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Abstract

This thesis explores Karl Barth’s use of John's Gospel in the Church Dogmatics. It
seeks to read John with Barth, tracing the roles which the Fourth Gospel plays in his
theology, while identifying gaps and distortions in Barth’s use of John. Another
interpreter of John, Rudolph Bultmann, is also significant: despite early parallels,
much of Barth’s theology is shaped by his deep disagreement with Bultmann.

The first two chapters therefore discuss the beginnings of dialectical theology.
Bultmann and Barth retreat from systems of thought which have overwhelmed
theology and have changed its subject matter. They look to the scriptures in seeking
to develop theology which is genuinely about God, but hold different assumptions
about the place and form of revelation.

Chapter 3 considers Bultmann’s existentialist interpretation of John. Chapters 4 to
9 examine a series of different aspects of Barth’s use of the story of Jesus in John’s
Gospel. Although Barth emphasises the picture of Jesus Christ shown through his
actions, he is more of a strategist than a story-teller. He presents the Word made flesh
in a way which allows him to restructure the whole of theology so that it looks
towards Jesus Christ rather than fitting in with human systems of ideas. His
emphasis on divine decision and his exploration of the content of theology contrast
with Bultmann’s focus on individual human decisions. The role of other characters is
diminished, and the narrative sequence of the story is compressed and distorted by
Barth’s emphasis on the paramount significance of God’s decision to be incarnate.
The dualism of John’s Gospel, which becomes a dualism of human decision in
Bultmann'’s theology, becomes a dualism of knowledge and falsehood in the Church
Dogmatics, in which the real drama of the story is not the interactions between the
characters but the struggle to proclaim the truth.

Chapter 10 contains some concluding reflections on the wider implications of
John's Gospel, showing how Barth’s retreat and restructuring could be followed by a

process of reengagement with all areas of truth and experience.
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Introduction

The area of research

Watson comments that ‘from beginning to end, Barth’s Church Dogmatics is
nothing other than a sustained meditation on the texts of Holy Scripture.! Barth
himself insists that his aim is to make people students of the Bible rather than
students of himself. 2 It is curious, therefore, that within what has been called the
‘flourishing academic Barth-studies industry’,? relatively few attempts have been
made to follow him into the detailed exploration of specific biblical texts which is at
the heart of his approach to dogmatics.

Thorough analyses of Barth’s methods, assumptions and approaches to specific
doctrines are easy to find. McCormack, for example, describes Barth’s “critically
realistic dialectical theology’;* Nimmo writes about Barth’s ‘actualistic ontology’;?
Jiingel analyses the “Trinitarian being of God in the theology of Karl Barth’®; Kreck
examines the ‘Basic decisions in Karl Barth’s Dogmatics’;” Menke-Peitzmeyer
describes the ‘Subjectivity and self-interpretation of the triune God’ in Barth’s
theology;® and Gunton discusses ‘Platonism and exemplarism in Barth’s
Christology’.? There are many who seek to distil from the Church Dogmatics some set
of theological or methodological principles. It is unusual, however, to come across an
author whose aim is to look in depth at particular passages of scripture with Barth,
comparing Barth’s exegesis with the text itself and with the work of biblical
scholars.10 Few focus on the kind of sustained encounter with the specifics of the text

of scripture which Barth sought for himself and his readers.

1 Watson, 2000, p. 57

2 Quoted by Busch, 2004, p. ix-x

3 Higton and McDowell, 2004, p. 2

4 McCormack, 1995

5 Nimmo, 2007, p. 1

¢ Jiingel, 2001

7 Kreck, 1978, my translation

8 Menke-Peitzmeyer, 2002, my translation

9 Gunton, 2007, p. 187-200

10A rare example is Ticciati, 2005, writing on Barth and Job. I refer to works on Barth and John later
in this introduction.
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Perhaps the main reason for this imbalance is the compartmentalised structure of
academic theology, within which Barth has mostly found an audience among

systematic theologians rather than biblical scholars. Bauckham writes:

In the modern period, but especially in the last few decades, the disciplines of biblical
studies and systematic theology have grown so far apart as to seem hardly within
shouting distance of each other. The two disciplines are natural partners who have lost
the means of effective communication with each other, so absorbed have they become in

their own issues.!!

That division is well illustrated by my shelf of commentaries on John, in which
Barth’s name is never mentioned. A book of papers from a conference on the Gospel
of John and Christian Theology, attempting to bridge the gap identified by
Bauckham above, is highly unusual in referring to Barth eight times.’> A comment
elsewhere from Wright expresses the widespread lack of interest in Barth from the

world of biblical scholarship:

Few if any of the systematic or philosophical theologians of the last couple of generations
have written serious works on scripture itself; that is, on what the text actually says...
Perhaps theologians have been warned off by the example of Karl Barth, who provided a
great deal of exegesis within his Church Dogmatics, not much of which has stood up to

sustained examination.!3

There are, indeed, some serious problems and limitations in Barth’s use of John's
Gospel, as will be described in this thesis. In contrast to Wright, however, I believe
that Barth’s approach to John’s Gospel contains important and valid insights into the
theological significance of that text. Furthermore, in contrast with most scholars of
Barth, it seems to me that the most fruitful way to study Barth and to get to the heart
of his approach to theology is to seek to read specific texts of scripture with him. This
process aims to accompany Barth in what he himself says that he is doing, and is
what he himself asks of those who study him.

My research has centred on a careful reading of the Church Dogmatics, in which I

have highlighted and considered all the places where Barth refers to John’s Gospel,

11 In Bauckham and Mosser, 2008, p. x

12 Bauckham and Mosser, 2008 (from the first St Andrews Conference on Scripture and Theology,
held in 2003)

13 Wright, 2005, p. 10
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or uses Johannine themes such as light and glory, or uses descriptions such as “Word
made flesh’. I have also marked these references on a large copy of the text of the
Gospel in order to identify the passages, verses and phrases which Barth focuses on
and those which he neglects.

I have found that Barth makes considerable use of John, especially John's
descriptions of Jesus Christ, his incarnation and his relationship to the Father. Barth
uses John's Gospel to support a strategic restructuring of theology, so that all areas of
theology look towards Jesus Christ. However, Barth’s theology is extensive, complex
and multi-faceted, and the limited observations in this thesis do not amount to a
claim to have discovered the one master key that unlocks the whole of the Church
Dogmatics. There are many patterns in Barth’s work, and this thesis does not seek to
compete with those who have found other ways of understanding its shape as a
whole.'* Nor is this a claim that John’s Gospel becomes the most significant part of
scripture for Barth. The Church Dogmatics refers to every book of the Bible, including
frequent engagements with Paul’s letters and the Synoptic Gospels. To compare the
significance and extent of Barth’s use of John with that of any other single text would
require further research of a similar scale to this.

In looking at Barth’s use of John,  have made comparisons with the work of
Bultmann, which is unique in having made a significant impact both on modern
systematic theology and on Johannine studies, bridging the gap mentioned above.
Unlike Barth, Bultmann is mentioned frequently in commentaries on John, and is
usually the modern writer referred to most often by later commentators.
Furthermore, Barth's rejection of Bultmann’s existentialism plays a significant role in
shaping his own interpretation of John. For these reasons, Bultmann has been an
obvious and useful third person to include. Although I make occasional references to
other New Testament scholars, there is no attempt here to survey the whole field of
modern New Testament scholarship, or to explore Barth’s interactions with it, or to
bring Barth into further dialogue with it. Such research, though interesting, would
again be beyond the scope of this thesis. Although I examine some of the background

to the work of Barth and Bultmann in order to explore their relationship and the

14 E.g. Hunsinger, 1991 and Berkouwer, 1956
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strategic issues they were facing, this thesis does not seek to engage in debates about
different phases in the development of Barth’s thought. The Church Dogmatics itself is
the focus of this research, and I have not sought to compare it with the lectures on

John first given by Barth in 1925.15

Previous writing on Barth and John’s Gospel

It is surprising how little appears to have been written about Barth’s use of John’s
Gospel in the Church Dogmatics.1® A paper written by Parker in 1957 comments that,
by the time Barth had started to write the Church Dogmatics, John’s Gospel ‘had
become one of the chief factors determining his thought.”'”” However, Parker’s
twelve pages provide scope for little more than a survey of Barth’s use of John 1.14 in
Volume 1.2. More recently, Cunningham provides a short exploration of Barth’s use
of Ephesians and John in the doctrine of election.'® There has been some work on
Barth’s lectures on John, such as an article by Plasger,' although his focus is on
hermeneutical issues rather than the specific theological implications of John.

By far the longest analysis of Barth’s use of John in the Church Dogmatics is the
published version of Denker’s PhD thesis, Das Wort wurde messianischer Mensch: Die
Theologie Karl Barths und die Theologie des Johannesprologs.?’ Denker’s work comments
on many of the places in the Church Dogmatics on which John 1.1-18 has a significant
influence. However, his analysis is dominated by his distinctive interest in Jewish-
Christian dialogue. His focus on the Jewishness of John’s Gospel causes him to
ignore Barth’s own concern to develop an authentically Christian theology centred
on the divine and human Jesus Christ. When, for example, Denker adapts John 1.14
to say that the ‘Dabar of J[HIWH became Jewish flesh’,?! he is able to draw on Barth’s

strong sense of the importance of the Old Testament and John's use of Old Testament

15 Barth, 1976

16 My searches have included use of the Barth Literature Search Project at
http:/ /webserver.thuk.nl/barth/index_Eng.htm and the ATLA Religion Database at
http:/ /web.ebscohost.com

17 Parker, 1957, p. 52

18 Cunningham, 1995

19 Plasger, 2000

20 Denker, 2002

21 Denker, 2002, p. 248; translations of Denker’s German here are my own
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imagery, but his agenda pulls him away from an attentive tracing of Barth’s own
strategic aims.

Krotke's review of Denker’s book notes his avoidance of important Christological
issues and his description of God’s dwelling with his people as something constantly
coming and beginning, rather than as a unique completed event.?? Denker correctly
identifies the fact that John 1.1-18 is important for Barth’s whole theology;?* however,
his subsequent attempt to use the pervasive theological influence of the prologue to
lever the whole of Christian theology into a form which is more harmonious with
Judaism is of little relevance to my own research. Denker stresses the “horizontal’
dimension of history, nation and promise over the ‘vertical’ dimension of a
‘paradoxical God-becomes-human Christology’, calling for the early Church’s
doctrines of the Trinity and the incarnation to be reformulated in that context.?
However, this vertical dimension is very significant for both Barth and John, while
Barth’s theology prioritises the doctrine of the Trinity without any apparent concern
for inter-faith dialogue. Denker’s focus on the interpretation of the prologue as a
Jewish-Christian document rather than on the whole text of John’s Gospel also leaves
his work somewhat detached from the particularities of Jesus’ life, crucifixion and
resurrection. His work shows a creative way of seeking to adapt Barth’s theology to
facilitate discussions between Jews and Christians, but I have not found it to be a
helpful guide to Barth’s theology itself.

My own research has led in a different direction, seeking to understand Barth’s
use of John in terms of the issues he himself was facing. This thesis therefore begins
with a discussion of the beginnings of dialectical theology, setting the scene for the
origins of the work of both Bultmann and Barth. It describes how they both make a
retreat away from systems of thought which have previously overwhelmed theology,
seeking to hear the authentic Word of God. It goes on to show how John’s Gospel is
especially significant for both of them in seeking to bear witness to that Word in very

different ways. Barth’s use of John is, above all, strategic, moving from his initial

22 Krotke, 2006, p. 83-85
2 Denker, 2002, p. 1
24 Denker, 2002, p. 155, 167
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retreat to an ambitious, tactical and defensive restructuring of theology which is

dependent on John's account of the Word made flesh.
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| Losing the battle

I.I1 Karl Barth (1886-1968), the master strategist

A significant aspect of Barth’s character which is often overlooked is shown in this
description of his childhood: “Until I was sixteen, I lived and dreamed of military
exploits. My brothers and I would play with lead soldiers for hours on end and did
so with great seriousness.?>” It was only Barth’s poor eyesight which exempted him
from military service as an adult, but he had by then enjoyed four years of
‘passionate involvement in the exercises and route marches of the Berne cadet
corps.’?¢ He always maintained an interest in military history. Reflecting on his time

opposing the rise of National Socialism in Germany, this Swiss theologian wrote:

In forming my opinions and defending them I paid very close attention to both German
and... Prussian history - from Bismarck’s life and speeches to the military actions of
Frederick the Great and Moltke and the campaigns of the present century... I could give

as good an account of the details in this sphere as many of the German nationalists.?”

Barth’s interest in military history was surprisingly wide-ranging. Soon after
retiring, he visited America, where one of his main objectives was to see the
battlefields of the American Civil War, which he had studied in depth. He said that
in Gettysburg ‘a smart young officer showed me and explained to me all the things
that I knew from books.’?

Scholars of Barth often refer to his disapproval of the Kaiser’s war policy in 1914,
and his opposition to the Nazis as stated in the Barmen Declaration. His responses can
then appear to us simply to be those of a peaceful academic theologian who just
happened to find himself in the midst of an era of exceptional political upheaval and
military conflict. But such a view misses something of central importance about the
workings of Barth’s own mind. He was a man who understood military tactics

clearly, and took great delight in analysing them.

25 Quoted in Busch, 1994, p. 16
26 Quoted in Busch, 1994, p. 26
27 Quoted in Busch, 1994, p. 217
28 Quoted in Busch, 1994, p. 460
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In this thesis, I will show that Barth’s approach to theology resembles the work of
a great military strategist. He is like a general whose penetrating gaze can take in the
shape of a whole campaign; a man who makes plans on a vast scale and who
oversees their implementation with an iron will and with unyielding precision. In his
Church Dogmatics, Barth manipulates the whole shape of theology like a great
tactician deploying his troops. He can see the high ground where his units will be
strongest, and he knows where he must set up his supply lines in order that his
forces may function reliably. He knows how to seize territory and how to defend it.
He knows where his soldiers would be vulnerable. He knows when it is necessary to
withdraw from battle, and he knows how to regroup and rebuild in the most

strategic location so that he may seize power again.

1.2 Theology which is not about God

Barth began his work on dialectical theology with an awareness that a great battle
was being lost. Once, the whole of human knowledge had been seen in the context of
an understanding of scripture and Christian tradition. God had been perceived as
sovereign over the normal world of nature, human history and experience, so that
theology could exist securely and authentically in that world. Beliefs about the world
were placed in the context of beliefs about God, without conflict. But, with the rise of
modernity, the understanding of that realm had been conquered by powerful new
forms of human rationality and investigation, which were able to operate without
reference to ideas about God. Theology, still attempting to operate in that same realm
but no longer ruling it, had become the servant of human culture and was being
transformed into its image.

Friedrich Gogarten (1887-1967), sharing similar views, is remembered especially

for the challenge he laid down in his article Between the Times in 1920:

Now is the hour of decline. We see the disintegration in everything. That means we are
acutely sensitive to the human element. We feel how it has asserted itself today in
everything - including the most refined concept of God. And we raise the question, in all

seriousness, whether today there are any men who can really conceive of God... We are
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so deeply immersed in humanity that we have lost God... None of our thoughts reach

beyond the human sphere.?

Rudolf Bultmann (1884-1976) summarised the changes in the nature of theology as
a result of the Enlightenment, showing how it had been turned into branches of other

areas of human knowledge:

In the course of the nineteenth century and by the beginning of the twentieth, theology
became essentially the science of religion. The biblical sciences became branches of the
history of religion, and the same was true of church history insofar as it did not become
simply profane history. Systematic theology became the philosophy or psychology of
religion (Ernst Troeltsch and Rudolf Otto), and practical theology was now simply

religious folklore, psychology of religion, and education.30

Barth was critical of the assumptions of the Enlightenment, and of the liberal
theology which had followed it. He disapproved of what he saw as modernity’s
arrogant absolutism: ‘a system of life based upon the belief in the omnipotence of
human powers,”3! a shift to an “anthropocentric” view of the universe.3? This, he
believed, had profoundly distorted Christian theology. ‘Humanisation had to mean,
if not the abolition, at least the incorporation of God into the sphere of sovereign
human self-awareness.’33

From Barth’s perspective, a battle was being lost. The human race had developed
‘a capacity for thinking which was responsible to no other authority.’3* Theology was
being forced to fit in with humanist assumptions, to the point where talk about ‘God’
was simply functioning as a way of talking about human values and experiences.
Barth condemned this, saying: ‘One can not speak of God simply by speaking of man
in a loud voice.”>

His first series of lectures in dogmatics, given in Gottingen in 1924-5, therefore

began with the insistent call to this essential principle for theology: “We have to

2 Gogarten, 1968, p. 279

30 Bultmann, 1984, p. 50 (written in 1941)

31 Barth, 2001a, p. 22 (from lectures given in 1932)
32 Barth, 2001a, p. 24

3 Barth, 2001a, p. 70

3¢ Barth, 2001a, p. 25

3 Barth, 1935, p. 196 (written in 1922)
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consider the fact that in some way we have to speak about God.”3¢ He went on to

observe, sharply:

Is it an insignificant matter that this whole discipline bears the name theology? Or do
modern theologians really think that man and his religion are the first datum, self-
grounded and ultimate, and that God simply relates to these as predicate to subject, a

predicate that is posited later, and can only be posited later?37

Bultmann expressed similar views at that time: “The subject of theology is God, and
the chief charge to be brought against liberal theology is that it has dealt not with
God but with man.”38

The problem Barth identified was not only the obvious matter of a shift in
authority during modernity, a decrease of the role of the inheritance of faith recorded
in scripture and the tradition of the Church, and an increase in the respect for the
power of human reason and investigation. The problem also included a change in the
identity of the subject matter of theology. He claimed that modern theology was no
longer concerned with God, which was as critical and damning as claiming that
modern geology was no longer concerned with rocks.

Instead of describing God and then showing the divine purpose, context and
nature of all that exists and of all rationality, theology had adopted subsidiary
positions within humanist systems of knowledge. Theology had become, for
example, a way of talking about morality and values, or exploring human feelings, or
studying human cultural history, filling in whatever gaps could be found within
modern systems of thought.

Barth addressed the General Assembly of the Union of Reformed Churches in
1923, summarising this transformation in Christian thought and preaching: ‘We had
lost the wonder of God, and now we had to learn to eke out an increasingly difficult
and miserable existence by asserting the wonder of the world, the miracle of history

and of the inner life (all equally questionable!).”3®

36 Barth, 1991, p.6

37 Barth, 1991, p. 81

38 Bultmann, 1969, p. 29 (written in 1924)
39 Barth, 1935, p. 246
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Barth’s allegations shocked many of his teachers and colleagues. Liberal
theologians believed that they had been making important and meaningful progress
by uniting theology with the most advanced discoveries of modern thought,
observation and experience. Adolf von Harnack (1851- 1930) protested to Barth in
1923:

‘Whatever is true, honourable, just, gracious, if there is any excellence, anything worthy
of praise, think on these things’ - if this liberating admonition still stands, how can one
erect barriers between the experience of God (Gotteserlebnis) and the good, the true and
the beautiful, instead of relating them with the experience of God by means of historical

knowledge and critical reflection?40

Liberal theologians assumed that the advances of modern culture and the
discoveries of great minds would bring a deeper knowledge of God. German
protestant scholarship appeared to be flourishing, as many academics worked
persistently and creatively to weave together Christianity and modern thought. This
synthesis was threatened by the dialectical theologians. As Rumscheidt observes,
Harnack ‘feared for the good conscience theology had finally achieved in its
successful struggle to establish harmony between faith and the world, between the
teaching of Jesus and the wisdom of Goethe and Kant, between the kingdom of God
and the policies of Kaiser Wilhelm II."41

To Barth, it seemed that this harmony had been achieved at the price of surrender
to the ideologies of the modern world. Theologians had adapted their ideas to fit in
with a powerful changing culture, accepting whatever roles they could maintain
within it. Such a strategy resembles that of a once-great nation which submits to the
power of a neighbouring empire and becomes a vassal state. This kind of submission
allows some of the trappings and traditions of independence to be maintained, and
appears preferable to being obliterated, but it is still an enslavement. A theology
which capitulates to modernity inevitably loses most of its power and authenticity. It

has changed its very nature and, as Barth observed, is no longer talking about God.

40 Quoted in Rumscheidt, 1972, p. 30
41 Rumscheidt, 1972, p. 18
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1.3 Theology as ethics

The shift in the subject matter of theology is shown especially clearly and
decisively in the work of Immanuel Kant (1724-1804). Kant’s philosophy focused on
human reason and perception, allowing no place for traditional Christian
metaphysics or natural theology or revelation. Kant believed that the human mind
has no access to things as they are in themselves, so that it is impossible to obtain
knowledge of God directly or through the natural world. Nor, in Kant’s view, is God
seen as an active, personal agent who has done what is necessary to make himself
known reliably to human beings. Kant still assumed the existence of God and the
relevance of faith, but the only space for God in his thought was in support of the
human exploration of principles of morality and duty. The real subject matter of
theology, under Kant’s influence, was now ethics.

Barth’s strategic survey of the modern theological landscape attributed great
importance to Kant’s lasting significance, and to the tactical implications of the
various possible responses to him. Barth had great respect for Kant, saying that in
him and in his Critique of Pure Reason, ‘the eighteenth century saw, understood and
affirmed itself in its own limitations.”#> Barth saw Kant standing at the ‘turning-point
of his age’, a figure to whom all subsequent thinkers would have to respond. Kant
had analysed accurately both the power and the limitations of human reason, in a
way which had huge implications for theology. Barth wrote: ‘From now on theology
would no longer be able to formulate its tenets, no matter on what foundation it
might base them, without having acquired a clear conception of the method of
reason.’#3

Barth partly agreed with Kant, sharing the view that human reason had no direct
access to God. He also rejected the classical assumption that theology could be
founded on metaphysical principles deduced from nature, as McCormack

summarises:

The problem with classical metaphysics, in Barth’s view, was that it believed that the

‘spiritual world” was simply a ‘higher, supernatural counter-world or world behind’ the

42 Barth, 2001a, p. 252
43 Barth, 2001a, p. 259
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natural world. But such a “‘world” was merely the counter-pole of the natural world.
Rather than escaping from the natural world, such a conception of the ‘spiritual world

still belonged to it.#

Barth therefore agreed with Kant’s sense of the limitations placed on human
reason and on theology if there is assumed to be no kind of special revelation from
God. Barth believed that Kant’'s work accurately identified the strategic possibilities
open to subsequent theology. He characteristically described this development in
terms of military power and strategy, commenting in 1932 on “the dictation of peace
terms with which Kant, commandingly enough, advanced upon theology’.4> He
summarised the ‘Kantian enterprise” in the following statement: ‘If the reality of
religion is confined to that which, as religion within the limits of reason alone, is
subjected to the self-critique of reason, then religion is that which is fitting to the
ideally practical nature of pure reason, and that only."4¢

Many theologians had been happy to accept the obvious option and to submit to
the terms for peace dictated by Kant. Barth therefore observed that “theology can take
the Kantian premise just as it is as its standpoint’.4” Barth saw this strategy leading to
the ideas of “the so-called rationalistic theologians” and of Albrecht Ritschl (1822-
1889) and Wilhelm Herrmann (1846-1922). This approach is happy to capitulate to
Kant’s expectation that theology should be “practical” - an exploration of moral
principles which is informed by rational reflection.

Ritschl, for example, saw religious doctrines as value judgements, in contrast to
objective, scientific statements. He rejected Christian doctrines which attempted to
describe God, such as the Definition of Chalcedon, believing that God himself is not
an object of theoretical interest. He followed Kant in removing metaphysics from
theology. Instead he emphasised the Church as a moral community of people
making the value judgement that their highest good is found in the Kingdom of God.
This focus on value judgements gave theology its own special territory within a

Kantian framework, removing it from conflicts with philosophy and science. Ritschl

44 McCormack, 1995, p. 221
45 Barth, 2001a, p. 290
46 Barth, 2001a, p. 291
47 Barth, 2001a, p. 292
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also affirmed the value of historical methods in bringing knowledge of Jesus and the
early Church.48

Herrmann, similarly, rejected metaphysics and made an absolute distinction
between faith and knowledge. He believed that Christianity gave a portrait of Jesus
as an exemplary man, an image which would still be valid even if Jesus had not
existed. For him, religion was directly experienced by the individual, giving access to
a higher realm, above science, which was the self-authenticating experience of being
in communion with God. This again removed theology from conflicts with
philosophy and science, placing it in its own private sphere. But this left no sense
that God had acted to reveal himself publicly to the world.4

Barth, in the light of Kant’s philosophy, agreed that human reason and natural
theology cannot provide us with genuine knowledge of God. He agreed that it is
impossible for human beings to construct an objective system of metaphysics.
However, contrary to Kant, he proclaimed that God had taken the initiative and had
acted in Jesus Christ to make himself known and to redeem us. For these reasons,

McCormack labels Barth’s dialectical theology as ‘critically realistic’.

The ‘real’” for Barth was not the world known empirically. The truly ‘real” is the wholly
otherness of the Self-revealing God in comparison with whom the empirical world is
mere shadow and appearance. Moreover, there is no epistemological way which leads

from the empirical world to its divine source.5

Barth resisted Kant’s transformation of the subject matter of theology into ethics, but
he remained interested in the ethical implications of Christianity. Volumes II, III and
IV of the Church Dogmatics each include lengthy discussions of ethics, but they are
placed in the context of divine initiative and action, and follow on from systematic
theology rather than driving it. 5!

Bultmann, however, fitted much more comfortably into the tradition established
by Kant. He followed Kant, Ritschl and Herrmann in rejecting attempts to make

objective descriptions of God. He also maintained Herrmann’s emphasis on the faith

48 See Livingston, 2006a, p. 271-281

49 See Chapman, 2000, p. 246-247

50 McCormack, 1995, p. 130

51 CD I1.2, II1.4 and 1V, and see Chapter 8.7 below
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and experience of the individual, seeing that as the point at which God acts.>? Like
Herrmann, he was inclined to look for a realm within modern thought in which
theology could operate, and found this in the radical discourse of existentialism.

Bultmann'’s existentialism kept theology within the practical realm which Kant
had indicated. For him, theology still concerned the matter of human decisions about
how to live. But Bultmann'’s strong Lutheran belief in justification by faith
contributed to the existentialist slant which he gave to his Neo-Kantian inheritance.
Thiselton comments that, for Bultmann, ‘neither morality nor knowledge in
accordance with law can be other than “works” in the Lutheran sense.”> For
Bultmann, it was not our actions themselves or our discussions of moral principles
which were of central theological importance: it was the individual decision to have
faith and to live authentically.

For Bultmann, a focus on ethics themselves would have seemed like dangerous
objectification and an attempt to rely on human constructs rather than God.
Therefore, despite being much closer to Kant than Barth was, he was far less
interested in ethical questions. He sought to detach Christianity from culture by
taking a much more individualistic approach, as shown in this comment: ‘It is thus
entirely self-evident that religion is a private matter and has nothing to do with the
State.’54

He also admitted later that, in contrast to Barth, the First World War “was not a
shattering experience’ for him, and that he did not believe it had influenced his
theology.?> Though his theology concerned the significance of individual choices, he
was far less interested in the ethical implications of Christian faith on a larger
historical and political scale.

Both Barth and Bultmann accepted the Kantian view that we do not have the
capacity to know God as he is in himself, and that we are unable to deduce a true
system of metaphysics. Both, however, rejected the idea that theology should be

primarily concerned with our rational reflection on ethical ideas. Both, therefore,

52 See Fergusson, 1992, p. 11-12 and note 9 on p.25, which refers to Bultmann’s frequent quoting of
Herrmann’s comment: ‘Of God we can only say what he does to us.”

53 Thiselton, 1980, p. 212

54 Bultmann, 1968b, p. 213

5% Quoted by Fergusson, 1992, p. 23
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made retreats in which they sought to find God’s revelation of himself elsewhere.
Barth’s retreat was more radical, claiming that real knowledge of God had been
given through Jesus Christ, enabling him subsequently to return in force to the area
of ethics. Bultmann’s retreat was in some ways a capitulation to Kant, finding his
own existentialist Lutheran angle on Kant’s moral reflections, and narrowing his

focus to the realm of individual decisions.

I.4 Theology as feeling

Barth noted that another possible strategy in response to Kant was to accept Kant’s
methods, but to employ an ‘immanent critique’. He wrote: ‘It can undertake to
broaden and enrich the conception of reason which forms the premise by pointing
out that there is yet another capacity a priori which is part of the necessities of human
reason, apart from the theoretical and practical ones: the capacity of feeling.">

The pioneer of this approach had been Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768-1834),
whom Barth regarded as holding ‘first place in a history of the theology of the most
recent times,” and the founder of an era.5” Schleiermacher opposed the equation of
religion with morality, and any attempt to defend it on the grounds that it was good
for individuals and society. He believed that ‘to recommend religion by such means
would only increase the contempt to which it is at present exposed.”5® He insisted:
‘Piety cannot be an instinct craving for a mess of metaphysical and ethical crumbs.”>

Schleiermacher had been strongly influenced by the Romantic Movement. He
warned that Christianity was being ‘held in despicable bondage by the scholastic
spirit of a barbarian and cold time.’®® He therefore distinguished religion from both
science and morality,®! and rooted it instead in feeling and contemplation,
attempting to convince his fellow Romantics that it was of paramount importance to

them.

5 Barth, 2001a, p. 292
57 Barth, 2001a, p. 411
58 Schleiermacher, 1958, p. 19
59 Schleiermacher, 1958, p. 31
60 Schleiermacher, 1958, p. 15
61 Schleiermacher, 1958, p. 35
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The contemplation of the pious is the immediate consciousness of the universal existence
of all finite things, in and through the Infinite, and of all temporal things in and through
the Eternal. Religion ... is a life in the infinite nature of the Whole, in the One and in the

All, in God, having and possessing all things in God, and God in all.62

In this way, Schleiermacher elevated humanity’s spiritual experiences above
particular doctrines and ideas. He saw religious teachings as the results of reflection
on such feelings rather as revealed truths. In his view, it was not enough to receive a
set of doctrines from others: truly religious people will experience these truths for
themselves. ‘Not every person has religion who believes in a sacred writing, but only
the man who has a lively and immediate understanding of it, and who, therefore, so
far as he himself is concerned, could most easily do without it.”63

He set out his theological method clearly in order to give central place to religious
experience, writing: ‘All doctrines properly so called must be extracted from the
Christian religious self-consciousness, i.e. the inward experience of Christian
people.”®* For Schleiermacher, therefore, the Bible found its importance as a record of
human religious experiences rather than as an authoritative form of divine revelation
in itself. He believed that God could not be known as he is in himself, but only as he
relates to us within our own experience.%

As a result, he placed the doctrine of the Trinity in a brief chapter at the conclusion
of his weighty book of systematic theology, The Christian Faith,%¢ explaining that it
was ‘not an immediate utterance concerning the Christian self-consciousness’. He
described it as the “cap-stone” of the structure of theology, believing that it depended
on many other more fundamental ideas, whereas Barth later treated it as the
foundation stone. Schleiermacher also rejected miracles, the efficacy of intercessory
prayer and any idea of the supernatural.®”

Schleiermacher’s approach finds a more distinctive, specialised role for Christian
belief than Kant’s ethics, identifying a different mode of human experience and

reflection. It employs theology as a means of articulating and nurturing profound

62 Schleiermacher, 1958, p. 36

63 Schleiermacher, 1958, p. 91

64 Schleiermacher, 1928, p. 265

65 Schleiermacher, 1928, p. 52

66 Schleiermacher, 1928, p. 738-751
67 Schleiermacher, 1928, p. 178-184
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human experiences, centred on the feeling of absolute dependence on God. Christian
faith now becomes a means of exploring the poetic, emotional, intuitive aspects of
human personality, and thereby gains some sense of its own independence within its
own distinctive realm.

However, as in the first strategy, this is a human-centred approach to theology,
which again greatly diminishes the objective importance of doctrines about God.
Livingston notes that his approach ‘led to a purging of all doctrine and practice that
failed to find any place in the Christian experience of redemption - e.g., the virgin
birth, the Trinity, the second coming of Christ.”®® The appearances of the Christian
life can be maintained, but much which has usually been regarded as central to
Christianity is lost. Although this strategy is more assertive in its response to Kant, it
still functions by looking for a congenial space within the framework Kant has
imposed. Barth therefore saw this second approach as a strategy of surrender, similar
to the approach of regarding theology as ethics. He wrote: ‘Both these first
possibilities have it in common that theology desires in principle to keep to the
Kantian terms for peace, and to enter into negotiations, merely, with their dictator.”®

Barth believed that such theology could not be defended against the allegation
made by Ludwig Feuerbach (1804-1872) that it was simply anthropology, the result
of the projection of subjective human feelings. Feuerbach had asserted that
‘consciousness of God is self-consciousness; knowledge of God is self-knowledge.”7?

Barth commented:

Human self-awareness, determined namely as pious self-awareness, was doubtless for
Schleiermacher the central subject of his theological thought. In the very places where the
theology of the Reformation had said ‘the Gospel” or ‘the Word of God” or ‘Christ’,
Schleiermacher, three hundred years after the Reformation, now says ‘religion” or

‘piety’ .71

Barth therefore observed that the theme of Schleiermacher’s “anthropocentric’

theology was human ‘religious consciousness.’”? For Barth, this was a fatal flaw in a

68 Livingston, 2006a, p. 105
9 Barth, 2001a, p. 292

70 Feuerbach, 1957, p. 12

71 Barth, 2001a, p. 444

72 Barth, 2001a, p. 449
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theology, meaning that it focused on a dimension of human experience instead of on

God. He wrote:

With all due respect to the genius shown in his work, I can not consider Schleiermacher a
good teacher in the realm of theology because, so far as I can see, he is disastrously dim-
sighted in regard to the fact that man as man is not only in need but beyond all hope of
saving himself; that the whole of so-called religion, and not least the Christian religion,

shares in this need;”?

Barth disagreed deeply with Schleiermacher, but did so with great respect, looking
closely at the details of his work. He wrote that ‘it is impossible to consider
Schleiermacher thoroughly without being very strongly impressed.’”* Barth regarded
Schleiermacher not as someone who could be easily dismissed, but as someone
whose flawed theology was sophisticated and highly attractive. He called him ‘the
great Niagara Falls” to which the theology of two centuries was inexorably drawn.”>
Schleiermacher, as the father of modern protestant theology, had exerted a pervasive
influence, and Barth was thorough in seeking to avoid his errors.

Schleiermacher’s emphasis on human experience amounted, as Hart describes, to
a claim that ‘all humans are naturally fitted for an encounter with Infinity,’7¢ an idea
which Barth carefully and systematically rejected. Much of Barth’s work therefore
involved trying to steer theology far away from a solution which had seemed so
promising to many, but which he believed led to ruin. For Barth, theology had to
focus on the ways that God had actually revealed himself, not on any faculty or
potential or experience found within human beings.

Bultmann, by contrast, thought much more highly of Schleiermacher’s approach.
His theology kept Schleiermacher’s emphasis on the experience of the individual and
affirmed Schleiermacher’s belief in the importance of hermeneutics.”” At times he did
appear to share Barth’s wariness of the danger of turning theology into a study and

affirmation of an aspect of human personality. He insisted in 1924 that ‘God

73 Barth, 1935, p. 195-196

74 Barth, 2001a, p. 412

75 Quoted by Gerrish, 1984, p. 6
76 Hart, 2000b, p. 39

77 See Bultmann, 1984, p. 71
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represents the radical negation and sublimation of man.””® However, in focusing on
the divine challenge to the individual, he gave an account of the event of revelation
which seemed to Barth like a study of human religiosity rather than the Word of
God. Looking back in 1968, Barth commented:

No wonder that the closeness, and even the alliance, which once supposedly existed
between us, could only be something apparent and transitory, as later became painfully
evident: Bultmann was and is a continuator of the great tradition of the nineteenth

century, and thus in new guise, a genuine pupil of Schleiermacher.”
1.5 Theology as human progress

In an era of unprecedented scientific, intellectual, industrial and economic
progress, many theologians were drawn to equate that progress with the coming of
the Kingdom of God and with the work of the Holy Spirit in the world. Instead of
moving into the specialist areas of ethics or feelings, such theologians embraced the
whole triumphant advance of German civilisation and labelled it as divine.

This tendency owes much to Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770-1831), who had
reinterpreted Christianity to describe the progress of Spirit within human history
through a dialectical process involving conflicting and advancing ideas. God, for
Hegel, was dissolved into history, within which the Spirit was actualised through the
progress of ideas in all areas of human thought, culminating in Hegel’s own
philosophy. Hegel saw this as the true meaning of Christianity, but his interpretation
was a radical shift away from a theistic view of a transcendent God.8°

Barth described Hegel’s philosophy as ‘the philosophy of self-confidence’, 8!
commenting:

This is what makes for Hegel’s genius, what makes him typically modern, and suited to

his time: the fact that he dared to want to invent such a method, a key to open every lock,

a lever to set every wheel working at once, an observation tower from which not only all

78 Bultmann, 1969, p. 29

79 Barth, 1982, p. 270

80 See Singer, 2001, p. 105-108
81 Barth 2001a, p. 377
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the lands of the earth, but the third and seventh heavens, too, can be surveyed at a

glance.82

Although Barth disagreed strongly with Hegel's assumptions, he defended him
against those who later ridiculed him, seeing that Hegel had given an honest voice to
the absolute confidence of modern thought. In Hegel’s system, it was clear to see that
theology had become the study of human thought and culture. Barth wrote: "Hegel’s
living God - he saw God’s aliveness well, and saw it better than many theologians -
is actually the living man.’83

Those who thought in this way assumed that the progress of civilisation was the
main expression and revelation of God, and indeed a part of God’s own identity,
which led German protestant theology to a dangerous position in the Wilhelmine

era. Moses describes it as follows:

It was not so much the activity of God in the Bible that claimed their attention as God’s
tangible and visible accomplishments with and for the German people between 1870 and
1914... The author of the universe could only be conceived of in relation to divine self-
revelation, indeed God’s Reich on earth. For the German theologians, this Reich was

without doubt the Prusso-German Empire.84

Inspired by Hegel’s philosophy, a view developed that the competition between
nations, with their desire to expand and to dominate, was an expression of Geist. This
was then seen by many in Germany as a normal, morally acceptable part of human
life and progress, and as compatible with Christianity. This attitude was shown
vividly in August 1914, when 93 German intellectuals, including Harnack and
Herrmann and others of Barth’s theological teachers, produced a declaration

supporting the Kaiser’s war policy.

We are indignant to see that the enemies of Germany, England foremost among them,
want to make a distinction - allegedly to our advantage - between the spirit of German
science and what they label ‘Prussian militarism’. There is no spirit in the Germany army
that is different from that of the German nation, for both are one and we, too, are part of

it...We believe that for European culture on the whole salvation rests on the victory

82 Barth, 2001a, p. 392
85 Barth, 2001a, p. 405
84 Moses, 1999, p. 8
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which German “militarism’, namely manly discipline, the faithfulness, the courage to

sacrifice, of the united and free German nation will achieve.85

Christian virtues, echoes of Christian soteriology, a theology of progress, and
rampant aggression are here woven seamlessly together. For Barth, this was like “the
twilight of the gods’, as he saw his teachers and heroes “hopelessly compromised
by... their failure in the face of the ideology of war.” He wrote: ‘A whole world of
exegesis, ethics, dogmatics and preaching, which I had hitherto held to be essentially
trustworthy, was shaken to the foundations.’8

For Barth, it was clear that God was outside the German war machine, judging
and opposing it. German theologians, in equating God with German progress, had
changed the subject matter of theology. Barth’s determination to hear the true Word
of God, even when that Word was in total contradiction to human culture, set the
direction for much of his work. It led to his bitter dispute with Harnack, who found
Barth’s rejection of the carefully-designed synthesis of German culture and Christian
thought baffling and indefensible. It also equipped him for his role in opposing the
influence of the Nazis on the German churches.

Bultmann, similarly, rejected Hegel’s triumphant overview of history. He opposed
the way that both Hegel and Marx had ‘supposed they knew the end of history and
on this basis interpreted the course of historical events.”8” As Gilbertson comments,
Bultmann sought meaning not by claiming to understand the ‘broad sweep of
history,” but rather by finding ‘Christ’s summons to decision in the present.”®® Here,
as in other ways, he followed the approach pioneered by Kierkegaard, who had
reacted strongly against the confident, overarching systems of Hegel and his
followers.8

Bultmann’s main interest in the matter of human progress was in its
hermeneutical consequences, leading to his attempt to demythologise the New

Testament in order to separate the message from the ancient world-view.? But he,

85 In Rumscheidt, 1972, p. 202-3

86 Quoted by Busch, 1994, p. 81

87 Bultmann, 1984, p. 137
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8 See, for example, Kierkegaard, 1985, p. 43
9 See Chapter 6.3
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like Barth, also sought to disengage theology from allegiance to any set of

supposedly objective cultural ideas. God, for him, was not to be found in the advance
of human civilisation, but in the challenging call to faith heard by the individual. Nor
could God be found through the methods of historians, in some supposedly objective

discoveries about the past.

1.6 Theology constrained by history and science

Much of the liberal protestant theology of the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries had placed a strong emphasis on the importance of historical investigation.
Ritschl’s method had involved attempts to reconstruct the values of Jesus and the
first Christians. Harnack had set out to trace the history of Christian dogma, and to
recover the Gospel of the early Church. David Strauss (1808-1874) had claimed that
the miraculous elements of the New Testament related to the mythology of the day
rather than to actual events. The History of Religions School had tried to study the
Bible in the context of discoveries about the background of the cultures of the time.

These approaches shared the assumption that the Church’s understanding of Jesus
Christ, and its grasp of true Christian faith, could be increased by the work of
historians. Historians were building up a more detailed picture of the whole of
human history, giving a framework within which both Jesus Christ and the modern
Church could be placed, supposedly giving a greater understanding of both and of
the relationship between them. This historical method was assumed to provide a
bridge which could connect modern people with authentic Christianity.

This was a reasonable assumption, as the Christian faith is rooted in particular
events which the scriptures portray within human history. The Bible can be regarded
as a historical source, from which the truth can be reconstructed by experts.
However, this approach opens up difficult questions about the relationship between
the current faith and experience of the Church and the historical conclusions of such
a reconstruction. If the accounts of miracles which pervade the biblical narrative are
to be rejected as contrary to the modern view of the universe, then how can we use
this source to deduce reliably what actually happened? Would such a reconstruction

bring us closer to the message of the text for us today? And how reliably can
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historians successfully reconstruct the messianic consciousness of Jesus, or the beliefs
of the early Church?

There were many creative attempts to give Jesus a continuing privileged place in
history, at the same time as using modern historical methods and abandoning a
traditional understanding of the divinity of Christ. Ritschl described Jesus in this
way:

He himself made God’s supreme purpose of the union of men in the Kingdom of God the
aim of his own personal life; and thereby realised in his own experience that
independence toward the world which through him has become the experience of the
members of his community. This ideal, the true development of the spiritual personality,

cannot be rightly or fully conceived apart from contemplation of him who is the

prototype of man’s vocation.”

Such approaches sought to make Jesus Christ accessible to historians at the same
time as maintaining an absolute and normative significance for the identity of the
founder of Christianity. But the historical method brought no lasting, convincing
convergence on a definitive portrait of Jesus. As Schweitzer noted, those who sought
to uncover Jesus as he really was tended to see a reflection of their own views and
ideals, a Jesus of their own making.®? Their theology was not about God, but about

their own culture. Similarly, Bultmann protested:

Historical research can never lead to any result which could serve as a basis for faith, for
all its results have only relative validity. How widely the pictures of Jesus presented by
liberal theologians differ from one another! How uncertain is all knowledge of ‘the
historical Jesus’! Is he really within the scope of our knowledge? Here research ends with

a large question mark - and here it ought to end.”

Another critical perspective had come from Ernst Troeltsch (1865-1923), who had
rejected the ways in which Ritschl and other modern theologians had continued to

try to give Jesus Christ and Christianity a privileged place in history. He wrote:

91 Ritschl, 1900, p. 387
92 Schweitzer, 1910, p. 399
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There no longer exists any means by which one may isolate Christianity from the rest of
history and then, on the basis of this isolation and its formal signs, define it as an absolute

norm.%

Troeltsch believed that Christianity could be investigated in the same way as any
other part of human history, so that the varied manifestations of the Church through
history could be analysed sociologically and understood within their own diverse
cultural contexts. No particular experience or expression of faith, whether first
century, sixteenth century or twentieth century, could be given absolute significance.
There was still plenty to keep scholars busy, but this exploration of human culture
and of religious and social ideas was, from the perspective of the dialectical
theologians, nothing to do with talking about God.

Troeltsch had seen an “analogy’ between current experience and the events of
history: ‘Agreement with normal, customary, or at least frequently attested
happenings and conditions as we have experienced them is the criterion of
probability for all events that historical criticism can recognise as having actually or
possibly happened.” This connection means that the events described in the Bible
should be questioned if they do not fit in with our present experience. It also means
that our theological understanding of the present may be altered at any time by the
investigations of historians. Gilbertson comments that Bultmann responded

defensively to this marriage of history and faith by introducing a series of dualisms:

He embraced wholeheartedly the principles of historical investigation set out by
Troeltsch, yet sought to protect faith from the rigours of such investigation by postulating
a fundamental discontinuity between the world of contingent historical events on the one
hand and divine reality on the other. Thus, faith could be isolated from the ambiguities

and uncertainties of historical criticism. %

For Bultmann, Troeltsch’s work showed the futility of any theology which was
concerned with the past and with sets of ideas about God. For Barth, Troeltsch’s

work was a cul-de-sac which illustrated the pointlessness of any attempt at theology

94 Troeltsch, 1972, p. 48
9% Troeltsch, 1991, p. 13-14
% Gilbertson, 2003, p. 5-6

Chapter 1 - Losing the battle - page 32



which sought to deduce the truth about God from our present experience and
knowledge, and which was not based on God’s revelation of himself.

Both theologians saw revelation as an event, a divine action, but Bultmann wanted
the emphasis to be on a present event, the action of God in the experience of the

individual who is confronted by the Gospel. He wrote:

In the proclaiming word and in the faith that is open to this word, God’s act in Christ
continues to take place... Faith is not taking notice of an event of the past that is mediated
by historical tradition, but rather itself belongs to the eschatological occurrence by virtue

of the proclamation in which this occurrence continues to take place.®”

The Christian message, for Bultmann, was therefore not a set of ideas which could
be isolated and scrutinised by historians. Bultmann emphasised the continuing
proclamation of the Church and the encounter with God which occurs today by faith.
He was also critical of any attempt to gain settled, confident knowledge about God

from the natural sciences, seeing this as a similar enterprise.

And thus we are just not entitled to consider nature and history as God’s revelation in
this sense of their giving us rest and confidence, but in the sense that God speaks to us
through them in such a way as constantly to make us keep within our limitations, and
constantly shatters our self-assurance and our self-glorying. This, then, is the constant
revelation of God in nature and history - that it teaches us that we do not, in fact, possess

the revelation, and that in what we are and have we are of no account in God’s sight.%

Bultmann took history and science seriously: he devoted much attention both to
the history of the New Testament and to the need to avoid basing theology on an
ancient cosmological system.” However, he was totally opposed to any conception
of theology as an objective set of ideas about God. For him, it was the present
encounter with God which mattered, and he perceived God to be one who radically
challenges our ideas. Human confidence in both history and science in themselves
would be misplaced, as would any supposedly objective worldview. Seeking later to

explain himself to his critics, Bultmann wrote:

97 Bultmann, 1984, p. 54 (written in 1941)
% Bultmann, 1955b, p. 118 (written in 1941)
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Faith needs to be emancipated from its association with every world view expressed in
objective terms, whether it be a mythical or scientific one...

The framework of nature and history is profane, and it is only in the light of the word
of proclamation that nature and history become for the believer, contrary to all

appearance, the field of the divine activity.100

Bultmann also thought that human systems of thought and investigation could not
define the most important aspect of human existence, the existential possibilities of

the present moment:

The ‘moment’ has a richer content that what can be established by measurement and
calculation since it is rich in possibilities for joy and gratitude, pain and repentance, duty
and love - rich in possibilities demanding decision in the present, a decision from which

no science can detract, but one in which man loses or gains his real existence.101

Rejecting all objective worldviews and frameworks of ideas, Bultmann sought to
point towards God, whom he believed to be radically contradicting and challenging
all human securities. This involved a retreat from the normal realm of human ideas
to a realm of existential possibilities, where Bultmann believed God was to be found
at work.

Barth similarly opposed all attempts to deduce theological ideas by historical or
scientific methods. He believed that God was beyond the grasp of historians, and he
rejected natural theology. He believed, like Bultmann, that we can only know
anything about God if God chooses to reveal himself to us. However, rather than
locating that revelation in the individual’s experience of being confronted by the
message of the gospel, he saw it in Jesus Christ and the content of the scriptures.
Here he saw a revelation which occurred in history, but was not of history, a

revelation which occurred in the midst of deep concealment.

To be sure, Christian revelation and Christian faith are historical. But they are not so in
the way that is commonly depicted today. The stock phrases about a turning point in
world history with Christ’s birth, and his supposed historical effects and impact, may
well be true, but they have nothing whatever to do with the revelation of God in the

incarnation or with faith in it. To me a revelation that is a turning point in world history

100 Bultmann, 1964a, p. 210-211
101 Bultmann, 1955b, p. 17 (written in 1931)

Chapter 1 - Losing the battle - page 34



would be too tidy a revelation. Where would be the concealment? Where the need for
faith in it, and for faith alone? Where its qualitative distinction from other turning

points?102

In Barth’s view, the Bible shows us Jesus Christ’s revelation of God within human
history, but it is not an ordinary historical source which fits into our normal
assumptions about the workings of history. Jesus” identity, incarnation, miracles and
resurrection stand out from history as the revelation of something entirely different
which contradicts the world. They are within history, but beyond the grasp of the
historian because they are unique acts of the transcendent God. As Higton notes,
they are not the result of some deeper worldly possibility, and there is nothing
within ourselves or our world which could explain them.1%

In his response to history, Barth’s retreat was less radical than Bultmann'’s, but
more complex. Bultmann severed the link between faith and history, while Barth
believed that God’s revelation could be seen within history, through faith.
Nevertheless, without the gift of faith, God would always remain beyond the reach

of the historian.

1.7 Conclusion

Both Barth and Bultmann objected to the ways in which theology had been
absorbed into modern frameworks of ideas, taking on whatever shape it was
permitted in those frameworks rather than pointing to the action of the transcendent
God. Both believed that this surrender to human systems of ideas meant that
theology was no longer authentically talking about God.

Barth protested against the transformation of theology into ethics, following Kant,
or into the exploration of human religious feelings, following Schleiermacher.
Bultmann, however, maintained a much more prominent place for human choices
and experiences in his theology, but only when they were considered at the level of

the human individual rather than in terms of shared systems of thought.

102 Barth, 1991, p. 148 (from lectures given in 1924-5)
103 Higton, 2004a, p. 165, commenting on Frei
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Bultmann made a more radical protest against any connection between faith and
history. He stressed the present experience of the individual rather than any ideology
of human progress or any attempt to find the truth about God from the study of
history. Barth similarly rejected a Hegelian view of the presence of God within the
development of human thought and culture. However, he believed that God had
made himself known within time in ways which were outside the normal patterns of
human history and natural science and which could only be understood through
faith.

Both Barth and Bultmann believed that theologians had become preoccupied with
human ideas and had ceased to be attentive to the voice of the transcendent God.
Surrounded by these various capitulations to modernity, within a battle which was
being lost, they saw the need to retreat from important land that was under enemy
control. They began to treat the normal human world of culture, experience,
historical enquiry and scientific investigation as if it were dangerous occupied
territory. They believed that the truth about God could not be discovered by people
within this realm, and that theology should refuse to function as a dimension of
contemporary culture. As long as it continued to do so, it would not be talking about
God. Barth and Bultmann were not content to assume that modernity’s ideas about
rationality, the world and its history were in some way Christian. Instead, they
believed that God was radically different from human culture and was in fact
speaking in judgement against human arrogance and error. They therefore began to
seek a retreat away from human ideas to find a place where God was truly still

making himself known.
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2 The retreat

2.1 Barth’s retreat to Jesus Christ

When considering the various responses to Kant made by theologians, Barth noted
that there was still one approach which ‘was not taken seriously throughout the
whole of the nineteenth century’. This response was the rejection of the Kantian
premise that religion should operate within the limits of reason. Barth wrote: “This
third possibility would, in a word, consist in theology resigning itself to stand on its
own feet in relation to philosophy, in theology recognising the point of departure in
revelation.”104

Barth agreed with Kant that there was no certain metaphysical basis for the
Christian faith, but insisted that God had acted to make himself known. In 1924, he
said: ‘If we reject the possibility of a science of God in the sense of philosophical or
metaphysical speaking about God, then speaking about God can refer only to an
original speaking by God, or to the impress of the knowledge of God that God
himself has revealed to us in his Word."1%

Barth set out to shift the focus of theology towards the absolute priority of God’s
action in speaking to us, and away from any idea of a human capacity to know God.

This revelation was not part of the normal flow of human history and experience:

God is always the subject, and God the subject, in this concealed and singular address
which is not in continuity with other events. Only revelation in the strict sense overcomes
the dilemma which haunts all religious philosophy, namely, that the object escapes or
transcends the subject. Revelation means the knowledge of God through God and from

God. It means that the object becomes the subject.106

Barth’s determination to hear the word of God had led him to rediscover what he
called in 1916 “the strange new world within the Bible’,19” and that world set the
direction for his retreat. Barth found that the word of God he heard in scripture was

not a comfortable reflection of his own society and values, but gave a judgement

104 Barth, 2001a, p. 293
105 Barth, 1991, p. 12

106 Barth, 1991, p. 61

107 Barth, 1935, p. 28-50
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upon it from a very different perspective. He saw the Bible as a place for the
‘standpoint of God’, rather than for human ‘religious self-expression’.1% Barth’s view
of the strange new world of the Bible became famous in 1922, when the second
edition of his commentary on Romans caught many people’s attention. In the
preface, Barth wrote: ‘If I have a system, it is limited to a recognition of what
Kierkegaard called the “infinite qualitative distinction” between time and eternity,
and to my regarding this as possessing negative as well as positive significance:
“God is in heaven, and thou art on earth.”’109

Where liberal theology had stressed human progress and the presence of God
within Christian civilisation, Barth stressed the strangeness and transcendence of
God, and the gulf between sinful mortal humanity and the eternal God. Torrance
writes: “The emphasis was quite definitely on what became known as diastasis, the
distance, the separation, between God’s ways and man’s ways, God’s thoughts and
man’s thoughts, between Christianity and culture, between Gospel and humanism,
between Word of God and word of man."19

Barth’s retreat involved a bold disengagement of theology from other forms of
human thought. He insisted: “To suppose that a direct road leads from art, or morals,
or science, or even from religion, to God is sentimental, liberal self-deception.’!
Barth proclaimed instead: “The Word of God is the transformation of everything that
we know as Humanity, Nature, and History, and must therefore be apprehended as
the negation of the starting-point of every system which we are capable of
conceiving.'112

This revolutionary step removes God from the grasp of the historian, the scientist,
the philosopher, and from any human-centred system of thought. It places God far
above the realm of ordinary human experience and achievement, including the

speculations of academics in supposedly-Christian nations. Barth wrote:

Revelation is not objectively possible except by God’s incarnation. Now God’s revelation

in any case means God’s revelation in his concealment. It means the radical

108 Barth, 1935, p. 44

109 Barth, 1933, p. 10, quoting Ecclesiastes 5.2
110 Torrance, 2000, p. 49

111 Barth, 1933, p. 337

112 Barth, 1933, p. 278
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dedivinisation of the world and nature and history, the complete divine incognito,

revelation by law and limit, by distance and judgement.!13

In this way, Barth moved Christian theology out of the precarious position where
it had been subject to human historical and psychological analysis, restoring a sense
of the absolute necessity of revelation. It is now the world, being under judgement,
which is in a precarious position. Barth’s first strategic move is therefore a retreat
from the realm of human culture, ideas, history, science and experience towards the
revelation of the transcendent God brought by Jesus Christ. That realm was the realm
of divine initiative and action, knowable only by a revelation which is centred on

Jesus Christ. Barth wrote:

Jesus Christ our Lord. This is the Gospel and the meaning of history. In this name two
worlds meet and go apart, two planes intersect, the one known and the other unknown...
In so far as our world is touched in Jesus by the other world, it ceases to be capable of

direct observation as history, time or thing.114

Whereas liberal protestant theologians had looked carefully for ways to make
Christianity fit in with contemporary philosophy and culture, Barth now began to do
the opposite. He emphasised those aspects of the historic Christian faith which
showed the distinctive character and activity of God. Doctrines such as the Trinity,
the incarnation and the resurrection, which had seemed difficult or embarrassing or
irrelevant to others, now came to the fore. Barth saw God as a real, unique, active
agent, unlike any other, whose distinctive and unique actions and self-revelation
were of prime importance, especially where they contradicted the assumptions of
contemporary culture. For theology to speak about God, it had to be attentive to the
distinctive ways in which God had actually made himself known.

Barth’s retreat led him to a greater sense of the unique significance of Jesus Christ

and the incarnation. As he wrote in the Barmen Declaration:

Jesus Christ, as he is attested to us in Holy Scripture, is the one Word of God which we
have to hear and which we have to trust and obey in life and in death. We reject the false

teaching, that the church could and should acknowledge any other events and powers,

113 Barth, 1991, p. 144
114 Barth, 1933, p. 29
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figures and truths, as God’s revelation, or as a source of its proclamation, apart from or in

addition to this one Word of God.115

Instead of a view of God deduced by human reason, Barth emphasised a distinctively
Christian Trinitarian, incarnational understanding of God. Whereas Schleiermacher
had relegated the doctrine of the Trinity to the last few pages of The Christian Faith, 11
Barth gave it great prominence in his Gottingen Dogmatics of 1924-5. He declared that
the ‘treatment of the doctrine of the Trinity belongs to dogmatic prolegomena,’11”
saying: ‘Here the dogma of all dogmas is established, the doctrine of God’s
subjectivity in his revelation.”’® He also asserted that, for the Trinity, ‘manifestation
and essence, economic being and immanent being” were ‘one in revelation rather
than two’; he believed that God “to all eternity and in the deepest depth of his deity”
was ‘one in three’.1?

When we see the way that God has acted and revealed himself in the history of
our salvation, we see the way that God genuinely is, the way he has chosen to be
God for us. The revelation we find in the Bible is all about God actively and
truthfully revealing himself to us. Jiingel describes Barth’s approach in this way: ‘As
interpreter of himself, God corresponds to his own being.”120 Barth wrote: “The content
of revelation is God alone, wholly God, God himself. But as God solely and wholly
reveals himself, he makes himself known in the three persons of his one essence.”121

Barth therefore also positioned his detailed discussion of the doctrine of the
Trinity in the first volume of his Church Dogmatics, which Jiingel describes as ‘a
hermeneutical decision of the greatest relevance’.’>> He began by talking about the
Word of God, seeking the ways in which God had acted to reveal himself. In this
theology, Jesus Christ, the incarnate Word, became decisive and central. As will be
shown in Chapters 4 to 9, Barth’s theology in the Church Dogmatics is about God

because all areas of theology look towards the Word made flesh, and no separate

115 Barth, 2001b, p. 499

116 See Chapter 1.4

117 Barth, 1991, p. 96

118 Barth, 1991, p. 103

119 Barth, 1991, p. 101, and see Chapter 5.6 below for discussion of Barth’s view of the immanent
and the economic Trinities in the Church Dogmatics

120 Jtingel, 2001, p. 36

121 Barth, 1991, p. 87

122 Jiingel, 2001, p. 17

Chapter 2 - The retreat - page 40



alleged sources of theological knowledge are allowed to compete. In this retreat,
John’s Gospel has immense significance.

However, Barth’s retreat came at a price. From the perspective of many of his
teachers and colleagues, he was abandoning much that was precious. The
interweaving of liberal protestant theology with German philosophy and culture had
been a colossal and magnificent undertaking, which had taken many decades to
achieve. Barth now wished to abandon this, disengaging theology from a highly-
respected partnership. To many, this approach seemed narrow, misguided and
irrelevant. Harnack responded to Barth in 1920: “This sort of religion is incapable of
being translated into real life, so that it must soar above life as a meteor rushing to its
disintegration.”’?® From Harnack’s perspective, theology belonged at the frontiers of
human knowledge, connected with the finest scholarship, the latest discoveries and
the highest forms of German culture and civilisation. Commenting on Harnack’s

opposition to Barth, Kucharz writes:

In the following of Schleiermacher stood a good century of serious theological efforts not
to allow the knot of history to come apart so fatally, nor to fuse Christianity and science
or Christianity and the modern era together completely, but still to set them in the

correct, and if possible reconciled, relationship. 124

Harnack found Barth’s retreat incomprehensible and intolerable. As the debate
continued, he wrote 