradition of common-sense philosophy opened up other avenues of reflection, for theology as well as for philosophy. Meanwhile apologetics and the development of ‘natural theology’ were never dismissed in the British Isles in the way that they were on the continent. Such distinctions remain important for the relation of Barth to contemporary Protestant theology in the British Isles.

Important for Barth research was, and still is, the Scottish Journal of Theology, founded in 1948 by J. K. S. Reid and T. F. Torrance (Morgan 2010: 218–24). In recent decades Colin Gunton, John Webster, and Alan Torrance have pursued a trajectory of warm yet not uncritical reception of Barth in British circles, while the younger generation of Barth scholars includes figures such as Tom Greggs, Paul Nimmo, Donald Wood, and Philip Ziegler.

In some respects the older British debate about Barth’s theology shows similar traits to that in the Netherlands: Barth’s doctrine of Scripture and his supposedly universalist position were for some time an object of concern, particularly from the side of evangelicals. The voice of the American Cornelius van Til may stand as emblematic for this branch of older criticism, accusing Barth of a crypto-Kantian position: Barth did not hold to the God of the Bible, he was busy poisoning the Christian community with a philosophical system (Morgan 2010: 246). The interpretation of Van Til has been influential in the British Isles: it not only contributed to the rift between scholars such as T. F. Torrance and J. I. Packer, but also—and more generally—to a division in Reformed circles between those who aligned themselves with Barth and those who did not.

In the 1950s and 1960s, under the leadership of Martyn Lloyd-Jones and Douglas Johnson, the ‘Intervarsity Fellowship of Christian Students’ (founded 1928) became a place where ‘Barthianism’ was judged as heresy, and—particularly on account of its doctrine of Scripture—regarded as a form of liberal and therefore dangerous theology. In retrospect, the split between evangelicals and followers of Barth was tragic. Both groups distanced themselves from the secularism of the ‘God is dead’ theology of, for example, Thomas Altizer and Harvey Cox. But as soon as the status of the Bible was at stake and ‘limited atonement’ was debated, the two groups stood in outright opposition. This opposition caused an enormous waste of energy and stemmed from a grotesque misinterpretation of Barth.

The situation has since changed. Contemporary representatives of evangelical theology, alongside theologians who regard themselves as inspired by Barth, recognize that such inimical images and interpretations are disastrous and unfair (Chung 2006). Many evangelicals have come to adopt a different attitude towards the critical tools of biblical studies, accepting that their use does not automatically undermine an acknowledgement of the Bible as the Word of God. The work of biblical scholars such as Larry Hurtado and Richard Bauckham, both from an evangelical background, shows that reliance on biblical scholarship does not automatically result in a low view of Christology.

Indeed, in the current British context the theology of Barth functions as a modern and robust form of appropriation of the theological heritage of the Reformation. Barth is respected as a ‘great’ theologian. His theology provides resistance to those powers in culture and in the university who would transform theological departments into pure religious studies departments. It points to a third way beyond liberalism and conservatism that involves a rather recalcitrant attitude towards two sides. To be sure, in the eyes of liberal opponents, Barth’s theology contains a kind of ‘objectivism’ that does not do justice to the modern subject. Yet at the same time it is clear that Barth’s theological project cannot be classified or dismissed as a conservative retreat to and reification of premodern scholasticism.

Perhaps for this reason, a number of scholars in the British Isles and in the United States have tried to characterize Barth’s theology as ‘postmodern’ or as a form of ‘post-theism’. These labels both serve to indicate the view that Barth’s theology should be located beyond the old frontier of post-Reformation Protestant scholasticism and its absolute foundationalism. To give one example of this approach, Graham Ward has welcomed Barth as a scholar who has distanced himself from modernity’s fixation on logos and essence (Ward 1995). The search for the logos, or the essence, in all phenomena is regarded as a brutal fixation of reality, which leads to a consequent denial of Otherness. Barth’s theology stands—according to this postmodern interpretation—for a theology of radical openness, with God’s revelation interrupting every fixation and confronting humans with the freedom of God (Francke 2006). This interpretative trajectory certainly highlights an important aspect of Barth’s thought, namely its critical side and its ability for theological self-criticism; but it may be that it rather overlooks the fact that Barth’s theology has little interest in epistemological scepticism and is, in essence, a theology of confidence. God has spoken (Deus dixit) and is prepared to reveal himself again and again (van der Kooi 2006: 335).

Another and arguably more fruitful approach to Barth happens where attention is drawn to the ethical dimension in the theology of Barth: John Webster, Paul Nimmo and Nigel Biggar offer examples of this interpretative pathway (Webster 1998; Nimmo 2007; Biggar 1993). In God there is no distinction between being and act, as Barth taught, thus dogmatics and ethics belong together. Correspondingly, every volume of Church Dogmatics contains a chapter on ethics. This attention to the human being as agent brings us to a theme that connects the British Isles and the United States, and thus to another voice in the English-speaking world, this time on the other side of the Atlantic—Stanley Hauerwas.

Barth as Antidote: The United States

The flowering of Barth research in the United States has already been mentioned briefly. It did not take place simply as a matter of course. For a long time Barth’s doctrine of Scripture was a reason for suspicion within more conservative Protestant circles. And from a liberal perspective, Barth was dismissed as a despiser of scientific theology and as a repristinator of the scholastic past, or—in one word—as ‘neo-orthodox’. Although this label is clearly incorrect—historically it goes back to the reactions to the first edition of Barth’s commentary on Romans—the bilateral rejection shows how difficult it was for scholars to understand and to digest Barth’s theology on American soil.

The distance between what Barth was concerned with, on the one side, and the themes that dominated American religious culture, on the other side, initially seemed difficult to span. The cultural conditions for the reception of Barth’s theology also differed immensely from those on the European continent. Europe had been the battlefield for two World Wars and knew it. The humanism of the European mind, as well as its association with ‘Christendom’, had been profoundly shaken; and the result was a, sometimes profound, cynicism. The question consequently arose as to what the future of humanity and of this wounded world might be, and what the Gospel might mean in this context. This, in fact, is the original context of Karl Barth’s theology. Barth started with a critique: the living God of the Bible cannot be identified with European culture or Christendom. There is an infinite qualitative distinction between God and humanity. God only shows Godself under the veil of judgement, on the cross. God therefore never comes under human control or disposal. These principles so characterized Barth’s dialectic theology, and its dialectic of revelation and hiddenness, that Barth’s work remained unknown and misunderstood in the United States for a long time. It would be possible to suggest that, even today, little has changed. Religion in the United States is still acknowledged as part of life. In the context of a society which makes civil religion a part of culture, faith in God or a divine power is, for many, undisputed. Religion is identified as important, not only for personal salvation and sanctification, but also for progress and a new humanity. The Social Gospel movement of Walter Rauschenbusch and the theology of Reinhold Niebuhr were both indebted to this tradition in their suggestion of the possibility of transformation and progress. In the eyes of Niebuhr, Barth’s kerygmatic theology remained too abstract and powerless in times of more subtle problems in society and politics.

Against this background, the high tide of Barth research in the United States needs further explanation. What reasons can be given for the fact that Karl Barth is now read widely and that the Karl Barth Society of North America is flourishing? Undeniably, the reception of Barth’s theology as a substantial Protestant theology was already manifest in the post-liberal movement or ‘Yale School’ represented by Hans Frei and George Lindbeck. Barth’s non-foundationalism, and his turn to the church as the community in which theology should function as critical reflection on its message, resonated deeply with the post-liberal agenda. The work of Robert W. Jenson (1930–2017) is further proof of the thorough way in which Barth’s heritage has been received and processed in an American context. The centrality of Christ as key in all Christian thought also reflects the far-reaching impact of Barth’s major decisions in the work of Kathryn Tanner.

Changes in the evangelical world have also given space to a higher regard for Barth. The older questions regarding the doctrine of Scripture no longer play the pivotal role they once did. Stanley Grenz spoke aptly of the ‘communitarian turn’ (Grenz 2000: 201–9), such that the doctrine of Scripture no longer in itself functions as the bulwark of a trustworthy theology, having been replaced by a greater interest in community and church. This doctrinal shift to ecclesiology and to the calling of the church as witness of the Gospel connects with the mature theology of Barth in Church Dogmatics IV/3.

Apart from developments within the evangelical world itself, there may be another and deeper reason for the Barth renaissance in the United States. Barth’s theology provides an antidote to the American fascination with ‘well-being’ and self-identity. In cultural settings in which esoteric and holistic spirituality have run rampant, in which religion is often used for therapeutic reasons and in which the mainline churches have diminished in number and weakened in confessional acuity, Barth stands for substantial Christian thought. When it is acknowledged that Barth’s theology is not a hidden form of existentialism (contra Van Til and his followers), then scholars become aware that Barth adhered to the foundational elements in Reformed theology while proposing a reinterpretation of that tradition for his own day. Indeed, the growing rapprochement between evangelical theology and Barth’s theology is evident in the volume Karl Barth and American Evangelicalism (McCormack and Anderson 2011). Barth’s theology, it seems, can serve as a robust backbone of Protestant identity, which gives one something to hold on to amidst all kinds of religious fog.

The development of Barth studies in the United States has been supported by the Center for Barth Studies, located at Princeton Theological Seminary: it contains a huge collection of Barth material and a digitized version of all the material in the Barth Archive in Basel.

For American theologians such as Stanley Hauerwas, Daniel Migliore, George Hunsinger, and Bruce L. McCormack, Barth’s thought has provided inspiration, resources, and challenges as they have pursued their own theological itineraries. Barth is orthodox and modern just as they are (McCormack 2008b), and their work reflects and develops different aspects of his work. Hauerwas, in his work, echoes the notion of witness important to the later Barth (Hauerwas 2001). The internationally used textbook of Daniel Migliore, Faith Seeking Understanding, reflects on every page the influence of Barth (Migliore 2004). George Hunsinger’s Disruptive Grace demonstrates the connection between orthodox theology and a progressive, politically engaged social ethics (Hunsinger 2001). The dissertation of Bruce McCormack found international acclaim as a watershed in contemporary Barth research (McCormack 1995). More recently, McCormack has written extensively on the relationship between the doctrine of God and the doctrine of election in the work of Barth, proposing a radicalization of this connection that has sparked intense debate (see, for example, McCormack 2004, 2008a). However this debate unfolds, it signals one of the fields where Barth’s theology plays a vibrant role in contemporary Protestant theology—in the doctrine of God. For Barth, it is precisely this God who has decided not to be God without human beings.

Non-Western Contexts: Africa and Asia

What can be said about the reception and meaning of Barth’s theology in Asian and African contexts? In what turned out to be his last public letter, in November 1968, Karl Barth warned theologians from South East Asia not to reproduce his theology, but to do theology on their own account (NBT). Theology is an exercise in biblical thinking. What is striking, however, is the continuing attractiveness of, and inspiration drawn from, Barth’s theology as prophetic theology in situations of state suppression. In South Africa, the Barmen Declaration and its rejection of other deities or powers inspired theologians such as Allan Boesak, Russel Botman, Nico Koopman, and Dirkie Smit in their struggle against apartheid. The influence of Barth is clearly visible in the Belhar Confession (1982) and the Kairos Document (1985). In the new situation of the democratic ‘rainbow’ state, the challenges have changed but are not always radically different. When Christian faith is regarded as another version of natural religiosity, then Barth’s rejection of natural theology again becomes a matter of topical interest.

More often, however, Barth functions as role model for profound contextual theologies. This is the case not only in South Africa, but also in many Asian countries. Under the influence of J. Gresham Machen and Cornelius van Til, Barth was for a long time a symbol of liberalism and modernism in South Korea, and his theology was treated suspiciously on account of its hesitancy regarding biblical inerrancy. Yet Barth inspired theologians to a critical and prophetic stance against the South Korean military regime in the 1960s. Still more important and challenging in the Asian context today, however, are debates about indigenization and religious pluralism, where Barth’s Christological point of departure is a stronghold for those wanting to preserve a substantial Christian theology.

Conclusion

In closing this overview of the reception of Barth in contemporary Protestant theology, five aspects of Barth’s theology that are, and will continue to be, important for the future of Protestant theology should be mentioned.

First, there is the non-foundationalist doctrine of revelation. Barth is postmodern in that he accepts that God cannot be proven in the way that elements in this world can be proven. His theology thus represents a breach with classic foundationalism. God presents himself in his self-revelation, but this self-revelation is always under the veil of creaturely media. Revelation and hiddenness go together, even as they are ordered towards the revelation of God. Human beings will thus never have a definitive hold on God. We remain recipients, never masters of revelation.

Second, this dialectic of revelation and hiddenness has proven in various contexts to possess significant critical potential. In situations where the powers of state and society support racial, social, or economic injustice, whether implicitly or explicitly, Barth’s theology is well placed to function as a prophetic theology.

Third, there is Barth’s famed ‘Christological concentration’, wherein God’s revelation in Jesus Christ is determinative for what can be said about God. Thus there is no hidden God apart from Jesus Christ. And there follows a re-configuration of the order and material of the classical dogmatic sequence of creation, fall, Christology, and redemption.

Fourth, there is the doctrine of election as a doctrine of trust and hope. Barth offered a radical reinterpretation of the doctrine of double predestination by making an intrinsic connection between the doctrine of God, Christology, and the doctrine of election. He describes election as ‘the sum’ of the gospel, ‘the best of what we ever can hear’ (CD II/2: 3). He thus argues that God in Christ has made the decision not to be God without the human being, but with the human being. God does not want to abandon his creatures.

Finally, fifth, there are the issues of church and mission, which were integral to the last volumes of Church Dogmatics. The church, or as Barth often described it later, the Christian community, is called to be a creative and responsible witness of Jesus Christ in the world. In Jesus Christ, God has reconciled himself with the world, and in a world of disorder his message is one of hope. Herein lies the great potential of Barth’s thinking for mission as well as for ecumenical theology.
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chapter 42

 Barth and Roman Catholic Theology


Paul D. Molnar




Ever since Hans Urs von Balthasar wrote his groundbreaking book on Karl Barth in 1951, Roman Catholic theologians have shown great interest in Barth’s theology, most especially because of his Christocentrism (Long 2014: 174; Robinson 2011: 166–7). In part, this interest derives from the fact that twentieth-century theologians like Hans Urs von Balthasar and Karl Rahner sought ways to escape the ‘extrinsicism’ of neo-scholastic theology. Balthasar in particular wanted to prevent a return to such theology, which—as D. Stephen Long recounts—he labelled ‘sawdust Thomism’ (Long 2014: 11–12). He preferred to pursue theology in an ecumenical way that might lead towards unity between Roman Catholics and Protestants as they focused on Christ as the centre. Hence, it has been said recently that ‘Balthasar was a Catholic Barthian who offers to Protestant Christianity a “form” that could provide a counter to its “formlessness,” which as he warned, could only “prove disastrous for Christianity”’ (Long 2014: 88).

Balthasar, of course, believed that, as Barth’s theology developed from its earlier dialectical version to its later analogical version, it moved closer to Roman Catholicism. Barth, in fact, ‘retrieved elements Catholics themselves neglected, such as the Triune rendering of God’s perfections’ in such a way that ‘Balthasar saw in Barth the proper “form” theology should take’ (Long 2014: 87). Yet Balthasar found Barth’s thinking ‘too narrowly constricted’ and thus in his view, according to Long, it ‘failed to recognize the true difficulty in modern Catholic theology. It was never the analogia entis [analogy of being]. Instead it was the innovative doctrine of pure nature in the late medieval and early modern eras’ (Long 2014: 87). Indeed, unlike Rahner, Balthasar opposed any sort of anthropological or philosophical starting point, which could end with the idea that we might affirm God ‘by affirming ourselves’ (Long 2014: 277).

Balthasar thought that Barth eventually embraced the Roman Catholic view. But he criticized Barth for the severity of his Christocentrism (Balthasar 1992: 242–3, 362, 393). Barth wondered about this charge of ‘Christological constriction’ and suggested that the criticism stemmed from Balthasar’s failure to allow Jesus Christ to be the sole starting point and norm for his theology, contrary to Balthasar’s own intentions (CD IV/1: 768–9). At this point one might legitimately wonder whether or not the real difficulty after all might have been the analogia entis, and not simply the idea of ‘pure nature’, since in Barth’s understanding the former category encompassed any view that did not allow Jesus the first and final Word in theological or ethical reflection. This is tellingly reflected in Long’s statement that for Balthasar the analogia fidei (analogy of faith) ‘must be understood within the analogia entis’ (Long 2014: 129), while for Barth it is the other way around.

Related theological differences become visible in Barth’s reception of the work of the Second Vatican Council (Vatican II). While Barth took a strong interest in the Council, in the hope that genuine ecumenical unity might result from its move towards a more Christocentric understanding of the church and theology, he did not fail to point out that even in its important document on revelation (Dei verbum) there remained some difficulties. Positively, Barth noted that Scripture was given a firm place as the norm for grasping Christian revelation in a way that marked a contrast with the First Vatican Council (Vatican I); negatively, Barth noted that the second chapter exposed ‘the great fit of weakness which befell the Council’, such that ‘holy tradition’ and ‘teaching office’ were ‘placed alongside the Holy Scriptures’ in a way which obscured both ‘the unmistakable declaration of chapter I in reference to revelation itself’ and the reference to Scripture in later chapters (ALA: 47–8). In a letter to Pope Paul VI in September 1968 Barth discussed the ‘problem of church authority’ with respect to the Pope’s encyclical, Humanae vitae: Barth mentioned the encyclical’s ‘estimate of natural law as a kind of second source of revelation’, as well as critics who ascribed ‘a similar function to the conscience of the individual’, and noted that ‘the fine constitution Dei verbum’ said nothing about these as ‘sources of revelation’ (L: 314).

Cardinal Cicognani responded to Barth’s letter on behalf of the Pope, writing that, strictly speaking, Barth was right and that ‘it is obvious that natural law and conscience are not, in the strict sense, sources of revelation’ (L: 357). But he then added that conscience and natural law are ways of finding God, and that for Christians ‘revelation does not suppress natural law, which is equally divine’ (L: 357). In a further response to the Cardinal, Barth noted that in spite of the possibility of agreeing on a number of issues, especially the fact that revelation is to be truly found ‘only in holy scripture…with due respect to tradition’, there could be no consensus that it is right or possible to ‘set nature and conscience alongside revelation as equally divine’ (L: 334).

In this chapter on Barth and Roman Catholic theology, I have chosen Walter Kasper as a primary dialogue partner for Karl Barth. I do so because Kasper’s thinking is a faithful explication of the post-Vatican II Roman Catholic theology that is both aware of Balthasar’s important appropriation of Barth and also cognizant of Rahner’s contribution to contemporary Roman Catholic theology. Specifically, I intend to address the question of whether or not it is really possible to be faithful to revelation without always allowing Christ to stand as the first and final Word both in the doctrine of God and in all other loci of dogmatic reflection. The fundamental issue for this question is that while Roman Catholics and Protestants are already one in their belief that Jesus Christ is the only possible starting point for an accurate understanding of the triune God, Roman Catholic theology in general—and Kasper in particular—seeks to retain an important role in the theological enterprise for natural theology and for the insights that follow. Barth, by contrast, insists that our knowledge of God in faith can only be begun, upheld, and completed by the Holy Spirit who unites us to Christ and thus to the Father. By comparing and contrasting the approaches of Barth and Kasper to this question, I hope to show that the problem that divides Roman Catholic and Reformed theologians remains the analogia entis. Proper unity between Roman Catholics and Protestants, I believe, will remain elusive as long as this problem remains unaddressed and unresolved, as long as theologians do not, in practice, allow Christ to be the first and final Word in their approach to and explication of Christology and the Trinity.

The chapter is divided into two major sections. The first section of this chapter offers a presentation of Barth’s theology of the Trinity and of how we come to know the triune God. The second section seeks to set Barth in dialogue with Kasper. In order to frame this dialogue in the appropriate context, it sets out, first, a summary of Rahner’s theology of the Trinity and of the knowledge of God, and, second, an outline of Kasper’s response to Rahner’s view. It then moves to put Barth and Kasper directly into conversation, exploring the way in which different conceptions of the analogia entis play a central role in maintaining theological distance between them in spite of their often vivid agreements. The conclusion explores the consequences of this distance for ecumenical unity.

Karl Barth on the Trinity in Church Dogmatics

What is the root of the doctrine of the Trinity? For Karl Barth the answer was simple and clear, and had profound implications both for theological method and for the knowledge of God: it was the revelation of God attested in Scripture. What is the chief reason Barth gives for supposing that there can be only one root for the doctrine of the Trinity? The answer to this question will illustrate Barth’s method, which itself is dictated by who God is in revelation—namely, by the living Jesus Christ himself who is the unique object of Christian faith and not a theory, doctrine, or theology (CD IV/1: 760–1). Barth was quite clear that there could be no knowledge of God without experience of God, but knowledge of God is not based on experience or upon human knowledge; it is based on God’s self-revelation. At the beginning of Church Dogmatics II/2 Barth summed up his major findings in Church Dogmatics II/1:

We have tried to learn the lofty but simple lesson that it is by God that God is known, and that He is the living God as the One who loves in freedom; living both in the unity and also in the wealth of His perfections. Our starting-point in that first part of the doctrine of God was neither an axiom of reason nor a datum of experience. In the measure that a doctrine of God draws on these sources, it betrays the fact that its subject is not really God but a hypostatised reflection of man.

(CD II/2: 3; cf. also CD II/1: 183)

Barth made this statement for the same reason that he insisted that the sole root for the doctrine of the Trinity was God’s particular act of revelation in the history of Jesus as attested in Scripture.

Because he holds that God’s being as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit is self-sufficient as his being-in-act, Barth also maintains that Jesus Christ as God’s act or Word of revelation is one in essence with the Father and the Spirit. Even so, as the root of the doctrine of the Trinity, what is revealed in Jesus Christ cannot be separated for a moment from Jesus himself because ‘God’s revelation has its reality and truth wholly and in every respect—both ontically and noetically—within itself’ (CD I/1: 305). Thus it is that revelation, for Barth, ‘is an absolute ground in itself, and therefore for man a court from which there can be no possible appeal to a higher court’ (CD I/1: 305).

Barth is not thinking of just any revelation but of revelation in its identity with Jesus in his uniqueness as the one Word of God incarnate in history and acting as Revealer and Reconciler. As such, this is not a revelation ‘alongside which there are or may be others’ (CD I/1: 295). Further, in Jesus, the form and content of revelation cannot be separated. Because ‘What God reveals in Jesus and how He reveals it, namely, in Jesus, must not be separated from one another according to the New Testament’, Barth insists that ‘God is unknown as our Father, as the Creator, to the degree that He is not made known by Jesus’ (CD I/1: 399 and 390). From this it follows that if one bypasses Jesus, then one makes impossible any true and certain knowledge of the triune God—simply because such an approach represents an attempt to know God without God. That, for Barth, was the main difficulty with the analogia entis. And this, I would suggest, remains the key issue that divides Barth from the Roman Catholic approach to knowing God offered by Walter Kasper. While both theologians formally agree that the doctrine of the Trinity is what unites all Christians, material difficulties arise regarding the issue of natural theology.

Barth acknowledges both that his own explication of the doctrine of the Trinity is ‘very close to the Roman Catholic doctrine’ (KBTT: 50) and that Roman Catholics would likely accept most of his views. For instance, he follows Thomas Aquinas and Bernhard Bartmann in explaining his view of appropriations, according to which certain works of God are assigned to different persons of the Trinity, since they all agree that such appropriations should neither be arbitrary nor exclusive (CD I/1: 374). Barth does stipulate that ‘evangelical dogmatics’ needs to add a ‘third and decisive rule that appropriations must not be invented freely’ since they must be taken from the Bible ‘literally or materially’ (CD I/1: 374). And with this stipulation Barth believes there would still be some disagreement. Nonetheless, he is ‘glad to have found such a basic point of agreement with the Roman Church’ and considered that on that basis they could ‘talk with each other’ (KBTT: 50).

Barth insists that, because Jesus is the novum (new thing) beyond which one could not appeal when coming to know God, one could either obey him or not. One could not provide ‘motives or grounds for this’ obedience or disobedience, because the person who is confronted by revelation ‘was not instructed or persuaded, he followed neither his own reason or conscience nor the reason or conscience of other men—all this might also happen, but the Bible has little to say about it and it is not the important thing in this matter’ (CD I/1: 306). All of this can be summed up with the statement that ‘God reveals Himself as the Lord’ (CD I/1: 306). This statement means primarily that there is no court of appeal beyond Jesus Christ as God’s revelation in history. God’s freedom is God’s ‘ontic and noetic autonomy’ in that God alone is self-sufficient and ‘reveals what only He can reveal, Himself’ (CD I/1: 307). God is with us as the man Jesus is with us ‘as the One He is, as the Lord, as He who is free’ (CD I/1: 307); thus ‘there is in revelation a fellowship in which not only is God there for man but in very truth—this is the donum Spiritus sancti [the gift of the Holy Spirit]—man is also there for God’ (CD I/1: 480).

Barth carries through this line of thought in Church Dogmatics II/1, IV/1, IV/2, and IV/3, consistently arguing that God is the One who loves in freedom and is free in his love, and that God therefore seeks and creates fellowship with us and enables us to know him with ‘apodictic certainty’ (CD II/1: 162), by overcoming our enmity with God (our sin) and uniting us to himself. But this certainty is lost whenever we look in any direction other than to Jesus Christ in whom we are reconciled to God and thus in whom we have knowledge of God. One cannot move, then, from some general understanding of being, act, or love to understand the specific love of God revealed in the history of Jesus, the incarnate Word, the very love of God given to the world so that anyone who believes in him should not perish, but have eternal life (John 3:16; see CD II/1: 275–85). This, too, is why Barth argues that no idea of lordship could lead to the truth of God’s Lordship revealed in Jesus Christ (CD II/1: 75–6), and that no analogies are true in themselves but that they only become true as God miraculously enables them to become true (CD II/1: 182, 194 and 226). This can only be seen and understood by the power of his Holy Spirit and in faith.

Barth holds, further, that all statements about the immanent Trinity are ‘reached simply as confirmations or underlinings or, materially, as the indispensable premises of the economic Trinity’ (CD I/1: 479). On this basis he argues that ‘The reality of God in His revelation cannot be bracketed by an “only,” as though somewhere behind His revelation there stood another reality of God; the reality of God which encounters us in His revelation is His reality in all the depths of eternity’ (CD I/1: 479). This means that the Holy Spirit ‘is the Spirit of both the Father and the Son not just in His work ad extra and upon us, but that to all eternity—no limit or reservation is possible here—He is none other than the Spirit of both the Father and the Son’ (CD I/1: 479–80; cf. CD IV/2: 360). Hence Barth distinguishes without separating or confusing the immanent and economic Trinity. Barth also consistently refuses to reduce the immanent Trinity to God’s actions within history: ‘[God] is not, therefore, who He is only in His works. Yet in Himself He is not another than He is in His works’ (CD II/1: 260). This remains a burning issue today, even as Barth insists that ‘The content of the doctrine of the Trinity…is not that God in his relation to man is Creator, Mediator and Redeemer, but that God in Himself is eternally God the Father, Son and Holy Spirit…[God acting as Emmanuel] cannot be dissolved into His work and activity’ (CD I/2: 878–9).

While Barth agrees that a correlation between us and God takes place in revelation, he rejects ‘a theology in which God swings up or down in His relation to us, either from below upwards so that God becomes a predicate of man, or from above downwards so that man becomes a requisite in God’s nature…we must not think away the free basis that this correlation has in God’ (CD I/1: 172). From this it follows that for Barth there is nothing higher or better in God than that God is the one who lives and loves in freedom precisely as the eternal Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

Barth insists that Jesus himself must be allowed to be both the first and final Word to us just because what God is towards us in him, he is in all the depths of eternity; it follows then that this is not just a symbolic reference from experience that we can change, but a statement of who God really is in all his incomprehensibility based on revelation.

Karl Barth in Dialogue with Walter Kasper

Having considered Barth’s view of the Trinity, this section seeks to place his thinking in dialogue with post-Vatican II theology as represented here by Walter Kasper. However, to facilitate this dialogue it is necessary to begin with the recognition that Walter Kasper—like most Roman Catholic theologians today—wrestles with the theology of Karl Rahner. And therefore before turning to dialogue between Barth and Kasper directly, this section offers a brief consideration, first, of the work of Rahner and, second, of Kasper’s response to Rahner.

Karl Rahner on the Trinity

Rahner wanted to make the connection between doctrine and experience so that he could indicate the ways in which a proper view of the Trinity, for instance, would have an impact on our experience of faith and thus on our knowledge of God and ourselves. Rahner’s famous axiom that ‘the immanent Trinity is strictly identical with the economic Trinity and vice versa’ (Rahner 1972: 32), however, has lent itself to various interpretations. Indeed, according to George Hunsinger, this axiom is ‘systematically ambiguous’ and ‘has led to a great deal of confusion’ (Hunsinger 2011: 309). It can have a perfectly non-controversial meaning, with which almost all contemporary Roman Catholic and Protestant theologians would agree, if it is interpreted to mean only that what God is towards us, God is eternally in himself. But difficulties arise in Rahner’s thought because he does not begin his reflections on God and God’s relations with us exclusively with the economic Trinitarian self-revelation, for he is concerned to avoid what he calls a ‘too narrowly Christological approach’ on the grounds that ‘a too narrow concentration of the foundational course on Jesus Christ as the key and the solution to all existential problems and as the total foundation of faith would be too simple a conception’ (Rahner 1978: 13). This difficulty once again relates to the acceptance on the part of Rahner of an analogia entis in the sense that he attempts to understand revelation, grace, and indeed the Trinity itself by way of offering a transcendental analysis of human experience.

While Barth’s understanding of the analogia fidei means, above all, that one simply cannot bypass Jesus himself to know God or the meaning of grace and revelation—because Jesus is simply God himself acting for us in the economy of revelation—Rahner begins with ‘a knowledge of God which is not mediated completely by an encounter with Jesus Christ’ (Rahner 1978: 13). This knowledge starts with our transcendental experience, which Rahner claims mediates an ‘unthematic and anonymous…knowledge of God’ which is always present to anyone reflecting on themselves, such that all talk about God ‘always only points to this transcendental experience as such, an experience in which he whom we call “God” encounters man in silence…as the absolute and the incomprehensible, as the term of his transcendence’ (Rahner 1978: 21). This ‘term of his transcendence’ Rahner calls a ‘holy mystery’ (Rahner 1978: 66), because he believes that whenever this experience of transcendence is an experience of love, its term or goal is the God of Christian revelation.

So it is, then, that Rahner’s landmark piece on the ‘Concept of Mystery in Catholic Theology’ inquires into ‘man, as the being who is oriented to the mystery as such, this orientation being a constitutive part of his being both in its natural state and in his supernatural elevation’ (Rahner 1966: 49). Rahner therefore searches for a ‘more original unity’ amongst natural theology, revealed theology, and knowledge of God that comes from ‘experience of existence’ (Rahner 1978: 56). And the result of the search is Rahner’s claim that ‘All conceptual expressions about God…always stem from the unobjectivated experience of transcendence as such: the concept from the pre-conception, the name from the experience of the nameless’ (Rahner 1966: 57). Here I have likely said enough to illustrate that it is precisely Rahner’s particular natural theology that shapes his conception of our knowledge of God. In part, this shaping arises because he believes that ‘the revealed Word and natural knowledge of God mutually condition each other’ (Rahner 1961: 98). From this starting point, Rahner then can say of revelation and grace that revelation is ‘a modification of our transcendental consciousness produced permanently by God in grace. But such a modification is really an original and permanent element in our consciousness as the basic and original luminosity of our existence. And as an element in our transcendentality…it is already revelation in the proper sense’ (Rahner 1978: 149). Because this is so, Rahner thinks that we can look to our own experiences for the meaning of revelation, even though he then tries to connect this so-called ‘transcendental revelation’ with what he calls ‘categorical revelation’ which attempts to confirm those experiences by referring to the events of salvation history (Rahner 1978: 172–5).

Of course, the problem with this reasoning from Barth’s perspective is that Rahner’s ‘transcendental revelation’ is not revelation at all, for revelation simply means: ‘The Word became flesh’ in Jesus Christ (CD I/1: 119). Indeed, if revelation is an element in our transcendentality, then revelation has been detached from the Revealer and confused with our experience of ourselves. And that, Barth would say, is what opens the door to Rahner’s idea that we have an obediential potency which is our openness to being as spirit in the world, which is part of our human nature as such, since—in the words of John Galvin—‘we are by nature possible recipients of God’s self-communication’ (Galvin 1981: 72). It also leads to Rahner’s idea of a supernatural existential or ‘a basic structure which permeates the whole of human existence…this existential is not given automatically with human nature, but is rather the result of the gratuitous gift of God…Because of the supernatural existential, grace is always a part of our actual existence’ (Galvin 1981: 71–3). Barth would unequivocally reject this line of thinking, since in view of God’s grace and revelation such ideas confuse nature and grace and reason and revelation. Further, Rahner’s perspective fails to realize that what is revealed in Christ’s atoning death for us and in his resurrection is precisely the fact that any capacity for God that we now have since the fall of Adam is newly created by the Holy Spirit, enabling us to hear the Word of God spoken and enacted by Christ himself through union with Christ in faith. Put summarily: Rahner’s thinking, which does not begin exclusively with Jesus Christ, leads him to think that God’s offer of grace is given in our transcendental experiences; and, therefore, if we accept ourselves, we are already accepting Christ without necessarily knowing him.

It is not necessary here to offer a full analysis and critique of Rahner’s thinking, which I have developed elsewhere (Molnar 2017: 207–62). I simply note here that, for Barth, a theology that begins with Christ will never claim for Christians an anonymous knowledge of God since God has a name (Jesus Christ) and God is the reality of the eternal Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. For Barth, moreover, that knowledge comes from the Holy Spirit enabling us to know God the Father through union with his Son. It is quite specific. For Rahner, by contrast, knowledge of God is found pre-conceptually in everyone because grace is an original element in human consciousness, ‘an inner, objectless though conscious dynamism directed toward the beatific vision’ (Rahner 1966: 61). Indeed, as Stephen Duffy observes, for Rahner grace ‘is experienced, though not as grace, for it is psychologically indistinguishable from the stirrings of human transcendentality’, and ‘God and self are the objective and subjective poles of the original experience of transcendence, wherein God is given objectively though not as an object’ (Duffy 2007: 48). Indeed, Rahner ascribes grace and revelation directly to us in our transcendental experiences. This leads him to argue that we can have an anonymous experience of the resurrection (Rahner and Weger 1981: 113)—a claim that would have been baffling to Barth and to the apostle Paul—and to posit a mutually conditioned relation between Christology and anthropology (Rahner 1972: 28), between knower and known (Rahner 1974: 87), and between natural theology and revealed theology (Rahner 1961: 98). For Rahner, ‘Anyone therefore, no matter how remote from any revelation formulated in words, who accepts his existence, that is, his humanity…has accepted the son of Man’ (Rahner 1966: 119).

For Barth, these very ideas confuse nature and grace, make objective knowledge of God impossible, and fail to recognize that revelation means reconciliation. We simply cannot move from natural theology to revealed theology as Rahner does, because such movement is the movement of those who do not yet know of God’s reconciling grace in Christ. Nor do they know the true meaning of sin, either, since that can only be known from Christ’s actual victory over sin and death. So, while the idea that natural theology and revealed theology are mutually conditioning may be necessary for Rahner’s thinking, grounded as it is in transcendental experiences, it is an impossibility for Barth because of Barth’s belief that grace is and always remains identical with the Giver of grace: Christ himself who comes to us in the power of his resurrection as the Holy Spirit enables our true knowledge of God. Rahner certainly wishes to maintain Christ’s uniqueness as God become man for us and for our salvation. However, his thinking at crucial points tends to undermine the fact that Jesus himself is God acting for us because he detaches revelation from Jesus and locates it also in us. Again, I would submit that the real problem that still divides Roman Catholic theology as represented by Karl Rahner, and Protestant theology as represented by Karl Barth, is indeed the problem of natural theology and the analogia entis, and the attempt to unite the results of such a theological reflection with the God of Christian revelation.

Walter Kasper on Karl Rahner

I now turn to Walter Kasper, and his engagement with the work of Rahner, as a way of framing the dialogue between Kasper and Barth to follow. Kasper recognizes that Barth starts with revelation as the root of Trinitarian doctrine, while Rahner’s starting point is ‘the subjectivity not of God but of man’ (Kasper 1986: 300). For Rahner, Kasper explains, ‘[t]he doctrine of the Trinity emerges from this concept of self-communication by way of a kind of transcendental reflection on the conditions of its possibility. The Trinity is thus the condition for the possibility of human subjectivity’ (Kasper 1986: 301). However, even as Barth and Rahner ‘proceed in quite different ways’, Kasper argues that both theologians have in common the idea that God is not to be understood ‘as substance’ as in ‘one substance, three persons…but as subject of a self-revelation (K. Barth) or as subject of a self-communication (K. Rahner)’ (Kasper 1986: 300).

While Kasper generally praises Rahner’s approach as an excellent contribution to Christian theology, he also offers a few interesting criticisms. He argues that Rahner’s approach in Foundations of Christian Faith ‘has handed over’ the ‘structuring role’ of the doctrine to ‘theological anthropology’ so that it ‘is now studied only as a condition of the possibility of the doctrine of grace’ (Kasper 1986: 302). This, Kasper observes, affects the meaning of the doctrine by shifting the ground entirely to soteriology and away from doxology. The result, Kasper writes, is that ‘While the subjectivity of man is in danger of being lost in Barth’s thematizing of God as absolute subject in his theology of the Trinity, it is the Thou of God that is in danger of being lost in Rahner’s thematizing of the subjectivity of man in his theology of the Trinity’ (Kasper 1986: 302). It might be noted in passing at this point that Kasper’s criticism of Barth here is more than a little problematic: in his doctrine of the Trinity, Barth’s theology actually builds on the fact that because God’s being and act are one, therefore God’s own act in his Word and Spirit ad extra is the foundation and enabling condition of human subjectivity, since human freedom is and remains grounded solely in Christ as enabled by the Holy Spirit (see CD IV/1: 748–9 and CD IV/3: 446–7).

Returning to Rahner, Kasper objects to his ‘radical rejection of the modern concept of person’, since we cannot ‘adore and glorify “distinct manners of subsisting”. We can only fall silent before Rahner’s ultimately nameless mystery of God’ (Kasper 1986: 302). This is an important criticism, because if God is ultimately nameless, then who God is in eternity would differ according to the names we choose to use based on our transcendental anthropology. This would open the door to projection, to the possibility of agnosticism, pantheism, and even dualism—all of which Kasper rightly rejects. Kasper pushes this point further with his claim that Rahner’s anthropological approach leaves

no room…for the relations and unity of the trinitarian persons themselves. They are moments in the economic self-communication of God to man, but not subjects of an immanent self-communication…His trinitarian speculation thus stops short of the goal; it is unable to show clearly in what the special character and difference of each hypostasis consists and what comprehensible meaning each has.

(Kasper 1986: 302)

Even if Barth might not agree with the tritheistic-sounding reference to ‘subjects’ rather than to the three ‘modes’ or persons acting in self-communication as a single subject, he might approve here of the extremely important Christological reservation that Kasper harbours in respect of Rahner’s approach:

it is not so clear in Rahner that [Jesus’] human I subsists in the hypostasis of the Logos, so that in Jesus Christ the Logos himself speaks and acts; it is not so clear that in the man Jesus Christ God is not only present in a unique and unsurpassable way but that in addition Jesus Christ is the Son of God. (Kasper 1986: 303)

Kasper’s own development of the doctrine, then, is an explicit attempt to avoid the weaknesses in Rahner’s approach by uniting a doxological approach with a soteriological approach. And yet, Kasper thinks ‘There is no need to choose between the approaches’ of Barth and of Rahner (Kasper 1986: 304).

Karl Barth and Walter Kasper

Granted his criticisms of Rahner, and despite the beguiling assertion that we do not need to choose between Barth and Rahner, Kasper’s position seems to be based on an inaccurate assessment of the analogia entis. Any analogy of being between Creator and creatures which attempts to construct a bridge between us and God in his transcendence by exploring general concepts of love, freedom, or mystery (for instance) would, in Barth’s estimation, amount to an attempt to know the one true God without actually relying on God himself as he makes himself known to us in Christ and through his Spirit and thus through faith and by grace (see CD I/1: 334 and CD II/1: 280–97 and 299–321). For Barth, by contrast, the analogia fidei fundamentally means that all analogies used to speak of the triune God, who alone is the true God, must begin and end with revelation in its identity with Jesus Christ the Revealer and Reconciler (CD II/1: 251–4).

Moreover, as I shall presently show, to the extent that Kasper begins his theological considerations with general reflections on human experiences of transcendence and immanence and then argues that Jesus Christ is the ultimate fulfilment of human desires for justice and freedom and the like, he demonstrates the inherent problem that Barth saw with the analogia entis and consistently attempted to avoid. Barth is firm that ‘true and certain faith’ must correspond ‘to the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ’ such that in answer to the question of how we participate in Christ, a proper answer ‘does not start from the believing man but from Jesus Christ as the object and foundation of faith’ (CD II/1: 155–6).

Kasper believes Barth moved away from his original, vociferous rejection of the analogia entis as the ‘invention of Antichrist’ (CD I/1: xiii) towards a position more in accord with the Roman Catholic understanding of analogy (Kasper 1986: 98). Kasper believes that ‘structurally’ Barth’s view is not much different from the Franciscan view (and that of Bonaventure, in particular), according to which ‘knowledge of God is possible only on the basis of revelation and of the analogy of faith which revelation establishes’ (Kasper 1986: 97). Now, if Rahner, Kasper, and Barth really held this view in common, we would have a far-reaching agreement of monumental theological significance. Unfortunately, it is precisely the approach of natural theology which, according to Kasper, cannot be based on an idea of ‘pure nature’ but only upon a theological view of nature that includes grace, that leads to the idea that somehow ‘the analogia fidei presupposes the analogia entis or libertatis [of freedom] and brings the latter to its fulfillment’ (Kasper 1986: 74 and 99). That is the sense in which he, following Rahner, believes that Jesus Christ is the ultimate fulfilment of human desires for justice, love, and freedom.

The question, then, is as follows: if the analogia fidei presupposes the analogia entis, does that not have to mean that theology can first begin with being in general and with human experiences of self-transcendence as generally understood, and then understand the analogia fidei and grace itself as the fulfilment of what is first discovered in those presupposed sets of reflection? Barth would protest: One must begin and end in faith precisely because revelation and not human experience or understanding dictates truth in this matter. Because God is the object of faith, the relationship between faith and its object is irreversible. That is the primary assertion that Barth wished to make in rejecting the analogia entis, and he never wavers on this point. Recall Barth’s major findings, noted above: it is by God that God is known, thus the starting point for knowing God is neither an axiom of reason nor a datum of experience. Starting with reason or experience and not exclusively and irreversibly with revelation and in faith in Barth’s view thus means that the subject known is not God but a hypostatized reflection of man. Given all of this, it seems, contra Kasper, that a choice between Barth’s approach and Rahner’s really is required after all.

While Barth and Kasper would agree that what God is towards us, God is eternally in himself, they plainly differ in the way they understand the statement. Kasper accepts Rahner’s axiom that ‘the immanent Trinity is strictly identical with the economic Trinity and vice versa’ (Rahner 1972: 32), even though, as noted above, Kasper poses a few questions to Rahner. Difficulties arise, however, because while Barth and Kasper think that revelation is central to understanding the Trinity, Kasper does not consistently begin and end his thinking exclusively with Jesus Christ himself as attested in Scripture. I say ‘consistently’ because at times, due to what Barth called a ‘happy inconsistency’ (CD II/1: 242 and 457), Kasper allows Jesus Christ in his uniqueness to shape what he has to say—as when he turns to John’s Gospel in order to speak of the unity of God as specifically God’s unity as Father, Son, and Spirit and as love (Kasper 1986: 305). Kasper also asserts, in harmony with Barth, that ‘a Christian doctrine of God cannot be concerned with “just any” God but only with the one God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, the God of Jesus Christ’ (Kasper 1986: 121). In this way, Kasper overtly and rightly places revelation at the centre, in order to speak of the ‘deepest and utterly hidden nature of the unity and oneness of God’ (Kasper 1986: 305) as Father, Son, and Spirit, instead of referring, with Rahner, to God as ‘nameless’.

Kasper’s inconsistency, however, consists in the fact that he then analyses the meaning of love with reference to human love, claiming that human persons exist ‘only in co-existence with other persons’ (Kasper 1986: 306). On this basis, Kasper claims to have developed a ‘preapprehension that enables us to understand the unity in love which according to the Gospel of John exists in God and is the very being of God’ (Kasper 1986: 306). The question I would raise here is this: Can any ‘preapprehension’ ever ‘enable’ us to understand the love that only Christ reveals? For Barth the answer was a definitive ‘no’ while for Kasper it is a qualified ‘yes’.

The ‘happy inconsistency’ arises because Kasper’s thinking is not consistently shaped by this ‘preapprehension’ of love discussed in relation to human love. At times it is clearly being formed—at least in part—by the love of God to which John’s Gospel refers. I write this because he explains that mutual need and fulfilment are ‘excluded from God by his very nature. God does not possess being; he is Being in the absolute perfection that has no slightest trace of neediness. He is therefore absolute oneness, perfect self-identity and complete self-possession, personal unity in the most perfect sense’ (Kasper 1986: 306). Furthermore, Kasper writes, God cannot be understood to be dependent ‘on the world or man’ because God is ‘co-existent within himself’ (Kasper 1986: 306). Referring to John, Kasper also maintains that ‘Within the unity and simplicity of his being he must be a communion in love, and this love cannot be a love marked by need but only a love that gives out of the overflowing fulness of his being’ (Kasper 1986: 306). God, in other words, is a communion of love, but not a ‘communion of separate beings, as it is among men, but a communion with a single nature’ (Kasper 1986: 306). In these remarks, there are in fact genuine grounds for unity between Roman Catholic and Protestant theology, and Kasper explicitly appeals to Barth’s understanding of God as one who loves in freedom to explicate his view that God remains free in his love of us and that we must always clearly distinguish between the Creator and the creature (see, for instance, Kasper 1986: 144, 155–7, 195, 266, and 293). Thus, Kasper concludes with Augustine—in a way that Barth would surely approve—that ‘the Trinity is the one and only God, and the one and only God is the Trinity’ (Kasper 1986: 306–7).

It is useful to explain how this problem of inconsistency arises on the basis of the kind of natural theology which is adopted by Kasper and which Barth consistently rejects. Kasper thinks of natural theology as ‘reflection on the presuppositions for the understanding of faith’ (Kasper 1986: 65). Here he makes no effort to trace the ‘dimension of faith’ or the ‘ability to believe’ to the miraculous action of the Holy Spirit, as Barth regularly did, and claims instead that the Bible practises natural theology because there is recourse in the Bible to the religious ideas and experiences of everyday life, from which the Bible derives ‘images for use in religious statements’ (Kasper 1986: 66). Kasper posits, for example, that the Gospel of John starts ‘with the assumption that the lives of human beings are inspired by the quest for salvation and that in this way men and women have a preunderstanding of salvation’ (Kasper 1986: 67). Barth, by contrast, insists that ‘It is not because we have already sought Him that we find Him in faith, but, it is because He has first of all found us that we seek Him—now really Him—in faith’, precisely by seeking him in Jesus Christ (C: 13).

Here, then, we have a fundamental disagreement. For Barth the Logos incarnate in Jesus Christ is the one and only Son or Word of the Father. It is this particular Logos who is identical with Jesus Christ who alone commands our obedience and cannot be compared positively with Philo’s Logos, as Kasper assumed. Stated differently: when John 14:6 states that Jesus is the truth, that assertion is not the result of a general inquiry after the truth but of an acknowledgement, recognition, and confession of Jesus as Lord based on the revelation of the Father in and through Jesus himself precisely as enabled by the Spirit (CD II/1: 3, 181, and 205; Molnar 2015: 37–58). The weakness of natural theology, for Barth, is the assumption that humanity possesses a preunderstanding of salvation and that Christ fulfils that preunderstanding.

Natural theology thus does not and cannot begin and end with revelation in its identity with Jesus Christ. Yet Kasper thinks that in some sense the doctrine of the Trinity is the answer to the human quest to understand the problem of the one and the many and this leads him to argue, as many advocates of a social doctrine of the Trinity do, that modern concepts of person and freedom can be used to understand divine relationality (see Kasper 1986: 241 and 97–9). Consequently, he supposes that all human knowledge ‘presupposes a pre-apprehension of the infinite’ and that ‘there is always present in human freedom and understanding an implicit and latent knowledge of the unconditioned and infinite’, such that one may reasonably follow the ‘modern approach [to God] through subjectivity’ and argue for ‘the presence in the human conscience of a real apprehension of God’ (Kasper 1986: 98, 104, and 105). In thinking along these lines Kasper is surely closer to Rahner than Barth.

These claims, unfortunately, weaken Kasper’s ability to maintain the priority of Jesus Christ that he maintains at other points, for example when he writes that the ‘proof of the reasonableness of faith has for its starting point the fact that in Jesus Christ the definitive truth about God, man and the world has made its appearance’ (Kasper 1986: 78). Kasper thinks experience can never be the criterion ‘for what is accepted as the word of God; rather, the word of God is meant to, and must, make known to us what true experience is as compared with illusory appearances’ (Kasper 1986: 80). Yet despite this, he still begins his theological analysis from general human experience, then religious experience, claiming that human beings experience themselves as a mystery which they can never master. On that basis, he concludes that such experience can be interpreted both theistically and pantheistically, or even atheistically (Kasper 1986: 86). After noting that Vatican I intended to reject both fideism and traditionalism, with its affirmation that ‘by the natural light of reason man can know God with certainty from created reality’, Kasper claims that that Council ‘deliberately says nothing about whether such a natural knowledge of God actually exists’ (Kasper 1986: 69). He asserts that the issue simply was ‘the openness, in principle, of reason to God’ (Kasper 1986: 69). Hence, for Kasper the theological concept of nature understands nature in relation to grace: ‘man [is] a being endowed with intellectual knowledge and with freedom, a being who as such is capable of encountering and receiving grace’, because ‘spirit and freedom…are the transcendental presuppositions for faith and…grace’ (Kasper 1986: 77). Again, however, there is a vast difference between Barth and Kasper on this issue because Barth consistently allows Jesus Christ himself to reveal the possibilities and limitations of human reason. For Barth, we learn from revelation that we are God’s enemies and that it is only because God became incarnate in his Son Jesus Christ and reconciled the world to himself, that we can come to know God as he is in himself only as the Holy Spirit unites us to Christ and thus to the Father. Consequently, for Barth, openness to the infinite cannot be equated with openness to the God of Christian faith.

With Kasper, then, Barth rejects fideism because he thinks that faith involves knowledge of the truth and thus understanding of who God is and who we are. But for Kasper that understanding comes, at least in part, from human reason, while for Barth it comes to human reason from revelation and thus by grace alone—so that ‘although the knowledge of God certainly does not come about without our work, it also does not come about through our work, or as the fruit of our work’ (CD II/1: 182–3). The key difference can be seen in the opposition between Barth’s unequivocal rejection of any notion of an obediential potency for revelation in human being and Kasper’s belief that such a potency is part of human nature and indeed the presupposition for understanding revelation as the revelation of God in the first place (Kasper 1986: 61 and 343 n.79).

According to Kasper, Vatican II integrated the more abstract approach of Vatican I into a properly historical and salvation-historical perspective. Vatican II, observes Kasper, notes the difficulties ‘contemporary man has with the natural knowledge of God, and the resultant forms of modern atheism’, even as it ‘brings out the fact that the answer to the question which man is for himself is given, in the final analysis, not through the natural knowledge of God but only through Jesus Christ’ (Kasper 1986: 69–70). This assertion, however, illustrates the predicament of natural theology from Barth’s perspective. Because it is supposed that our human questions guide us towards the proper answer, even the ultimate assertion that in the final analysis we can only arrive at knowledge of that answer through Jesus Christ has lost its force. In Barth’s estimation, it is Jesus Christ himself who questions us and thus who sets the questions for us—not the general human quest for meaning. Claiming only a relative finality for Jesus, as Kasper does, without allowing him to be the starting point and criterion for the very quest itself makes a claim that ultimately ascribes the possibility for knowledge of the triune God to us and not exclusively to the reconciling action of God himself in his Word and Spirit—to nature rather than exclusively to grace. For Barth, however, ‘in faith we abandon…our standing upon ourselves (including all moral and religious, even Christian standing)…for the real standing in which we no longer stand on ourselves [including our faith as such]…but…on the ground of the truth of God…We have to believe; not to believe in ourselves, but in Jesus Christ’ (CD II/1: 159).

Conclusion

One chapter obviously cannot do justice to the insights of Barth and Kasper. But I believe that I have demonstrated moments when their respective approaches carry on important dialogue with each other’s positions. The key issue from the Protestant side, at least as Barth understands it, is whether Roman Catholic theologians will begin and end their thinking exclusively with the God recognized and confessed in the Nicene creed. Balthasar, Kasper, and Rahner would suggest that they are doing this implicitly by reflecting on the mystery of human beings contemplating the infinite. But of course this is the very point that Barth contests in his rejection of the analogia entis as the context within which the analogia fidei must be formulated. The key issue from the Roman Catholic side, at least as Kasper understands it, is whether Barth is willing to grant that grace perfects human nature and does not destroy it. And it should be clear from what is said above that Barth would agree that grace does not destroy nature. Yet he would also insist that grace can never be detached from the Giver of grace (Christ himself).

Clearly, there are many questions that must yet be addressed. For instance: How can Trinitarian doctrine better illustrate the unity of Christians in a way that respects both divine freedom and human freedom, and affirms the mission of the church to teach the good news to the world in a way that is thoroughly inclusive? What needs to be done to avoid the errors of a poorly elaborated analogia entis in relation to natural theology? How should one conceptualize revelation in a way that allows Jesus in his uniqueness to be the starting point and criterion of true faith and a proper view of grace? My hope is that this chapter whets the appetite of readers to pursue greater understanding of the fact that all human beings have already been united with God in and through what God has accomplished in the life, death, and resurrection of his Son, and that this can best be understood when God is truly recognized and praised as the eternal Father, Son and Holy Spirit who loves in freedom.

It is evident that both Barth and Roman Catholics today think that Christ is and must be at the centre of how they think about God and our relations with God. Especially since Vatican II, Roman Catholic theologians have focused on Scripture as the primary source of revelation. It is also evident that what still divides Roman Catholics and Protestants is a version of the analogia entis which allows the Roman Catholic theologians discussed here (Rahner, Kasper, and Balthasar) to reflect on who God is and who they are without first beginning with the revelation of God in its identity with Jesus Christ and his Holy Spirit. Until that procedure changes, our unity will at best be only partial. That we all may be one is still something for which we must pray.
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Afterword


Daniel L. Migliore




An ‘Afterword’ to the preceding feast of chapters on Barth’s theology must first of all be a word of congratulations and thanks to its contributors and editors. We are treated to analyses of Barth’s life and work in historical context, his dialogue with numerous theologians and philosophers from the period of the ancient church to the modern era, his consistently challenging expositions of the central loci of Christian theology, and a wealth of suggestions for further investigation. The contributors explore various elements of the extraordinary resources and continuing relevance of Barth’s theology while recognizing that, like the work of every magisterial theologian, his also has its limitations and problematic aspects.

It would, of course, be presumptuous and futile to attempt a grand summary or synthesis of the contents of this rich volume. Accordingly, beyond my expression of gratitude, my ‘Afterword’ will venture only to add some personal reflections on reading and teaching Barth’s theology in seminary and university classrooms for almost half a century. I will do so first by noting some basic motifs of his theology as I see them portrayed in one of his favourite paintings, then by reflecting on what makes his theology a plentiful resource for the proclamation and mission of the church today, and finally by indicating a few of the areas in which his monumental achievement awaits further exploration, expansion, and no doubt revision.

***

On more than one occasion, I have suggested to my students that one of the best ways into Barth’s theology is to have a careful look at Matthias Grünewald’s painting of the crucifixion, a copy of which hung above Barth’s writing desk in the study of his home in Basel, Switzerland. Grünewald painted his masterful triptych for the monastery of the brothers of St. Anthony in Isenheim. The monastery served as a kind of hospital, and the monks were well known for their care of patients with a dreaded skin condition popularly known as St. Anthony’s fire. As you gaze on the painting, you cannot miss the fact that the skin of the tortured body of the crucified at the centre of the altarpiece is marked by terrible wounds, a feature which undoubtedly would have conveyed a powerful message of the solidarity of the Saviour with patients in the monastery. To the left of Christ on the cross are Mary, John, and another woman, and on the right stands John the Baptist with an elongated index finger pointing to the crucified. Next to the Baptist is a small lamb with a cross and a chalice into which blood from the lamb flows, symbolizing the fact that Jesus is the Lamb of God whose self-sacrifice on the cross atones for the sins of the world. The inscription next to the figure of John with his hand pointing to Jesus reads ‘He must increase, but I must decrease’ (John 3:30). A hand pointing away from oneself to Jesus—Barth took this as a visual signature of his theology. As Eberhard Busch writes: Barth ‘wanted his theology to be like that hand’ (Busch 2004: 6).

This is the first thing the Grünewald painting over Barth’s desk can tell us about his theology: his purpose is to call attention not to himself, or to his ideas, but rather to the Word of God incarnate in Jesus Christ. Persuading people to become disciples of his theology—making his students and readers ‘Barthians’—this was the last thing he intended. ‘I myself am not a Barthian’, he once quipped. His theology was driven by a ‘great passion’, the passion—in Busch’s words—‘to invite, beseech, urge, strengthen the church and its ministry, whether by criticism or encouragement, to imitate the Baptist’ with his pointing finger (Busch 2004: 7). Barth does not talk much about himself when he is engaged in his theological work. He had no gripping personal conversion story to convey and seldom spoke about his personal Christian life. In this regard he was like John Calvin, who was also reticent to speak about his own journey of faith. ‘I and my personal Christianity do not belong to the kerygma to be declared by me’, Barth wrote (CD IV/3: 677). This is not false modesty, nor does it show a will to expunge the personal and subjective side of Christian faith from Christian witness and theology. Rather, it simply expresses Barth’s unyielding commitment to bear witness to God whose glory is manifest decisively in the humble, self-emptying, crucified, and risen Lord. Like the Baptist, Barth’s theology points away from himself to an objective reality beyond himself. This is what is often called—approvingly by some, critically by others—the ‘objectivity’ of his theology.

Returning to Grünewald’s painting, you cannot help being shaken by his portrayal of the crucified one. It is anything but pretty; it might more aptly be described as grotesque. The object of the Baptist’s pointing finger disturbs, shocks, even repulses us. It does so not merely because the crucified one is a suffering, abused human being who elicits our pity. Rather, for the artist and the theologian, the crucified is God with and for us as one of us—‘for us and our salvation’, as the Nicene Creed puts it. If the one on the cross is God with and for us in human form, it follows that God is radically different, ‘altogether other’ (ganz anders) than what we may have imagined or feared God to be. As is well known, Barth’s early writings abound with references to God as ‘wholly other’ (for example, RII: passim). However, the early Barth never intended by this phrase to equate the otherness and freedom of God with sheer arbitrariness, or the abstract transcendence of some philosophers, or the totally unknown deity of some mystics. Rather, the phrase was an all-out attack on idolatry of every sort, but especially of the domesticated God and the harmless descriptions of Jesus that flourished in the enlightened bourgeois Christianity of the nineteenth century. Naming God ‘wholly other’ was Barth’s way of declaring that the reality of God cannot be imprisoned in our thoughts, words, and ways of life and made to serve our own purposes. For Barth, the altogether different God is nowhere more fully and shockingly veiled than in the crucified one. When Barth later spoke of the ‘humanity of God’, he did not do so in simplistic abandonment of God’s majestic freedom and otherness; rather, the task was now ‘to derive the knowledge of the humanity of God from the knowledge of His deity’ (HG: 38). From all eternity God is, in himself and in relation to us, the One who loves in freedom. With our eyes fixed on the crucified, we see the freedom and glory of God decisively manifest not in abstract transcendence over, or lofty distance from creation, but in the gracious humility, lowliness, and self-giving love of God in Jesus Christ to redeem human beings and lift them to new life and fellowship with God and one another. Indeed, as Barth once noted, an abstract notion of God as ‘Wholly Other’ is ‘untenable, and corrupt and pagan’ (CD IV/1: 186): ‘God was never solitary…God was always a partner’ (CD IV/2: 344).

Reflecting further on the Grünewald painting, it is obvious that the Baptist points not to an exalted idea or to a general truth but to a very concrete event. The figure on the cross is neither simply a symbol of the suffering that marks all human life nor a moving portrayal of the virtue of self-sacrifice. Rather, it is a very particular person and a very particular event in the life of that person that is portrayed here. God is present with and for us in this first-century Jew named Jesus who, at the conclusion of his unique ministry of proclaiming and embodying the kingdom of God, hangs in abyssal ruin from a cross. One finds this insistence on attending to particular persons and events and avoiding generalizations everywhere in Barth’s theology. ‘Danger lurks in generalities’ (Latet periculum in generalibus), Barth writes (CD II/2: 48 and passim). Thomas Aquinas writes much the same: ‘God is not a member of any genus’ (Deus non est in aliquo genera) (Aquinas 1981: I.3.5). Revelation is singular, unexpected, and disruptive. It transgresses our ordinary ways of thinking and perceiving things, and most especially our ways of thinking, imagining, and speaking about God. Thus theology for Barth must always begin with the particulars of revelation: the biblical witness to the mighty acts of God in history; the covenant of God with the people of Israel; the fulfilment of the covenant in the person and work of this human being named Jesus, crucified on Golgotha and raised on the third day. The path of theology taken by Barth consistently moves from the particular to the universal, not the other way around. His way of reading Scripture attends to the irreducible particularity of its witnesses, the distinctive forms, idioms, and patterns of their thinking and speaking, the convergence of all their testimonies on the one sovereign and gracious Lord of all who is decisively made known in the Word made flesh.

Consider one more mark of Barth’s theology that aligns with Grünewald’s altarpiece: knowing who God is follows on knowing what God does. The Latin theologians would express this in the statement: esse sequitur operari (action follows being). This is not to say that God’s reality is exhausted in the divine acts pro nobis. The point is that we come to know who God is and what God’s purposes are as we attend to the acts of God attested by the biblical witnesses. Theology is not a matter of speculating about God apart from God’s action, apart from the events in which God has disclosed his identity and will. This stance does not make Barth anti-philosophical, as some critics charge. There is an unmistakable ontology embedded in Barth’s theology, but it is governed not by an antecedent and fixed philosophical or theological schema but instead by the manifold biblical witness to the presence and activity of God in the human life of Jesus of Nazareth, crucified and risen for the salvation of the world. At every point Barth will be misunderstood if we overlook his insistence on the concreteness of revelation, the temporal and spatial particularity of the history in which God turns to us and turns us to God, both then and there and here and now.

As the preceding should make clear, Barth’s view of the reality of God is not cast in terms of a metaphysics of substances or essences. The reality of God is ‘eventful’. This is sometimes called Barth’s ‘actualism’, and we meet it everywhere in his writings. God is the living God, not a dead idol. Indeed, for Barth, God’s being is in ‘becoming’, although the ‘becoming’ of God refers here not to some cosmic process or necessary law of development but to the dynamism of the divine life in relationship. God exists in the eternal Trinitarian act of self-giving love and graciously shares that life and love with humanity (Jüngel 2001). Accordingly, for Barth the doctrine of divine immutability properly describes God’s faithfulness to Godself and to us, not God’s changelessness abstractly construed; the subject matter of Christology bears witness not to a lifeless ‘principle of grace’, but to the concrete reality of a particular human being in and through whom God is freely and graciously present and active for our salvation; the doctrine of humanity created in the ‘image of God’ is not reducible to inherent qualities such as reason or free will, but refers instead to the dignity of all human beings created for relationship with God and one another and called to become who they truly are as those for whom Christ lived, died, and was raised to new life; the testimony of prophets and apostles is not the dead artefact of a distant past, metaphysically endowed with inerrancy, but a life-transforming viva vox (living voice) here and now by the power of the Holy Spirit; the church is not rightly identified with sacrosanct institutional structures and orders, but rather occurs whenever God’s Word is spoken and obeyed, celebrated and lived out, and new community in Christ is formed and reformed in the power of his Spirit.

***

Why study the theology of Karl Barth? And why study it not simply as the work of an eminent theologian who has produced a corpus of writings whose power places their author in a league with Athanasius, Augustine, Aquinas, Luther, and Calvin but also and primarily as a rich resource for Christian life and ministry today? While there is much to say in answer to these questions, the following comments may be offered as a brief beginning.

Barth’s theology is radical and fearless: radical in the sense of returning again and again to the root of Christian faith which is the gospel of God attested in Scripture, and fearless in the sense of pursuing the truth of this gospel into every area of Christian faith and life, however unsettling the results. The world and the church are today in a crisis every bit as deep as the crisis that faced Barth in the early decades of the twentieth century. Only a radical and courageous retrieval of the gospel in its heights and depths can speak to our crisis. While far from infallible, Barth’s theology offers impressive resources for exposing and moving beyond the idolatries and divisiveness that threaten church, theology, and society in every age. In contrast to destructive centripetal forces at work in the world, and no less in theology and church, Barth’s theology holds together elements of Christian faith and life that so easily fall apart.

Barth’s theology is both evangelical and deeply catholic. Evangelical theology for Barth means a theology rooted in the gospel attested by Scripture and reclaimed in the sixteenth-century Reformation (ET: 5). He does not use the term ‘evangelical’ in an exclusive sense: to designate a party or caucus within the church, or to refer to Christian conservatives in opposition to Christian liberals—as is often the case in the American context—or as a polemical term to signify unqualified opposition to Roman Catholic theology. Barth prefers the word ‘evangelical’ to the term ‘Protestant’ because the latter emphasizes the negative—the protest against misunderstandings or distortions of the faith—whereas ‘evangelical’ expresses the positive, the proclamation of the good news of the gospel. Evangelical theology for Barth has to do with the transforming message of Scripture, centred in the reconciling work of Jesus Christ, which unites and builds up the church, and propels it in mission.

Precisely for this reason, Barth writes catholic theology. It is steeped in the patristic theologians of both Eastern and Western churches, respectful of mediaeval titans of theology such as Anselm and Aquinas, and willing to listen and learn from influential modern theologians such as Kierkegaard and Schleiermacher. While Barth stands in the Reformed wing of the Reformation, he obviously respects and benefits from ongoing conversation with the Lutheran theological tradition on the one hand and the Free Church tradition on the other. Many well-known Roman Catholic theologians have shown an interest in his work, and he increasingly engaged positively as well as critically with them. He readily acknowledged, of course, that disagreement on important matters remains, but nevertheless would insist that the idea of an evangelical theology, which was not at the same time both intentionally and substantially catholic theology, would be an oxymoron.

Then, too, Barth’s theology is both orthodox and innovative. Orthodox theology simply means theology that is sound because it is rooted in the witness of Scripture and finds guidance in the early Fathers and the classical creeds and confessions of the church, especially the Apostles’ and Nicene Creeds. ‘Exegesis, exegesis, and again exegesis!’ were Barth’s parting words to his students in Bonn when his opposition to the Hitler regime and his prominent role in formulating the Barmen Declaration led to his expulsion from Germany in 1935. Honouring and learning from landmark confessional statements of the church, even when some disagreement must be registered, is for Barth a corollary of the fifth commandment to honour one’s father and mother.

Yet while Barth’s theology is thoroughly orthodox, it is no less remarkably creative and innovative. Classical confessions, Barth writes, ‘exist in order that we may go through them (not once but continually), but not that we should return to them, take up our abode in them, and conduct our further thinking from their standpoint and in bondage to them’ (CD III/4: xiii). Barth argues that the same is true of the epochal achievements of past theologians: ‘The Church never did well to attach itself stubbornly to one man—whether his name was Thomas…or Luther or Calvin’ (CD III/4: xiii). Sometimes Barth has been classified with theologians called ‘neo-orthodox’. He never liked the term. He knew well the writings of the orthodox theologians of the sixteen and seventeenth centuries, and he learned much from them. But he never felt that it was his duty simply to mimic them. Although Barth had no interest in change in theology for its own sake, he was convinced of the inexhaustible wealth of the gospel of Jesus Christ attested in Scripture that surprises us again and again. Consequently, he adamantly refused to view theology as something that can be boxed, labelled, and deposited in a category bin. Indeed, the disruptive revelation and surprising grace of God requires us again and again to think against and beyond our presuppositions about God, others, and ourselves. Barth’s momentous Christocentric reconstruction of the doctrine of election is only one—even if the most far-reaching—example of his rethinking and reworking of classical Christian doctrines. As he explained in the preface to Church Dogmatics II/2, ‘I would have preferred to follow Calvin’s doctrine of predestination much more closely, instead of departing from it so radically…[But] as I let the Bible itself speak to me on these matters, as I meditated upon what I seemed to hear, I was driven irresistibly to reconstruction’ (CD II/2: x).

Further, Barth’s theology is both intellectually rigorous and worship-engendering. Demanding and disturbing, his theology is never free-wheeling, capricious, or sloppy. It strives for logical precision and coherence. Its logical rigour, however, is not one that is forced on it by some supposedly universal method and form of correct thinking, but one that is determined by its own particular subject matter. ‘Faith seeks understanding’: Barth borrowed this formula largely from Anselm, the architect of what is perhaps the most elegant argument for the existence of God. At the outset of Church Dogmatics, Barth defined theology, with qualifications, as a ‘scientific’ discipline in which the church makes itself accountable for its language about God (CD I/1: 11). A responsible theologian in his view will attend faithfully to the particular object of her discipline, follow a particular path to knowledge of that object, and be ever accountable for what she says as she treads this particular path. In brief, there are criteria, norms, and standards according to which theology is judged. By the very nature of its subject matter and the limits of every theologian, theology is necessarily fallible and incomplete. For a theologian to claim control over her subject matter would be to cease being a theologian.

Still, for all his academic learning and intellectual rigour, Barth never did theology dispassionately, nor pursued it primarily for the intellectual satisfaction it offers. Rather, his theology is rooted in the church’s life of prayer and worship and is oriented to responsible Christian faith and life. Barth refused to separate the work of theology from the life of prayer. At the beginning of his first cycle of lectures in Dogmatics in Göttingen in 1924, and again in the first pages of Church Dogmatics I/I, he quoted the prayer with which Thomas began his Summa: ‘Merciful God, grant that I may ardently desire, wisely seek, truly know, and in every respect do what is pleasing to you, to the praise of your name’ (CD I/1: 23; cf. GD: 3). Tellingly, when shortly before his death Barth began to write his ethics of reconciliation (the final fragments of Church Dogmatics), his outline took the shape of reflections on the Lord’s Prayer.

Finally, Barth’s theology combines theology and ethics and attends to both in a spirit of joy. Insisting on the inseparability of theology and ethics, Barth included lengthy ethical treatises at the end of each volume of his magnum opus. In his judgement, the nature of the subject matter of theology demanded that theory and practice, praying and acting, theology and ethics be held together. To turn a Kantian phrase, for Barth theology without ethics would be empty just as ethics without theology would be blind. Barth takes seriously the embodied and action-oriented nature of human existence. Human beings ‘are not mere thinking beings. As they think, they live and act and suffer. They are absorbed in the actuality of their existence…Only the doers of the Word are its real hearers, for it is the Word of the living God addressed to living persons absorbed in the work and action of their life’ (CD I/2: 792).

Barth knew from his own experience that the task of theology required the courage to proclaim truth to power. This can be both risky and draining. Theology and ethics are not disciplines to be toyed with. The gospel message is disturbing; it turns things upside down, and the theologian who dares to follow wherever the truth of the gospel leads will not be without severe critics and even enemies in and out of the church. Nevertheless, Barth was not a sullen or despairing theologian. He insisted that theology is a joyful and beautiful science, for joy is at heart the expression of gratitude, and gratitude is the appropriate human response to the astonishing and beautiful grace of God, the human eucharistia (thanksgiving) for the charis (grace) of God in Jesus Christ. Barth could only shake his head in bewilderment when he was frequently charged with teaching that ‘God is everything, and humanity nothing’. On the contrary, he would reply, the God made known in Jesus Christ, far from dehumanizing us, gives us room, dignity, freedom, and above all reason to rejoice—the joy to be truly human as witnesses to and participants in the steadfast love of the triune God.

One might ask whether there is room for doubt in Barth’s passionate and joyous engagement in the task of theology? Return to the Baptist and his pointing finger. Was John always an unswerving, unambiguous witness? Perhaps not: We are told that he once sent two of his disciples to ask Jesus, ‘Are you the one who is to come, or shall we look for another?’ (Luke 7:19). John’s question does not seem as unambiguous a witness to Christ as John’s earlier declaration: ‘Behold the lamb of God’ (John 1:29). For Barth, the theologian as witness has many questions, and the answers are never easy or definitively settled. A finished theology—which neither Barth nor Aquinas achieved—is a dangerous delusion. This is why in theology it is always a matter, as Barth liked to say, of ‘beginning once again at the beginning’ (ET: 165). Barth was capable of self-correction, and he never declared that his theology settled all theological issues once and for all. He shifted directions and changed emphases as he made new discoveries. The reason he did so was that he considered it his task not to be perfect but to be faithful, to point, as does the Baptist with his elongated finger, to Jesus Christ.

***

And what of the future of Barth studies? I will briefly mention only four areas where I think study of his theology, or the pursuit of theology in the trajectory marked by Barth’s, might prove especially fruitful.

Theology and ecology. Barth’s doctrine of creation with its focus on Christ as the sole source of our knowledge of God and his purpose for creation is widely criticized as anthropocentric and neglectful of the non-human creation (Gabriel 2014). His formulation that ‘creation is the external basis of the covenant’ and ‘the covenant is the internal basis of creation’ (CD III/1: §41.2 and §41.3) is interpreted by some critics as so subordinating creation to redemption that the non-human creation becomes only a means to the end of human salvation. Without question, Barth’s doctrine of creation, with its roots in his doctrines of the Trinity and God’s eternal election of grace, highlights Christ’s reconciliation of fallen humanity to God. This does not mean, however, that creatures other than humans are for Barth merely stage props or created only for human use and benefit. In a significant if relatively brief passage, for example, Barth makes a strong case for respect and care for animals as fellow creatures (CD III/4: 348–56; see also Clough 2012: 100 and passim). Nevertheless, it is true that Barth offers only intimations of a fully developed theology of nature adequate to address the realities of the twenty-first century. We are far more acutely aware than he was of the danger to our planet and to all its inhabitants caused by human aggression and exploitation: the reckless poisoning of air, fields, and water; the devastating impact of human-caused climate change; the apocalyptic threat of nuclear warfare and other weapons of mass destruction. The challenge these threats pose to responsible Christian witness is all the more pressing since it is clear that the greatest burden of heartless indifference to and abuse of the earth’s eco-systems falls on poor and marginalized human beings and on defenceless fellow creatures. Despite its limitations in this area, are there resources and insights in Barth’s theology to deal with this new situation? In what sense and to what extent is his Christocentrism open to a ‘cosmic Christology’?

Theology and the struggle for justice. With Calvin and the Reformed tradition generally, Barth held that the state is ordained by God. It can become demonic, but when that happens, it should be resisted, as Barth himself did in response to the National Socialist state. But abuse of state power did not for Barth invalidate its divinely appointed purpose. The responsibility of the church in all circumstances, he held, was to remind the state, in word and action, of its true purpose to maintain and do justice, always including a particular concern for the poor, the widow, the orphan, the weak, and the stranger in need. Barth considered the social democratic state the best, but not necessarily the only form of the state to accomplish its divinely given purpose. Today many Christians live in pluralistic democratic societies in which the relationship of church and state assumes new configurations and poses new challenges. In the preface to Church Dogmatics III/4, Barth acknowledged that he touched only ‘incidentally’ on the ‘complex of state, society, and law’ (CD III/4: xi). Nevertheless, the general direction of his views on this complex can be gleaned from several essays (CSC) and from the posthumously published fragments of Church Dogmatics IV/4 (CL). Even if many questions remain, Barth’s theology is assuredly a theology ‘beyond Christendom’ and a theology in which the cry fiat iustitia! (let there be justice!) is clearly heard. How might the powerful impetus of this theology towards social justice be carried further today by Christians who are citizens of modern democratic and pluralist states?

Theology and ecumenical relationships. I have already mentioned the interest Roman Catholic theologians have shown in Barth’s theology, and Barth’s reciprocal career-long engagements with Roman Catholic theology, and in his later years, with its development following the Second Vatican Council. Substantial dialogues between Roman Catholic and Protestant theologians influenced by Barth continue to take place. New conversations between Reformed and Eastern Orthodox theologians with specific reference to the legacy of Barth could hold much promise. Remarkably, study of Barth’s theology is also increasing amongst members of the Pentecostal and other Free Church traditions (the annual Karl Barth Conference in Princeton in 2016 took as its theme ‘The Theology of Karl Barth and the Global Pentecostal Phenomenon’, and publication of these lectures is forthcoming). In brief, with the decline of the ecumenical efforts and goals of an earlier era, new approaches to ecumenical interaction are needed. At what specific points does Barth’s work continue to invite fresh dialogue on doctrinal and ethical issues amongst the Christian theological traditions?

Theology and the world religions. The encounter of the world religions in every part of the globe is amongst the inescapable facts of our twenty-first century world. Barth’s insistence that Christian faith is inseparable from God’s covenant with, and faithfulness to, the Jews, and his fight against National Socialism and its persecution of Jews has sparked new interfaith dialogue between Jews and Christians (recently, see Hunsinger 2018). Only in a few instances did Barth take up the matter of the relationship of Christian faith to other traditions of faith. His critique of ‘religion’—all religion, including Christianity—as opponent of the gospel of God’s grace is well known. While Barth’s theology refuses to compromise on the particularity and integrity of faithful Christian witness, this does not mean that his theology counsels blanket rejection of other faith communities. There are, he insists, words outside the walls of the church that are true and good words, and they must be patiently, gratefully, and humbly heard. And beyond that, Barth offers criteria regarding how these words are to be heard and measured by the Christian community, and his reasoning would support cooperation in worthy projects amongst people of different faiths as both possible and desirable (see CD IV/3: 114–30). What would an extension of Barth’s thinking in this area involve, and to what extent would this require significant modifications of some aspects of his teaching? (recently, see Ensminger 2014).

In one of his last letters—a letter to Southeast Asian Christians—Barth expressed, I believe, the spirit in which these and many other questions surrounding his theology should be approached. He wrote:

Can the theology presented by me be understandable and interesting to you—and how? And can you continue in the direction in which I believed I had to go, and at the place where I had to set a period—and to what extent?…Now it is your task to be Christian theologians in your new, different, and special situation. You truly do not need to become ‘European, Western men’, not to mention ‘Barthians’, in order to be good Christians and good theologians. In my life I have spoken many words. But now they are spoken. Now it is your turn. (NBT)






Bibliography


Aquinas, Thomas (1981). Summa theologica. Translated by the Fathers of the English Dominican Province. Notre Dame, IN: Christian Classics.

Busch, Eberhard (2004). The Great Passion. Translated by Darrell L. Guder, Judith J. Guder, and William H. Rader. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans.

Clough, David L. (2012). On Animals. Volume 1: Systematic Theology. London: T&T Clark.

Ensminger, Sven (2014). Karl Barth’s Theology as a Resource for a Christian Theology of Religions. London: Bloomsbury.

Gabriel, Andrew K. (2014). Barth’s Doctrine of Creation: Creation, Nature, Jesus, and the Trinity. Eugene, OR: Cascade.

Hunsinger, George (2018). Karl Barth, the Jews, and Judaism. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans.

Jüngel, Eberhard (2001). God’s Being Is in Becoming: The Trinitarian Being of God in the Theology of Karl Barth. Translated by John Webster. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans.


















Index



A

Abelard, Peter 87


Adam 279, 282, 330, 335, 347, 391, 394, 475, 518, 520, 677


Adam, Karl 29, 152


Adams, Robert 482


Adriaanse, Hendrik J. 661


Aeschbacher, Robert 17


agency, divine 215, 318–19, 380–1, 387, 413, 418, 422, 432, 454–5, 465, 470


agency, human 2, 172, 269, 361, 379, 393, 413, 418–19, 422, 427, 432, 469, 476, 532–3, 538–9, 544, 646


Altizer, Thomas 662


Ambrose of Milan 343


Amette, Léon-Adolphe 27


analogy of being (analogia entis) 60, 92, 123–4, 147–50, 156–8, 401, 568, 641, 670–3, 676, 678, 680, 684


analogy of faith (analogia fidei) 156–7, 182, 238, 521, 671, 676, 680, 684


analogy of relation (analogia relationis) 401–2


angels 349–50, 384


Anselm of Canterbury 34, 42, 87–8, 92–9, 120–1, 128, 130, 148–9, 152, 154, 172, 204–5, 207, 215, 288, 300, 411, 691–2


anthropocentrism 136, 341, 346–8, 352, 397, 519–20, 594–5, 597, 599, 601, 604, 607, 610, 694


anthropology 3, 38, 40, 64, 112, 128, 133, 144, 165, 186, 196, 259, 301, 341–2, 344–5, 351–2, 355–6, 358, 370, 389–92, 394–8, 401–4, 412, 532–3, 536–8, 543, 545, 582, 677–9


apocalyptic 59, 165, 410, 470, 478, 565, 574–8, 639, 694


Apollinaris 283


Apostles’ Creed 49, 75, 279, 282


Aquinas, Thomas 40, 77, 87–8, 92, 94–5, 97, 99, 101, 111, 114, 120, 126, 137–8, 147, 153–4, 230, 236, 239, 243, 259, 373, 379, 381, 391, 460, 560, 673, 689–91, 694


Aristotle 220


ascension 109, 258, 289–90, 400, 427–8


Assmann, Hugo 401


Athanasius 77–9, 83, 108, 227, 315, 690


Athenagoras 256


atonement 173–4, 283, 335, 357, 415, 662; see also crucifixion


Augustine 78, 84, 87–8, 93, 97, 108, 126, 137–8, 147–8, 217, 232, 236, 240, 259, 271, 309–11, 370, 379, 390, 400, 414, 458, 460, 465, 473, 512, 589, 682


autarchy 519–20, 523, 528


autonomy, see freedom


B

Bad Boll 29, 135, 278, 283, 291


Baeck, Leo 45


Bakker, Nico T. 660


Balthasar, Hans Urs von 57, 60–2, 149–50, 152, 155–7, 159, 402, 417, 470–1, 684–5


baptism 65–6, 102, 113–14, 231, 271, 295, 305, 407, 418, 448, 456–65; see also sacrament


Barbour, Ian 346


Barmen Declaration 40, 48–9, 53, 57, 182, 246, 326, 441, 619, 656, 666, 691


Barth-Sartorius, Anna 16


Barth, Christoph 22, 39


Barth, Franziska 22, 39


Barth, Gertrud 17


Barth, Hans Jakob Christoph 22, 39


Barth, Heinrich 17, 35, 169


Barth, Johann Friedrich (Fritz) 15–19, 133, 196–7, 499


Barth, Markus 22, 39, 609


Barth, Matthias 22, 39


Barth, Nelly 22–3, 30, 38–9


Barth, Peter 17, 28, 197, 571


Bartmann, Bernhard 96, 241, 673


Basel 16, 23, 29, 35, 50, 52–5, 60, 65–6, 86, 136, 278, 373, 422, 424, 582, 665, 687


Basil of Caesarea 343


Bauckham, Richard 662


Baumgarten, Otto 139


Bavinck, Herman 88, 229–30, 642


Beauvoir, Simone de 403


Beck, Johann Tobias 30, 136


Beintker, Michael 659


Berkouwer, G. C. 377, 467, 473, 660


Berlin 19, 36, 41, 46–9, 54, 133, 166, 264, 499


Bernard of Clairvaux 93


Berrigan, Daniel 559–60


Bethge, Eberhard 326


Bethmann-Hollweg, Theobald von 26


Beza, Theodore 127


Bible 28–9, 31, 35, 45, 90, 143, 187, 200, 210, 216–18, 248, 253–4, 256, 258, 263, 265–6, 269, 270, 273–4, 277, 281, 290, 309, 329, 331, 338, 345, 347, 363, 383, 402, 408, 414, 417, 468, 505, 509, 521, 557, 565, 568, 573–4, 580–2, 588, 590, 592, 600, 611, 632, 638, 651, 662, 664, 673–4, 682, 692
authority of 73–5, 96, 175


exegesis 26, 36–7, 39, 57, 80, 83, 87, 125, 168, 198, 204–5, 207, 213, 255, 263–75, 289, 314, 317, 361, 415, 526, 565, 569, 573–4, 577, 580, 584, 596, 601, 604, 632, 639, 691


historical criticism 18–19, 30, 123, 207, 264, 268, 270, 327, 564–6, 569, 633–4


New Testament 39–40, 46–8, 57, 64, 79, 82, 101, 114, 168, 184, 196, 202, 231–2, 235, 237–9, 243, 249, 252, 255, 260, 263–6, 270–1, 273, 284, 289, 328, 329–32, 334–5, 337, 377, 419, 429, 435, 470, 493–5, 555, 564, 572, 574, 580–1, 584, 588, 610, 615, 617, 651, 673


Old Testament 46–8, 141, 249, 252, 255, 328, 329–32, 334–5, 337–8, 347, 358, 379, 382, 384, 493–4, 559, 651, 661


verbal inspiration 30, 122, 255–6, 264




Biedermann, Alois E. 86, 140, 223


Biggar, Nigel 549, 560–2, 663


Bismarck, Otto von 502


Bizer, Ernst 118


Bloch, Ernst 475


Blumhardt, Christoph 16, 29, 135, 278, 291, 408, 467, 478, 549


Blumhardt, Johann Christoph 135–6, 290–1, 408, 467, 549


Boesak, Allan 666


Bonaventure 87–8, 92, 94, 97, 99, 680


Bonhoeffer, Dietrich 42, 44, 46, 326–8, 509


Bonn 35, 41–3, 46–7, 49, 52–4, 62, 66, 136, 148, 172, 181, 284–5, 351, 656, 692


Botman, Russel 666


Brecht, Bertolt 171


Breukelman, Frans H. 660


Bromiley, G. W. 260


Brueggemann, Walter 581, 596


Brunner, Emil 29, 49, 57, 111, 124, 129, 136, 138–9, 165, 398, 473, 536, 540, 570, 656


Buber, Martin 47, 171, 623


Buddeus, J. Franz 642


Bultmann, Rudolf 19, 29, 86, 103, 139, 144, 217, 412, 468, 564–5, 567, 569–70, 572–4, 586, 656


Buri, Fritz 138


Burman, Francis 129


Burnett, Richard 564–7


Busch, Eberhard 20, 318, 479, 523, 537, 659, 688


Butler, Judith 532, 542–4


Buttrick, David 580


C

Calovius, Abraham 469


Calvin, John 21–2, 30, 37–8, 41, 61–2, 66, 72, 84, 87–9, 92–3, 98, 101–3, 106–14, 126, 138, 202, 210, 230, 240, 256, 259–60, 269–70, 284, 289, 310, 330, 347–8, 374–5, 381, 411, 423, 460, 473, 512, 521, 571, 615, 640, 642, 647, 688, 690, 692, 694


Calvino, Italo 5, 8


Campbell, Douglas 574


Cappadocian Fathers 83


Casanova, Pascale 505


Case-Winters, Anna 426


Catherine of Siena 99


Catholicism 3, 6–8, 27, 29, 34, 41, 49, 60, 73–4, 83, 89, 96–8, 101–3, 107, 120, 123–4, 133, 147–59, 222, 238–9, 241–2, 259, 270, 439, 443, 447–8, 456–7, 459, 559, 561, 568, 670–85, 691, 695


Chalcedon 73, 75, 79–83, 143, 204, 279, 281–2, 289, 425, 427, 454


chaos, see nothingness


Christian Dogmatics in Outline: Prolegomena (Die christliche Dogmatik im Entwurf) 40, 149, 229, 238, 242, 298, 570


Christology 79–80, 82, 112, 122, 128, 149–50, 156, 181–2, 202, 204, 208, 211, 221, 242, 247, 250, 277–9, 281–2, 283–4, 287–8, 291, 295, 297–8, 301, 313, 325, 329–31, 335, 342, 352, 356–7, 361, 368, 392, 394, 416, 437, 470, 476, 533, 574, 616, 646, 650–1, 655, 661–2, 667, 672, 677, 690, 694; see also Jesus Christ


church and state 55, 178, 189, 336, 695


Cicero 375


Cicognani, Amleto Giovanni 671


Clough, David 605


Cobb, John 595, 597


Cocceius, Johannes 127, 129


Cohen, Hermann 167, 169–70, 622–35


Cohn, Emil Bernhard 47


Cold War 186, 287, 289, 401, 441, 655


colonialism 500–9, 513, 566, 602


command of God 9, 41, 46–7, 62, 65, 186, 189, 351, 355, 393, 395–6, 400, 411, 414–15, 431–2, 440, 457, 465, 473, 479, 482–94, 517–18, 520–1, 525–30, 536–8, 540–1, 551, 557–8, 582, 594, 596–7, 599–607, 611, 617, 622, 633, 640, 682; see also ethics


communication of properties (communicatio idiomatum) 122, 282, 289


communion of saints 72, 74, 120, 130, 440, 588, 613


Confessing Church 34, 48, 53–5, 57, 178, 182, 441, 655–6


conscience 58, 63, 110, 112–13, 133, 181, 197, 216–17, 355, 416, 525, 650, 671, 674, 683


Constantine 375


Cornille, Catherine 637


Council of Ephesus 79


covenant 29, 38, 42, 47, 60, 112, 114, 117, 127–9, 142, 144, 156, 187, 207, 211, 214, 218, 222, 230, 257, 281, 283, 286–7, 289, 297, 301, 304, 314–17, 320, 327, 332–9, 341–2, 346, 348–9, 352, 356, 358, 361, 364, 376, 379, 383, 389–90, 395–404, 410–11, 428, 432, 436, 470, 473, 475, 477, 479, 485, 487–94, 527–9, 532, 549–50, 560–1, 585, 600–4, 606–7, 631, 689, 694–5
human beings as covenant partners 289, 301, 320, 327, 344, 398–9, 411, 488–91, 494, 528–9, 532, 549, 550




Cox, Harvey 662


creation, see also protology
ethics of 186, 190, 344, 350–1, 494, 604


ex nihilo 363, 376, 601


human relationship with animals/creation 344–6, 351, 500, 599–600, 603–6, 694; see also anthropology


new creation 179, 369, 377, 575–6


shadow side 61, 354, 360, 367, 369–70




Creator, see God


Creator-creature distinction, see infinite qualitative difference


Credo 50, 75


Cremer, Hermann 29


crisis (Krisis) 54, 117, 162–3, 169, 172, 180–1, 196, 357, 610, 639, 658, 691


crucifixion 16, 45, 102, 109–10, 128, 151, 182, 187, 232, 258, 278, 280, 283–5, 288, 290, 357, 366, 410–11, 413–14, 416–17, 423–4, 426–9, 431, 435, 456, 463, 474, 535, 551, 558, 572, 575–8, 631, 664, 687–90; see also theology of the cross


Cullmann, Oscar 468


culture 2, 6–7, 28, 35, 41, 66, 83, 124, 133, 145, 163, 167, 171, 181, 200, 217, 408, 429, 504–5, 540, 550, 559, 574, 581, 594, 598, 607, 609–20, 639, 645, 657–61, 663–4


Cyril of Jerusalem 77, 282, 287


D

Daggers, Jenny 649


Dalferth, Ingolf 610


Dannemann, Ulrich 181


Dante Alighieri 91


Darwall, Stephen 518, 526–8


Day, Dorothy 559–60


Dear, John 559–60


Decalogue, see Ten Commandments


decree, divine 108, 124, 126–7, 129, 257, 301, 310–16, 321–2, 362–3, 374, 426, 477, 485, 571, 645; see also election
supralapsarian/infralapsarian 127, 311–12, 356, 365




demythologization 360, 565, 572


Descartes, René 117


devil 284, 350, 355, 360–2, 364–5, 368, 370, 412, 503, 519


Di Noia, J. A. 639, 641, 646


dialectic (dialectical theology) 5, 25, 29, 34, 37, 90, 108, 116, 119, 121–2, 125, 128–30, 149, 153, 162–5, 167, 169–73, 199–202, 214, 224, 236–8, 259, 264–6, 281, 298–9, 310, 332, 386, 391, 409, 411, 427, 446–8, 521, 530, 564–5, 567, 572, 591, 600, 603–4, 606, 630, 640–1, 644, 657, 664, 666, 670


Didache 347


Die Christliche Welt 19, 27, 29, 139, 197, 202


Dietrich, Marlene 609


Dionysius 224


discipleship 247, 290, 526, 549, 551, 557–8, 560


docetism 75, 254, 256, 284, 437, 439


Dostoevsky, Fyodor 35


Drewes, Hans-Anton 656


Du Bois, W. E. B. 500


duty 23, 31, 46, 62, 180, 328, 527, 628, 692


E

Ebeling, Gerhard 564


ebionitism 75, 256, 284


Ebner, Ferdinand 171


ecclesiology 148, 152–3, 155, 158, 246, 303, 404, 411, 416, 434–48, 665


Eckhart, Meister 87


ecotheology 7, 594–607


Edwards, Jonathan 451–2


Ehrlich, Rudolf 384


election 1, 6, 7, 45, 57, 65–6, 84, 102, 107–10, 115, 117, 125–9, 172, 183–4, 206, 213, 257, 277, 285–6, 288, 296–7, 301, 304, 309–23, 326–7, 329, 331–4, 336–7, 344, 356, 361, 363, 365, 373–6, 379, 383, 390, 394–5, 397, 399–400, 404, 416, 423, 425, 435–6, 439, 447, 467, 470, 472–4, 485–8, 494, 527–9, 532, 535, 550, 553, 559, 561, 570–1, 584–5, 587, 602, 606, 631–3, 638, 644–6, 655, 661, 665, 667, 692, 694; see also Jesus Christ, predestination


encounter
with God/Christ 42, 62, 64, 82, 91, 93, 99, 135, 139, 150, 179, 208, 233, 248, 301, 316–17, 329–30, 344, 374, 384, 387, 390, 395, 402, 472, 488, 490–1, 493, 522, 524, 549, 568–9, 571, 575, 604, 619, 624, 631, 676


with others/the world 337, 342, 399, 402, 410, 415, 448, 458, 488, 523–4, 532, 534, 536, 538, 544; see also gender, I-Thou




Enlightenment 88, 104, 113, 116, 140, 256, 295, 379, 518, 610, 619, 658


Ensminger, Sven 644


epistemology 130, 162, 164–7, 170, 172–3, 205, 213, 215, 237, 239, 247, 290, 475, 476, 508, 568, 576–7, 598, 624, 630, 633, 641, 663


Epistle to the Romans
first edition 3, 4, 7, 8, 15–16, 23, 25, 28–32, 42, 59, 86, 89, 123, 149–50, 155, 168–73, 179, 182, 186, 188, 191, 198–200, 246, 266–8, 278–9, 282, 395, 403, 517, 565–6, 568–9, 572, 582, 610, 619, 630, 639, 657, 664


second edition 3, 4, 7, 8, 32, 34–6, 42, 59, 86, 89, 149–50, 155, 169–73, 179, 180–1, 188, 191, 199–202, 216, 268–70, 279–80, 282–3, 298, 310, 327–9, 391–4, 395, 403, 409–10, 470–2, 474, 478, 517, 565–7, 572, 582, 638–40, 657, 660




Ericksen, Robert 326


Eriugena, John Scotus 91


eschatology 6, 38, 57, 59, 61, 128, 180–3, 185, 187, 199–201, 209, 233, 235, 244, 297, 299, 359, 366–7, 369, 377, 386, 391–2, 394, 397, 408–9, 412, 418, 467–80, 510–11, 560, 565–72, 574–7, 609, 612–14, 619–20


eternity 17, 89, 107, 109, 125, 151, 170, 185, 200–1, 214, 218, 224–5, 231, 233–4, 236, 240, 242, 247, 269, 279, 281, 300, 310, 311–16, 318, 320, 322, 362, 364, 376, 379, 409, 428, 436, 447, 471–2, 485, 489, 505, 534, 538, 567–8, 575, 583–4, 613, 619, 674, 675, 679, 689


ethics 2, 3, 6, 26, 40–2, 53–4, 64–5, 91, 141–3, 174, 182, 186, 190, 198, 269, 272, 291, 295, 303, 305, 342, 344, 350–2, 389, 392–3, 404, 407, 411, 416–19, 469, 472, 478–9, 482–94, 517–20, 524, 526, 528–30, 532, 535, 540, 548, 550–1, 558, 560–1, 597–9, 603–4, 607, 624, 626, 628–9, 633, 663, 665, 693; see also command of God


eucharist, see Lord’s Supper


Eusebius 375


Evans, C. Stephen 482


evil 6, 26, 63, 113, 127–8, 165, 182, 185–6, 189, 191, 198, 305, 335, 341–2, 349, 354, 359–70, 377, 379, 383, 386, 401, 419, 426, 428, 487, 518, 553–5, 575–6, 601, 618–19, 627


existential 142, 165, 170, 174, 205, 217, 279, 355, 358, 360, 374–5, 381, 391, 403, 410, 412–13, 415, 420, 476, 523, 549, 556, 570–1, 574, 624, 640, 661, 665, 676–7


F

faith 3, 8–9, 29, 31, 36, 38, 42–3, 53, 56, 64–5, 74–5, 91, 93, 99, 103–5, 108–9, 114, 116, 120–1, 123–4, 133–4, 141, 143, 150–1, 154–9, 166, 169, 180, 183, 196, 199, 203, 207–8, 217, 229, 232, 238, 251–2, 254, 264–5, 269, 271, 273, 277, 281–2, 288, 295, 298, 300–6, 310, 327, 329–31, 333, 341–3, 357, 374–6, 378, 384–5, 387, 390–1, 408–9, 411, 414, 423–7, 430, 432, 440, 445, 452–5, 461–2, 479, 508–13, 518, 520–1, 523–4, 551–2, 556, 571, 576–8, 581, 583, 586, 611–12, 632–4, 637, 661, 664, 672, 674–8, 680–5, 692, 695–6


faithfulness 248, 338, 364, 479, 491, 541, 690, 695


Farrow, Douglas 468


fascism 178, 182–3, 501, 658


femininity 345, 540–3, 596–7; see also gender


feminism 402–3


Fergusson, David 474


Feuerbach, Ludwig 224, 418


Fichte, Johann Gottlieb 519–20, 528


filioque clause (and from the Son) 227, 234, 238, 242, 300


First Vatican Council 259, 671, 683


First World War 25–6, 29, 31, 134–5, 137, 163, 168, 170–1, 197, 246, 265, 278, 287, 359, 390, 393, 501, 504, 507, 510, 629, 656, 658, 664


Fleiner, Fritz 19


Ford, David 417


Fourth Lateran Council 91


Frankfurt, Harry 528


freedom
freedom from/for 133, 204, 207, 249, 320, 420, 465, 537, 582


of God 66, 106, 122, 125, 142–4, 223–5, 249, 285, 313, 318–22, 333, 374, 391, 404, 409, 426, 478, 529, 568, 602, 611, 640, 650, 663, 674, 684, 688


of human beings 124, 143–4, 162, 174–5, 211, 249, 289, 302–3, 344, 377, 382, 387, 389, 419, 517, 599, 604, 607, 658, 679, 682, 684




Frei, Hans 217, 410, 551, 556–7, 573, 664


Frey, Arthur 55


Friedrich Wilhelm II 26, 246


G

Gadamer, Hans-Georg 565


Gaventa, Beverly 574


Gearhart, Sally Miller 589


gender 7, 346, 352, 361, 364, 396, 402–3, 500–1, 506, 532–45; see also femininity, masculinity
male and female (ordering of the sexes) 345–6, 351, 402, 532, 534, 536–9, 540–1, 543, 545




Geneva 20–2, 53, 86


Gerhard, Johannes 92–3, 119, 229


German Christians (Deutsche Christen) 44–5, 54–5, 58, 124, 139, 611, 629


German Manifesto 26–8, 507, 566, 610–11, 629


Gifford Lectures 56, 469, 473


Gnosticism 392, 622–3


God, see also Trinity
Creator 31, 41, 50, 77–9, 102, 111–12, 115, 124, 210, 234, 238, 241, 248, 257, 274, 289, 301, 309, 341, 343–4, 347, 349, 351, 355, 362–3, 365, 367, 374, 376, 397, 412, 443, 487, 489, 491–2, 494, 509, 511, 537, 549, 551, 552, 596, 603, 605, 647, 673, 680, 682


hidden (Deus absconditus) 47, 90, 105–8, 121, 125, 203–4, 257, 287, 298, 313–14, 364, 437, 439, 461, 470–1, 473, 552, 584, 647, 664, 666–7


Reconciler 41, 79, 234, 248, 257, 282, 290, 306, 309, 335, 412, 487, 491–2, 494, 605, 673, 680


Redeemer 41, 102, 111, 198, 201, 223, 248, 257, 280, 282, 306, 309, 355, 412, 487, 491–2, 494, 675




Goethe, Johann Wolfgang von 17


Gogarten, Friedrich 29, 35, 37, 49, 124, 129, 170–1, 205, 238, 398, 566, 656, 659


Goldhagen, Daniel 326


Gollwitzer, Helmut 191


Gomarus, Franciscus 127


Gorringe, Timothy 601, 614, 618–19


Gospel, see Law and Gospel


Göttingen 16, 22, 30, 32, 34–5, 37–8, 86, 89, 102, 117, 128, 135, 153, 172, 202, 204, 214, 228–9, 231, 234, 236, 268, 270, 272, 281, 282, 284, 289, 290, 329, 331, 441, 444, 447, 470, 567, 570, 610, 656, 693


Göttingen Dogmatics 92, 96, 120, 136, 149, 172, 202, 204, 227–9, 231, 282, 288, 298, 311, 329–31, 568, 631


Gottschalk of Orbais 126


Grabmann, Martin 94


Graf, Friedrich W. 174


gratitude 186, 344, 351, 368, 391, 393, 398, 418, 476, 605, 693


Grau, Rudolf 134


Green, Clifford 425


Green, Garrett 641


Greggs, Tom 662


Gregory of Nyssa 83, 224


Gregory the Great 256


Grenz, Stanley 665


Grisebach, Eberhard 171


Grosche, Robert 155


Grünewald, Matthias 45, 413, 687–9


Grützmacher, Richard 236


Gunkel, Hermann 19, 20


Günther, Anton 236


Gunton, Colin 662


Gutteridge, Richard 326


H

Haering, Theodor von 19


Hagenbach, Karl 89


Halivni, David Weiss 634–5


Hare, John 482


Harnack, Adolf von 17, 19–20, 26, 36, 39, 41, 86, 117, 133–7, 145, 163, 231, 268, 327, 331, 410, 513, 566, 610, 659


Hauerwas, Stanley 482, 486–7, 581, 656, 663, 665


Hausmann, Manfred 37


Hegel, G. W. F. 107, 173, 210, 211, 233, 235, 369, 385, 391, 518, 520, 522, 524, 527–30, 625–7, 629–30, 632, 658–9


Heidanus, Abraham 127


Heidegger, Johann Heinrich 129


Heidegger, Martin 165, 217, 360, 587


Heidelberg Catechism 72, 87, 101, 202, 269, 290, 355, 375


Heitmüller, Wilhelm 499


Heppe, Heinrich 117–18, 214, 281–2, 374, 376


Herder, Johann Gottfried 505


Herdt, Jennifer 482, 485


hermeneutics 7, 30, 74, 104, 123, 130, 148, 241, 266–8, 272, 275, 325, 327, 331, 355, 361, 469, 470, 564–78, 587, 632–5, 649, 658


Herrmann, Wilhelm 19, 25–6, 117, 133–7, 141–2, 153, 163, 167, 179, 197, 264–5, 278, 408, 410, 499, 566, 610, 624–5, 629, 631


Hettinger, Franz 153


Hilkert, Mary Catherine 590


Himmler, Heinrich 55


Hirsch, Emmanuel 49, 170


Hitler, Adolf 34, 40, 44, 48–9, 55–7, 139, 178, 326, 376, 691


Holocaust 325–6, 334, 359, 370, 383, 401


Holy Spirit 43, 107–8, 114, 121, 145, 147, 151, 187, 204, 208, 217, 228, 231, 234, 236, 244, 246–52, 255–61, 280, 289–91, 294–307, 315–16, 320, 348, 357, 385, 392, 394, 410, 414, 418, 425, 428–30, 437–8, 442, 445, 464–5, 467, 490, 494, 512, 525, 556, 610, 613, 616, 632, 672–5, 677–9, 682–3, 685, 690; see also pneumatology


homiletics 7, 44, 139, 268, 580–2, 589–91; see also preaching, Word of God


homosexuality 537


hope 41, 59, 60, 64–5, 67, 97, 114, 158, 180, 185, 187, 208–10, 216, 223, 254, 266, 295, 307, 357, 377, 385, 401, 409, 425, 430–2, 443–4, 468–80, 508–13, 548, 550, 552, 555–7, 560, 562, 571, 584, 613–14, 619–20, 667


Hromádka, Josef 56–7, 178, 656, 658


Hull, Isabel 504


human rights 56, 175, 183, 189, 287, 292, 419, 539, 559, 576


humanism 178, 185, 195, 420, 623, 659, 664


Humanity of God 144, 395


Hume, David 259, 508, 526


humiliation, divine 187, 243, 283, 285, 287, 289–91, 316, 335, 426, 428, 431; see also kenosis


Hunsinger, George 81, 239, 319, 416, 649, 665, 675


Hurtado, Larry 662


Hütter, Reinhard 414


I

I-Thou relationship 228, 399, 402, 427, 526, 534–5, 539, 542, 544


Ibsen, Henrik 35


idealism 17, 25, 164–9, 215, 223, 279, 398, 517, 520–1, 626–7


image of God (imago Dei) 49, 87, 111, 341, 344–6, 352, 397–8, 600–3, 632, 690


immanence 124–5, 143, 150, 203, 223–4, 232, 680


Immer, Karl 53


impossible possibility 170, 409, 474, 477, 552


incarnation 42, 44, 77, 81–2, 122, 128, 150–1, 155, 166, 201, 203–4, 210, 224, 231–2, 241, 241, 243, 246–52, 257, 282–6, 296–7, 312–15, 330, 335, 344, 347–9, 356–8, 382, 393–5, 404, 408, 414, 437, 458–60, 463–4, 471, 479, 511, 527, 533–8, 551, 556, 583, 641, 650, 673–4, 682–3, 688


individualism 143, 162, 174, 183, 224, 304, 549, 599, 660


infinite qualitative difference 35, 170, 200, 651, 664


infralapsarianism, see decree


inspiration 123, 217, 251–2, 255–6, 260, 264–5, 269, 488, 524, 574, 634; see also Bible, verbal inspiration


Irenaeus 78, 256, 347


Isidore of Seville 126


Islam 378, 594, 607, 646–51


Israel 6, 42, 45–8, 54, 60, 81, 110, 114, 159, 183, 187, 207, 209, 218–20, 223, 257–8, 264, 281, 286, 325–39, 382–3, 396, 404, 411, 436, 640, 648, 661, 689; see also Judaism


J

Jellinek, Georg 175


Jenson, Robert 220, 468, 471, 474–6, 664


Jesus Christ
as electing God/elected human 108–10, 127, 224, 285, 288, 309, 311, 313–16, 332–3, 395, 397, 436, 473, 485–6, 489, 491, 494, 552, 571, 645; see also election


as God’s self-revelation, see revelation


as mediator 78, 127, 258, 283, 287, 290–1, 446, 675


the Logos 41, 83, 122, 210, 231, 282–3, 285–6, 288, 290, 314–15, 476, 522, 588, 631–3, 679, 682


virgin birth 16, 232, 282, 512




Joachim of Fiore 236


John of Damascus 77


John the Baptist 104, 413, 414, 688–9, 693–4


Johnson, Douglas 662


Johnson, Keith 517


Judaism 7, 36, 60, 325, 327–31, 338–9, 384, 401, 436, 640, 648, 650–1; see also Israel
anti-Semitism 45, 56, 139, 183, 326–7, 335, 383


Jewish question 54, 183, 326


supersessionism 327, 333, 338, 383




Julian of Norwich 99


Jülicher, Adolf 29, 268, 327


Jung, Carl 22


Jüngel, Eberhard 149, 317–18, 398, 565, 569, 658, 659


Jünger, Ernst 165


justice 28, 56, 62, 124, 127–30, 168, 183, 185, 187, 189–91, 305, 311–12, 321, 364, 375, 396, 419, 478, 482, 556, 562, 576, 598, 602, 645, 680, 695


justification 6, 56, 64, 93, 124, 140–1, 153, 155, 157, 173, 180, 183, 187, 219, 223, 251, 254, 287, 292, 357, 391, 394, 417, 422–32, 435, 458, 511, 648


K

Kaftan, Julius 19, 20


Kähler, Martin 289


Kant, Immanuel 19, 130, 136, 140–1, 163–6, 169–73, 188, 198, 213, 215–18, 223, 259, 264, 391, 400, 408, 412, 484, 508, 517–22, 526–9, 623–5, 630, 662, 693


Käsemann, Ernst 574–5


Kasper, Walter 671–3, 675, 678–84


Keller, Adolf 21–2


Keller, Catherine 596, 601


kenosis 280, 425–6; see also humiliation


Kierkegaard, Søren 35, 170, 200, 407, 410, 412, 417, 512, 529, 657, 691


Kingdom of God 17, 20, 30, 185, 188–9, 191, 199–200, 278, 305–6, 350, 391, 443–4, 447, 472, 557–8, 568, 585, 610–11, 613, 615, 619, 630, 689


Kirschbaum, Charlotte von 39, 41, 52, 64, 66, 87, 181, 261


Klappert, Berthold 187


Knitter, Paul 637


Koonz, Claudia 505


Koopman, Nico 666


Korsch, Dietrich 173


Kreck, Walter 567


Kuitert, Harminus M. 658


Kutter, Hermann 30, 63, 164, 179


L

Lactantius 347


Law, divine 46, 48–53, 355, 486, 524, 633


Law and Gospel 53–4, 355–6, 427, 483, 528, 615, 619, 640


Leopold, Aldo 597, 599


Lessing, G. E. 88, 195, 279, 416, 583


liberalism 1, 2, 5, 6, 18, 20, 43, 76, 117, 122–3, 129, 132–45, 149, 153, 162–8, 171, 175, 179–81, 273, 278–9, 327–8, 408, 447, 467, 499, 564–8, 581, 588, 597, 610, 651, 659, 662–4, 666, 691


liberation theology 187, 302, 614, 620


light(s), doctrine of 60–1, 173, 259, 590, 643–6


Lindbeck, George 664


Link, Christian 659


liturgy 46, 155, 207, 217, 458, 558–9


Lloyd-Jones, Martyn 662


Logos, see Jesus Christ


Lombard, Peter 88, 91–4, 236


Loofs, Friedrich 89


Lord’s Prayer 19, 65, 184, 418–19, 693


Lord’s Supper 65, 407, 418, 456, 459–64, 615, 693; see also sacrament


love
divine 26, 28, 46, 65, 106–7, 109, 114, 125, 144, 174, 180, 182, 207–8, 221–5, 249, 288, 294, 300–1, 304–7, 320–2, 337–8, 355–6, 364, 369, 374, 376, 379, 414, 416, 426, 470, 474, 512–13, 529, 538, 549, 622, 674, 676, 681–2, 689–90, 693


human 16, 64–5, 137, 144, 174, 185, 189–90, 206–8, 223, 249, 295, 299, 305, 307, 315, 355, 357, 385, 393, 414–15, 419, 425, 430, 432, 479, 483, 486, 488, 508–9, 512–13, 528, 537–8, 550, 558–9, 561, 680–1




Lubac, Henri de 156


Lüdemann, Hermann 18, 140


Luderitz, Adolf 503


Luther, Martin 22, 25, 29–30, 38, 48, 78, 80, 87, 89–90, 93, 101–15, 117–22, 124, 126, 137, 147, 170, 188, 256, 264, 269–70, 277, 282–9, 301, 347, 350, 355, 358, 364, 370, 378, 380, 408, 410–11, 447, 456, 460, 469, 512, 519, 586, 640, 642, 690–2


M

MacDonald, Nathan 346


Machen, J. Gresham 666


Macquarrie, John 637


Malabou, Catherine 403


Marburg 19–20, 133, 162–6, 175, 197, 215, 264, 499, 623–5, 635


Marquardt, Friedrich-Wilhelm 64, 179, 182, 327


marriage 22, 38–9, 532, 537, 545, 550, 559–60


Marti, Karl 18


Martyn, J. Louis 574–7


Marx, Karl 23, 25, 164, 180, 184, 478


Mary 81, 152, 159, 279, 688


masculinity 345, 501–4, 506–8, 538, 540–3, 596; see also gender


Maury, Pierre 49, 332


McCormack, Bruce 71, 121–2, 149, 279, 317, 330, 567, 624, 629–31, 665


McFague, Sallie 596–7


McKenny, Gerald 414, 520, 525, 633


McLean, Stuart 346


Mediator, see Jesus Christ


Melanchthon, Philip 88, 94, 138, 142


Menken, Gottfried 140


mercy 36, 90, 105–6, 108, 110, 127–8, 139, 183, 218, 221–2, 224, 311–13, 316, 321, 332–3, 355, 364, 366, 375–6, 378, 383, 415, 447, 459, 475, 511, 513, 554, 562, 647


Merz, Georg 37, 39, 44


metaphysics 22, 124, 141–2, 156, 214, 218–19, 231, 236, 243, 281, 360, 363–4, 367, 377, 408, 474, 476, 512, 576, 589, 690


Metzger, Paul 615–17, 619


Migliore, Daniel 665


Miskotte, Kornelis Heiko 41, 206, 661


Molnar, Paul 320


Moltmann, Jürgen 172, 187, 236, 239, 346, 468, 475, 595, 602


Moore-Keish, Martha 643


morality 28, 31, 37, 63, 125, 133, 163–4, 167, 171, 173–4, 185, 191, 215, 264–9, 280, 299, 328, 347, 351, 364, 375, 377, 390, 408–9, 414, 416, 418, 420, 431, 476, 484, 488, 492–4, 505–6, 517, 520, 522, 530, 540, 560–2, 586, 591, 599, 601–2, 604–7, 624, 628, 684; see also ethics


Morse, Christopher 574


Moses 47, 224, 252, 329


Mott, John 16


Mozart, W. A. 61–2, 369–70, 414, 609–10, 617–19


Muenger, Rosa (Rösy) 38


Mulert, Hermann 139


Munich Agreement 56


Münster 34–5, 39–41, 44, 87, 136, 138, 147, 152, 155, 172, 204, 271–2, 351, 447, 656


Münster Dogmatics 229, 234, 272, 284–5


mystery 38, 47–8, 53, 82, 90–1, 99, 105, 185, 201, 216, 221, 223, 230, 256, 259, 277, 281, 284, 287, 309–10, 313, 344, 350, 415, 439, 458, 460, 463, 536, 676, 679–80, 683–4


mythological 89, 113, 281, 310, 355, 364, 370, 571


N

Nasr, Syed Hossein 594–5, 597, 606–7


National Socialism 22, 44, 46, 48–9, 56, 57, 62–3, 124, 139, 164–5, 178, 181–3, 325–6, 332, 351, 360, 393, 413, 507, 601, 611, 658, 694–5


nationalism 7, 183, 500–1


Natorp, Paul 169


natural theology, see theology


Naumann, Friedrich 566


Neander, August 136


neighbour 278, 305, 351, 355, 359, 377, 393–4, 408, 413–15, 420, 459–60, 482, 513, 533–4, 545, 557, 577, 581, 598


neo-Orthodox 1, 116, 142, 580–1, 692


New Testament, see Bible


Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed 73, 75–9, 281, 300


Niebuhr, Reinhold 59, 412, 664


Niebuhr, Richard 609


Nietzsche, Friedrich 35, 170, 196, 490


Nimmo, Paul T. 525, 632–3, 662–3


nominalism 225, 318, 492


Noordmans, Oepke 661


nothingness (das Nichtige) 31, 341–2, 348–50, 352, 354, 358–70, 377, 379, 475, 477, 619


Novak, David 622


O

O’Donovan, Oliver 488


Oakes, Kenneth 640


obedience 38, 40, 45, 53, 55–6, 114, 120, 128, 159, 180, 187, 189, 203, 215, 218, 229, 232, 243, 250–5, 269, 271, 274, 280, 287–8, 291, 316, 334–6, 358, 368, 378, 384–5, 390, 393–5, 403, 407, 415, 418–19, 425, 426, 440, 444, 447, 453, 457, 465, 473–4, 488, 493–4, 520, 522–8, 541, 549, 565, 573, 583, 586, 591, 600–1, 612, 632–3, 659, 674, 677, 682–3


Ockham, William of 91


Ogden, Schubert 564


omnipotence 122, 126, 182, 218, 224–5, 311, 349, 360, 374, 442


omnipresence 92, 122, 125, 218, 224–5


orders of creation 41, 156, 188, 351, 396, 587, 613


Origen 83, 330


orthodox, see Protestant orthodoxy


Overbeck, Franz 35, 37, 170


P

Packer, J. I. 662


Pannenberg, Wolfhart 235–6, 239, 296


parable 61, 185, 189, 190–200, 258, 310, 415, 425, 479, 556, 590–2, 596, 614–18, 628, 637, 645


paradox 37, 42, 170, 331, 350–1, 475, 493, 520, 537, 565, 624, 643


Pastors’ Emergency League 44


patristic theology 6, 19, 71–6, 78–81, 83–4, 126, 281, 415, 691


Paul 18, 20, 29–31, 34–6, 57, 110, 133, 169, 179, 198, 214, 233, 246, 256, 264, 266–70, 279, 284, 287, 298, 310, 327–9, 391, 409–10, 424, 461, 478, 521, 537, 568–9, 575, 577, 639–40, 677


peace 16–17, 26–7, 47, 62, 133, 184, 186–7, 189, 225, 303, 375, 391, 394, 419, 429, 477, 555, 558–9, 561, 603, 639; see also pacifism

Pelagian 333


penultimate 31, 199, 241, 413, 419, 478, 522


perichoresis 227, 236–7, 240, 492; see also Trinity


Pestalozzi, Rudolf 30


Peterson, Erik 149, 153, 230


phenomenology 83, 233, 384


Philoponos, Johann 236


philosophy 2, 4, 5, 7, 18, 28, 35, 40, 60, 83, 113, 117, 138, 140–1, 145, 150, 155–6, 164–5, 167, 169–72, 175, 198, 200, 214, 253, 256, 259, 264, 279, 311, 320, 344, 355, 359, 368–9, 374–8, 380, 387, 398, 401, 403, 458, 468, 482–4, 518–20, 528–30, 536, 555, 566, 589, 597, 611, 614, 622, 625–7, 639, 645, 649–51, 659, 661–2, 670, 690


Pippin, Robert 530, 630


Piscator, Erwin 171


Plasger, Georg 659


pneumatology 2, 64, 233, 246, 283–4, 294–303, 307, 330, 356, 397, 437, 471, 473, 477; see also Holy Spirit


Polansdorf, Amandus Polanus von 118


political activism 9, 181, 581


politics 2–7, 9, 23–5, 31, 39, 44, 46, 54, 56–60, 62–3, 66, 139, 162, 164–5, 171, 175, 178–91, 197, 253, 265, 306, 326, 330, 375, 382, 392–3, 396, 401, 404, 408, 413, 431, 441, 478, 500–1, 504, 506, 510, 512, 545, 550–1, 553, 555, 557–8, 560, 566, 570, 581, 586, 591, 594–5, 598, 600, 602, 606–7, 613, 645–6, 654–6, 660, 664–5


Pope Francis 559–60


Pope Paul VI 66, 147, 671


Pope Pius X 27


Pope, Stephen 482


Porter, Jean 482, 485


positive theology 197


positivism of revelation 574


post-liberalism 2, 447, 581, 588, 664


prayer 27, 40, 98, 114, 185, 205–7, 217, 232, 306, 381, 385, 411, 418–19, 431, 440, 443, 463, 476, 489, 551, 560, 584, 633, 634, 693; see also Lord’s Prayer


preaching 20, 26, 37, 49, 103–4, 114, 120, 172, 197, 199, 203, 229, 264, 266, 280, 289, 430, 435, 440, 452–60, 464, 580–92, 611; see also proclamation


predestination 57, 107–8, 110, 126–8, 283, 301, 309–12, 315–17, 473, 571, 646, 667, 692; see also election


premodern 133, 166, 170, 379, 521, 530, 642, 663


priesthood of all believers 9, 303, 448


principalities and powers 184, 369, 419


proclamation 38, 40, 56, 79, 94–5, 102–5, 110, 114, 144, 157, 159, 169, 191, 207, 233–4, 246–50, 263, 270, 272–3, 283, 412, 416, 440–1, 456–8, 465, 522, 528, 549, 568, 580–7, 590, 592, 611, 615, 643, 647, 688, 691; see also preaching, sermon, Word of God


prolegomena 40, 43, 53, 55, 145, 202–3, 208–9, 228–30, 234, 246, 280, 282, 284, 331, 642, 649


Protestant orthodoxy 1, 6, 104, 113, 116–30, 141, 252, 256, 260, 642


Protestant Theology in the Nineteenth Century 136–8, 140


protology 233, 394, 571, 576; see also creation


providence 6, 95, 124, 342, 355, 361–2, 367, 373–87, 647


Przywara, Erich 60, 147–50, 152, 154, 156, 570


Q

Quenstedt, Johannes Andreas 77, 119, 124, 216, 343, 380


R

race 7, 47, 310, 311, 336, 351, 463, 500–2, 506–13, 536, 598, 667


Rade, Helene 28


Rade, Martin 17, 19–21, 26–7, 138–9, 141, 197–8


Ragaz, Leonhard 19, 23, 164, 179, 181, 467


Rahner, Karl 215, 217, 241, 412, 670, 675–81, 683–5


Rasmussen, Larry 595


rationalism 113, 116, 121, 134, 256, 259, 279, 318, 345, 390, 566


Ratzinger, Joseph 152


Rauschenbusch, Walter 664


realism 166, 169, 173, 215, 220


reason 43, 86, 113, 119, 123, 133, 139, 141, 154, 166, 169–71, 196, 215, 230, 259, 267, 271, 275, 278–9, 301, 303, 375, 391, 400, 408, 484, 488, 502, 522–3, 525–9, 536, 610, 626–7, 629, 631, 634, 677, 681, 683, 690


reconciliation 1, 38, 47, 53, 59, 64–5, 76, 78, 106, 109, 122, 128–9, 141–2, 173, 179, 186–7, 211, 239, 241, 249, 257–8, 277, 279, 282, 285–6, 289–91, 295–6, 300, 302–5, 310, 312, 333, 352, 356–8, 366, 386, 407, 415–18, 422, 424–5, 427–8, 430, 432, 437, 442, 445, 455–6, 458, 469, 476, 489–91, 493, 548, 551, 556, 558, 560, 583–5, 590, 604, 606, 612, 616, 631, 644, 656, 678, 693–4


Redeker, Martin 139


Reeling Brouwer, Rinse H. 118, 128–9


Reformation 6, 25, 30, 46, 53, 73, 76, 80, 83–4, 86–90, 92–4, 97, 101–16, 118–19, 123, 130, 152–3, 155, 157, 159–60, 256, 280, 310, 320, 373, 375, 391, 441, 448, 454, 456–7, 513, 522, 553, 616, 663, 691


Reid, J. K. S. 662


Reinhardt, Max 171


religion 3, 7, 18, 22, 28, 30, 35, 43–4, 54, 56, 117, 119, 134–5, 140–1, 143, 164–7, 169, 175, 180, 202, 217, 269, 295, 299, 304, 306–7, 326–8, 330–1, 343, 356, 375, 391, 402, 408, 442, 500, 549, 558, 595, 614, 622–30, 632, 637–52, 660, 664–5, 695


Rendtorff, Trutz 143, 517–19, 521, 529, 658–9


repentance 48, 222, 351, 423, 463, 605, 633


reprobation 108–10, 126–8, 301, 310–13, 316, 333, 423, 471–3; see also election


responsibility 5, 8–9, 16, 23–4, 59, 63, 137, 141, 144, 178, 183, 185, 189–90, 274, 303, 326, 358, 396, 398, 412–13, 426, 432, 478–9, 525, 542, 582, 599, 602, 607, 618, 658, 695


resurrection 41, 58, 109, 180–1, 187, 199–200, 232, 246, 249–52, 256–8, 280, 289–90, 294–6, 300, 349, 366, 381, 391, 400, 409, 425, 427–8, 444, 453, 469–72, 474–5, 479, 556, 558, 615, 631, 677, 678, 680, 685


revelation
general revelation 62, 209, 641–2


God’s self-revelation 3, 102, 111–12, 114, 168–9, 172–3, 203, 205, 208–9, 227–8, 231–2, 235, 237–8, 248, 255, 257, 265, 281, 289, 313, 330–2, 358, 369, 389, 393, 402, 452, 461, 534, 607, 611, 666, 672, 676, 678


veiling and unveiling 102, 105–6, 122, 201, 223, 330, 472, 475–6, 567, 575–6




righteousness 31, 56, 65, 109, 183, 185, 189, 191, 221, 224, 264, 295, 328, 390–1, 392, 395, 419, 469, 551–2, 555–6, 643


Ritschl, Albrecht 118, 133–4, 136, 140–2, 163, 230, 259, 347


Ritschl, Dietrich 386


Roberts, Richard 468–9


Robinson, John 474


Roman Catholic, see Catholicism


Rosato, Philip 476


Rosenzweig, Franz 35–6, 47, 330, 622–3


Rothe, Richard 133, 136


Rüegg, Werner 476–7


S

Sabbath 206, 351, 403, 411, 490, 492, 592


sacrament 6, 103, 114–15, 159, 258, 332, 342, 415, 418, 446–8, 451–65


Safenwil 15, 21–5, 29, 32, 34, 36, 56, 162, 168, 181, 197, 264–5, 268, 274, 283, 408, 441, 478, 566


Salin, Edgar 65


sanctification 6, 64, 110, 141, 187, 198, 222, 251, 254, 287, 357, 394, 417, 422–5, 427–30, 432, 435, 440, 442, 444, 457, 458, 463, 485–7, 494, 552, 558, 644


Santmire, Paul 346, 595


Schaeder, Erich 29


Scheeben, Matthias 239


Schiller, Friedrich 171


Schlatter, Adolf 17, 19, 26, 88, 285


Schleiermacher, Friedrich 9, 19, 40–1, 66, 86, 101, 103, 107, 111, 113–15, 118, 134–42, 145, 163, 167, 202, 215, 225, 230, 269, 295, 298, 301, 342, 564–6, 610–12, 614, 617–19, 624–5, 642, 660, 691


Schmid, Heinrich 118, 214


Schmidt, Karl Ludwig 44


Schmitt, Carl 165


Schmitt, Franciscus Salesius 154


Schmitt, Keith Randall 468–9


Schmitz, Elisabeth 54


Schoeps, Hans-Joachim 45, 47


scholasticism 87, 90, 91–2, 99, 116–30, 155–6, 213–16, 218, 221–2, 265, 311–12, 647, 663–4, 670


Scholder, Klaus 178


Scholl, Hans 89


Scholz, Heinrich 41, 97, 172, 205


Schweitzer, Albert 138, 351, 574, 604–5


Schweitzer, Alexander 467


Second Vatican Council 66, 147, 155, 158–9, 336, 448, 457, 671, 683, 685, 695


Second World War 1, 16, 52, 58, 178–9, 183, 185–6, 188, 191, 287, 291, 359, 393, 401, 419, 501, 656, 664


Seeberg, Reinhold 89


Semler, Johann Salomo 132, 167


sermon 15, 17, 21, 22–3, 26, 35, 47–50, 86, 135, 168, 265, 268, 275, 422, 424–5, 564, 580, 582, 585–7, 589–91, 617


Sermon on the Mount 270, 492–4


sex, see gender, homosexuality


Sheehan, Jonathan 505


Sideris, Lisa 597, 600


Siebeck, Richard 135


Simmel, Georg 162


Simons, Menno 114


sin 6, 26, 47, 49, 91, 106, 108–10, 112–13, 125, 127, 136, 152–3, 159, 164, 198, 215, 278–80, 288, 301–2, 306, 316, 320, 336, 344, 354–9, 361–2, 364–6, 368–70, 381, 390–1, 395, 409, 420, 425–6, 428, 442, 445, 454, 456, 473, 477, 480, 518, 519, 520, 533, 551–2, 560, 567, 575, 577–8, 586, 639–40, 658, 674, 678


Singer, Peter 599


Smit, Dirkie 666


Social Democratic Party 23–4, 168, 180, 190, 478, 695


social gospel 392, 664


social justice 190, 396, 695


socialism 16, 22–5, 168, 178–80, 191, 266, 630, 655, 660


Soden, Hans von 139


Söhngen, Gottlieb 156


Sombart, Werner 24


Sonderegger, Katherine 327, 329, 331, 338–9, 346, 648


Soulen, R. Kendall 327, 331, 334


sovereignty, divine 2, 64, 73, 106, 126, 166, 174–5, 223, 229, 251, 254, 329, 349, 363–4, 367, 370, 378–81, 385–7, 390, 423, 426, 470, 517–19, 525, 529, 551, 556, 580, 601–2, 607, 647, 689


Spencer-Brown, George 363


Speyr, Adrienne von 402


Spinoza, Baruch de 117


Stadtland, Tjarko 475


state 23–4, 28, 31, 55–6, 62, 175, 178–80, 183, 186, 188–90, 336, 383, 392, 419, 503–4, 550, 628, 666, 694–5


status confessionis (situation of confessing) 522–3


Steck, Rudolf 18


Steinmetz, George 503


Stendahl, Krister 573


Stephan, Horst 138–9


stewardship 599–600, 602–7


Stoevesandt, Hinrich 656


Stoicism 374–5, 378, 382, 387


Stoltzfus, Philip 618


Stout, Jeffrey 559


Strauss, D. F. 223


subjectivity 119, 121, 133, 135, 141, 143, 163, 166, 168–71, 201, 203–4, 206, 209, 227–9, 249, 272, 278, 281, 296, 304, 310–11, 333, 355, 390, 396, 398–9, 424, 432, 452, 456, 459, 472, 476, 501–2, 507–13, 517–18, 520–1, 525–7, 543, 552, 610, 626, 641, 643, 658, 677–9, 683, 688


supralapsarianism, see decree


Synod of Dort 108, 127


T

Tanner, Kathryn 346, 664


Ten Commandments 45–6, 48, 50, 56, 183, 490, 492–4, 692


Tertullian 77, 347


The Humanity of God 144, 395


theodicy 217, 349, 359, 367, 369


theology
dialectical theology 25, 34, 37, 122, 129, 149, 153, 162–5, 170–1, 281, 298–9, 564–5, 567, 630; see also dialectic


evangelical theology 3, 101–2, 195–6, 618, 662, 665, 691


mediaeval theology 6, 87–95, 98–9, 376


natural theology 45, 60, 111, 117, 123–4, 141, 173, 203, 213, 222, 230, 241, 247, 251, 257–9, 384, 431, 536, 540, 561, 595, 616, 618, 641–2, 645, 662, 666, 672–3, 676–8, 680, 682, 684–5


political theology 3, 178, 550, 595


Reformed theology 30, 34, 86, 117–18, 125, 172, 202, 268–9, 655, 660, 665


theology of the cross (theologia crucis) 102, 105, 108, 386, 417, 575


theology of glory (theologia gloriae) 88, 90–1, 93, 98




theonomy 393, 522, 524


Third Reich, see National Socialism


Thomas, Günter 659


Thompson, Geoff 648


threefold office of Christ (munus triplex) 64, 187, 258–9, 280, 283, 287–90, 295, 358, 425, 451–2, 455–6, 458, 462, 476, 585, 644–5, 659


Thurneysen, Eduard 19, 23–4, 28, 30, 32, 36–7, 50, 89, 168, 181, 198, 200, 227, 230, 238, 656


Tillich, Paul 40, 59, 129, 170, 185, 580, 586, 609, 611, 613, 620


Torrance, Alan 662


Torrance, Thomas F. 346, 456, 460, 474, 612, 662


totalitarianism 58, 63, 382


transcendence 31, 113, 125, 150, 155, 166, 168, 170, 203, 206, 216, 218–19, 223, 232, 278, 284, 326, 414, 458, 468, 506, 527, 543, 567, 581, 594, 597, 607, 620, 622–32, 634–5, 647, 651, 676–680, 683, 689


Treaty of Versailles 56


Trinity 6, 43, 83, 87, 117, 122, 125, 152, 165–6, 181, 203–4, 211, 221, 228–44, 247–51, 257, 296, 300–1, 314–15, 320, 322, 323, 361, 392, 416, 527–8, 533, 672–6, 678–9, 681–2, 694; see also God

Troeltsch, Ernst 89, 113, 134, 137, 140–2, 163, 170, 347, 391, 566–7, 658–9


Tübingen 19, 30, 499


Turretin, Francis 127


two kingdoms 44, 46


U

universalism 297, 394, 473, 474, 638, 645, 655, 662


V

Van Til, Cornelius 662, 665–6


Van Til, Salomon 642


Vatican Councils, see First Vatican Council, Second Vatican Council


verbal inspiration, see Bible


Vischer, Wilhelm 327


Visser ’t Hooft, Willem A. 49, 53, 58–9, 656


vocation 6, 64, 145, 219, 251, 264, 269, 283, 345, 383, 407, 410, 422, 425, 429–32, 434, 440–2, 550, 585


Vogel, Heinrich 377


Vogt, Paul 57


W

Wagner, Falk 174, 658–9


Ward, Graham 663


Watson, Gordon 346


Weber, Max 162, 188


Webster, John 2, 346, 389, 468–9, 518–21, 529, 662–3


Weiland, J. Sperna 658


Weimar Republic 39, 165–6, 175


Weiss, Johannes 574


Welker, Michael 304, 659


Wernle, Paul 29–30, 268, 278


Werpehowski, William 413


White, Lynn 595, 597


Whitehouse, Walter 346


whiteness 501–2, 506–7, 510–11, 598


will of God 38, 53, 106, 109, 124–6, 257, 312–14, 316, 318–19, 322, 334, 347–8, 350, 361, 376–7, 381, 385–7, 472, 520, 571, 586, 599


Williams, Rowan 79


Willimon, William H. 581


Wiman, Christian 429–30


wisdom 8, 35, 125, 224, 259, 267, 271, 321, 382, 384, 392, 420, 580, 589–90, 622, 629, 631–5, 639


Wobbermin, Georg 138


Wollebius, Johannes 87, 289


Wolterstorff, Nicholas 360, 365


Wood, Donald 662


Wood, Ralph 617–18


Word of God
as Holy Scripture, see Bible


as proclamation, see proclamation


as revelation, see revelation




World Council of Churches 58, 385, 436, 447–8, 656


World Wars, see First World War, Second World War


Wuthnow, Robert 2


Wyschogrod, Michael 325, 327, 622


Y

Yoder, John Howard 482, 486–7, 656


Young, Norman 346


Z

Zantop, Susanne 503, 506


Ziegler, Philip 662


Zizioulas, John 222


Zocher, Peter 656


Zwingli, Ulrich 16, 30, 101–3, 114, 126, 138, 202, 269, 375, 618




OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
EDITED BY

PAUL DAFYDD
JONES
PAUL T.
NIMMO

= The Oxford Handbook of
KARI. BARTH

(R R D Vs W R W A |






OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Table of Contents









		Cover



		Halftitle page



		Title Page



		Copyright page



		Dedication page



		Acknowledgements



		Contents



		List of Abbreviations



		List of Contributors



		Introduction



		Part I Contextualizing Barth

		Biographical

		1. Intellectual and Personal Biography I: The Young Barth (1886–1921)

		Barth’s Family Background



		Barth’s Formative Years as a Student



		First Experiences as a Pastor



		Engagement and Marriage



		Pastor in Safenwil



		The First World War



		Breakthrough to a New Theology



		Barth’s First Commentary on Romans







		2. Intellectual and Personal Biography II: Barth in Germany (1921–1935)

		The Years in Göttingen: 1921–1925



		The Years in Münster: 1925–1930



		The Years in Bonn: 1930–1935







		3. Intellectual and Personal Biography III: Barth the Elder (1935–1968)

		Principal Duty: The Continuation of 



		Professor at the University of Basel



		Participation in the Problems of the ‘Confessing Church’



		Companionship



		Further Political Engagement



		The Doctrine of Reconciliation (



		Latter Days











		Intellectual

		4. Barth and Patristic Theology

		A Protestant Reading of the Fathers



		Barth’s Approach to Councils and Creeds



		Conclusion







		5. Barth and Mediaeval Theology

		The Theology of John Calvin: Mediaeval Theology and the Theology of Glory



		Mediaeval Works in Church Dogmatics



		Anselm amongst the Authorities



		Conclusion







		6. Barth and Reformation Theology

		Martin Luther: The Subject Matter of Theology is Proclamation



		Martin Luther: The Veiling and Unveiling of the Word of God



		Departing from the Reformers: Grounding the Word in the Being of God



		John Calvin: Jesus Christ and the Eternal Election of God



		John Calvin: Knowledge of God the Creator and Jesus Christ



		Reconsidering Luther and Calvin: The Knowledge of Ourselves in Jesus Christ



		Reconsidering Luther and Calvin: Ulrich Zwingli and Baptism



		Conclusion: Jesus Christ as the One Word and Work of God







		7. Barth and Protestant Orthodoxy

		The Development of Karl Barth’s Interaction with Protestant Orthodoxy



		The Importance of Post-Reformation Orthodoxy for Karl Barth’s Theology



		Doctrinal Topics



		Conclusion







		8. Barth and Liberal Protestantism

		Defining Liberal Theology—Barth’s Early Years and the 1914 ‘Break’



		Pro et (mostly) contra



		The Case of Albrecht Ritschl



		Continuities and Discontinuities



		Conclusion







		9. Barth and Roman Catholicism

		Barth’s Theological Development



		Dialogue Between Contemporaries



		The Renewal of Roman Catholicism



		One Church of the Living Christ







		10. Barth and Modernity

		Karl Barth and ‘Reflexive Modernization’



		Continuity in Discontinuity: Stages of Development of Barth’s Anti-modern Modern Theology



		Autonomy and Otherness







		11. Barth and Politics

		Theology as Ideology Critique



		The God of Life and the Lordless Powers



		Creation as Grace



		Reconciliation and Liberation



		The Christian Community and the Civil Community



		Conclusion





















		Part II Dogmatic Loci

		12. The Tasks of Theology

		The Beginnings and the Disruption



		In Search of Foundations



		Ressourcement for the Task of Theology and Jumping the Gun



		Fides Quaerens Intellectum and Moby Dick



		What Are We To Do In Doing Theology?



		The Practice of Theology







		13. God

		Revelation as Divine Self-demonstration



		Recasting the Doctrine of God



		The Divine Identity: Action, Love, Freedom



		Conclusion







		14. Trinity

		Barth’s Treatment of the Trinity in Göttingen (and Münster)



		Barth’s Treatment of the Trinity in Church Dogmatics I/1



		Conclusion







		15. Revelation and Scripture

		The Three Forms of the One Word of God



		Holy Scripture



		Doctrine



		Criticisms



		Conclusion







		16. Exegesis

		Scriptural Reading in Barth’s Earlier Theology



		A Theology of Scriptural Reading: Church Dogmatics I



		Conclusion: On Reading Barth as an Exegetical Theologian







		17. Jesus Christ

		The Theologian Inspired by Bad Boll



		‘God Sent His Own Son in the Likeness of Sinful Flesh’: The Second Edition of the Commentary on Romans



		Becoming Acquainted with the Doctrine of the Early Church: The Göttingen Dogmatics



		The Third Draft of the Prolegomena: A ‘Twofold Course of Christological Confession’



		The Christological Renewal in the Doctrine of Election



		Jesus Christ in the Doctrine of Reconciliation



		Conclusion







		18. The Spirit

		The Holy Spirit as the Spirit of Jesus Christ



		The Spirit of the Distinction between God and Human Being



		The Spirit of Love



		The Spirit of Freedom



		Conclusion







		19. Election

		Barth’s Critique of the Traditional Doctrine of Predestination



		Barth’s Christological Revision: Jesus Christ is the Subject and Object of Election



		The Election of the One who Loves in Freedom



		Conclusion







		20. Israel

		Recent Perspectives on Barth and Israel



		Conclusion







		21. Creation

		Method in the Doctrine of Creation



		Genesis, Creation, and Science



		Theological Anthropology



		Humanity as Male and Female



		Anthropocentrism



		Nothingness



		Angels and the Kingdom of Heaven



		Creation Ethics



		Conclusion







		22. Sin and Evil

		Sin



		Evil as das Nichtige



		Looking Back and Ahead







		23. Providence

		The Location of Providence



		Faith in Providence



		Divine Preservation



		Divine Accompanying



		Divine Ruling



		Living under God’s Providence



		Reception







		24. Human Being

		Encounter: Romans and Church Dogmatics I/2



		Election: Church Dogmatics II/2



		Freedom_ Church Dogmatics III/2



		Community: Church Dogmatics IV







		25. Christian Life

		Eschatological Existence: On the Way to The Epistle to the Romans



		Dogmatics as Prayer: The What and the How of Christian Faith



		Love and Witness: Christian Life as Love of God and Neighbour



		Being ‘in Christ’: Christian Life in the Doctrine of Reconciliation



		The Christian Life: Barth’s Ethics of Reconciliation







		26. Justification, Sanctification, Vocation

		Backdrop: ‘The Criminals with Him’



		Reconciliation as Justification, Sanctification, and Vocation



		Conclusion







		27. Church

		Existence ‘From Above’: The Church in Relation to Jesus Christ and the Spirit



		The Church as Divine Event



		Existence ‘For the World’: The Church as Human Act



		Critical Responses



		Conclusion







		28. Sacraments

		Interpretative Coordinates



		Barth’s View of Sacrament and Sacraments in Church Dogmatics







		29. Eschatology

		Jesus Christ Alone is our Hope: The Eschatological Coming of God and Redeemed Humanity



		Jesus Christ as the Gift of Redeemed Humanity: Elected and Reprobate Creature



		Time in the Provisionality of the Interim



		A Definite Passion—or, Hope’s Strange Kind of Zealous Waiting: The Eschatological Ethics of Reconciliation



		Conclusion







		30. Ethics

		Theological Ethics and Other Kinds of Ethics



		The Subject Matter of Theological Ethics



		General and Special Ethics



		The Constancy of God’s Command



		Conclusion











		Part III Thinking after Barth

		31. Barth and the Racial Imaginary

		Barth and the German Colonial Moment



		An Alternative Subjectivity



		Conclusion







		32. Barth and Modern Moral Philosophy

		‘The Fall of Ethics’ and ‘The Fall of Idealism’



		Autonomia Reformata



		Divine Command after Kant, Hegel, and Barth



		Conclusion







		33. Barth and Gender

		The Relational Human Agent



		The Relationship and Distinction between the Sexes



		A Critical Relationship to Gender Norms



		Conclusion







		34. Barth and Public Life

		The Meaning of Public Life



		The Spirit of Public Life



		Normative Directions



		A Concluding Comparison







		35. Barth and Hermeneutics

		Changing the Subject: From History to Eschatology



		Participating in the Subject Matter: A Hermeneutic of Simultaneity



		Changing the Subject Again: From Eschatology Back to History



		Participating in the Subject Matter: A Hermeneutic of Description



		Towards a New Subject: From History to Apocalyptic



		Participating in the Subject Matter: A Bifocal Hermeneutic



		Conclusion







		36. Barth and Preaching

		Barth’s Theology of Proclamation



		Freedom for Speech



		Conclusion







		37. Barth and Environmental Theology

		The Reception of Barth in Ecotheology



		The Status of Nature in Ecotheology



		Stewardship after the End of Nature



		Conclusion







		38. Barth and Culture

		Barth as Antagonist of Culture



		Barth as Defender of Culture



		Culture as Parable



		The Curious Case of Mozart



		Conclusion







		39. Barth and Judaism

		From the Old to the New



		Religious Experience



		The Transcendental Turn



		Conclusion







		40. Barth, Religion, and the Religions

		Barth on Religion as a Theological Category



		Barth on Other Religions



		Thinking after and beyond Barth on Religious Diversity



		Conclusion







		41. Barth and Contemporary Protestant Theology

		Continuing Influence



		New Conditions of Reception



		The Cultural-Philosophical Interpretation of the Munich School



		Other German Voices: Barth’s Theology as Theology for our Time



		Barth Reception in the Netherlands



		Barth’s Reception in the British Isles



		Barth as Antidote: The United States



		Non-Western Contexts: Africa and Asia



		Conclusion







		42. Barth and Roman Catholic Theology

		Karl Barth on the Trinity in Church Dogmatics



		Karl Barth in Dialogue with Walter Kasper



		Conclusion







		Afterword







		Index







Landmarks



		Cover



		Title page



		Table of Contents



		Start Reading







Pages



		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		ix



		x



		xi



		xii



		xiii



		xiv



		xv



		xvi



		xvii



		xviii



		xix



		xx



		xxi



		xxii



		xxiii



		xxiv



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362



		363



		364



		365



		366



		367



		368



		369



		370



		371



		372



		373



		374



		375



		376



		377



		378



		379



		380



		381



		382



		383



		384



		385



		386



		387



		388



		389



		390



		391



		392



		393



		394



		395



		396



		397



		398



		399



		400



		401



		402



		403



		404



		405



		406



		407



		408



		409



		410



		411



		412



		413



		414



		415



		416



		417



		418



		419



		420



		421



		422



		423



		424



		425



		426



		427



		428



		429



		430



		431



		432



		433



		434



		435



		436



		437



		438



		439



		440



		441



		442



		443



		444



		445



		446



		447



		448



		449



		450



		451



		452



		453



		454



		455



		456



		457



		458



		459



		460



		461



		462



		463



		464



		465



		466



		467



		468



		469



		470



		471



		472



		473



		474



		475



		476



		477



		478



		479



		480



		481



		482



		483



		484



		485



		486



		487



		488



		489



		490



		491



		492



		493



		494



		495



		496



		497



		498



		499



		500



		501



		502



		503



		504



		505



		506



		507



		508



		509



		510



		511



		512



		513



		514



		515



		516



		517



		518



		519



		520



		521



		522



		523



		524



		525



		526



		527



		528



		529



		530



		531



		532



		533



		534



		535



		536



		537



		538



		539



		540



		541



		542



		543



		544



		545



		546



		547



		548



		549



		550



		551



		552



		553



		554



		555



		556



		557



		558



		559



		560



		561



		562



		563



		564



		565



		566



		567



		568



		569



		570



		571



		572



		573



		574



		575



		576



		577



		578



		579



		580



		581



		582



		583



		584



		585



		586



		587



		588



		589



		590



		591



		592



		593



		594



		595



		596



		597



		598



		599



		600



		601



		602



		603



		604



		605



		606



		607



		608



		609



		610



		611



		612



		613



		614



		615



		616



		617



		618



		619



		620



		621



		622



		623



		624



		625



		626



		627



		628



		629



		630



		631



		632



		633



		634



		635



		636



		637



		638



		639



		640



		641



		642



		643



		644



		645



		646



		647



		648



		649



		650



		651



		652



		653



		654



		655



		656



		657



		658



		659



		660



		661



		662



		663



		664



		665



		666



		667



		668



		669



		670



		671



		672



		673



		674



		675



		676



		677



		678



		679



		680



		681



		682



		683



		684



		685



		686



		687



		688



		689



		690



		691



		692



		693



		694



		695



		696



		697



		698



		699



		700



		701



		702



		703



		704



		705



		706



		707



		708



		709



		710





OEBPS/images/oxfordhb-9780199689781-graphic-001.gif
OXFORD

UNIVERSITY PRESS





OEBPS/images/oxfordhb-9780199689781-graphic-002.gif
OXFORD

UNIVERSITY PRESS





