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History of Philosophy and Christian Thought

Part 3: Twentieth Century Thought I

Phenomenology, Pragmatism,  and Existentialism

I. Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900)

A. Nihilism

1. Kant had destroyed traditional metaphysics. No knowledge of reality in itself. For Nietzsche, no universal a priori categories either.

2. Traditional religion had lost its power in modern culture—“the death of God.”

3. Schopenhauer’s response: pessimism. Nietzsche sought a life-affirming alternative. 

B. Response: a “transvaluation of all values.”

1. Accept joyfully the death of God and its naturalistic implications.

2. Reject moral and religious principles that restrict the full expression of your will to power. Christianity a “slave morality.”

3. Aspire to be an ubermensch (overman, superman), who achieves more than the “herd” through superior creativity. 

C. Epistemology

1. “On Truth and Lies in a Nonmoral Sense”

a. “Knowledge,” as usually understood, is a fiction, feeding human pride.

b. The intellect is a tool to secure our own interests, get along with the crowd. 

(1) The “desire for truth” never disinterested. Just a desire for a pleasant life.

(2) No interest in knowledge for its own sake.

c. Language

(3) A word is just a “copy in sound of a nerve stimulus.” We may not infer a cause of that stimulus from something outside ourselves.

(4) Language is essentially metaphorical: applying the same word to unlike things. 

(5) Logic same. A kind of prison. If we were different kinds of beings, we would use different logics. 

d. At most, there is an aesthetic relation between subject and object.

e. Illusions not always bad. We should use the imagination self-consciously to create metaphors (mythology, art), good deceptions, to enhance the quality of life. 

2. The Cheerful Science
a. “We simply lack any organ for knowledge, for “truth”: we “know” (or believe or imagine) just as much as may be useful in the interests of the human herd, the species: and even what is called “utility” is ultimately also a mere belief, something imaginary and perhaps precisely that most calamitous stupidity of which we shall perish some day.” 

b. More radical than pragmatism: we can be wrong even about what is useful. 

3. Perspectivism

a. No facts, only interpretations.

b. Self-refuting? But interpretations not necessarily false.

c. Nietzsche acknowledges truth of specific facts, but not of general theories. 

d. Assertions can be compared with one another in particular situations, but no criteria are applicable to all.

e. Irresoluble disagreement, however, is a fundamental fact of human life.

II. Charles Sanders Pierce (1839-1914)

A. Background

1. Degree in chemistry.

2. Worked as scientist for U. S. Coast and Geodetic Survey for thirty years, but much concerned about problems of philosophy and mathematics through that period.

3. In 1887, retired to Milford, PA, to work on philosophy.

4. Lectured in philosophy at various universities, but was unable to find a permanent job in that field. 

B. Vs. Descartes

1. vs. universal doubt: start only with real doubts.

a. These are what you really want to resolve.

b. If you doubt only methodologically, you may be too hasty to reinstate those beliefs that you really didn’t doubt. 

2. vs. resting ultimate certainty in the individual consciousness.

a. Dangers in epistemological individualism.

b. Reason as part of a community.

3. vs. resting all knowledge on a single thread of inference. Better to use many mutually reinforcing arguments, like threads of a cable.

4. Descartes supposed some things inexplicable apart from God. But you never have the right to assume this. 

5. (In “Fixation of Belief”): vs trying to base cognition on absolutely certain propositions. Rather, simply base your thinking on propositions free of actual doubt, recognizing that they in turn may have to be revised eventually. 

C. The Fixation of Belief 

1. Examines the psychology of belief formation (existential perspective). How do I move from a state of doubt to a state of belief?

2. Beliefs are objectively true or false, but whether we believe something depends on how it guides our actions. A belief is “that which a man is prepared to act upon.”

a. Doubt is an uneasy state of mind; belief is a corresponding calm, satisfaction (“cognitive rest”).

b. Struggle to move from doubt to belief: inquiry.
3. Methods of fixation.

a. Tenacity: hold to your present beliefs against all challenge.

b. Authority: accept the beliefs imposed (often despotically) by society, state, or church.

c. A Priori: Believe what you’re inclined to believe (quasi-aesthetic).

(i) Plato: distances of celestial spheres proportional to different lengths of strings that produce chords. 

(ii) Hegelian metaphysics: every natural tendency of thought is logical, though likely to be abolished by countertendencies. Hegel thinks this happens in a regular pattern, so that in time the truth will appear. 

(iii) But these not reliable, because they do not reason from the facts.

d. Science

(i) “This is the only one of the four methods which presents any distinction of a right and a wrong way.”

(ii) Only thus can you achieve coincidence of your opinions with facts. 

(iii) Other methods have some value (tongue-in-cheek): for achieving comfort, ruling the masses, producing strong character. But we must be willing to pay the price to be scientific.

D. Scientific Method

1. “Critical commonsensism:” inquiry guided by common-sense certainties (which are fallible). Good to doubt these occasionally

2. Reasoning

a. Abduction or retroduction: formulating a relevant hypothesis.

b. Deduction: determining testable consequences that would follow if the hypothesis were true.

c. Induction: Actually testing the hypothesis by its practical effects.

E. “How to Make Our Ideas Clear” (especially in formulating hypotheses)

1. Descartes’ “clarity” and “distinctness” must be supplemented by practical consequences.

2. Two ideas differ insofar as they entail different practical consequences.

F. “Pragmatism” 

1. The “pragmatic maxim:” “In order to ascertain the meaning of an intellectual conception we should consider what practical consequences might conceivably result from the truth of that conception; and the sum of these consequences will constitute the entire meaning of the conception.”

2. William James and John Dewey went beyond Pierce’s “pragmatic theory of meaning” to a “pragmatic theory of truth:” the truth is what works.

3. Pierce repudiated the pragmatic theory of truth. To him, the truth was objective, independent of our thoughts or aspirations. He redefined his own position as pragmaticism, “a term ugly enough to keep it from kidnappers.” 

G. Phenomenology: Only three categories necessary to describe all the phenomena of experience.

1. Firstness: qualities (color, shape, etc.)

2. Secondness: “brute” facticity.

3. Thirdness: laws of nature. 

4. Compare the universals and particulars of the Greeks, and Frame’s three perspectives.

H. Comments

1. Insights

a. Focus on the psychology of fixating beliefs.

b. Focus on real, rather than theoretical doubts.

c. Useful critique of Cartesian foundationalism, similar to some modern thinkers. 

d. Focus on knowledge as the enterprise of a community.

e. The pragmatic view of meaning: similar to Wittgenstein and Frame. Pierce rightly argues that this does not imply a pragmatic view of truth. He presupposes the existence of objective truth.

2. Methods of belief fixation: many caricatures, oversimplifications.

a. If “tenacity,” “authority,” and “a priori” forms of reasoning are held without any evidence at all, of course Peirce’s critique fits them. But usually these are found with some measure of evidence. These almost never exist apart from the others.

b. His account of scientific reasoning ignores the ways in which presuppositions necessarily, and rightly, influence the character of experiments, conclusions, and even observations (see Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions).

c. So he leaves no room for divine revelation.

III. William James (1842-1910)

A. Background

a. Earned medical degree at Harvard, then taught anatomy, physiology, then psychology, then philosophy. 

b. Brother of novelist Henry James. 

B. Epistemology

a. Emotions, will important in gaining knowledge.

b. “Radical empiricism.” All of reality is “experience.”

c. Pragmatism

i. Accepts truth in the conventional sense, but concerned with how we can identify truth, given our fallibility. 

ii. True ideas are those that “work,” that “lead” somewhere, that have “cash value,” that “succeed.” He prefers functional terms to static ones like “agree” or “copy.”

C. Philosophy of Religion

a. Varieties of Religious Experience: attempt to chart religious experience empirically. 

b. A finite god is sufficient to account for such experience.

c. “The Will to Believe”

i. Reworking of Pascal’s Wager.

ii. When a belief is forced and momentous, we have the right to belief it without normal standards of evidence. 

d. Strong emphasis on libertarian free will. 

IV. Edmund Husserl (1859-1938), “Phenomenology”

A. Aim: “to provide ‘fundamental’ descriptions, free from distortion by theoretical presuppositions and prejudices, of ‘things themselves,’ of ‘phenomena.’” (Cooper)

1. “Phenomenon”: “anything with which the subject is confronted, without any suggestions that the phenomenon is, as Kant supposed, a mere appearance of a basic reality” (Thilly-Wood).

2. For Husserl, the phenomenon is what is given to consciousness.

a. The mental act itself (thinking, doubting, imagining) that (as Descartes said) cannot itself be doubted. 

b. The “objects” of the mental acts, since every thought is a thought of something (Brentano’s “intentionality”).

3. Note here that, opposite to Kant, Husserl identifies the phenomenon with the thing-in-itself. It is that with which we are most directly confronted, therefore the unquestionably real. 

4. Phenomena are not psychological ideas (like the “ideas” of Berkeley or the “impressions” of Hume), but “rather the ideal meanings and universal relations with which the ego is confronted in its experience” (Thilly-Wood). 

B. Method

1. To understand the phenomena and focus on them in their purity, it is necessary to “bracket” or “abstain” [the epoche, the cessation] from suppositions about the relations of the phenomena to a world outside them.

2. So phenomenology resists any discussions of whether phenomena represent or reflect a reality outside themselves (the “transcendent”).

3. So we must get beyond the “natural attitude” toward the contents of the mind (which leads to contradictions and other problems), to the “philosophical attitude.”

a. The natural attitude includes that of the natural sciences.

b. So phenomenology cannot be reduced to them.

4. In philosophical attitude, we can discern the “essences” of the phenomena.

5. This approach yields objective knowledge.

C. Comment

1. Rather obscure.

2. Like Kant, an attempt to find absolute objectivity in “phenomena” (rationalism), while maintaining an absolute ignorance of what may lie behind them (irrationalism). Unlike Kant, the phenomenologist identifies the phenomenon as ultimate reality. But by what right?

V. Martin Heidegger (1889-1976)

A. Background

1. Often called a phenomenologist, following Husserl, with whom he studied. He succeeded Husserl at Freiburg in 1928.

2. Also called “existentialist,” as Karl Jaspers, Jean-Paul Sartre, Albert Camus, et al.

3. Great influence on Rudolf Bultmann, his colleague for some years at Marburg.

4. Joined Nazi party in 1933 when he became rector of Freiburg University. He stepped down as rector the following year, but may have collaborated with the Nazis until the end of the war. 

B. Being and Time
1. Vs.

a. Subject/object distinction as fundamental (the self as a mind trying to represent objects in a world outside itself).

b. The idea that our everyday beliefs require a philosophical foundation (foundationalism).

2. Phenomenology of pre-theoretical existence.

a. (Note parallel with Dooyeweerd’s sharp distinction between pre-theoretical and theoretical thought.)

b. Human existence is “being there” (Dasein), being in the world. It is unintelligible apart from its environment. 

c. Objects are not brute things somehow put to use; the use is part of their very nature. (A hammer is “in order to” pound nails, etc.)

d. The world is constituted by language, which embodies a communal pre-understanding of being. 

e. So no uninterpreted (brute) facts.

f. No need for philosophical account until there is a breakdown of human life, when we see ourselves as mere spectators, things as brute objects. 

3. Human existence (existenz)

a. Essentially characterized by finitude, limits, especially temporal (Being and Time).

b. The ultimate limit is death, absolute nothingness. Human life is being-toward-death. (Sartre: human life incorporates nonbeing.)

i. So anxiety characterizes human life.

ii. We risk death in everything we do; but we must risk.

iii. In risk, we achieve transcendence (secularization of Kierkegaard)

(A) Transcendence of the world: not subject over object, but direct participation.

(B) Transcendence in relationships with others: rapport. (Direct involvement, not just communication.)

(C) Transcendence over time: beyond present, momentary existence by risking death (care for the future).

iv. Sartre: Man has no nature, because there is no God to design him. 

(A) So his existence (concrete life) precedes his essence (“existentialism”).

(B) So we are radically free: free to be anything.

(C) But we often act as if we were defined by the world (“bad faith”).

(D) We should rather live authentically, affirming and displaying our freedom, our nonbeing. 

(E) JF: why? 

1. Rationalism: we must live authentically.

2. Irrationalism: no meaning in the world.

C. The Later Heidegger

1. Dasein and the world are manifestations of something greater: being itself.

2. Don’t try to master the world; let it master you. Let it be.

3. Influence on theology: 

a. a model of revelation

b. a “new hermeneutic” (Ebeling, Fuchs, Robinson)

(i) All is interpretation, being speaking through me. 

(ii) “We don’t interpret the Word; the Word interprets us.” 

D. Comments

1. Attempt to see subject and object as inseparable.

a. JF: these aren’t inseparable, but knowledge of them is.

b. Good to point out that all facts are interpreted.

c. No place for God, however, in the phenomenology. But he is our chief environment, the one who conditions everything including ourselves. 

2. Pre-theoretical/theoretical distinction

a. True that ordinary life and beliefs generally do not require philosophical foundations (cf. Plantinga).

b. JF: this distinction not sharp, however; a continuum. 

c. Abstract consideration of the subject over against the object does not in itself falsify our understanding of reality. 

3. How is transcendence of death possible, if there is no God and death brings absolute nothingness? Is a little, very temporary “transcendence” worth the trouble?

4. Rationalism/irrationalism: affirming only chaos, but presuming to lay down norms.

5. Passivity of later Heidegger:

a. How do we distinguish truth from error?

b. How can we reach conclusions, without intensive efforts to understand? But then how are we to be passive, to “let being be?”

VI. Jean‑Paul Sartre (1905-80)


A. Existentialism is consistent atheism.



i.
Therefore, there is no human "nature". Man has no essence, no definition. Essence and definition presuppose the work of a designer, making things for a purpose. Unlike the paper knife, or any other "object," man has no designer, and therefore no design.



ii.
Atheism also implies that no ethical principle may be accepted on the authority of someone else. Even if an angel speaks to me, I must decide whether to obey or not. And I must decide to interpret his words in one way rather than in another.


B.
Man is unique in that he incorporates non‑being within himself.



i.
Whence comes the concept of non‑being? It is not part of "being!" (Parmenides thought the very idea was contradictory ‑ something which is nothing.) Sartre answers that non‑being is a unique property of man. Man alone is able to represent to himself things which "are not" (history, the future, the imaginary). Most significantly, he distinguishes himself from what he "is not," his environment. 



ii.
In moral choice, we seek to express this non‑being, particularly the discontinuity between ourselves and the world.




a.
The world exists en soi, "in itself". It is something "solid," definable.




b.
Only man exists pour soi, "for himself" ‑ self‑conscious and conscious of his uniqueness.


C.
Therefore, man is radically free.



i.
We are never forced by our past to choose a certain way. Our occupations, heredity, race, sex, age, etc. never relieve us from the responsibility of choice. At every moment we choose to be what we are.



ii.
There are limits, of course. But those limits themselves are chosen. If I choose to go to medical school and the admission requirements are too high, that is a limit. But it is a limit because it frustrates my desire which I have freely chosen. Even death is a limit insofar as I freely choose to value life. Interesting insight here.



iii.
We are also free in the sense of being responsible to nothing outside ourselves. There is no universally binding ethical code.


D.
Freedom means that I am ethically responsible. 



i.
I have no excuses for the things I do. All I do has been freely chosen.



ii.
In every choice I choose a certain image of man. I alone am responsible for the effects of this choice upon others. This is dreadful freedom.


E.
Yet there are limits.



i.
Inevitably we seek union between the pour soi (ourselves) and the en soi (the world). For the world limits, opposes our ability to accomplish what we have chosen to do.



ii.
We would like to become both pour soi and en soi ‑ to have both pure being and freedom, both essence and existence; in other words, we would like to be God (in whom essence and existence are one). But the concept of God is self‑contradictory.



iii.
We walls to control the world, but we can't. Hence, nausea, anguish. The "other" is the enemy.


F. "Bad faith"



i.
To avoid this anguish, we deny our freedom. We pretend that we are mere objects, determined by our past or our station in life. We deceive ourselves into thinking that we are not responsible in the above sense.



ii.
To live in this way in "inauthentic existence."


G. 
Comments



i.
Sartre is perceptive about the freedom of moral choice. To be sure, on a Christian basis sin is a result of divine foreordination and man's fallen nature. But there is no excuse. Every actual sin results from a choice for which man is responsible before God.



ii.
In other odd ways, Sartre's approach mirrors the Christian system, possibly because the former is such a self‑conscious negation of the latter. The Christian would agree, e.g., that man's problem arises from his attempt to be God, to control all things, to evade responsibility.



iii.
Sartre's ethic is based on human autonomy more explicitly, perhaps, than any other ethic. The Christian must attack this assumption head‑on.



iv.
Sartre reduces ethics to metaphysics, though he would claim to be averse to metaphysics. Ethics is a matter, ultimately, of the relations between being and non‑being. Contrary to his claim, this is devastating to moral responsibility. 



v.
Sartre's concept of responsibility is precisely opposite to that of Christianity. Sartre's autonomous man is responsible to no one. On a Christian view, this is a virtual definition of irresponsibility.



vi.
Sartre claims on the one hand to free us from all ethical rules (irrationalism); yet he stigmatizes a certain kind of behavior as inauthentic and claims for himself the authority to legislate in the field of morals (rationalism). He defines man as undefinable, etc.

Theology, 1920-1970

I. Karl Barth (1886‑1968)

A. Importance: Probably the most influential, and certainly one of the most brilliant, theologians of the twentieth century.

B. Background
1. Studied with Hermann and others. Part of the Ritschlian and Christian Socialist movements. 

2. Never earned a doctorate!

3. During World War I, found the Ritschlian theology to be of no pastoral value. Turned to the Scriptures and the reformers. 

4. Influenced then also by Kierkegaard, the Blumhardts, M. Kahler, St. Anselm.

C. Direction
1. Critique of “neo‑Protestantism” (Schleiermacher ‑Ritschl‑Hermann) 

a) Subjectivistic, psychologistic. 

b) Confuses God's voice with man's. 

c) Reduces theology to anthropology. 

d) Treats sin lightly.

e) Identifies Christianity with culture. 

f) He treats Schleiermacher, however, with great respect and admiration. Gives short shrift to Ritschl.

2. Appreciative of orthodoxy (“The conservative drift”)

a) Read Kuyper, Bavinck, Berkouwer, quotes with approval at points. 

b) Says that if one must choose between the 17th century doctrine of inspiration and the 19th century neo‑Protestant subjectivism, the former would be preferable. He is, of course, critical of the former as well as the latter. 

c) Makes use of nearly all the traditional doctrines, terms, distinctions of 17th century orthodoxy. His Church Dogmatics is a comprehensive work with a highly conservative “sound.”

d) Thus, his thought has been called “neo-orthodox,” both by his friends, and his foes. Many evangelicals have seen him as essentially evangelical, with a few inconsistent deviations as on the inerrancy of Scripture. 

3. Many, however, have held that Barth is far from orthodox, and in fact a very dangerous thinker, from an orthodox standpoint. 

a) The early Berkouwer, other Dutch thinkers in the '30's, '40's. Berkouwer later became more sympathetic to Barth.

b) Van Til in two major books, many articles. 

c) R. R. Niebuhr, Langdon Gilkey, K. Bockmuhl, Alan Richardson, Paul Tillich.

d) It is this latter group, especially Van Til, which in my judgment has understood Barth most profoundly, though some difficulties of interpretation remain. Van Til's analysis seems to be vindicated more and more as Barth's place in the history of liberal theology becomes more and more plain. Barth himself makes plain his position: He thinks it “paganism” to accept “direct revelation in history;” and “direct revelation” he take to be the hallmark of traditional orthodoxy, both Catholic and Protestant. 

D. Fundamental Structure of Barth's Thought
1. Start with God, revelation, rather than human feeling or experience.

2. Recognize the freedom of God, his wholly‑otherness from us, his transcendence over all rational categories. 

3. But note also his love, his wholly‑revealedness, his radical immanence in his revelation. He is what he reveals himself to be ‑‑ wholly other. 

4. Since he is what he reveals himself to be, revelation shows us what reality is like at the most profound level. Thus Barth translates the revealed material into a kind of ontology. 

5. Historie/Geschichte (cf. Lessing): Barth and other theologians have taken two German words translated history and have given them technical uses for their own theological purposes.

a. Historie
i. Events that occur in calendar time.

ii. Open to the analysis of secular historians, scientists.

iii. Events apart from their significance, especially for faith.

b. Geschichte
i. The significant events, especially significant for faith.

ii. Understood by faith, not critical history or science.

iii. Events that illumine history and thus stand apart from it.

iv. Importance equally applicable to all times and places, so in one sense beyond calendar time.

v. The moment in which God is present, arousing faith.

vi. The event of salvation = the person of God in Christ.

vii. Events that make a demand on me, call for commitment.

viii. Immune from historical or scientific attack.

c. Equations

i. Since Christ is not something other than his work, the event of redemption, he is Geschichte.

ii. Geschichte is also revelation, which is not different from salvation. 

iii. The various events of salvation: incarnation, atonement, resurrection, second coming, are all Geschichte.

iv. Creation and covenant are correlative, so they are also Geschichte.

v. Our real being is in Christ; so we are also Geschichte. 

vi. In Geschichte, God and man are one, and salvation takes place as an event within God’s geschichtlich being. (Sin as the “nothingness” (Nichtige) within God, which he overcomes by his grace.)

6. Comments

a. God is not wholly-hidden from us, but revealed in his creation. 

b. Nor is he wholly revealed; even in Christ we don’t know God exhaustively.

c. Definitions of Historie and Geschichte arbitrary.

i. Assumes contrary to Scripture that the events significant for faith cannot occur in calendar time.

ii. In fact, no event is accessible to “secular historians,” if secular means unbelieving.

iii. But the events Scripture narrates really took place, so they are a legitimate field of historical interest. 

iv. To equate all biblical truths with Geschichte has pantheistic overtones.

v. The equations (contrary to Barth’s intention) reduce the gospel story to eternal truths.

d. No biblical reason to identify the being of God, or that of Christ, with any “event.”

e. The Historie/Geschichte scheme reflects the phenomenal/noumenal scheme of Kant, and hence the rationalist/irrationalist dialectic. See below.

f. Barth’s Gospel: “you are already in Christ; so act like it.”

i. Appropriate, directed to people who have believed, but Barth wants to say this to unbelievers. He tells us not to “take unbelief seriously.”

ii. Not the biblical message.

E. God: Barth himself begins his dogmatics with the Doctrine of the Word of God, moving to the Doctrine of God in the second volume. There are good reasons for this order, but I find it pedagogically more helpful to reverse it. Barth's distinctive view of the "Word" arises out of his distinctive doctrine of God.

1. Wholly Other, Hidden, Free (transcendence) 

a) These terms are roughly equivalent for Barth. The freedom of God is such that he escapes all conceptualizations or identifications. Thus he is “other,” “hidden,” (cf. Kierkegaard's incognito).

b) God's being is his freedom. Freedom is fundamental to his nature.

c) Barth's earliest writings seek to maintain what Kierkegaard called “the infinite qualitative distinction between time and eternity.”

d) God is not the highest in any series, but the one by whom all members of all series are measured.

e) God does not even need his own being; he is free to become something other than himself, to turn into his opposite, to become finite and temporal. Hence: 

2. Wholly Revealed, Gracious, Loving (immanence) 

a) Barth defines God as the one who “loves in freedom.” His freedom is his hiddenness (above). His love is his revelation, which is equivalent to salvation, as we shall see. 

b) The earlier writings of Barth emphasize the hiddenness, the later writings God's immanence ‑‑ nearness, commitment, identification. 

c) God is what he is in his revelation. 

d) Thus he is wholly revealed in Christ. 

(1) Vs. the thought of “God‑in‑himself” apart from Christ.

(2) Vs. any “secret decree”

(3) God can be, do only what Christ is, does.

e) Therefore God is the event of his revelation to us. 

f) Since Christ became incarnate, and since God “is” what he is in Christ, God is by nature incarnate. By nature, God exists with and for man. He has a “substitutionary nature.”

g) Thus God is not changeless, impassable. By nature, he experiences suffering, change, duration, estrangement, peril, grace, justification.

h) Since Christ came to save, and God is his revelation in Christ, then God is by nature saving grace and love. Grace, therefore, will always prevail over sin and wrath. (Berkouwer speaks of the “Triumph of Grace” as a major theme in Barth.) 

(1) Wrath is a form of grace.

(2) Judgment and curse fall only upon God himself in Christ, being overwhelmed there by grace. Same for reprobation and election. 

3. How do we reconcile God's hiddenness with his revelation?

a) God's freedom is his freedom to be other than himself and thus to become incarnate, temporal. 

(1) His unchangability is the continuity of his freedom.

(2) His eternity is his freedom for us in Christ. 

(3) Thus Barth defines freedom in terms of commitment and vice‑versa. But does this move not simply confuse the concepts at issue? Apparently there are limits on God's freedom and his revelation; but they are not defined. Yet Barth treats both principles as if they were absolutes, with no limitations. ‑‑ JF 

b) Indirectness of God's identity with his revelation 

(1) Any historical event may be revelatory, but it may not be simply equated with revelation. At best it “participates in” revelation.

(2) In revelation, God always remains hidden; he takes a form which is inadequate to reveal him, so that if both reveals and conceals. Thus he remains free in his revelation.

(3) JF: But don't these qualifications compromise the very strong statements Barth makes about the identity of God with his revelation (2, above) 7 

(a) Barth might reply that the “identity” in question is only between God and Christ, not between God and any medium of revelation. But if this is the case, then how can God be said to be identical with his revelation to us? We are not Christ.

(b) Or is God identical to his revelation to us as we participate in Christ? Then revelation becomes a transaction entirely within the divine being. Pantheism looms.

4. Therefore, God's revelation, and hence his being, are an event. 

a) Since God is wholly hidden, his revelation cannot be “preserved” or “possessed” or “manipulated” It can never be “static.”

(1) Thus it exists only from time to time (cf. Kierkegaard's “moment”).

(2) We never have it at our disposal; we have it only in recollection, expectation.

b) Since God is wholly revealed (identical to his revelation), his being is the event of revelation (salvation).

(1) Therefore Barth avoids distinctions between the person and the work of Christ, or between the essence and the works of God. He does occasionally, however, commend  these distinctions for guarding the “freedom” of God. (But is any such distinction compatible with the identity of God with his deeds?)  (Is “indirectness” an answer or an evasion?)

(2) The concepts here are exceedingly difficult. Is God a process rather than a person? Does he exist only “from time to time?” Or (since Barth virtually equates revelation with reality) is God the whole of reality (pantheism)? Or is he an event only “indirectly?” And what would that mean?

5. Participation
a) Since God is his revelation in Christ, and Christ is incarnate, God himself has a human nature. 

b) Christ did not take upon himself an already existent human nature, a human nature that could be understood “apart from” him. Rather, human nature exists through Christ, in him. This has always been the case. 

c) In Christ, there is an “indirect identity” between God and man. “Indirect” indicates that God is somehow free from this identity, but most of Barth's rhetoric affirms this identity. 

d) Man participates in revelation by faith (see F, below). 

e) Thus God affirms the world in affirming himself ‑‑ its culture, Goethe, Mozart, etc. In his later writings, Barth emphasizes this motif, whereas in his earlier writings he stresses God's transcendence above culture and his radical questioning of it. Thus is perhaps an important step in the later development of  “secular theology.”

6. Knowing God 

a) Only God knows God (the transcendence pole). 

(1) We cannot “possess” God or have him “at our disposal.”

(2) Thus we can know him only in Christ, by faith.

(3) But faith is a form of “participation” (above). Barth doesn't quite say this, but he gives the distinct impression that when we know God by faith, it is really God knowing God. Thus the immanence pole enters too. And pantheism looms. 

b) Vs. “analogy of being.”

(1) In traditional Roman Catholic theology, God is known by an “analogy of being.” Creation resembles God in certain ways, and from those resemblances, man can discover much about God's existence and nature. Barth opposes this concept.

(2) Barth insists that we cannot know God except by revelation and through faith (so he speaks of “the analogy of faith”).

(3) The analogy of being, he says, divides creation and redemption, since it seeks to know God as creator through “natural” means, redemption through revelation Such division is illegitimate (anti-abstractionism). iv The analogy of being also seeks to know God apart from his saving acts (cf. 4, above). 

7. Comments 

a) Barth's thought is a conspicuous example of the transcendence/ immanence dialectic described earlier ‑ and of the problems created by this dialectic.

b) Barth uses the transcendence/immanence dialectic to play a kind of shell game with his readers: 

(1) He uses his doctrine of transcendence to attack any view of immanence he doesn't like: old liberal subjectivism, the Roman Catholic analogy of being, the orthodox Protestant view of Scripture. But he does not notice that the same argument could be used against his own view of immanence: if God is wholly free, then must he not be free also from his revelation in Christ?

(2) Similarly, he uses his immanence view to attack views of transcendence he doesn't like: mysticism, the older Protestant views of biblical inspiration and the decrees of God (“hidden, sacred” decrees). But couldn't the same argument be used against his own view of transcendence? How can God be wholly free if he is necessarily gracious in Christ, if he is identical to his revelation?

(3) And why couldn't let's say, an orthodox Protestant, use Barth's arguments to establish his own positions:

(a) Since God is “wholly hidden,” no one knows what his decrees are.

(b) Since God is what he has revealed himself to be in Christ, then Scripture is infallible. 

(4) Since these arguments can be used, then, in any number of inconsistent ways, they are evidently incoherent and/or inconsistent with one another. “Indirectness” (above, 3b) is no help, for it is unclear also. It merely puts a vague qualifier on the “wholly revealed” side which Barth can use as he wishes. If taken seriously, it destroys the “wholly revealed” concept entirely; if not, it simply indicates that Barth lacks the courage of his dialectical convictions. 

c) Is God “wholly other?”

(1) He is in every aspect of his being different from his creatures, for he is their creator and sustainer, the one upon whom they depend, without being dependent on them.

(2) Therefore he is incomprehensible. We cannot know him exhaustively, or know him as he knows himself (see my Doctrine of the Knowledge of God).

(3) He is not, however, beyond all conceptual thought so that human language inevitably misleads when applied to him. He has spoken to us in Scripture. Beyond that, he has created, structured and sustained human language as a vehicle for divine‑human communication. To say otherwise is to fly in the face of the whole biblical teaching concerning the word of God. Scripture never regards the transcendence of God as threatening the certain truth of his communication. Quite the contrary: it is because God is transcendent that we dare not trust our own wisdom, that we must accept God's word as supreme authority.

(4) Nor does God have a “nominalistic” freedom to change into his opposite, to renounce his own deity. He does not change, though all else does. Jesus did not renounce his divine attributes in the incarnation. 

d) Is God “wholly revealed?”

(1) He is what he reveals himself to be; he promises that his words will never lead us astray.

(2) Still, he does keep secrets (Deut. 29:29). Some things are secret and some things are revealed. There is not in Scripture a dialectic in which everything is hidden and everything is revealed.

(3) Of course, since everything is related to everything else, even the revealed knowledge has implications, ramifications which are beyond our knowledge. But we do not need to know all of those ramifications to know God truly.

(4) Thus, there is a “God‑in‑himself” beyond his revelation to us (though not beyond Christ himself). But Scripture assures us that what we don't know of God is no threat. 

(5) Therefore there is no necessity for saying that God is the event of his revelation.

(a) Such talk is not warranted by the biblical concept of immanence. God's acts, of course, are divine acts and therefore divine. In the same sort of way, his speech is divine (John 1:1, etc.). But his acts in history do not exhaust his being. He is more than what he does for us. Else his existence would be dependent upon us: he would exist only in his dealings with us. In a sense, that is where Barth ends up. 

(b) Such talk compromises the personal nature of God. A person is more than an “act” or “event.” Barth, of course intends no reductionism. He does not want to reduce the person of God to a “mere event,” but rather wants to exalt the event so that we identify it as God's person. But his proposal is still a confusing linguistic contortion, and there is no theological necessity for it. 

(6) Barth's doctrine of participation is unscriptural and has unavoidable pantheistic implications.

(a) Human nature can be understood “apart from” Christ in some senses. (The anti‑abstractionist jargon, again, introduces confusion). Scripture does not teach that man is created “in Christ.” Of course it is true to say that man is not understood truly apart from the biblical revelation of which Christ is center. 

(b) To say that God and man are only “indirectly” identical in Christ is no help It just introduces more confusion.

(c) Pantheism also looms in the doctrine of Barth that we know God by participating in him by faith. 

e) Much of the persuasive power of Barth's formulations is due to his anti‑abstractionist rhetoric, rhetoric which pervades his theology more than any other (except possibly Berkouwer's). Barth wants to see everything “in relation to” Christ, revelation, faith, etc. 

(1) “Wholly other:” God, revelation are absolutely concrete (he calls revelation a concretissimum) and thus not describable in language, which is always somehow abstract.

(2) “Wholly revealed:” God may never be understood “in abstraction from” his revelation in Christ.

(3) We can see, then, that the anti‑abstractionist rhetoric, vague as always, can be used to reinforce two contradictory ideas. 

F. Revelation
Of necessity, we have already said a great deal about revelation since, in Barth's view, God cannot be understood “apart from” his revelation. We should, however, note the specific formulations of this doctrine in the Church Dogmatics. 

1. Revelation and its Forms 

a) Revelation is never identical with any form in which it is found: Scripture and history are forms of revelation, but are not in themselves revelation (transcendence principle). 

b) Therefore every form of revelation conceals as well as reveals. It presents revelation in a “puzzling” form, an inappropriate form, in which is not God's word. 

c) Else, we would be able to “possess” or “control” the word of God, to “have it at our disposal.” God would not be “free” from it. 

d) Still, these inadequate forms do convey God's word. 

e) Barth, therefore, teaches a kind of identity between the word and its forms; but insists (vaguely!) that this identity is “indirect” rather than “direct.”

2. Revelation and Response 

a) Barth, following Schleiermacher (!) and Kierkegaard, defines revelation to include the hearer's response to faith. (We noted earlier that Scripture sometimes uses “revelation” in this way, but not always.) There is no revelation until it has been appropriated in faith. 

b) Hence another reason, in addition to the transcendence principle, why there can be no objective revelation in history or scripture. Nothing is revelation simply in itself. It becomes revelation when God uses it to awaken faith. 

3. Revelation and Propositions 

a) Since revelation can never be identical with any piece of language (above, #1), and since any piece of language can be received in unbelief (above, #2), revelation cannot be the conveyance of information (propositions) through language.

b) Barth tends to regard revelation, and the word, as being a kind of power that saves and creates faith. 

c) He does, however, acknowledge that reflection upon revelation yields information and should be rationally understood. Reason, of course, must be governed by faith (Anselm). 

4. Revelation and Time 

a) Since Barth identifies the moment of revelation with the awakening of faith, he regards, revelation as being essentially in the present, not the past or future.

b) Since revelation reflects God's transcendence, however, it cannot be “possessed” or “controlled.” Thus it cannot be preserved, written down, etc.

c) Thus, revelation in the present is a fleeting thing: it comes and goes; there is no permanence to it. 

d) Thus in a sense it does not exist, not even in the present. What we have in the present, says Barth, is “recollection and expectation”—memory of a past revelation, hope of a future one. 

5. The Three Modes of Revelation
a) Christ
(1) Fundamentally, revelation is nothing less than Jesus Christ himself, God himself.

(2) Arguments 

(a) Biblical statements about the identity of God with his word (cf. my Doctrine of the Word of God).

(b) Vs. “Abstraction” between revelation and Christ.

(c) God is wholly revealed and therefore identical with his revelation (E, 2‑5, 7). Indirectly, anyway. 

b) Scripture
(1) Not “directly identical” to the word of God. (see #1, above). 

(a) Vs. traditional doctrine of verbal inspiration: 

(i) Allows us to “possess,” “control” the word

(ii) Removes any possibility of offense 

(iii) Seeking security apart from faith

(iv) Contrary, then, to justification by faith: seeks fellowship with God apart from Christ. 

(b) Biblical writers point away from themselves to Christ; therefore they claim no extraordinary knowledge or inerrancy.

(c) No “mechanical” inspiration. 

(2) Scripture is witness, the first and primary witness to Christ. We trust it because of its content.

(3) Scripture is instrument ‑ God's means of bringing about new revelation (see 2, above) in the present.

(a) When God chooses, we hear in Scripture the word of God. 

(b) When that happens, Scripture “becomes” the word of God. (In orthodoxy, Scripture “is” the Word; in older liberalism, Scripture “contains” the Word. In Barth ant other neo‑orthodox thinkers, “becomes” is the watchword.) (cf. 4, above) 

(c) We may, however, even say that Scripture “is” the word of God, if by that we mean to express faith that this event will continue to take place, that God continues to use a human word to speak his own word. Herein Barth finds the truth in the orthodox doctrine of verbal inspiration, which he otherwise rejects (i, above). 

(4) Inspiration

(a) God does control the writing of Scripture, though he does not preserve that writing from error. 

(b) Inspiration means that in Scripture God has “taken into service” a fallible human word. 

(5) Infallibility

(a) The authors of Scripture can err and have erred, not only in “secular” matters, but in religious matters as well. 

(b) Do not try to distinguish in Scripture between form and content, spirit and letter, divine and human. All of Scripture is fallible, and all is God's witness and instrument. 

(c) God can reveal himself even through false propositions. 

(d) To seek infallible revelation is “self‑will and disobedience.” It seeks a human basis of security and thus renounces justification by faith.

(e) Historical criticism of Scripture is free, although its conclusions cannot affect the ability of Scripture to convey the word of God.

(f) Since Scripture is witness and instrument, everything it says ought to be heard with respect. 

c) Preaching
(1) Cf. the Second Helvetic Confession: “The Preaching of the word of God is the word of God.”

(2) Preaching, too, is not identical with revelation except in those moments when God chooses to use it as a vehicle of his word.

(3) Thus, preaching, like Scripture, is witness and instrument of revelation.

(4) It is, however, subordinate to Scripture as Scripture is subordinate to Christ.

6. The Trinity
a) Remarkably, Barth discusses the trinity under the Doctrine of the Word of God. He derives the doctrine from the concept of revelation: the three persons are the Revealer, the Revelation (Christ as word), and the Revealedness (the Holy Spirit as identical with the “moment” when faith is aroused). 

b) The persons are seen as “modes of subsistence” rather than as “centers of self‑consciousness.” He denies that he is a modalist, but his definition of the persons in terms of revelation raises questions. 

c) The basic thrust: to avoid conceiving of God the Father as “hidden” while only the Son and Spirit are “free for man.” All three are identical with the saving revelation in Christ, and, of course, all are also “hidden.”

d) Evaluation of this, then, hinges on the acceptability of the “wholly other/wholly revealed” concepts which I discussed earlier. 

7. Comments
a) Are the forms of revelation adequate? 

(1) They are not adequate to reveal God exhaustively. 

(2) They are adequate to reveal God truly, since he has appointed them to do so.

b) Revelation and response: See my “analytical model” on the subject/object dialectic. 

c) Revelation and propositions: Barth's position here may be a necessary implicate of his own theology, but it is quite unscriptural. James Barr, Langdon Gilkey, Wolfhart Pannenberg and others have made nonsense out of the claim that God in Scripture never reveals information. Of course he does! 

d) Revelation as present event: 

(1) If we accept Barth's general equation between revelation and illumination, then much of what he says is right Illumination does occur in the present, "from time to time." Still, I would want to insist that even illumination can be more constant than Barth's view warrants. It is something every believer has, not merely something he recollects and expects.

(2) Of those other forms of revelation mentioned in Scripture (natural revelation, prophecy, written revelation), Barth's polemics against “preserving” or “possessing” God's word are simply unbiblical. Revelation in Scripture is covenantal. It is recorded in a public document to be preserved, possessed by God's people, passed down to future generations.

(3) If revelation really is only held in “recollection and expectation,” then it never exists.

e) Revelation as identical with Christ: see F, 7, d.

f) “Possessing, controlling, manipulating” God's word.

(1) Much of Barth's argument, here and elsewhere, depends on a kind of instinctive Christian aversion to such notions.

(2) It is certainly true that we are not ultimately in control of God's word, any more than we are ultimately in control of anything else Same for “possessing.”

(3) It is also true that many religious people act as if they are the ultimate controllers, possessors of the word. They treat it without humility, without awe, without awareness of the limitations of their reasoning powers. That attitude is often a temptation of the orthodox, and reading Barth can help make you sensitive to that temptation.

(4) However, it is by no means clear that adherence to the orthodox view of Scripture necessitates such attitudes.

(a) Belief that in Scripture one is dealing with the very word of God ought to, and often does, increase humility and awe. 

(b) It is not often the liberals and neo-orthodox (Barthians!) who treat the word with a high‑handed disregard of its relation to God? That kind of spiritual sin can hardly be averted by a Barthian (or other) theology of the word. 

(5) Having said all this, however, we must point out that in one sense we do “possess” the word, and we have the right to exercise some “control,” perform some manipulations upon it. Although “the earth is the Lord's,” God has given possessions to his people ‑ both material and spiritual. We are to treat these possessions as faithful stewards. The word of God, written down, is such a possession (Deut. 29:29 in context). It is to be preserved, read, proclaimed, translated, analyzed, to the edification of God's people. If Barth calls such behavior sin (and he does) he has no biblical basis for doing so. 

g) Does the traditional doctrine of inspiration violate justification by faith? Is it a means of seeking security outside of Christ? 

(1) Orthodoxy does not hold that salvation comes through holding a certain view of Scripture. It comes through Christ alone.

(2) Some people may be seeking such security through their orthodox beliefs. That is to be deplored. The same for someone who seeks security through adherence to Barthian theology (which, in view of Barthianism's universalist implications, is not at al unthinkable).

(3) In one sense, it is Barth's doctrine which violates justification by faith. Justification by faith is justification by a divine promise. (Romans 4). In Barth's thought, no such promise is possible 

h) Do the biblical writers point away from themselves to Christ? Yes, but they also claim inerrancy! “Pointing to Christ” never means that we ignore ourselves or the world. Barth knows that perfectly well. 

i) Scripture is “witness and instrument” but not only that! See Doctrine of the Word for a more biblical use of the term “witness.” God in Deuteronomy witnesses in Scripture against Israel. Scripture is his witness, not theirs. 

j) Barth's concept of inspiration does no justice to the biblical accounts of prophetic and biblical inspiration (e.g. Jer. 1, Deut. 18). His account of II Tim. 3:16 in terms of “recollection and expectation” is ludicrous.

G. History 

1. Historie and Geschichte: see earlier.

2. Myth and Saga
a) Myth: story with a moral which didn't really happen. 

b) Saga: story beyond the reach of historical science ‑ unverifiable; but may have happened. Penetrates to truth at a deep level. 

c) Barth says there is no myth in the Bible, but some parts like the early chapters of Genesis are saga. 

3. Direct Revelation in History
a) See E, F for direct/indirect distinction.

b) In Barth's early commentary on Romans, he said that revelation never enters history, but touches it as a tangent touches a circle. Later he spoke more positively, working out the implications of his immanence principle. 

c) Still, he always insisted that “Revelation is not a predicate or quality of history” and that “Though revelation is historical, history is not revelational.” Revelation in history is indirect, ambiguous, revealing in hiddenness, etc.

d) In terms of the distinction under #1, revelatory events are Geschichte. Are they also Historie? That is a difficult question:

4. The History of Redemption
a) Creation: not in Historie, for that would “separate” creation from redemption in Christ. (cf. H below)

b) Fall 

(1) No historisch Adam; else Adam would have an “independent significance” over against Christ.

(2) Christ is the first Adam. Creation, fall, redemption are all in him. 

c) Virgin Birth

(1) Barth argues against Bultmann that this is historisch. Here he argues as an evangelical might against a position which takes historical‑critical methodology too seriously.

(2) The Virgin Birth, however, is not a “direct revelation.” It is not identical to the incarnation of the Son of God; for that is eternal.

(3) The Virgin Birth, then, is important as a sign of that geschichtlich reality which is not historisch 

(4) Barth rebukes Brunner (who denies the historisch character of the Virgin Birth) for his interest in “biology.” This, says Barth, is not relevant to its redemptive significance. 

d) The Historical Jesus

(1) His life is datable, historisch.

(2) But his history is only indirectly revelatory; ambiguous.

(3) Sinless? Not as a quality or characteristic in history.

(a) He is sinless because he is the standard of sinlessness; but of necessity such a standard cannot be identified in history.

(b) Since his person and work are identical, his sinlessness is identical with his substitutionary atonement. 

(c) By virtue of his atoning love, God himself is involved in sin.

(4) Teachings: may compare unfavorably with those of other teachers. 

e) The Resurrection

(1) As with the Virgin Birth, Barth defends against Bultmann the historisch character of the Resurrection. However:

(2) The empty tomb may be legendary, and in any case would only be a sign of the Resurrection.

(3) The primary reality of the Resurrection is geschichtlich.

(a) The physical, historisch happening is only a pointer. 

(b) It is only an aspect of the event 

(c) The full event is known only to faith, not “directly” ‑ so geschichte. 

(d) It happened, but its reality is beyond the competence of a scientific historian.

(4) As geschichtlich, the Resurrection is real. It is a real meeting of Christ with the disciples, serving as foundation for the church. (Barth says he wants no “parthenogenesis of the faith;” Christianity rests on a solid foundation.) 

(5) But because it is a real meeting, it is beyond the relativities of time. It is God's pure presence, available to us today. 

(6) To the church, it is remembrance, expectation (they live between resurrection and return).

(7) Jesus' death and resurrection are the same in their significance: that God's grace exceeds his wrath. 

f) Eschatology

(1) Not in calendar time.

(2) Jesus' return: at Easter, Pentecost.

(3) “The end is near:” All life is under crisis, threat of divine judgment. So eschatology is a metaphor for the ultimate dimension in present life. 

(4) Birth and death are “natural limits” ‑ contra traditional views of immortality. We don't know how we'll share the kingdom of God, but we will. 

5. Comments
a) Why is it that “significant” events must somehow be removed from calendar time? 

(1) It is true that “significant” events gain a certain transcendence over time: we remember them better, they continue to influence future ages, etc. The most significant events, those upon which we base our values, seem on that account to be as real today as when they occurred.

(2) Hume and others have argued that one cannot derive value from fact, moral law from mere states of affairs. E.g., “Stealing lands you in prison” does not imply “stealing is wrong.” (Hume, however, is not thinking in terms of a Christian view of nature and history, in which the facts of this world are value‑laden.) On Hume's sort of basis, one can see why any source of value must be seen as somehow supra‑historical. Even on a Christian view, these events are certainly not “mere” facts, as they would be regarded by some secularists.

(3) But neither of these considerations dictate anything other than the traditional view: that these events are historical (historisch), but have a significance which goes beyond other happenings.

(4) Is this all Barth is saying? Sometimes I wonder. But clearly: 

(a) He denies the historisch character of creation and fall, arguing that a historisch background would militate against the geschichtlich significance of these doctrines.

(b) The identification of Geschichte with the very being of God puts it in a unique category (or is it not unique after all, because it encompasses all reality?)

(c) It just is not clear how Barth understands these events to transcend time, but evidently it was not the historisch occurrence (atonement, resurrection) that secured salvation for men. The historisch occurrences are only signs and pointers, indirectly revealing some kind of supra‑temporal events which actually save (see H, below). That I would judge to be heresy. 

b) Barth defines the historisch as that area open to the scrutiny of critical historians working apart from faith. This concession of neutrality is deadly. According to Scripture, nothing may be done or studied apart from faith (Romans 14:23). Barth hereby concedes to neutral historians the whole expanse of calendar time. (But is this consistent with his description of Saga, the Virgin Birth or the Resurrection, which happen in time, but are beyond the scrutiny of neutral history? Barth's view of the temporality of historie and of its access to science don’t seem consistent with each other 

c) The equation of Geschichte with God or Christ: see E.

d) On “direct revelation/indirect:” see F. 

e)  On the “independence” of Adam from Christ, see H, I below. 

f) Are the historisch Virgin Birth, Resurrection, etc. to be construed as “direct revelation?”

(1) If we try to construe these events as “brute facts,” lacking any significance or interpretation, then as such they are not the means of salvation. As such they reveal nothing. If that is Barth's point, so be it. But we should certainly add that of course these events are not “brute facts;” indeed, the whole concept of a brute fact is unintelligible. 

(2) And it is true that these events reveal nothing (“reveal” here referring to saving illumination) apart from faith. 

(3) However, even apart from faith, they make divine truth available to us so that we are responsible to it.

(4) And these events do not simultaneously reveal and conceal God. 

(a) They conceal him to the mind that remains unregenerate. 

(b) They reveal him to faith. 

(c) They also reveal to faith something of the incomprehensible nature of God (Romans 11:36)

g) Summary 

(1) Ambiguous definitions of Historie and Geschichte, too many elements in each definition. 

(2) Barth, like most modern secular thinkers, sees history as a realm of relativity, about which nothing can be known with certainty‑. Therefore, religious certainty must be derived from something, somewhere, above history. Yet Barth is also sensitive to the Biblical teaching that revelation is in history. So he develops his awkward, unclear, contradictory makeshift.

(3) The wholly other/revealed dialectic demand that God in history be totally hidden, unidentifiable, and that true revelation amount to a virtual identification between God and man. This perspective, correlative to the last, also influences Barth's view of history.

II. Emil Brunner (1889‑1966)

A. Background
1. Disciple of Barth. Though Barth differed with him strongly on natural theology and other matters, Brunner said toward the end of his life that he had always been a “Barthian.”

2. His distinctive brand of personalism owes much to F. Ebner. Cf. also John Oman, Martin Buber, various existentialists. 

3. Brunner was initially more influential than Barth in the English speaking world 

a) He studied in England, Union Seminary of New York. 

b) Taught at Princeton Seminary, Union ‑ N.Y. 

4. Taught in Japan for a couple years in the mid‑1950's. 

5. Tends to be a somewhat more common‑sensical thinker than Barth, less profound. 

B. God 

1. Absolute person, subject; so never object. (Transcendence) 

a) Strictly speaking, God cannot be thought. What man thinks, he masters. 

b) Utterly free; his righteousness subordinate to his freedom. 

c) Wholly other

d) Not the god of the philosophers. 

2. But his essence is revelation; he reveals himself by nature (Immanence). 

a) So, paradoxically, we can know him. 

b) Revelational view of the trinity ‑ cf. Barth. 

c) But revelation is a revelation of a mystery, so still transcendent. 

3. His attributes: paradoxical, but complimentary. 

a) Holiness/love, wrath/mercy 

b) God is the source of law, but he stands over against it. 

C. Revelation
1. A personal encounter with. God himself. 

a) Personal relationships (I‑thou) differ radically from impersonal (I‑it). 

(1) In an impersonal relationship, I can contemplate my object and thereby master it.

(2) In a personal relationship, I cannot contemplate or master the other. I can only speak to him, not speak about him.

(3) Afterward, I can think about the relationship. But the more I think (objectively) the less personal the relationship becomes. 

b) Therefore, divine revelation never communicates information, only God himself. 

c) Formulation of doctrinal propositions always involves a turning away from the original revelation The words can never capture the revelation adequately. 

2. Always indirect, veiled. Cannot be seen clearly in this sinful world. 

3. Revelation is God Himself (as Barth). 

4. Always in the present, pro me, the event of salvation. Never apart from my response. 

D. Forms of Revelation
1. Nature
a) Famous controversy with Barth over Brunner's “Natural Theology.” Barth's reply was called, simply, “Nein!”  (“No”)

b) Brunner holds that despite sin, fallen man has some ability to understand that revelation in nature and in the human heart.

c) Barth agues against my “point of contact” as limiting the freedom of God. God creates his own point of contact at the moment of revelation. 

2. History
a) Faith rests on objective events which took place 2000 years ago. 

b) Thus Brunner affirms the importance of the historical Jesus, vs. historical relativism. 

c) But we know these events only by the revelation of God in the present, by faith. 

d) Thus, historical criticism is no barrier to faith. Brunner tends to be more skeptical than Barth about miracles, virgin birth, resurrection, etc. Questions may even be raised about Jesus' historical existence. 

e) Thus revelation may not be identified with anything historical. 

3. Scripture
a) Witness to revelation 

(1) Not itself revelation; points away from itself to Christ. “Crib.”

(2) Normative witness because it is historically the primary source.

(3) Human word about a divine word. 

b) Instrument of revelation in the present (cf. Barth on “witness, inst.”)

(1) Brings God's word to me in the moment of faith. 

(2) Then God “condescends to speak words” (JF: But does this diminish the personalism of the encounter?) 

c) Strong polemic against the orthodox doctrine of verbal inspiration 

(1) Idolatry ‑ faith in a law, a book, rather than Christ.

(2) Admits this doctrine found in II Tim. 3:16 and in the O.T.,

(a) But finds this inconsistent with more antinomian strains in the N.T. 

(b) And he points out that the N.T. use of the Old is sometimes allegorical, invalidating any concept of verbal inspiration. 

(3) Pro‑higher criticism, therefore. 

(4) Scripture has no special wisdom on matters of science, history. 

d) Polemic against “uniform” inspiration ‑ that all parts of scripture are always and equally inspired. 

e) Polemic against orthodoxy in general (bitter tone): anti‑scientific, motivated by fear, lacks sense of fellowship, spiritual power, missionary zeal. 

E. Faith and Reason
1. Personal relationships are best evoked by paradoxical formulations, as opposed to a “system” of “objective” truths. The incarnation is the “absolute paradox” (cf. Kierkegaard). 

2. Reason (thought which masters its object) is appropriate to our dealings with the world, inappropriate in matters of faith. 

3. Paradox is also important because of sin, the “controversy” between the word of God and human thought. 

4. Faith, therefore, lives in objective uncertainty (Kierkegaard). 

a) This is compatible with subjective certitude. 

b) We must decide; the choice is left to us.

5. Faith makes us contemporary with Christ, always changes us. 

6. Faith carries its own evidence; indeed, all knowledge begins with non‑demonstrable assumptions. 

7. Involves action Statements of faith are not truths, but formulas for action. 

F. Doctrinal Loci 

1. Creation: personal address/causality. 

2. Man 

a) God‑relatedness is his essence, the image of God. 

b) Responsible love. 

c) Existence in the word. 

3. Sin 

a) Not human nature, nor mere actions. 

b) Personal transaction with God. 

c) No historic fall. 

d) Responsibility is personal, not legal in character. 

e) Sin rejects community, accepts loneliness.

4. Christ 

a) Vs. supernatural events: virgin birth, empty tomb, ascension. 

b) Questions about his historical existence.

c) Vs. orthodox doctrine of substitutionary atonement 

d) Vs. physical resurrection

5. Eschatology 

a) Vs. bodily resurrection 

b) Realized eschatology: present decision, not future expectation, is the key to existence. 

c) Annihilationism. 

6. Church 

a) Service essential, not organization, institution 

b) A fellowship, bearing the proclamation of the gospel. 

c) Pastoral epistles show a rigidification of the church. 

d) Faith always in the church, vs. individualism. 

7. Ethics 

a) Gebot/Gesetz (commandment/law) 

(1) Any one can understand the moral law, but the love commandment is understood only through faith.

(2) God takes the law seriously, but stands against it.

(3) The love commandment doesn't tell us what to do beforehand (cf. situation ethics). 

(4) The love commandment sometimes requires violation of the law.

b) Emphasizes personalism here too: treat your neighbor as a person not an object. 

c) Approves self‑love, vs. Barth..

d) More anti‑Communist than Barth. 

G. Comments
1. Problems similar to these in Barth (X, above). 

2. The idea that “personal relationship” somehow excludes propositional or intellectual knowledge is absurd. On the contrary, such knowledge enriches personal relationships, and it is crucial to those relationships which are distinctively human. 

3. It simply is not true that understanding always involves mastery. If it were, Brunner's treatment would be indicated as much as any other. 

4. How can a totally non‑propositional revelation serve as a standard for propositional doctrine? Brunner's account of this is utterly inadequate. 

5. Brunner has a hard time establishing his doctrine of Scripture from Scripture itself. Makes all sorts of admissions damaging to his case. If the orthodox view is validated by the O.T., by the pastoral epistles, and in some way by Jesus' ‑ then where does Brunner's view come from? 

6. If theology is limited to paradoxical formulations, how can we think reasonably about these? 

7. Brunner's general rejection of the supernatural elements of the gospel leave him with no gospel to proclaim. 

III. Rudolf Bultmann (1884 -1976)

A. Background
1. Studied with Gunkel (form‑criticism), Harnack, Hermann, Weiss. 

2. Close to Barth in early years, but later moved in a more liberal direction. He always insisted that the word of God was something from beyond ourselves.

3. Close to Heidegger when they were colleagues at Marburg from 1922‑28. 

B. Form Criticism
1. Presupposes a generally critical view of Scripture: Scripture not necessarily reliable. In historical matters, it is generally presumed unreliable unless proved otherwise. 

2. Form Criticism assumes, specifically, that the stories told, e.g. in the gospels, did not originate in the settings described. The early church had a great many “sayings” of Jesus and “stories” of Jesus. They arranged these sayings and stories into a framework which was largely their own invention. 

3. The form critic seeks to reconstruct the actual settings in which the sayings and stories originated. 

4. To this end, he seeks to classify the material into different categories: miracle story, prophecy, parable, etc. 

5. This categorization enables us to distinguish earlier from later elements in the history of the tradition. 

6. Some tradition ‑ a very small amount ‑ brings us close to the actual teachings of Jesus.

7. About Jesus himself, little is known. 

a) Born, die, taught. 

b) Miracles, virgin birth, resurrection legendary. 

c) Proclaimed (erroneously) imminent apocalypse (cf. Schweitzer, J. Weiss B's teacher).

C. Demythologization 

1. “Myth”: describes the eternal in terms of the temporal, divine in terms of the human, etc.

2. Much of Scripture is myth in this sense. 

a) Three‑story universe (heaven, earth, underworld) 

b) Supernatural, miraculous events 

3. Modern man cannot believe in these myths, literally understood.

a) He believes in a closed system, governed entirely by scientific law; no possibility of supernatural interference. 

b) He uses the radio and takes medicine. 

4. We need not, however, include these myths in our preaching. 

a) The purpose of myth is not to inculcate irrational belief in a supernatural realm, but to express a certain self-understanding. 

b) That self‑understanding can be expressed adequately (better in our time) without myth. 

c) The gospel itself does not require belief in any world‑view, whether first century or modern, In fact it rejects any attempt to find security through a world‑view (see D, below). 

d) The NT itself demythologizes its message, 

(1) Paul: the end‑time is present now. 

(2) John: no interest in literal eschatology.

5. Thus we ought to preach Christ without myth.

a) The point is not to reconstruct or rewrite the N.T. message, but to present it in a form that communicates clearly to our time. 

b) We are not eliminating myth so much as reinterpreting it.

D. Existential Analysis
What, then, is the message that emerges once we have seen past the myths to the real concerns of the N.T.? 

1. Pre‑understanding 

a) Bultmann argues that exegesis without presuppositions is impossible. 

b) We ask about God because we are moved by the question of our own existence. 

c) We must learn from existential philosophy, which is also concerned with this question. 

d) The question influences the answer we shall find.

2. Human existence 

a) Vs. understanding man via “general” categories (philosophical, ethical); these are inadequate to human freedom.

b) Man exists in and through his decisions; no abiding “nature” (cf, existentialism).

3. Inauthentic Existence

a) Seeking to avoid the necessity to live by decision (impossible, since this is a struggle against our very nature). 

b) Seeking security through objective guarantees based on the past or “objective truth.” rational proofs. 

c) Seeking satisfaction in what is visible, tangible (“the world” in the N.T.; “the flesh”).

4. Authentic Existence 

a) Renouncing man‑made security. 

b) Openness to the future (the unseen). 

c) Faith (N.T.), love (living for others/self)

d) Trusting despite evidence to the contrary; “as if not”

5. Power to live authentically 

a) For Heidegger, secular existentialism, authenticity comes through human resolve. 

b) For Bultmann, it comes as a gift of God through the hearing of the gospel in faith. It comes through revelation. We cannot save ourselves.

E. Revelation
1. Not “communication of information by the word,” but an “event which places me in a new situation.”

a) The importance of it is not its content, but the fact that God speaks it. 

b) It is always an event in the present. 

c) It is the presence of God himself. 

d) It creates in the hearer a new self‑understanding, authentic existence. 

2. History 

a) Sharp Historie/Geschichte distinction: see discussion of Barth, earlier. 

(1) Events of Geschichte ‑ not true apart from risk, commitment.

(2) No rational verification: to rest on rationally verified facts is inauthentic (cf. Kierkegaard, Sartre).

(3) Geschichte consists of events which happen again and again in the present. The crucifixion, resurrection, return of Christ “happen” as I respond to preaching in faith. I am crucified with Christ, etc. 

b) Christianity has some historisch basis (cf. B, above). 

(1) The earthly life of Jesus is the presupposition of the kerygma (preaching).

(2) But we know very little about him.

(3) We know that he existed, but we don't know much about what he is.

(4) The what, however, is not important. The important thing is what he means to faith; and that is expressed in the kerygma, regardless of its historical foundation.

F. Doctrinal Loci
1. God
a) Wholly other, as in early Barth; “infinite qualitative difference.”

b) So transcendent that we can know him only in the moment of revelation (Geschichte).

c) Therefore, immanent: no “God in himself;” his existence is pro me, for in Geschichte he exists in granting me a new self‑understanding. 

d) He appears as holy will, qualifying my existence. 

e) Bultmann opposes traditional dogmas about his nature, attributes. 

2. Deity of Christ 

a) Describes his significance for faith, not a cosmological status. cf. Ritschl's “value judgment.”

b) He is God's Son because he saves me, not vice versa.

3. The Cross and Resurrection 

a) Bultmann believes that Jesus died in Historie; he rejects the bodily resurrection as mythology.

b) Jesus' death in Historie is in itself unimportant for faith; as a fact datable in calendar time, it does not belong to Geschichte.

c) The orthodox doctrine of atonement is also mythological. 

d) But as the cross is preached in the present, it becomes a saving event (Geschichte).

(1) It symbolizes our renouncing (dying to) the world (inauthentic existence). 

(2) It is God's judgment on the world and therefore his act which sets us free for the future. 

(3) It is the cross of Christ because of its saving efficacy, not vice versa.

e) The preaching of the resurrection only spells out the meaning of the cross. 

(1) It is not a miraculous proof of the efficacy of the cross: to trust such a miraculous proof would be inauthentic. Paul errs in I Cor. 15 when he seeks to make such use of the doctrine. 

(2) It shows that the power of death, the world, the tangible, is overcome; but that is already known through the preaching of the cross. 

4. Justification by Faith
a) Inauthentic existence is the attempt to be saved through works of the law; authentic existence receives the future as God's gift. 

b) Bultmann applies this doctrine to the intellect: Belief in verbal inspiration or any other ultimately authoritative revelation is justification by works; it seeks favor with God through intellectual orthodoxy. 

5. Eschatology
a) Bultmann recognizes, with his teacher Weiss, that an eschatological emphasis pervades the N.T. 

b) He believes that Jesus was a mistaken eschatological preacher (cf. B, above). 

c) No literal final judgment, etc.: that is mythology. 

d) But biblical eschatology can be used to symbolize the “end” of our former, inauthentic existence in the present. 

e) Authentic existence is openness to the future; God is “the coming one.” The identification between God and the future, which plays so large a role in Moltmann, Pannenberg, liberation theology, seems to have roots in Bultmann. 

6. Ethics 

a) The gift of freedom for the future enables us to be open to one another in faith and love. 

b) There are no binding ethical prescriptions (that would be inauthentic); only love for God and neighbor (cf. situation ethics). 

c) We discover what to do in the “moment” (Geschichte).

d) Tends to be rather individualistic; not much interest in social issues. 

G. Comments
1. Bultmann is more sympathetic to the older liberalism than is Barth, but some differences are instructive (cf. Knudsen in Hughes, ed., Creative Minds):

a) Herrmann says that the moral goodness of Christ impresses man and leads him to trust in the power of moral goodness. Bultmann thinks that to trust in such a “general possibility” is inauthentic, a surrender of freedom. 

b) Bultmann does not think, as the liberals did, that N.T. critics can discover a non‑supernatural moral teacher lying behind the biblical stories. Jesus' morality (such as we know of it) is inseparably linked to his mythological eschatology. 

2. Bultmann does not take sufficient account of the difficulty of his historical thesis. There is far too little time for the development of legend between the death of Jesus and the writing of the N.T., especially when one considers the presence of the eyewitnesses during this time. Therefore, Bultmann's critical positions have generally been replaced by more conservative ones. Note especially the difficulty in accounting for the resurrection as legend (as in Knudsen, other account of evidences for the resurrection. 

3. Bultmann's critical position, therefore, seems to be based, not on “evidence,” but upon his philosophical assumption that no report of a supernatural event is credible. 

4. That philosophical assumption is highly arbitrary. 

a) Few scientists any more would agree with Bultmann's view of the universe as a “closed system.” The “principle of uncertainty.”

b) Has “modern man” entirely rejected the supernatural? Religious and superstitions of all sorts seem to flourish today. 

5. Does the N.T. itself demand demythologization? 

a) Bultmann is quite arbitrary in setting forth “freedom for the future” as the message of the N.T. 

(1) The supernaturalism of the N.T. is pervasive, as Bultmann himself admits. 

(2) The N.T. presents the resurrection as central, focuses our faith in Christ as Lord. 

b) Some aspects of N.T. teaching (like the three story universe) are not intended to be taken literally. Others clearly are ‑‑ like the resurrection. 

c) The N.T. does reject the notion of  “finding security through a world‑view” (or any other human work). However, it does require belief in certain propositions about God, Christ, the world, etc. 

d) Does the N.T. demythologize its eschatology? It does teach that the end times have begun in Christ; but it continues to look toward a future consummation. It is gratuitous to insist that the N.T. writers didn't go far enough. 

6. Note Bultmann's anti‑abstractionism, his unwillingness to allow the use of “general” categories in explaining man. 

a) This proposal is doomed to failure. All language is in some degree abstract, including Bultmann's. But if a concrete knowledge of man can come through language, why can it not come through the orthodox language as easily as through Bultmann’s?

b) This view of Bultmann's is derived from the subjective view of revelation which he shares with all his predecessors since Schleiermacher. If revelation is momentary, in the perfectly concrete “now,” then no language can express it; all language will be too abstract. 

7. For Bultmann's existentialism, see my treatment of Sartre in “Christianity and the Great Debates.”

a) Must we renounce all “objective guarantees?” Yes, if they are invented by man; no, if they are provided by God. The essence of faith is trust in God's promise. 

b) Is it wrong to seek satisfaction in the “visible,” “tangible” world? 

(1) Scripture sometimes does draw the contrast between trusting in the visible and in the invisible (II Cor. 4).

(2) The point is that in this sinful world, God's workings are often hidden ‑ especially from unbelief.

(3) But not always. In anticipation of the end time, God often makes himself visible ‑‑ in theophany, in Christ, and (somewhat metaphorically) in the gospel.

(4) Thus the issue is not essentially one of visibility/invisibility, but of sin/God.

(5) Bultmann often confuses ethical and metaphysical categories. He misunderstands Paul's statement about not knowing Christ “after the flesh” ‑ thinks it deals with knowledge of Christ as tangible/intangible. Actually it refers to a knowledge in sin/in grace. 

c) Does Scripture call us to be free for the future? It calls us to be open to God's future; certainly not to accept joyfully whatever the future brings. And it certainly does not call us to lay aside criteria based on the past. On the contrary: the words of Christ and Scripture are to be our permanent source of divine authority. 

8. Bultmann's non‑propositional concept of revelation: It does bring out some important points neglected by evangelicals ‑ the presence of God in revelation, its power to create a new self‑understanding. But to deny its propositional truth is simply unbiblical. 

9. Historie and Geschichte: see under Barth. 

10. Transcendence/Immanence dialectic: so what else is new? 

11. Treatment of the deity of Christ and other doctrines similar to Ritschl: these doctrines are really only expressions of Jesus value for me. 

12. Bultmann eliminates the atonement and resurrection of Christ; on that account alone, he has renounced the N.T. gospel. 

13. Although Bultmann accuses the orthodox of justification by works, the shoe is actually on the other foot. Justification by faith is justification on the basis of God's gracious promise (Romans 4). Bultmann substitutes his own wisdom for God's promise. Thus it is he who trusts in an “intellectual good work.”

IV. Paul Tillich (1886-1965)

A. Background
1. Very close to Bultmann, agrees with him on most matters of historical criticism, appreciation of existentialism. Bultmann, however, is more Kantian, while Tillich is more Hegelian. Tillich believes he can find a synthesis between apparent oppositions, rather than simply to distinguish two paradoxically related realms. 

2. “On the Boundary:” Tillich says that he has always found himself between different situations, points of view: religion/ humanism, politics (socialist theology, Germany/America, etc.

3. Dismissed from his professorship at Frankfurt, 1933, by the Nazis, he accepted a professorship at Union Theological Seminary, N.Y. 

B. Theology (The following summarizes Systematic Theology, Vol. I)

1. Two formal criteria: 

a) “The object of theology is what concerns us ultimately. Only those propositions are theological which deal with their object in so far as it can become a matter of ultimate concern for us.” (Systematic Theology, I, 12) 

b) “Our ultimate concern is that which determines our being or not‑being. Only those statements are theological which deal with their object in so far as it can become a matter of being or not-being for us.” (Ibid., 14) 

2. Since theology deals with what determines our being or not‑being, it has much in common with philosophy, which analyses being as such. The two disciplines differ in their attitudes, their sources, and in the ultimate concern for salvation on the part of theology. 

3. Sources of theology: Scripture, church history, the history of religion and culture. Scripture is basic because it is the original document on which the church is founded; but it is not ultimately authoritative. 

4. Material norm: “the New Being in Jesus as the Christ as our ultimate concern” (50). 

5. Rationality of theology 

a) Semantic: using words clearly, unambiguously 

b) Logical: dialectic does not demand logical contradiction. 

c) Methodological: follows definite procedure ‑“systematic”

(1) Tillich rejects objections to “system” (as in Kierkegaard) 

(2) “System” stands between summa (which deals with all actual and potential problems) and essay (which deals with only one problem. It deals with a group of actual problems which demand resolution in a special situation. 

6. The Method of Correlation 

a) Theology “makes an analysis of the human situation out of which the existential questions arise, and it demonstrates that the symbols used in the Christian message are the answers to those question.” (62) 

b) Mutual dependence between question and answer. 

(1) The answer cannot be derived from the question (a philosophical analysis of human existence); it comes from revelation. 

(2) In form, however, the answer is dependent on the structure of the question. 

(3) The theologian organizes the question in relation to the answer; yet he does formulate the questions “autonomously.”

c) Vs. inadequate methods 

(1) Supranaturalistic: takes Christianity to be a sum of revealed truths, fallen from heaven like strange bodies from a strange world. 

(2) Naturalistic: derives the Christian message from man's questions.

(3) Dualistic (traditional Romanism): Builds supernatural structure upon natural substructure. 

C. Reason and Revelation
1. The Structure of Reason
a) Ontological reason: the structure of the mind which enables us to grasp reality. 

b) Technical reason: the capacity for reasoning; must be governed by ontological reason. 

c) Objective reason: the rational structure of reality. 

d) Subjective reason: the rational structure of the mind. The way we grasp reality inevitably shapes it. 

e) The depth of reason: appears in subjective, objective reason, but transcends them in power and meaning. 

(1) “Substance,” “being‑itself,” “ground,” “abyss” (mystery).

(2) Reason points to truth‑itself, beauty‑itself, justice‑itself, etc., through the limited and partial truths, etc.

(3) Myth and cult: contradict reason, because in them reason is separated from its own depth. These represent “fallen” reason, but represent the depth symbolically. 

2. Reason as Fallen (finitude, ambiguities)

a) Autonomy/heteronomy

(1) Autonomy: reason affirming itself without recognizing its depth.

(2) Heteronomy: imposition of an external authority in the name of the “depth”

(3) Theonomy: resolution of the conflict. Autonomous reason united with its own dept. Never complete under conditions of existence, but we seek it. This is the quest for revelation. 

b) Relativism/absolutism

(1) Reason is both static and dynamic, so that it may do justice both to structure and change.

(2) Absolutism elevates the static element (whether “traditionalist” or “revolutionary”). 

(3) Relativism ‑ denies the static element, elevates the dynamic, so that actual reason disappears.

(4) “Concrete absolute” is necessary to resolve the conflict. 

c) Formalism/emotionalism

(1) Formalism: exclusive interest in the forms of logic, art, law, social tradition, without considering adequately their bearing upon actual lived experience.

(2) Emotionalism reacts against this, but it denies rational structure and becomes irrational.

(3) Thus reason demands a union of form and emotion which is supplied by revelation. 

3. The Nature of Knowledge 

a) A union between subject and object. 

b) But this union presupposes detachment: we must “look at” the object in order to know it. 

c) Difficult to achieve balance (cf. history of philosophy). 

d) Knowledge transforms, heals. 

e) “Controlling knowledge” stresses detachment; objectifies reality. “Safe”

f) “Receiving knowledge” stresses union; important especially in the knowledge of persons. Involves emotion. Not “safe,” but significant. 

g) Union of union and detachment: “understanding”

h) Truth: pertains not only to judgments, but to reality. 

4. The Nature of Revelation: Manifestation of what concerns us ultimately. 

a) Mystery

(1) Conveys knowledge, but remains mysterious.

(2) Transcends, precedes the subject/object relation.

(3) Negative side: the “abyss,” the threat of non‑being. We ask “why is there being, rather than nothing at all?”

(4) Positive side: the “ground,” the power of being, conquering non‑being.

b) Ecstasy

(1) The state of mind in which we receive the revelation. Not necessarily involving “enthusiasm” or “excitement.”

(2) Experience of  “ontological shock” ‑ question “why being?” overcomes us. The abyss.

(3) The shock is preserved and overcome (cf. Hegel) in revelation of the ground.

(4) Tillich uses “inspiration” to designate this experience, rejecting its more traditional theological use. 

c) Miracle

(1) Not supernatural intervention; that is anti‑rational, vs. structure of being. No mere object of astonishment.

(2) It is the event which is received in ecstasy. Points to the mystery of being. 

(3) Independent of any conclusions of science or history. 

5. Media of Revelation
a) Nature, history, groups, individuals, words. 

b) All point beyond themselves to the mystery; none is to be simply identified with revelation. There are no “revealed words.”

c) Not information, for information lacks the “sound of ultimacy,” the power to grasp, shake, transform. 

d) If the media claim revelatory power in themselves, they cease to reveal the mystery; they become idols. 

6. Knowledge of Revelation
a) Does not increase our knowledge about the structures of nature, history, man. 

b) Therefore does not interfere with other forms of knowledge (history, science). Else it would destroy scientific honesty. Claims to such interference are demonic. 

c) Nor can ordinary knowledge interfere with revelation. Fear no historical conjecture, psychological theory. 

d) But revelation guards us against false religious claims within history, psychology, etc. 

e) All knowledge of revelation is analogous or symbolic; in terms of finite reality. Literal understanding distorts them. 

7. Final Revelation
a) Criterion . 

(1) Must be united to the ground of being without separation, disruption, thus transparent to the mystery.

(2) Hence, he can negate himself without losing himself. 

(a) Every medium of revelation occurs in a finite situation; it must negate its finite aspect.

(b) In negating its finitude it overcomes finitude. 

b) Content: the revelation of Jesus as the Christ 

(1) Jesus avoided all temptations to claim ultimacy (Matt. 4, 16).

(2) He sacrificed himself on the cross, negating himself.

(3) Thus he liberates us from the authority of everything finite in him: his conditioned world‑view, etc.

(4) He sacrifices what is merely “Jesus” ‑ vs. Jesus‑centered religion.

(5) Therefore, Christianity is not a “final religion,” but bears witness to the final revelation. 

c) As correlation of miracle and ecstasy, the reception of the revelation is part of the revelation (cf. Schleiermacher, Kierkegaard, Barth, etc.) 

d) No revelation without salvation. 

(1) Revelation is not information.

(2) Revelation and salvation in time are equally fragmentary, provisional.

(3) Even the experience of rejection and alienation is revelation, for it manifests the depth of being. Hence salvation is universal. 

8. Reason in Final Revelation
a) Autonomy/heteronomy: Revelation as Theonomy presents the “depth” of reason (vs. mere autonomy), while sacrificing all that is merely finite (vs. heteronomy). 

b) Absolutism/relativism: Dialectic overcome in “concrete absolute.” 

(1) Picture of Jesus is concrete; no element of it is absolute (neither ethics, nor doctrines, nor ideals).

(2) Absolute because sacrifices finite. iii. Love: does what is needed in each situation (concrete), thus makes no claims for itself, applies to everything (absolute). 

c) Formalism/emotionalism: resolved through “salvation of reason.”

D. Being and God
1. Self and World
a) The self is distinct from all else; but as a self it is intelligible only as part of a structure environment

b) “Subject” and “object”

(1) Everything we think about, including God, is an object “in the logical sense.”

(2) But God precedes the subject/object structure, and thus is not really part of it. He is not “one being among others.”

(3) Finite persons, and even objects, are never merely objects, “things.”

2. Polarities
a) Individualization and Participation: everything (especially man) has an individual distinctness; but everything (especially man) is also “involved” with the rest of reality. Vs. both nominalism and realism. 

b) Dynamics and Form

(1) To “be something” involves having form.

(2) But every form must form something - matter, nonbeing, resistance to form.

(3) There must be a dynamic element even in God (Duns Scotus, Luther).

(4) In human life, this distinction is related to that between vitality and intentionality. 

(5) Man conserves his vitality through intention, by transforming his present life. 

c) Freedom and Destiny

(1) Decisions are based on our destiny (the concrete reality of our being, existence); else they would not be our decisions; they would not be truly free.

(2) Thus, destiny and freedom presuppose one another. 

3. Dialectics of Finite Being
a) Being and Nonbeing

(1) These are involved in one another; cf. “Great Debates” on Parmenides, et al. “Nothing” must be distinguished from being, but it inevitably becomes a form of being.

(2) Man asks this question because of his own limits, disappointments.

(3) Non‑being is inseparable from human life, even divine life.

(4) Thus we are under the threat of meaninglessness.

b) Finite and Infinite

(1) Man participates in infinity, as he considers infinite possibilities.

(2) But infinity is not given to us as an actual object.

(3) Finitude involves anxiety ‑ the threat of nonbeing.

(4) Time, space, causality, substance express the union of being and nonbeing in everything finite.

(5) In finitude, the polarities of individualization/polarization, etc., threaten to destroy the unity of life, the meaning of our being.

c) Essential and Existential Being 

(1) Although destruction is always a threat to finite being, it is not necessary. Therefore, it is not essential; it is not of the nature of things. 

(2) “Essence” is both empirical and valuational: it describes what is and what ought to be.

(3) Religiously, this distinction is the distinction between the created and the actual world. 

4. Finitude and the Question of God
a) God does not “exist,” for he is being itself beyond essence and existence. Existence implies estrangement from essence (3, c). 

b) Theistic arguments prove nothing, but they express the human question about God, which presupposes an awareness of God 

(1) The ontological argument shows that potential infinity is present in actual finitude. The thought of God is unavoidable.

(2) The cosmological argument expresses a need to find a basis for courage against the threat of nonbeing. 

5. The Meaning of “God”
a) Whatever concerns a man ultimately becomes god for him. 

b) Gods transcend ordinary experience in power and meaning, enter relations with us which are extraordinary in intensity, significance. 

c) Though they are described in objective language, they transcend the subject/object division, since they express our ultimate concern. 

d) A god must therefore be concrete, but also universal (answering the ultimate question). 

e) “Holiness” ‑ the quality of what concerns us ultimately. 

(1) Otto's “mysterium tremendum et fascinans” expresses the nature of the holy as abyss and ground (above, C, 4, a).

(2) Holy objects must negate themselves as holy in order to point to the divine. If they claim holiness in themselves, they are demonic.

(3) Demonic distortion is avoided by an emphasis on justice, morality; but reducing holiness to these removes the mystery and leads to secularism. 

(4) Anything can be a vehicle for the sacred. 

f) The concern for concreteness leads to polytheism; the concern for absoluteness to monotheism. Trinitarianism seeks balance. 

g) These concerns help Tillich to analyze the history of religion and of the monist/pluralist controversies in philosophy. 

6. God as Being
a) God is not “a” being (among others), but being-itself or the ground of being. 

(1) Else God is subordinate to being. 

(2) Thus he is beyond essence and existence. He is neither universal essence (the totality of finite possibilities), nor does he exist (see above, 3, c). 

(3) “Ground:” neither substance (Spinoza, pantheism) nor cause (traditional theology); for both categories make God an aspect of finite reality. 

b) “God is being‑itself:” In Vol. I, Tillich says this is the only non‑symbolic statement we can make about God. In Vol. II, he changes his view, saying that even this statement is symbolic. 

c) Religious symbols 

(1) Symbol, as opposed to sign, participates in the reality to which it points (cf. sacraments).

(2) Symbols grow and die as they gain and lose adequacy to reveal the divine (C, above).

(3) All statements about God must be symbolic, because God infinitely transcends the finite world of which our language speaks. Symbols affirm and negate their assertions at once.

(4) Yet, symbolic statements are possible, because though God transcends the finite world, everything participates in being-itself.

(5) Theology cannot confirm or deny symbols. It simply interprets them, though that process may contribute to their growth or death. 

(6) It is wrong to try to translate concrete symbols into abstract terms. 

(7) The truth of a religious symbol has nothing to do with the truth of empirical assertions (physical psychological, historical).

7. God as Living
a) God does not literally live, for life is the process by which potential being becomes actual, and there is no such distinction in God. But God is the ground of life. 

b) In God, there is unity between individualization and participation, dynamics and form, freedom and destiny. 

(1) Language about these elements in God suggests tension, but we must remember that such language is symbolic. 

(2) In God, his individualization and participation are one, etc. 

c) He is not a person, but he is the ground of everything personal and the ontological power of personality, not less than personal. Against the concept of God as “a heavenly, completely perfect person who resides above the world and mankind,” Tillich says, “The protest of atheism... is correct.” (245) 

d) “Spirit” is the goal (telos) of life. God is spirit, because he is fulfilled in himself, the polarities being united in him.

e) Thus we have the presuppositions of the doctrine of the trinity: God as ground of being, creative self‑objectivization (logos), uniting of objectifications with himself (spirit). 

8. God as Creating
a) God creates because he is God. Nevertheless, creation is not “necessary” in the sense of something forced on him externally. 

b) Creation is not an event in time, but a basic description of the God‑world relation. 

c) Creation ex nihilo 

(1) Rejects dualism: God is the only “ground.”

(2) Shows that non-being is involved in the existence (though not the essence) of finite reality. 

(3) In its essence, reality is not in conflict with God; thus incarnation is possible. 

d) Since non‑being is an element of existence, creation and fall are simultaneous. Self‑actualization through freedom involves separation from the ground of being. 

e) Time, space, substance, causality characterize God, but his time (etc.) includes and transcends ours. Ours is characterized by fallenness, nonbeing, anxiety. 

f) The image of God: man's freedom, rationally structured (hence potential infinity). 

(1) Original goodness: possibility and necessity of self‑actualization in freedom. In history, always combined with estrangement. There was no time of “dreaming innocence” in which man was unfallen. 

(2) Man and nature participate in one another ‑ the microcosm. 

g) Preservation: continuous creation, but presupposing a relatively static structure. 

h) Transcendence: God is free from the world; Immanence: He is its permanent creative ground. 

i) Providence: not interference with the world. It is creation, employing the structures of creaturely freedom. Prayer does not bring about divine interference; it is powerful only as an expression of powerful faith. 

j) Theodicy God participates in the negativities of creaturely life, but in him these negativities are eternally conquered. 

9. God as Related
a) Holy: beyond the subject/object relation. 

b) Power: not ability to “do anything,” but his victory over nonbeing. Ground of human courage. 

c) Eternity 

(1) Neither timelessness nor endless time.

(2) God is not dependent on either past or future; so both “open” to us. 

(3) God conquers the negativities of the emporal process. 

d) Omnipresence: Overcomes negativities of space. Sacramental presence. 

e) Omniscience: Nothing is outside the rational structure of being. 

f) Love: ontological movement from individualization to participation. 

(1) Expresses longing to return from estrangement to essential nature.

(2) Agape affirms the other apart from pleasant qualities, for the sake of the union between the neighbor and the ground of being.

g) Justice: affirms the independent right of subject and object within the love relation, lest love become destructive. God's judgment is the power of being itself against negativity, and is therefore love. Nothing can ultimately resist God's love (universalism). 

h) Predestination: providence with respect to ultimate destiny. 

(1) Lord: holy power; Father: holy love. 

10. The God Beyond God (not clearly presented in the Systematic Theology. See The Courage to Be.) (On Faith, see Dynamics of Faith).

a) Faith is ultimate concern. “God,” as we have seen, is the name of any object of ultimate concern, whether appropriate or not. 

b) Faith is inseparable from doubt. Since it seeks the depth of being, it renounces all objective certainty (cf. Bultmann). 

c) True faith, then, can be discerned in a really passionate doubt, an “unbelief” which is serious, ultimately concerned. 

d) True faith, perhaps the most profound faith, exists as the “'courage to be,” the courage to affirm being “without seeing anything concrete which could conquer the nonbeing in fate and death” (Courage, 189). This is “absolute faith” which says “Yes” although there is no special power that conquers guilt.

e) This faith, therefore, does not overcome anxiety and meaninglessness but it is “the courage to take the anxiety of meaninglessness upon oneself.” (190) 

f) The object of such faith is a God “above the God of theism” who emerges “when the traditional symbols...have lost their power.” “The courage to be is rooted in the God who appears when God has disappeared in the anxiety of doubt.”

g) This is, essentially, the God presented in the Systematic Theology, beyond essence and existence, personhood and impersonality, etc. 

E. Existence and the Christ
I have expounded Vol. I of the Systematic Theology in some detail to give you a sense of how Tillich argues. From now on, however, I will be less detailed. The second and third volumes are a bit repetitious to those who have read Vol. I. 

1. Sin
a) Existence as opposed to essence always involves nonbeing (D, 3, above). Therefore, every actual existent is “fallen,” estranged from what it truly is and from the ground of its being. 

b) Existentialism agrees with Christianity as to man's plight. 

c) Fall presupposes freedom. 

d) No historical fall. The “dreaming innocence” of Adam before the fall is a symbol of unrealized potentiality, life without experience of good and evil. Historical fall “absurd.” 

e) Sin is not “necessary” to man, because his existence is not necessary. But once he exists, he exists as fallen. 

f) Thus creation and fall coincide. 

g) In sin, the polarities are distorted: freedom separate from destiny, etc. 

2. Christ 

a) A paradox (cf. Kierkegaard), but not irrational. Incarnation is paradoxical in that it contradicts the opinion (doxa) and expectations which we could derive from our human predicament. 

b) The basic Christian assertion is that “Essential God‑manhood has appeared within existence and subjected itself to the conditions of existence without being conquered by them.” (II, 98). 

c) Thus there is a historical element in our faith. But very little is known about the historical Jesus. Faith is independent of any historical assertion. 

d) It is not the “historical Jesus,” but the “picture” of Jesus in the gospels, which has the power to transform. 

e) In Christ is the New Being: essential being under the conditions of existence, conquering the gap between essence and existence.

f) The “picture:”

(1) No estrangement with the ground of being.

(2) Self‑negation (the cross). 

g) Jesus is finite, therefore anxious, ambiguous, tragic, doubtful, fallible. But he “takes these negatives of existence into unbroken unity with God” and does this “without removing them.” (I think that Tillich is saying that Jesus is a picture of the “courage to be” ‑see D, 10 above.) 

h) Resurrection: After Jesus' death, disciples has ecstatic experience in which the picture of Jesus of Nazareth became united with the reality of the New Being. 

i) Virgin birth, miracles, ascension, return: symbols of the triumph of the New Being. Absurd if taken literally. 

j) The person of Christ is his work, vice versa (cf. Barth, others). 

F. Life and the Spirit (Vol. III)

1. Spirit: the unity of power and life. 

2. Ambiguities of life, in areas of self‑integration, self‑creativity, self‑transcendence. 

3. “Spirit of God,” “Kingdom of God,” “Eternal Life,” symbols of unambiguous life. 

4. The “Spiritual presence” enables us to anticipate, fragmentarily, the unambiguous life. 

5. The “Spiritual community” (church) manifests this “presence” in history. 

6. The Spirit conquers “religion.” 

a) Tillich, like Barth, uses “religion” in a bad sense. 

(1) Profanation: mechanizes, secularizes the spiritual (autonomy)

(2) Demonization: elevates the finite to infinite status, ignores ambiguity (heteronomy) . 

b) The “Protestant principle” is the protest against such distortion. (Cf. Bultmann's “justification by faith” as rejection of all “objective certainty.”)

c) The “Catholic substance”: The Protestant principle is not enough. It cannot operate unless it has something to operate on, something to criticize. The Catholic substance is the concrete embodiment of the Spiritual presence in history. 

G. History and the Kingdom of God
1. Ambiguities 

a) Self‑integration: empire/centralization 

b) Self‑creation: revolution/reaction 

c) Self‑transcendence: the consummation of history given/expected. 

2. Kairos: time or opportunity when history is ready for a breakthrough of the Kingdom of God. 

3. The Kingdom of God appears in history and give us fragmentary, partial victories over the ambiguities. We ought to avoid getting bogged down in one pole or another. 

4. No literal end of history. The “end” is ever present. 

H. Comments
1. The main structure of Tillich's thought is Hegelian: the ambiguities of experience point to an absolute in which these are resolved. In this respect, Tillich differs from most of his contemporaries, and provides a bridge to the theologies of the '60s and '70s. 

2. Like his contemporaries and predecessors, however, there are also significant Kantian‑existentialist elements in his thought. His God is a kind of “noumenon,” beyond all objective categories, known only through personal “courage.”

3. The main thrust of Tillich's thought is not difficult to summarize: 

a) Everything finite and historical is ambiguous. 

b) God is therefore beyond, above history, beyond all concepts. 

c) Though God is super‑transcendent, he is also super‑immanent: 

(1) He is “being‑itself.” 

(2) Everything finite “participates” in being.

(3) God himself contains, though he conquers, elements of negativity. 

d) All Christian symbols depict these ontological relationships 

4. When you think about it, there is a very close parallel between Tillich and Barth, though the two are rhetorically quite opposite. In Barth, too, all reality is in God (in Christ), and all historisch events of redemption point away from themselves to the overcoming of negation within the divine nature which is the only reality. 

5. Clearly, Tillich's theology is not Christian

a) His gospel is that we ought to affirm the “positive” elements of the world against the “negative” ones, even though we have no reason to believe that good will overcome evil.

b) Even (a) may be saying too much. Sometimes, Tillich seems to be saying that it is enough for us to be “ultimately concerned” even if we see no meaning, goodness in the world. 

c) Jesus plays a very minor role. 

(1) We know little of the historical Jesus, and if we had knowledge it would be irrelevant.

(2) The “picture” of Jesus in the gospels, is symbolic, but it is a picture of a man in doubt, anxiety, etc. 

(3) Paradoxically, Jesus is said to be in “unbroken unity with the ground of being” (how, amid this doubt and anxiety?) 

(4) At best, Jesus is an example of the “courage to be,” who supplies some convenient symbols of the ground of being. 

6. Still, Tillich is rather interesting in the way he relates religious to philosophical issues. In this methodological characteristic, he is similar to Van Til. Much of his discussion is useful. 

a) The method of correlation

(1) Not much wrong with this: similar to my “theology as application.”

(2) However, Tillich believes that the questions can be formulated properly without subjection to Scripture; same, in fact, for the answers. There we differ?

(3) Ought we to affirm what Tillich calls the “supranaturalistic” method? No. We don’t believe that Christianity consists only of “revealed truths,” or that the truths of Christianity “fell from heaven,” or that they are like “strange bodies from a strange world.” If Tillich thinks he is criticizing orthodox theology here, he is wrong; this characterization is a caricature. Such caricature is common in Tillich. We ought not to fall in the trap of accepting his caricatures and defending the positions he calls “absurd.” Sometimes (not always) those positions are “absurd.”

b) Ambiguities 

(1) Tillich's analyses of these are often sensitive, helpful. Take “autonomy/ heteronomy” for example: 

(a) Autonomy is wrong, as Van Til says! and That wrongness is manifested (among other ways) in a loss of “depth.” “Depth” is hard to define; but we can sense that the more “secular” thought becomes, the less “profound” it is, the less “moving.”

(b) Heteronomy too, is problem. We evangelicals, here, are tempted to say that we are heteronomists, affirming what Tillich here criticizes. But that would be a mistake. Tillich is right to attack heteronomy in certain respects: 

(i) True revelation is never “merely external” as in “heteronomy” as Tillich describes it. Revelation (on an orthodox view) is knowable, known; and when received by faith it is “written on the heart,” integrated into the being of the believer. 

(ii) There is a genuine danger of elevating something merely finite to absolute status. And this is a real danger for orthodox people.

(iii) Here too there is a loss of  “depth,” of profundity. How do you feel when someone argues for total abstinence? 

(2) Tillich, however, prejudges many questions which deserve careful analysis. Again, take “autonomy/ heteronomy” as an example: 

(a) Much of the persuasive power of Tillich's discussion depends on certain assumptions about what is “deep” and what is not, what is merely finite and what is not. In my view, the words of God recorded in Scripture are not “merely finite.” Thus to accept them as ultimately authoritative is not idolatrous and does not bring a loss of depth; quite the contrary. But Tillich doesn’t even argue the question of what is idolatrous and what is not; he merely states his preconceived view.

(b) His alternatives are not exhaustive. Orthodox Christianity does not fit under the categories, autonomy, heteronomy, theonomy, as Tillich defines them. Had Tillich included other alternatives, his own view would not have seemed so inevitable. Tillich’s structuring of the question, therefore, prejudices the answers considerably. 

(c) The concept “depth,” especially, is far too vague to carry the kind of weight Tillich assigns to it. I think I know the difference between what I consider “deep” and what I don't, but I doubt that my concept agrees with Tillich's. 

(3) Tillich is extremely unclear as to how these ambiguities are to be resolved. 

(a) The answer to the autonomy/heteronomy polarity is theonomy, which is autonomy united to the “depth” of reason. But “depth” here is terribly unclear (above, ii, C). How do we know we have found it? 

(b) And how does “depth” save us from the problems of autonomy and heteronomy? What views or policies does it demand of us? What does it rule out? Does it simply amount to autonomy plus a humble attitude? But how do I know when I have achieved humility? 

(c) Sometimes (as in The Courage to Be), Tillich seems to say that the solution is simply to accept with courage the fact that there is no solution. But that isn't much help. And if that is the case, why should one form of autonomy or heteronomy be superior to another? 

(d) At best, the healing is “fragmentary.” But this fact raises the problem: which of many fragmentary reconciliations ought I to select?

(4) An orthodox believer can use a very similar argument, and more cogently: 

(a) The God of Scripture can be our authority without destroying our freedom. He defines the truth apart from us, but, sovereign as he is, he is able to reveal it in our very being.

(b) Since he reveals his will clearly in words, we know the limits of our own intellectual capacities, and we know their powers. We can distinguish revelation from autonomous and idolatrously heteronomous ideas. 

7. Revelation

a) Tillich follows Kierkegaard, Barth and most modern theologians in identifying revelation with illumination, making the reception part of the revelation. This leaves aside the whole question of an infallible text. 

b) A strongly non‑propositional view. The revelation is a revelation of the ground of being, beyond the subject/ object distinction. But is it not possible that we will become better aligned with the ground of being by accepting Scripture as verbally inerrant? Tillich offers no argument against this possibility, except for vague comments about elevating the finite to absolute status.

c) Anti‑supernaturalism: Tillich worries that supernatural intervention, as on the traditional view of miracle, would “destroy the structure of being.” But that is only the case if we accept a Bultmannian view of that structure: a closed system of natural law. That view is indefensible, and I doubt if even Tillich believes it. 

d) He says that revelation can never say anything that would conflict with claims of science or history. This assumes that science and history must be done “autonomously,” that autonomous method alone is honest. He has not argued this assumption. 

e) Christ as final revelation. 

(1) If we know little about the historical Jesus, how do we know that the New Being was manifested in a personal life? 

(2) If, according to the gospels, Jesus was doubtful, anxious, etc., on what ground do we say that he was “united to the ground of being without disruption?”

(3) Does Jesus avoid all claims to ultimacy? Only if we engage in some very radical NT criticism.

(4) Did Jesus negate himself on the cross? No. He died on the cross. To die is not to renounce one's status, authority or whatever. In fact, the cross affirmed Jesus as king of the Jews. Only if we ignore the biblical interpretation of the cross and substitute our own can we do what Tillich wants. 

8. God

a) Sensitive treatment of the theistic arguments. 

b) “God does not exist” ‑ produces shock value, but depends on a very technical concept of  “existence.” Rather bogus since his argument rather assumes that everyone who says “God exists” is using the term in the technical sense. This assumption is clearly false. 

c) Is God “beyond the subject/object relation?”

(1) Yes, in the sense that God is beyond anything we can say to describe him. But in that sense he is also beyond Tillich's phrases like “ground of being.”

(2) It is not clear why an “ultimate concern” must be beyond subject and object.

(3) God is an object in that he can be spoken about. Tillich admits this.

(4) God is not an object in the sense that we can manipulate him, etc. Everyone would agree with this.

(5) Apparently, though, Tillich wants to deny God's objectivity in some other sense, a sense in which he thinks the orthodox affirm it. This is not clear. 

(6) To say that God is “a” being does not make him merely finite. “Being” has the same ambiguities as “object” (above). 

d) Is God “being‑itself?”

(1) Tillich says that otherwise God would be subordinate to being. 

(a) This argument assumes that “being‑in general” is a legitimate and coherent concept. There are reasons to doubt that.

(b) In one sense, though, this is unobjectionable. Similar arguments are used in orthodoxy to show that God is “love‑itself,” “wisdom itself,” etc. Similarly, God is his own being. But it is important at this juncture that we distinguish between God's being and the being of creatures. God is the first, but not the second, which would entail pantheism. 

(2) The temptation, though, arises here of reducing the whole Christian faith to an ontology Thus I prefer to avoid this kind of language. 

e) Is all language about God non‑liberal? See my "Doctrine of the Knowledge of God.”

f) Is God “beyond personality?” Again, Tillich is selective in the language he singles out for criticism. God, he says is “beyond” existence, objectivity, personality, etc. He does not say that God is “beyond” grounds, abysses, being, nonbeing, spirit, logos, etc., though the justification for saying he is beyond these would seem to be the same. In my view, God cannot be exhaustively described by any language, and certainly Tillich's terminology deserves no preferential status. What deserves preferential status is the language of Scripture. 

g) Does God “participate in negativities?” This phrase is unclear, but if it means that God sins, suffers, fails, etc., the answer is no. There is, however, a mystery about God's relation to these, his creation of them. 

h) Can God do anything? Tillich says this concept of omniscience misses the point. The point is that God conquers nonbeing. But: 

(1) We dare not define God's attributes by reference to nonbeing; else God would be dependent on nonbeing.

(2) In creation and redemption. Scripture tells us, God can do anything that can be done. Nothing less is needed to overcome sin.

(3) Similar arguments apply to Tillich's attempts to reduce other divine attributes to God's “victory over nonbeing.”

i) The “God beyond God:” Tillich here seems to deify meaninglessness itself. 

9. Sin 

a) Regardless of Tillich's disclaimers, he really does make sin a necessary aspect of human existence, and therefore something from which we cannot be redeemed without losing our humanity. 

b) Sin is reduced to metaphysical relationships (cf. Van Til). 

10. Christ, salvation: see 7 e above 

11. Religious symbols: Davit Kelsey in The Fabric of Paul Tillich's Theology shows that Tillich has two incompatible views of religious symbols: 

a) Symbols as vehicles of power: explained by their relation to God. 

b) Symbols as vehicles of meaning: explained by their history He never explains why symbols having a particular meaning ought to be vehicles of divine power. (This is what we have called the rationalist/irrationalist dialectic.) 

12. Tillich is less influential than Barth or Bultmann, I think, because his theology is expressed in philosophical language rather than Scriptural language. Tillich's theology cannot be preached. The substantive differences between Tillich and Barth, however, are not great. “The conservative drift.” 

13. Tillich presents some very clear examples of rationalist/irrationalist, transcendence/immanence, subject/object dialectics. 

V. The New Hermeneutic (G. Ebeling, E. Fuchs, James M. Robinson, Robert 0. Funk, others) 

A. Broader Understanding of “Hermeneutic”

1. Traditionally, “hermeneutics” teaches the rules and techniques for interpreting texts, biblical texts being of chief importance to theology. 

2. Heidegger (building on suggestions of Schleiermacher and Dilthey) suggests a more comprehensive notion: not merely the interpretation of language, but the interpretation of reality through language.

a) Language is itself interpretation. The goal, then, is to let reality itself speak by means of language.

b) Hermeneutics in the traditional sense is a means toward that goal. 

3. Thus language is rightly understood only when by means of language there is an existential encounter between the hearer and reality. 

a) Thus, interpretation ought not to be “objective” or “neutral.”

b) Always, we come to the text with a pre-understanding. 

4. Sachtritik 

a) Wider than demythologization: critical approach to all contents of Scripture. 

b) Anti‑supernatural assumptions, to eliminate any external grounding for faith. 

5. The “language‑event”

a) Not information, but communication of God himself as a person. 

b) Creates a new self‑understanding. “We don't interpret the word; the word interprets us.”

c) Happens again and again. 

d) Not so much “meaning” as “power.”

e) In proclamation, the text becomes the word again (cf. Barth). 

f) The word opens the future to us. 

B. The “New Quest of the Historical Jesus”
1. The "Old Quest" (19th century liberals) 

a) Seek a biography of Jesus through critical historical study: “objective.”

b) Generally sought to find a non‑supernatural teacher of morality.

c) Thus Jesus becomes an example or “archetype” for us. 

d) Schweitzer, Weiss indicated the failure of these attempts. 

2. “New Quest”

a) Bultmann had minimized the importance of the historical Jesus, but he had emphasized the importance of knowing that Jesus lived, taught and was crucified. He emphasized that we know that Jesus existed, but we don't know much about how. 

b) Bultmann disciples Kasemann and Bornkamm were unsatisfied with the that/how dichotomy. Since the kerygma speaks of a historical person, they argued, we must seek to know as much as we can about that person. Why him rather than someone else? 

c) The “new hermeneutic” figures follow the “new quest.”

d) Differences from the “old quest.”

(1) Not seeking a biography of Jesus.

(2) Rejecting the goal of “objective” historiography.

(3) The N.T. seeks, positively, to show us how Jesus can be understood in faith.

(4) Thus we come to know the historical Jesus by understanding the N.T. word‑event in faith.

C. Other Elements of Ebeling's Theology
1. Faith
a) Response of whole person to the word of God. 

b) So profound that the event witnessed in the kerygma takes place anew 

c) Never a possession, always an event 

d) Freedom for the future, received as a gift. 

e) Makes us truly human, truly ourselves. 

2. God
a) Not object; faith in him works contrary to external evidences. 

b) Can speak of him only in faith, self‑commitment, not objectifying statements. 

c) So every statement about God expresses a certain self‑understanding: the radical questionableness of human existence, courage in the face of the lack of objective certainty. 

d) We know him through the kerygma, the language event, and therefore in Christ. 

D. Comments
1. The broader view of hermeneutics opens some useful exegetical perspectives. Cf., e.g., Robert Funk on parables in Language, Hermeneutic and Word of God. Rather than working out what each element in the parable symbolizes, he focuses on the ways in which parables force us to reconsider our own self‑images. Some parallels to Zen, in which the important thing is what the language does to you. Certainly these aspects of language ought to be studied. 

2. Limits to “objective” speech must be granted; but I doubt that anyone can show that a “nonobjective” speech can be found which overcomes these limitations, or, if it does, which does not introduce limitations of its own. 

3. Good to investigate the powers of language, but inadequate clarity on how this power is related to the linguistic meanings. 

4. The “new quest:” some improvement over Bultmann. 

5. Most of the rest is routine Bultmannianism, with some admixture of ideas from Barth. 

VI. Christian Atheism (T. Altizer, W. Hamilton, Paul Van Buren, G. Vahanian)

A. Introduction
1. Sort of a theological flash‑in‑the‑pan, but an instructive one. It does help us to see the logical implications of the earlier theology of the twentieth century.

a) The transcendence‑immanence dialectic implicitly “kills” God from both poles. Its view of transcendence relegates God to a position where he can have no intelligible relations with the universe. The immanence pole identifies God with the universe and thus destroys his divinity.

b) This scheme fits all of the theologians discussed so far, except for the pre‑Kantian orthodox and possibly Kierkegaard. Particularly influential on the “Christian atheists:”

(1) Bultmann's demythologization 

(2) Tillich's “God beyond the God of theism,” the God who appears when the theistic God has disappeared into meaninglessness.

(3) Bonhoeffer's (XVIII, below) “non‑religious” way of speaking about God (which in turn comes from the polemic against “religion” in Barth, Tillich, others).

(4) Barth's God who becomes his opposite; cf. Tillich's self‑negation. 

c) Altizer's argument precisely parallels the transcendence/immanence dialectic, especially on the immanence side. 

2. It also serves as a bridge to other secular theologies and theologies of liberation, for it is much more open than its predecessors in its reliance upon secular thought. 

3. Its lack of lasting influence is due, I think, to the “conservative” pattern we have seen in those theologies which have made the most impact. Lasting influence requires at least some lip‑service to a biblical and theological rhetoric, respectful handling of the full range of Christian doctrine. Since Barth, few theologians have attempted this, and therefore (in my view) few will have influence comparable to Barth, Schliermacher, et al. Pannenberg may be the one exception in our time, in Protestant circles.

B. Altizer
1. Vs. the concept of God as an unchanging substance. God is able to become other than himself (cf. Barth). 

2. “Fully kenotic Christ:” When God became incarnate in Christ, he relinquishes his divine attributes, experienced death, and thus annihilated himself. 

3. No resurrection or ascension. God's death is permanent. 

4. Yet the dialectical process is a positive one. God's death gives liberty to man, opening the way to historic fulfillment. Realized eschatology. 

5. Lack of transcendence implies the rejection of the supernatural, absolutes, particularism, “static” concepts. Sympathy for oriental monism. 

C. Hamilton 
1. Hamilton's argument is less distinctively theological than Altizer's. Essentially he says that God is “dead” today because modern man is unable to believe in him. 

a) The march of science and technology. 

b) Hamilton considers this development irreversible. 

c) This argument is similar to Bultmann's, perhaps equally uncritical of the pretensions of modern thought. Yet there is a difference. Bultmann was not committed to the “modern world‑view.” He simply recognized it as posing a problem for the communication of the gospel, a problem to be solved through demythologizing and existential analysis. Hamilton, however, says that we must accept this modern way of thinking. It is the ultimate standard of intellectual cogency and ethical good. 

2. This development is a manifestation of the maturity of modern man. 

3. Yet, it is right to “wait for God” ‑ i.e. wait for the idea of God to reappear in a credible form. Is Hamilton being consistent here? 

D. Van Buren
1. Van Buren's approach is quite different from both Altizer and Hamilton. He approaches the question through the philosophy of language analysis (above, XVI).

2. I don't think that he understands language analysis too well, in this book The Secular Meaning of the Gospel. Among other problems, he confuses the verification theory of meaning with the “meaning is use” approach. His later books are more perceptive, but they also move away from the Christian atheist position. 

3. Negatively, he argues that the God of theism (“simple, literal theism,” anyway) is beyond verification‑falsification and therefore meaningless. 

4. Positively, he recognizes the “Easter faith” as something which communicated to the disciples a new sense of freedom. Cf. Bultmann's “Openness to the future.”

5. Some Bonhoeffer rhetoric about secularity, man coming of age, etc. ‑ similar to Hamilton.

VII.  Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1906‑1945); Secular Theology. See also references under Liberation Theology.

A. Background

1. I am treating Bonhoeffer out of historical sequence because he, like Kierkegaard, became a major theological influence beginning some years after his death. 

2. Close to Barth in his thinking, training. With Barth, a leader in the “Confessing Church” during the Hitler years. Directed the seminary of that church, beginning 1935.

3. Arrested, 1943, for involvement in a plot to kill Hitler. 

4. While in prison, wrote many Letters and Papers, published posthumously. These documents contain much mysterious language; there has been much debate concerning their interpretation. Yet these late writings, interpreted in a certain way, were extremely influential upon those who whose “secular theologies” in the `60s and `70s. 

5. Executed by the Nazis, 1945, a week before Hitler's suicide. 

B. Christ the Center
1. We know God only in Christ.

2. Jesus is the standard of possibility. 

3. He is central to all aspects of life, not just the “religious.”

C. Divine Immanence
1. The being of Christ, and therefore of God,  is a being “for others.” That is his  immanence, and his transcendence also,  since his love is unique and powerful.  He suffers.

2. Thus God is available to us, present.

3. Thus, again, God is available in all aspects  of human life, not only some (cf. B, 3).

4. Similarly, the church is properly the church  only when it exists for others: service,  not status.

D. Vs. Religion
1. Religion vs. revelation in Jesus Christ (cf.  Barth).

2. Focus on “religion” limits God's presence to  one aspect of life (cf. B, 3, C, 3, above).

3. Also leads to speculation, legalism, denial of  responsibility, privatization.

4. Focuses on God's power, rather than his suffering, powerlessness, service

E. Affirmation of Secularity (especially important in the Letters and Papers)

1. This can be seen as the complement to point D,  the other side of the coin. If we turn from the “religious,” we must affirm the secular.

2. Bonhoeffer says that in the modern world we must  learn to get along without God.

a) Scientific advance renders less and less important the need for God as a “hypothesis.”

b) Society is becoming more and more secular.  The “world come of age.”

3. These secular developments ought to be affirmed,  not resisted.

a) Else, Christians will be claiming “status” rather than accepting the path of suffering love (C, above). Legalism. 

b) God is the God who forsakes us; thus we must live without him. 

c) The secular world has value, because Christ entered it, committed himself to it. We can do no less. 

d) Accept worldly duties, experiences; seek only to be human. 

e) Don't be preoccupied with the “spiritual” or the “consummation” as ends in themselves. 

F. Comments
1. I confess that I don't find Bonhoeffer's later works as perplexing as some do' perhaps because I read them simplistically. But it seems to me that he is fairly consistent, understood as a Barthian. The problems some have in understanding Bonhoeffer may arise because those interpreters have missed important parallels to Barth; 

a) Christocentrism, rejection of natural theology and religious a priori. Christ as source of possibility.

b) All things are in Christ ‑ created as redeemed. Therefore God is in all his creation and all of it is in him. 

c) Redemption is accomplished as God takes sin and suffering upon himself and overcomes it. Therefore in his very nature, he is “for others.”

d) Bonhöffer's critique of religion comes right out of Barth. 

e) Bonhöffer's affirmation of secularity is very much like Barth's rhapsodic admiration for Mozart, his “humanity of God.”

f) Barth would not have used Bonhöffer's rhetoric about “living without God;” but plainly Bonhoeffer meant that with some irony, since he had no hesitations about invoking God's name and supporting even the institutional trappings of Christianity. Still, there is an “atheistic” implication in both Bonhöffer and Barth. See above, XVII, A. 

g) Barth would also have rejected Bonhöffer's talk about living a merely secular life. 

(1) Bonhöffer's apparent willingness to accept secular criteria is more Bultmannian than Barthian in tone. 

(2) However, Barth as well as Bultmann rejects the identification of revelation with any “revealed truths” or “criteria.”

(3) And Barth insists that humanity is in Christ, so that becoming Christian is at the same time becoming truly human 

2. Is God “for others?”

a) God is love. Everything that he does achieves the purposes of his love. 

b) That love is first inter-trinitarian—the love of the Father for the Son, of each person for the others. 

c) Second, it becomes in history a love for God's elect. But his love extends also to all men in a non‑saving way (Matt. 5:43‑48). 

d) But “suffering love” is not the only Scriptural way to characterize God. 

e) And God's love, in Scripture, presupposes many things about God's law, judgment, holiness, eternity, etc., which Bonhöffer and Barth deny. 

f) In Scripture, serving love does not exclude “status,” either on the divine or on the human level. Christ rules as a servant; but he does rule, and he is not ruled. This is not justification by works. 

g) These distinctions show that God's love does not demand an affirmation of secularity. God serves men, but he also condemns their sin, judges them (either in Christ or in themselves), demands repentance. 

h) This argument—very common in modern theology—uses an argument‑pattern very typical of modern theology. It picks up a biblical idea, in this case that God is self‑giving love, and derives from that idea all sorts of implications, while ignoring biblical qualifications, definitions and complementary truths. 

G. Other “Secular Theologians”: Harvey Cox, John A.T. Robinson 

1. Robinson's writings in theology (as opposed to N.T. scholarship, in which he is more important) are a derivative ‑ a mixture of Bultmann, Tillich, Bonhoeffer, process theology. Presses hard on the transcendence/immanence dialectic: God is utterly beyond all verbal description, but he identifies himself with the secular, being “for others.”

2. Cox is more creative. He supplements Bonhöffer's theological arguments with another one, arguing that the history of redemption is a history of secularization. 

a) The creation: God affirms the world. 

b) The exodus: desacralization of the Egyptian pharaoh and nature gods. 

c) Sinai: the way to God through morality, not rites. 

d) Incarnation: salvation in the arena of secularity Kenosis. 

3. Comments 

a) “Secular” is obviously an ambiguous term. Clearly ‑ we must distinguish between the world as God's creation and the world as a society of fallen men in rebellion against God. There is all the difference in the world between “affirming” the original creation and “affirming” sinful rebellion. 

b) Obviously, too, there is another distinction which the secularizers ignore, namely between a “sacred” realm consecrated to false gods and a sacred realm dedicated to the true.

c) While there is a tension in Scripture between “mercy” and “sacrifice,” we cannot escape this tension simply by renouncing sacrifice. God wants both; to construct a theology around their inherent opposition is arbitrary. God does, of course, hate the sacrifices of the unmerciful. 

d) No one would have dreamed of interpreting Scripture this way if they had not been caught up in the transcendence/immanence dialectic. 

H. The Hartford Affirmation
On Jan. 26, 1975, “An Appeal for Theological Affirmation” was issued by a group of theologians meeting at the Hartford Seminary Foundation in Hartford, Conn. The group included Roman Catholic, Eastern Orthodox and Protestant clergy and covered a remarkably wide theological spectrum. Christian Reformed scholars Richard Mouw and Lewis Smedes signed the document, but also the very liberal Williame Sloane Coffin, then chaplain at Yale. Other well known names: sociologist Peter Berger, Roman Catholic scholars Avery Dulles and George Tavard, George Lindbeck (one of my professors at Yale ‑ a liberal Lutheran). There were 18 in all. 

What is interesting in the Hartford declaration is a kind of exasperation, on the part of the mainstream liberals, with the secular theologies. Liberals almost never criticize one another as false to the gospel; even the Christian atheists got a largely sympathetic hearing. But I guess there always comes a time when enough is enough. This affirmation represents what I have called the "conservative drift." The reader will note that I haven't said much about this drift since our consideration of Cullmann. Bultmann, Tillich and the secularists have very little respect for the demand for rhetorical conservatism. In my view, this is the reason why their theologies have never had the credibility within the churches that Barth's theology had. But many liberals have been aware that their enterprise is doomed unless they can make a credible appeal to the historic theology of the church. The Hartford Affirmation expresses that awareness. It does not, of course, mark a return to orthodoxy. 

Partly because of this exasperation, I think that in the years since Hartford secular theology has pretty much run its course, at least as an independent movement. Its propositions and arguments, however, are still with us, having been integrated into liberation theology and process theology. Even that development represents something of a conservative drift, though, because the latter movements take exegesis much more seriously as a source of theology than did either Robinson or Cox. 

1. The Affirmation lists 13 “false themes” with attached explanations. I shall quote only the “false themes” which the Affirmation repudiates. 

a) Modern thought is superior to all past forms of understanding reality, and is therefore normative for Christian faith and life. 

b) Religious statements are totally independent of reasonable discourse. 

c) Religious language refers to human experience and nothing else, God being humanity s noblest creation. 

d) Jesus can only be understood in terms of contemporary models of humanity. 

e) All religions are equally valid; the choice among them is not a matter of conviction about truth but only personal preference or life‑style. 

f) To realize one s potential and to be true to oneself is the whole meaning of salvation. 

g) Since what is human is good, evil can adequately be understood as failure to reach human potential. 

h) The sole purpose of worship is to promote individual self‑realization and human community. 

i) Institutions and historical traditions are oppressive and inimical to our being truly human; liberation from them is required for authentic existence and authentic religion.

j) The world must set the agenda for the Church. Social, political and economic programs to improve the quality of life are ultimately normative for the Church's mission in the world. 

k) An emphasis on God's transcendence is at least a hindrance to, and perhaps incompatible with, Christian social concern and action. 

l) The struggle for a better humanity will bring about the Kingdom of God. 

m) The question of hope beyond death is irrelevant or at best marginal to the Christian understanding of human fulfillment. 

2. A few comments:

a) All Christians, orthodox Protestants as well as the Hartford group, ought to join in the repudiation of these “false themes.”

b) There are a few vague expressions here and there, doubtless resulting from compromise within the group. Generally, though, the document is clear. 

(1) #b): “totally independent” seems a little strong to describe any new actually held by someone.

(2) #c): It is hard to believe that even a secular theologian would put the matter this way. It would have been interesting to know if the eighteen could have supported a denial of this theme with the last clause omitted. 

(3) #e): “In terms of” is always vague in theology. 

c) Acceptance of this document, however, does not make anyone orthodox. An evangelical and a liberal could reject the same statement, but with different alternatives in mind. 

d) Many of these themes are relevant, not only to secular theology as such, but to theologies of hope, liberation, process as well. Note especially #i), #j), #l) when you study liberation theology. 

