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Foreword

When i ended my regular lectures at the free university of Amsterdam with a brief survey of the movement of theology since1920, I was asked by many friends to expand the lectures morefully. Now that I have fulfilled the request, I am quite consciousthat the result is still very incomplete. I am also sensitive to thefact that my review is closely bound up with my own experiencesand my own encounters, both with persons and with books. Inshort, my own personal and, therefore, limited assimilation ofthis fascinating and dynamic period is what has gone intothis study.

Movements and Motives! With this subtitle I am protecting myself a little against the charge of setting my own limits, ofbeing selective, and thus of ignoring factors that have challengedand stimulated others. I have personally experienced this half-century of theology — I became a theological student at the FreeUniversity in 1922 — as a continuing event, and I am sure thateveryone who really entered into it will have experienced it assomething that has carried him along in continued and growinginterest. Perhaps my account is the result of sustained curiosity.The word curiosity may sound odd here, since that is not alwaysa great virtue. But I believe that without genuine curiosity — asense for news — theology will not do well. I regret every sign thattheologians have lost their curiosity. It happens when we aresatisfied with a small territory we have carved out for ourselvesand lose our feel for new perspectives and new opportunitiesfor enrichment.

Besides, without the tensions of curiosity there is little hope for any essential corrections in one’s own insights. A complacencysets in, a feeling that the gospel has been adequately thought aboutand understood, and that we can restfully settle down with whathas already been said. A curiosity that works itself out in passionate study and serious listening to others promises surprises, clearerinsight, and deeper understanding — no matter from which direction they come. And so curiosity brings a certain joy as we walk through the challenging terrain.

We can easily make mistakes; errors are possible at every turn. But mistakes need not be our destiny.

As we oversee the period from 1920 to 1970, and try to bring the whole picture before our spirits, we will probably concludethat there is more doubt and uncertainty in theology now thanthere was at the beginning. What dogmatic themes and whatchurchly confessions are not being discussed these days in termsof “new questions”? And where will it all end, as we plow ourway through what some people call the wilderness of our time?Consider for a moment, without trying to be complete, the theological problems on the agenda: the Holy Scriptures and theirauthority, infallibility, and trustworthiness; the difficult questionsof exegesis and hermeneutics; the confessions regarding God,creation and redemption, christology, divine election as the heartof the church; and, not least, eschatology in a world threatenedmore acutely than when Oswald Spengler shocked us all withhis Decline of the West. And these are not all of the questions thathover around the theological discussion table.

Some people have experienced the development of this half-century with deep anxiety, and in their anxiety are not able to keep curiosity alive, except to ask how all this is going to end,where the church and its theology are going, and how soonthe progressive loss of certainty will result in the loss of faithitself. I must say that I have not experienced our half-centuryin this spirit. I do not mean that theology is not vulnerable. Quitethe contrary! And I certainly do not mean that all the problemswe face are free from danger for those who deal with them. I seelittle ground for theological optimism. But the hesitations anddoubts that are indeed present at many points do not in themselves indicate a deep and final uncertainty, least of all analienation from the gospel, on which everything stands or fallsfor everyone. If it is true, as it must be, that theological reflectioncannot survive as a repetition of the past, a preservation of once-for-all achieved and now unchangeable dogmatic systems, thencontinued testing and probing are an unavoidable mandate. Andsurely Reformation thinking is by definition willing to acceptthe challenge.

Sustained by this conviction, I will try to give an overview ofthe fascinating events, with all their struggles and discussions, of the theology of this half-century. I will try to indicate aspects —always incompletely — that, as I see them, are still profound andimportant, and, far from disappearing, still meet us as we scouttoday's theological arena. I do not mean that nothing much hasreally happened since 1920. But I do mean that even at the beginning questions were being raised and answered that are stillnagging us today and will be around for some time to come, evenif in other forms and against other backgrounds.

That we are wrestling today with questions put on the agenda a half-century ago commends modesty in our address totoday's challenge. But it may also encourage us to accept thatchallenge with a curiosity aroused by that which is truly new,the gospel of Jesus Christ who makes all things new, the gospelwhich theology is dedicated to understand and translate for ourgeneration. Awareness that theology is not the new thing andneed not be, but is only a servant of the new, makes theology,with all its questions and uncertainties, a work of joy.



1. Background and Beginning

As I THINK BACK ON MY THEOLOGICAL BEGINNINGS, AND FOCUS ON the situation in my own church, the Reformed Churches of theNetherlands, I do not recall that the church and its theological lifeat that time were marked by quietness and certainty. HermanBavinck died in 1920, but theological issues he raised kept stirring the minds of others. New perspectives and attitudes wereforming, especially among the younger men. Questions about theconfessions of the church arose, and it was asked whether a newconfession was not demanded. There were questions about the roleof the church in the world and about cooperation by the Reformedcommunity with others who thought differently about things thanwe did. These and other questions seemed to raise a more basicquestion still: What does it mean to be Reformed? (This was thetitle of a pamphlet written by J. B. Netelenbos in 1920.)

What was then called “ethical theology” was a prominent issue for conservative theology in 1920. “Ethical theology” wasnot easy to define precisely. There were leftist ethical theologiansand rightist ethical theologians, which complicated things. Butgenerally, “ethical theology” was characterized by the slogan: “notdead doctrine, but the living Lord.” It was an anti-dogma slogan,and the false antithesis it implied was roundly criticized.

The biblical question was in the air at the time also. In fact it became the focus of an ecclesiastical debate in whichNetelenbos was accused by the general synod in 1920 of holdingfaulty views of biblical authority, namely those of “ethical theology.” At that time the issue seemed crystal clear to many people.But others were wrestling with problems of the Bible and itsinspiration, and a single synodical judgment did not put thesequestions to rest. It was Herman Bavinck who had placed themon the agenda. Such questions never cast a shadow over his ownfaith, but the way he raised them showed that the question of Scripture was never wholly answered in his own mind.

Bavinck did not confine himself to discrete dogmatic questions, however, but concerned himself with the broader issues of the role that the church should play in the world, and with thenature of the church’s catholicity. He never stopped wrestlingwith them. The beauty of catholicity, a beauty he saw continuallythreatened and disfigured in history, captured his mind andaffected his approach to theological problems. His objections tothe synod’s decision in 1920 were related to his view of the churchand his view of theology’s relation to culture. A galaxy of questions hovered in the atmosphere and were raised in endless discussions and student conferences. They all impinged on thechurch’s tradition, though none of the people involved had theslightest notion of deserting that tradition. But their allegianceto the tradition was not slavish, and they felt personally responsible in facing the “renewal” that Bavinck desired, a renewal thatwould affect the relation of the tradition to other traditions, toother people, and to other churches.

The way into the future was not clearly marked out. Questions about theological isolationism and contact with otherchurches pushed their way into the minds of young theologians.Sometimes they evoked fear for the loss of theological identity.But they also raised the fear that identity in isolation would bebought at the cost of shrinkage of their catholic faith.

The influence of Abraham Kuyper was no longer as powerful as it once had been. There was doubt about his doctrine of common grace, doubts about his view of the antithesis betweenChristianity and other life-views, and doubts about the polemicsthat these views had aroused. Without denying the necessity ofpolemics, people wondered whether they ought not be carriedon more carefully and more modestly. And on this point, a subtledifference between Bavinck and Kuyper began to show itself.Kuyper had said: “When principles that run against your deepestconvictions begin to win the day, then battle is your calling, andpeace has become sin; you must, at the price of dearest peace,lay your convictions bare before friend and enemy, with all thefire of your faith.” But who was the enemy? And who was thefriend? That was the question, as I recall it, that occupied theminds of many Reformed people in 1920.

At the time it was no easy task to get at the truth of things. For instance, on one hand people heard Kuyper’s battle cry forprinciples, and, on the other, they heard criticism that his doctrine of common grace led to a secularized Christianity. Attacksagainst Kuyper were confusing for many people; for instance, itwas said that he had himself adopted a modern world-view, butthis sounded strange when set against the vivid accounts of hisconversion and his own attack against modernism. It was hewhose brand name for modernism had become a kind of battleslogan. Fata morgana, he called it — a mirage! How could thisman have a modern worldview? But a W. J. Aalders was moresubtle: Kuyper, he said, was both modern and anti-modern. Itwas true that he repudiated traditionalism, which for Kuyper meanta stubborn loyalty to a creed that had no bearing on one’s owntime and place. He was convinced that the Christian communityhad a calling “to infuse the Christian consciousness expressed bythe creeds into the consciousness of our generation until itsown consciousness becomes specifically Christian.” But this visionhardly struck people as suspect. His goal was grandiose, perhaps,and even arrogant, but hardly deserving of indictment as modernistic. It was not a concession to modern consciousness, but a summons to overcome it. But it did imply the challenge of connectingChristian faith with modern thinking. Bavinck, too, had spoken ofthe need to make contact with the “consciousness and life of thetimes within which (theology) . . . labors.” This motif was goingto assume larger proportions in the midst of still more problems inrelating theology to culture. At any rate, awareness was growingthat isolation was no longer possible, that the times and the callingwere bound together. But some saw Kuyper’s philosophy of culture — his vision of a revival of Calvinism in the Western world —as an effort to culturize Christianity. And they thought Bavinck,too, had capitulated to modern thought after he had taken thechair of dogmatic theology at the Free University.

The relationship between Kuyper and Bavinck is interesting in itself. We cannot go into their individual influences on the half-century that lay ahead, but they were considerable. Kuypersinfluence worked through the development of the Philosophy ofthe Law-Idea. But Bavinck raised theological questions that continued to play a crucial role in mainstream theology after hehad gone. Some of these were the same questions that “ethicaltheology” specialized in, the relationship of Christian faith toculture and science, and the analysis of the experience of salvation within the human heart.

In spite of his objections to experiential theology, Bavinck did not think that the purpose of this theology was to makesubjective, pious experience the criterion of religious truth. Kuyperwas more critical of experiential theology, and thought Bavinck’scritique was too mild. He suspected that a pantheistic streak ranthrough experiential theology. Bavinck, on the other hand, wasmore sensitive to the dangers of dead orthodoxy, of a confessionthat one believed in place of a living faith that one confessed.Great theologian that he was, Bavinck certainly was aware thatthe Christian had to reflect about the manner in which divinerevelation entered convincingly into human consciousness. Andin this regard he acknowledged an important truth in experientialtheology. Relativism had no part in his theology, yet he alwayscarefully analyzed theological opinions he did not share in thetension of a tightly drawn line between appreciation and criticism. His successor, Valentin Hepp, remarked that Bavinck probedthe outer limits of appreciation in the work of those with whomhe disagreed. Contact and encounter: this was the vocation hefelt was a challenge to conservative theology for the new era.And all the while the challenge of catholicity fascinated him.

Besides “ethical theology,” the beginning of the twenties was also marked by the presence of modernist theology. The conflictbetween orthodoxy and liberalism has always figured large inthe history of the Reformed Churches. Kuyper, in 1871, brandedliberalism as a mirage, a fata morgana, within Christendom. Itwas, he said, beautiful and seductive, but empty of reality. Inview of his radical opposition to liberalism, his noting its beautyis remarkable. His admiration did not, however, weaken his antipathy to liberalism. Much rather, he experienced its blandishmentsas a summons to fight: “There is courage in our blood again, andluster in our mild eyes. We have learned to venture again, andto admit that our enemy is riding high in the saddle.” And still, hetalked of the beauty of liberalism.

The beauty he saw lay in the early deterministic phase of liberal thought, a determinism that “chases free will out of thechurch and glorifies God’s determination of life.” There was beauty,too, in the optimistic confidence that the “holy things” would prevail in the human heart. It was, he said, a most unusual phenomenon that “the strictest Reformed people, of the old stamp, at firstaccepted the preacher of liberalism as one of their very own.”They actually dreamed “that the truth of God was breakingthrough in the church of the fathers.” Divine sovereignty, irresistible grace, predestination — all of it was articulated so wellthat it seemed as if the most rugged sort of orthodoxy (supralapsarianism) was about to have its day. This early liberalism, fullof color and smacking of energy, grasped again for principles, forroots and relationships within what had become a tragic, melancholy religious environment; it impressed people as a powerfulfaith, a faith that really expected divine rescue in times of shipwreck, a faith that was jubilant about the love of God. It wasable, with its grasp for depth, to form a partnership with thethought of the age, and offered the promise of filling the depths ofthe human heart.

We cannot say that this side of the liberal mirage was long appreciated by Reformed people as time went on. Kuyper’s appreciation for it had little echo later on, especially as objections grewto the very determinism that he admired within all those principles.And what we remembered of Kuyper’s response to liberalism wasnot his early fascination, but his insight into its illusory character,its seductiveness as a mirage. Other facets of liberalism came to thefore, quite unrelated to its determinism, and these were seen tobe antithetical to historic Christianity.

Bavinck’s lecture on Modernism and Orthodoxy, given in 1911, set the tone for Reformed criticisms of modernism.Here there was nothing of Kuyper’s appreciation of modernism’s deterministic penchant. Bavinck set the two in sharpopposition, based on the uniqueness of God’s revelation — amatter of life and death for Christian faith. He typifiedliberalism as “anti-supernaturalist” in that it recognized noreality beyond and above nature. But even Bavinck refusedto be totally negative about liberalism. He spoke of the “tremendous problems in the facing of which Christianity had more thanever before to demonstrate its catholicity; it had to demonstratethat the gospel is a word for all people, all times, and all circumstances.” He was especially intrigued by the expanding knowledgeof a world rapidly opening its secrets. We had no right, he said,to “despise the knowledge that God in his providence is disclosing to us from all sides in this century. We must use everymeans that science and culture make available for a better understanding of God’s truth in general revelation.” Moreover, weshould study “the psychological and historical conditions underwhich revelation, inspiration, incarnation, and regenerationtook place.” And he saw modernism as at least attempting someof these things.

Bavinck did not speak as romantically about modernism as Kuyper did, and was little interested in the aspects that fascinatedKuyper. He did refer to the “apparent overlapping of determinismand the doctrine of predestination” but thought there was afundamental difference between them (Gereformeerde Dogmatiek,1906, II, p. 330). He was concerned with other things, with theencounter between the church and modern culture, with the cal]to catholicity; and he saw these in terms of a profound calling.He was fascinated with the themes that arose in the thought ofhis time, and, though critical, was open to the questions posedby the confrontation of science with faith. His judgments of howothers dealt with the problems were influenced by his own senseof the importance of the problems themselves. In the case of“ethical theology,” his opposition was tempered by awareness thatit was trying to understand something of how men actually experience God in this world. It was the same in his opposition tomodernism; his critique was never merely negative, and he knewthat the issues were not simple and transparent.

Bavinck’s students (I never knew or heard Bavinck personally) recall a kind of tension in the man. “Outwardly he gave the impression of spiritual peace and balance. But one could nothelp feeling that behind that image lay a deep, nervous tensionthat sometimes erupted in angry words at people who shared hisconvictions but understood nothing of his problems” (G. Brillenburg Wurth). We ought not explain Bavinck’s tensions in termsof his personality. They were part of the theological problem thathe lived and thought.

The tensions came out in an incident when, after his studies at the University of Leiden, he prepared to take his ordinationexams. He was assigned to preach on the blind guides of Matthew15:14: “Let them alone; they are blind guides.” He suspected thatthe text was assigned him with his professors at Leiden in mind.Impulsively, he began his sermon, in pique, with the remark:“Why this text was given to me is not hard to guess. The phraseabout leaders of the blind was purposely left out of the assignment. It would have been natural to include it. But that no onedared to do.” This was the Bavinck of tension, not the Bavinckof spiritual patience. He had written to his friend, C. SnouckHurgronje, that he had learned at Leiden to try to understand hisopponent. And his friends did not always understand him indoing so.

The influence of his early years at Leiden did not diminish, and it made a difference in his approach to the problems thatengrossed him increasingly in the later years. Toward the endof his life, he wrote a report on the question of expanding thechurch’s creeds. Among other things, he said “that in the almostthree centuries since the writing of the confessions, errors haveincreased, on one hand, and on the other our insight into someareas of the confession has grown more clear.” So integrity andtruth compel the church, he said, to give an account to thoseoutside the church as candidly as possible. Continuity of faithwithin all the changes of time — this is what Bavinck was concerned to express. But he touched here a problem that had playeda role in the rise of modernism and in the development of biblicalcriticism. He was aware of this and it had the makings of achallenging confrontation.

These were questions that also fermented within the Roman Catholic Church of the time, since the turn of the century, infact, when modernism began to invade the churches. A sharplycondemnatory encyclical was issued from the teaching office in1907 and an anti-modernist oath was published in 1910. Butlater, after 1920, Catholics began to step back a pace fromearlier condemnations of modernism. They asked themselveswhether Catholic reaction to modernism had not been too negative,whether it had not failed to take account of real problems, andwhether those same problems would not come back to rap at theportals of the church with more force later on. The anti-modernistoath was followed by intense fear lest the enemy show up inside thechurch itself. It was a period of suspicion and insinuation, theday of what came to be called “integralism.” Integralism stoodfor a demand of absolute purity in the church over against allmodern errors, and for absolute clarity on the traditional inheritance of faith that was entrusted to the church to be kept unchanged for all time.

As far as I know, Bavinck never spoke publicly about Catholic integralism, though he must have known about it. Clearly, itcame from a spirit foreign to Bavinck. Integralism closed theranks against everything that looked new or strange; it helpedcreate an epidemic of suspicion. Bavinck declined to take thisroute. And he did so for the sake of the truth.

Catholic voices were raised against the negativism and reactionary spirit of integralism. The question was raised as to whether Pius X was not too one-sided in his denunciation ofmodernism. Cardinal de Jong spoke out against the ‘wheels thatgrind too finely,” and his biographer recalls how he filled anintegralist journal with ironic jottings indicating he saw it as littlemore than rumor-mongering. To be sure, Pope Benedict XV, asearly as 1914, had rejected integralism in a summons to greaterlove among Catholics.

As students in the twenties we were little aware of all that was going on in the Catholic world. Later we would learn something of the harshness and grimness of it all, and would discoverthat there was a common problem that Catholics and Protestantsshared as they sought the right way for the church to travel“between the times.” In all this, it is no wonder that Bavinckbecame a model of how theology could be done with commitmentto the truth combined with openness to problems, and carefulnessin judgments against others. And we understood that this posturehad nothing to do with relativism.

As we hesitatingly sought a way for Dutch theology after 1920, understanding little of the complexities of the whole theological question, we encountered a duality within the circle ofmodernism itself. I will characterize it by referring to a professorat the University of Leiden, K.H. Roessingh. I recall the impression that Roessingh made on me as a theological student. Hisuntimely death at the age of 39, in the midst of a stormy theological development, shocked many of us, not only because animpressive writing career had come so early to its end, but mostlybecause of the new sounds he made that caused us all to wonderwhether Kuyper’s label — mirage — for modernism was whollyaccurate. When Roessingh died, I wrote in our student paper:

The effect of his work was not to make everything clear and certain; much more he made it plain to us that it was the paradox of wrath and grace that was the most important thing in life. Hewitnessed to the paradox during his final days. He said: “FromGod comes judgment and forgiveness, the never ended struggleand the ever renewed victory, the despairing cry from the depth ofmisery to him on high and the Hallelujah for the help hegives below.”

For us, this was a new form of modernism. It was what Roessingh called a “modernism of the right.” The term “right”gave us problems. We had gotten used to distinguishing betweenthe right and left in “ethical theology,” even though the distinctionwas often hazy. Besides, it was pretty hard to see the differencebetween leftist “ethical theology” and plain modernism. But howcould modernism contain a right and left wing? This was thequestion for us in the Reformed tradition: What must we thinkof modernism of the right?

Was the self-styled rightist of modernism still the same old modernist, only with a different style? Were all the familiar convictions and motives of modernism still there? Or was a newstream loose in theology? What was clear was that right-wingmodernism had no intention of being annexed by orthodoxy. Whileit may have been rightist modernism, it was still rightist modernism, and intended to be. But what characterized it was its unabashed willingness to go anew in search of a theology.

One thing was clear to Roessingh. Liberalism had been a spiritual necessity. Liberalism was not a catalogue of liberal ideas;it was an attitude, a disposition of critical openness and of integritytoward the result of modern science. He admired modernism'seffort to bridge the gap between faith and culture, and to accept the problems that bridge-building entailed. He refused toaccept what Moltmann would later call “the cold schism” betweenfaith and culture.

Anyone who knew Bavinck would recognize a kinship between his attitudes and Roessingh's. Bavinck, too, knew that the facts of science “compelled respect,” as he put it. So Bavinck wasfascinated by Roessingh; he admired Roessingh's interest in variousareas of cultural activity, his respect for science, his unwillingness to eschew its results in order to protect the flanks of faith.

But Roessingh, while affirming the stance of classic modernism with respect to culture, questioned whether modernism had a foundation from which to face the crucial questions of the time.It was at this point that he went his own way, seeking and testingthe spirits. In 1924 he wrote: “I am seeking a synthesis betweenthe principles of idealistic philosophy and the principles of Reformation Christianity.” But he conceded: “the synthesis I seekmay never be found.”

His search drove him to concentrate on christology. We know about Barth's radical shift (from his Prolegomena of 1927 to theChurch Dogmatics of 1932). But even in some of the words used, Roessingh’s shift was parallel. In words similar to the title of H.Berkhof’s book: Christ, the Meaning of History, Roessingh wrote:“Temporality means decay: the eternally shifting play of history.But Christ is Lord over all and in all. He is the meaning of historyfor me. And so the restless, apparently meaningless passage ofall reality has no dread for me anymore/’ The heart of modernism,he thought, was its vision of God at the center of realities, holdingall things together. For Roessingh, this bond was Christ: “Forme everything comes together in Christ.” He sought a christologythat would be the foundation for critical theology, a christologythat would show the centrality of Christ’s significance. “Godworks in history. God shall lead Christ to victory in history. Butthis is Christ as he really is, as he truly is in timeless perfection,not merely as I or someone else sees him.” Roessingh wanted apastoral christology, and he warned against nonexistential preoccupation with theology. He liked to recall General Booth’sgood-by to a journalist: “Don’t forget your soul,” said the founderof the Salvation Army. “Let that be said to us, too,” Roessinghadded. And he cautioned against branding such talk as pietistic,or “sickly” as they put it then; “Work out your own salvation,”Roessingh reminded us, “with fear and trembling.” For what is atstake “is the most precious thing God can give: trust in him.” Heenjoyed quoting hymns in his addresses, like “Rest My Soul, YourGod Is King.” He sprinkled his scholarly lectures with urgent talkabout prayer for God’s grace, prayer that Christ might becomeking over this bewildered and rudderless earth.

Is it surprising that, as students of theology, we wondered how Kuyper’s characterization of modernism as a mirage couldapply here? Was this nothing but mirage, a specter with no realityto it? Was this not a very different modernism from the image wehad grown up with? Christ as the turning point in my own life,and the turning point in world history — was this only a mirage?Roessingh cited and then anathematized, in the style of papalanathemas, a sentence from a contemporary modernist. “Christology, however it is clothed, has no place for a faith that is based onmodern insight.” The notion had taken root in modernistcircles, but Roessingh was no longer able to breathe in thatatmosphere. He did consider it imperative that we be honest;and he emphatically took his position against orthodox christology.While he saw no reason to deny the historicality of Jesus, hewanted his christology to be independent of this question. Christol-ogy, he thought, should not be tied to past history; theologyshould focus on the cosmic Christ. Still, he found his resourcesexclusively in the New Testament. He was intrigued by thehistorical-critical question of how much Jesus’ real self was actuallyreflected in the New Testament profile. But he preferred thelanguage of trust and commitment. “Christ — I can venture withhim.” There was always a tension at the point where theologicalproblematics met personal piety, maybe even a pietistic strain.But his piety did not turn him away from the problems. He feltkinship with Ernst Troeltsch in this. He experienced his owndevelopment as a kind of conversion: and the turn was to amodernism of the right.

Roessingh saw the old modernism primarily as antisupernaturalist. Its anti-supematuralism was expressed in making rejection of miracle a kind of shibboleth for modern theology.Old modernism, he thought, was a monistic religion. It had noplace for duality, no place for discontinuity and newness. Theold modernism assumed a cause-effect nexus in the world thatallowed for no genuine breakthrough into the interlocking connections of history. Roessingh wondered whether we do not livein constant experience of breakthrough from another world.

Old modernism tended to equate sin with nature. But Roessingh insisted that sin had no natural residence in the world. In the modernism of the right, sin again became an active negation; itwas a destruction, an enigma, and more, hostility toward God —and this was something other than a “not yet” factor in humandevelopment. With this renewed awareness of the destructivepower and guilt of sin, the theologian’s concern had to be withsaving grace. This brought the old modernists down on him,roughly at times. He responded to one modernist critic in thesewords: “And so, in the high moments of our preaching, we arebrought back, almost against our will and intention, to the orthodox home.” He admitted that he was in rapport with ethicalorthodoxy, and challenged old modernism with two points: ourown human sinfulness and God’s great love, revealed above all inChrist. In short, his difference with old modernism was summarizedby sin and grace.

His objection to old modernism was not that it tried to be scientific. He too was fascinated by theoretical questions of reason.He gave an address, once, on the problem of truth in the newtheology. But he accused old modernism of a naive trust in humanreason. This is the source of his doubts about the quest for asynthesis. He had great respect for Allard Pierson, the man whoresigned from the ministry and left the church once he wasconvinced of liberalism. But he did not follow Pierson’s example,and went his own way within the church to wrestle there withthe problems of faith, science, and honesty.

The questions of sin and guilt, novelty and continuity, were also part of his vision of the world and history. He was brandeda pessimist by old modernists. But he rejected this label, eventhough he had deep reservations about human progress. Spenglerhad written his Decline of the West in which he talked about thedestiny that carried every culture toward its decline and destruction. But Spengler did not consider himself a pessimist, eventhough his analysis of history seemed singularly pessimistic. Roes-singh wrote a critical review of Spengler’s work right after hearing Rudolf Otto plead for an “organization of all the good willthat exists in the world.” He asked whether Spengler was not ahundred times more correct than all the talk about our good willand our good intentions. But still he saw Spengler standing at arelativistic point “where I do not choose to be.” He refused toadopt a full-scale historicizing of life, such as that of TheodorLessing (Geschichte als Sinngebung des Sinnlosen, 1919). Certainly a lot of old certitudes have been taken away. But in place ofSpengler s apocalypse he posited “our apocalypse” — the biblicalhope: “See, I make all things new.” Here “decline” cannot be thelast word; a new creation is the final reality.

Not surprisingly, the advent of dialectical theology did not come unnoticed by Roessingh. Most old modernists saw nothingin it but a repristinated orthodoxy, an anti-modernity, anti-culturemovement. But Roessingh saw things differently. He could graspKarl Barth’s radical criticism of culture and his eschatologicalaccents; he saw these as the most serious attack on humanisticreligion that was ever launched. He was fascinated with Barth’sassault on liberal theology for having turned faith in the livingGod into an idealistic cultural optimism, with the attendant loss ofthe paradox of sin and grace. His response to Barth betrayedsome of the tensions that had always kept his theology vibrating.Remarkably, he explained his response to Barth partly in termsof the Dutch character. Holland did not have the great traditionof Kant and Hegel behind it, and was never affected as much asGermany by dialectical tension. “Erasmus is our forefather, and like it or not, we cannot drive him out of our character.”

The First World War was over. Theology was seeking new directions. Roessingh had experienced the dark and irrational sidesof reality and felt himself confronted by the very deepest questions in human life. But he was sustained by hope. “The time isclose at hand,” he would say, and he spoke about being homesick in the fashion of the biblical prayer: “Maranatha, even so,Come Lord.” “The perfect is coming,” he would say, “and thetensions will be lifted: I do not know how or when. . . .” At theheight of his christological and eschatological questioning, Roessingh died, at the age of 39, in 1925. (Roessingh’s works werecollected in five volumes under the title Verzamelde Werken, andpublished between 1926 and 1929.)

We who were students at the time followed Roessingh’s venture with no little amazement. We could hardly guess that what we saw in Roessingh, both his hesitations and his assertions,would hold our attention and demand our response for yearsto come. I am thinking of the question of supematuralism, ofthe relationship between history and proclamation, of the questfor the historical Jesus and historical criticism, and of the eschatological dimension of faith with its implication for the meaning ofhuman life in the midst of dark and evil powers. And in all ofthis, there looms the question of the truth and credibility of theChristian faith in our modern world. These are the questions withwhich both Bavinck and Roessingh wrestled. Is there a way forChristian faith to give an answer by way of an honest and authentic analysis of man and his world? Or ought faith and religion toretreat into their own isolated enclave, busy with things that havelittle to do with what modern man confronts in his world? Thequestion is hardly new, nor was it new in their time. Schleier-macher had been beset all his life with the question of faith andreligion in relation to culture. At the end, Schleiermacher wasready to put the question aside: “I do not care to experience thistime anymore; I can set myself peacefully to sleep.” But, he wroteto Liicke, “You, my friend, what will you do with the tradition?”Is it a fable from which nothing more can be minted, no matterhow much history lies at its base? Or is it really filled with perspective and responsibility? He summarized it all in his famousquestion: “Shall the knot of history come apart in this way, thatChristendom is for the barbarians and science for the unbeliever?”

The relevance of his question prevailed as theology sought its way after the First World War. And it remained relevant throughthe Second World War and into our own time. Those who answered Schleiermachers question with a courageous No backin 1920 might have predicted that the way ahead would bedifficult. And they would have been right. For the way since thenhas been charged with conflicts and tensions, sometimes withoutperspective and sometimes with hope, sometimes exciting andsometimes shocking, but always challenging.



2. The Era of Apologetics

When i first began to study theology at the free university in 1922, we were immediately forced to ask what sort of disciplinedogmatics really was. We knew that Bavinck had written hishighly esteemed dogmatics and that Kuyper had published a hugenumber of dogmatic studies and that, indeed, his published lectures had become a sort of dogmatics even though he did notconsider them a finished piece of work. Dogmatics came to us asa rounded-off and finished system that we had to master for churchexaminations; we had to demonstrate that we would be capable ofpassing the material on to others. But later we came in touch withall sorts of doubts and uncertainty about facets of the system;problems and questions unsettled us. We did not know then whatBremmer said about Bavinck much later, that “he had lived thelast years of his life in a theological vacuum.” Nor did we thenknow what the call for theological renewal and for further reflection on the church's confessions would mean concretely for usin the days ahead.

What did happen immediatelv was that Hepp, Bavinck’s successor at the Free University, gave an inaugural paper on Reformed Apologetics (1922). Apologetics had historically been a subsection of dogmatic theology, and Hepp had no doubtsabout the place of apologetics within dogmatics. But he figuredthat the time had come to concentrate more attention on apologetics. He rejected the notion that apologetics was a defensiveundertaking, as most of us had assumed; he considered defensiveness a sign of hesitancy and weakness, a willingness to sacrificesuccessive points in the line of defense as they came under attackfrom critics. Kuyper had earlier expressed his own negative feelings about apologetics; he saw it as being “bereft of a boldnessthat dared everything, lacking a high sense of confidence, andwithout a flaming readiness for battle; it was more like a timidreadiness to sacrifice the outposts and the valleys and then retreat into the fortress of the inner heart to protect oneself from afrontal assault.” Kuyper did not see apologetics as a means forwinning back a lost spiritual militancy. But Hepp saw the situation differently. He thought the church needed apologetics desperately if it was not going to lose its power among the intellectuals. Moreover, he assessed the status of Reformed theology inparticular as being very favorable for apologetics. Its system hadwon the jealousy of others; had not Ernst Troeltsch been impressed with the excellence of Calvinism over against Catholicismand Lutheranism? Apologetics, then, not as a defensive movement,but as a courageously ventured witness to the truth in thestrength of the Christian faith — this is how Hepp saw it. He hadin mind not a general apologetics for faith, but a specific Reformed apologetics.

Bavinck too was better disposed toward apologetics than Kuyper was. It deserved more serious development, he thought,and had the potential of enormous blessing for the church. Apologetics, in his judgment, forced theology to account for its ownfoundation; it compelled Christian theology to move out of themystique of the heart into the full light of reason. It could teachus that Christians need not retreat humbly into silence, need notfeel foreign and isolated in the world. Bavinck had a vision of anintellectually aggressive Christianity.

Hepp likewise thought that apologetics lent courage to theology. It was very evident in Roman Catholic apologetics, which had aggressively gone into battle against the anti-faith forces ofthe nineteenth century. Thus, he rejected any devaluation ofrational thought; it could be used to give form to what Paulsaid about the gospel being 'worthy of all acceptance” (1 Timothy1:16). This apologetics wanted to build a platform for discussionand encounter with critics of faith — dialogue and encounter, onthe level of reason, over against the isolation of a strictly personaland individual piety for which faith was a miraculous gift of Godand not a belief that blossomed with rational thought. Apologeticswas set against the notion, then, that one could talk to other people about faith only in the style of a personal witness.

The First Vatican Council (1870) said that God could be known from the world of created reality through the natural lightof reason. The anti-modernist declaration of 1910 spoke assuredly ofthe possibility of proving God’s existence. Thus, opposed to timidityand silence, the church called for courage in confrontation. Thismotif played a big role in Hepp’s summons to the apologetic task.He even wrote, in his Stone Lectures (Calvinism and the Philosophy of Nature, 1930), about Calvinism’s affinity for a philosophyof nature. In all this, he stressed above everything else the needfor a specifically Reformed apologetics.

This vision of a specific, unique Reformed apologetics made itself felt in many ways during the decade of the twenties. Thiswas true not only with reference to dogmatics and churchly confession, but in the total life-and-world view of Calvinism. In1925 Herman Dooyeweerd began to write about the need for aChristian statecraft, in which Troeltsch’s analysis of Calvinism andcapitalism, and of historicism and supematuralism, came to view.Anyone stimulated by Dooyeweerd’s analysis of history, who thenturned to Troeltsch, had to come to grips with the special character of Calvinism. Dooyeweerd had concluded, from a study byMatthias Schneckenburger of the comparison between Reformedand Lutheran thought, that the Reformed idea of the law -- whichSchneckenburger had thought to be central to Reformed thought— had a universal significance. The notion of law espoused byCalvinism had potential to become far more than a facet of dogmatics and ethics. Schneckenburger (and Troeltsch) had seenthe law in Reformed life as a legalistic tendency; but Dooyeweerdsaw it differently. He saw the law as a boundary between Godand creature, and came to a philosophy of the law-idea as centralto an “eternal, unchangeable world-order.”

Later, Dooyeweerd’s views were the center of much discussion, especially with regard to the centrality of the law-idea and the relationship between philosophy and theology. But at thebeginning, what was impressive was the research into the uniquedimensions of Calvinism as well as of Reformed theology. This alsohelps explain the movement toward apologetics. When Heppcalled for a Reformed apologetics, one which would speak inabsolute tones, the question naturally arose as to how this absolute and positive attitude could be united with what Bavincksaid about dogmatics — that it was not the Word of God, but onlya “vague image and a weak correspondence, a fallible humanundertaking in which one tried to think through and translatewhat God had said beforehand and in various ways. . . Whatmeaning might this modest limit to dogmatics have for thepositive, confident, and courageous language of apologetics?

Looking back, it was not easy for that generation of theologians to understand this absolutist tone. Still, a summons to appropriate the right to a positive apologetics, especially oneoriented to Reformed dogma, gave them something to think about.Understandably, this call to a self-confident offensive could easilyraise the image of a defense of dogma as an isolated fortress besieged by alien forces of one's time. Hepp did see apologeticsas a “science of the present" courageously encountering whatevercriticism the spirits raised in our time. But it appeared later, andin fact was true before 1920, that the analogy of the unchangeablefortress being defended from attack was not all that apt; andfurthermore, a lot of uncertainty arose as to how best to carry onthe defense.

In the area of apologetics — and especially of specifically Reformed apologetics, which Hepp thought others envied — it soonbecame obvious that there were others outside the circle of Reformed theology who had an equally positive approach. As I recallsome of these, the name of A.H. de Hartog, the philosopher-theologian, comes to mind. De Hartog was a crusading apologistof the day. His thoughts and style of witness exuded a magnificently positive manner. He was profoundly convinced of the truthof the Christian faith, and believed that faith did not have to hideitself in some intellectual catacomb, but had every reason to movein the center of the spiritual and cultural conflict.

I have a vivid memory of the circle of students who came under De Hartog's influence. In 1923, when we heard him, he was54 and in his prime. Seldom have I met anyone who spoke aboutChristian truth with such fervor and utter certainty. He spoke notsimply of a truth that is discovered and experienced only in theatmosphere of a subjective experience, but of a truth that is objective and able to persuade and convince others. He talked instudent circles about his epistemology, about Schopenhauer andHegel, about the reasonableness of Christian faith in an all-goodand all-wise God. He talked about all the important theologicalthemes — the Holy Scriptures, the facts of redemption, predestination, and so forth. He also published notes on Calvin's Institutes(which we had then not yet read).

De Hartog was present when Barth visited Amsterdam for the first time, back in 1926, and thought at first that Barth wassaying the same things he was saying. He thought that Barth'sthinking offered the promise of apologetic renewal in Reformedtheology. But he was terribly disillusioned, for Barth was sayingthings quite different from De Hartog’s apologetics.

De Hartog was the tireless apologete, fearless in any dialogue, out to demonstrate the harmony between faith and science. WhenWorld War One was over, he saw new theological battle linesdrawn everywhere. The freethinkers’ association called themselves The Dawn; the allusion was to the light of science arisingto dissipate the fog of faith. De Hartog began a counter-groupcalled High Noon. In 1929 he wrote a book about certainty inwhich he tried to show “how the certainty of a higher reality andtruth flowed necessarily from progress in the reflections of thehuman spirit.” This was why he was never intimidated by science.What Van de Leeuw said later, that God was not afraid ofpsychology, would have fit De Hartog’s attitude. Facts neverthreatened him because he was sure that, on deeper reflection,discoveries of new facts could only support faith. He wanted toconvince his contemporaries that the All-Energizer (“all” was one ofhis favorite words) had organized the “all-becoming” universefrom before time began. He was fascinated with progress, theongoing development within the perspective of eternity. With histendency to take an eternal point of view, he was suspicious ofany tendency to look one-sidedly at Christianity as a historicalreligion. He affirmed the historical facts of redemption; but he didnot think it possible to stick with them. They were contingentfacts, events of history. One had to go on to see the divine necessity of the appearance of the Christ. From the eternal perspective,he thought, Christianity could bypass Nietzsche. His indomitablypositive vision of the “All-Energizer” — on the way to the omegapoint, as Chardin would put it later — spilled over us all.

“The naked shocks roll over us, the flames burst around us, misery calls out its agony, sin erupts, and hell breaks loose, butthe ship of the Eternal Counsel is brought safely to harbor throughthe ravages of the storms. The sun rises and sets, rivers flowthrough the valleys, flowers burst forth from the earth, and thepower of love radiates into the open heart.” This is the way hetalked. Seldom have I heard anyone make such a fervent pitchfor a theodicy in the midst of a plethora of facts that contradictedit. The sun of love was always breaking through the bitter tears.He was always on the hunt for synthesis, for perspective in thedepths and heights. He was often called an eclectic, and he didindeed pluck feathers from many kinds of birds: Von Hartmann,Schopenhauer, Hegel, Calvin, and Kuyper. And it was for him much more than a matter of theory; his was a deeppersonal conviction.

In a debate at the Amsterdam Concertgebouw, De Hartog once leaped to his feet like a prophet calling the business to ahalt: “Anyone offending my Friend, the eternal, holy God, hasto deal with his prophet. Let them put me to the stake — ah, I amalready at the stake! It may sound pretentious, but I feel thatany man who is jeered (someone had laughed at his words)feels the flames of blasphemy in his face. Shall I let my Friend bederided?” Amsterdam had, for the moment, become a kind ofAreopagus, and here was an apologetic with the hot flame ofpassion and conviction that befit it. No one could deny him this.This was no enclave defense; it was an offensive. The voice wasthat of a prophet in the world of Spengler’s Decline of the West;here was the voice of hope and confidence in a time of “fatefulnecessity” and defeatism.

People have often asked why De Hartog gained no disciples. His synthesis and his forceful thrust toward the deeper rationalityof things were not able to entice those for whom the problemsof theodicy were not so easily solved as they were for him. Wecould not follow him as he swept his way through the speculativeheights. The rationality of world and life were not all that transparent to some of us.

Toward the end of his life (he died in 1935), De Hartog wrote about “modern paganism.” He pointed to a decline into heathenism, and in fact it was not long afterward that synagogues inGermany went up in flames. But De Hartog never basicallydoubted the truth and reality of his breath-taking vision. In spiteof all the obvious differences between De Hartog and Barth, therewas something of the triumphant, of the “nevertheless” of thetriumph of grace in both. Barth was also able to write that unbelief was “hellish nonsense” in the light of the unconquerablereality. When I talked with Barth in Basel (1954) I admitted thatI had more difficulty than he with the joyful “nonetheless.” Barthanswered: “Yes, yes, I also know about starving Chinese andthe wars. But that will pass.” Anyone who knew Barth recognizedthat when he said, “Yes, I know,” he was not merely noddingconcessions to what he considered trivial information. No less thanPaul, when he talked about the “suffering of this present time,”Barth took the negatives and pain of life seriously. It was withinthe awareness of evil that the “nonetheless” broke through. It wasthe same with De Hartog. We could hear him speak as thoughhe had no doubts at all, hear him give witness to all those whofound life tough, but he would witness to the divine perspective,the light in the darkness, the christological omega that waits onthe horizon of time. Everything in that perspective became deepand irrefutable, universal and meaningful. Everything lay withindivine rationality. This was the sphere of apologetics. . . .

Still another advocate of apologetics during the decade of the twenties was that of the fiery apologete, Karl Heim. Heim devotedhis whole life to the question of faith’s certainty and to the confrontation between faith and modern science and philosophy. Assecretary of the Christian Student Association in Germany, hecame into contact with all the lively questions, and, for that matter, he himself posed the question of whether unsolved problemsform a handicap to faith. The questions that were posed to thechurch and theology by natural science kept him preoccupied constantly. Dogmatics as such, the exposition of faith’s affirmations,steadily lost interest for him. He was fascinated by the answer thathis own faith gave to the questions of science, but he was equallyinterested in the questions themselves.

He never intended to prove the affirmations of Christian faith. He wanted to do a deep analysis of philosophical andscientific thought out of a conviction that Christian faith was thekey to an answer for all the questions it raised. The fascinatingquestion-answer correlation, which later would play an ever greaterpart in theology, set Heim in the midst of the major problematicsof his time. He published books about the modern world-view(beginning back in 1904), about empiricism and positivism, aboutthe theory of relativity and, in that connection, about the groundsof faith’s certainty. By way of his analysis of reality he tried tolead modern man into a forecourt, where the crucial decisions weremade, decisions that could not be made by way of analyticallogic, but which were not isolated in the ghetto of pure inwardness either. He moved, he himself said, within the arena of“extra-Christian general philosophy.” He wanted to think throughthe consequences of relativism — that of Einstein as well asSpengler — in order to find the absolute in the encounter withChrist within the situation of threatening doubt. “The fact thatwe are rooted in God or that we must assume his reality is madeclear in no other way than by pointing to the situation we werein when we had to conceive of God in this way.” Analysis of human thought was taken up into theology and apologetics aspart of the “questionableness” of all human life, as an open question that deserves answering.

Much later, S.M. Daecke talked of the commonality between Heim and de Chardin; indeed the similarity was noted earlier.He called Heini the only Protestant theologian who devoted himself to the question of faith's relationship to natural science anddid it, not in general terms, but out of a sense of the primacyof Christ. Heim seemed to Daecke to live more in tension andconflict than Teilhard did, with his optimistic evolutionary visionof the omega point. But the points of contact between them werenonetheless real: no dualism, no unavoidable schism, but a confident search for communication and response in what one mightcall an indirect, preparatory apologetic. This is why he keptspeaking of the leap of faith in which the decision — for or againstChrist — was made, a leap that was not made in darkness, eventhough made in the midst of all problems, threats, and struggleswith relativism, nihilism, and secularism.

Yet, one cannot avoid the impression that Heim's influence — like that of De Hartog — was very limited. When I was studyingfor my doctorate with Hepp, I had to write an exam paper onHeim's book, The Certainty of Faith. For a time I consideredwriting a dissertation on Heim and I entered into correspondencewith him. From his letters, it appeared that the glory-period offull lecture halls was at that time (1927) in decline. He wrote tome that he was thankful that there was still interest in his theologyin Holland, and added a wistful note to the effect that “my involvement in the certainty question was being vehemently opposed in Germany by dialectical theology.” There were other interests being awakened than those of how a meaningful relationship between faith and science could be nourished and howthe Christian faith could be defended. That theological attentionwas shifting from Heim to dialectical theology is understandablewhen we consider what this theology had accomplished duringthe twenties. It is clear that Heim blamed Karl Barth for theexodus of students from apologetics.

But dialectical theology itself brought forth a summons to do apologetic theology. It came, not from Barth, but from EmilBrunner. In 1929 he wrote a much discussed article about “TheOther Task of Theology” (in Zwischen den Zeiten), in which hecontended that a place had to be created alongside of dogmaticsfor apologetics. Apologetics should be a theology that enteredinto the problematics of the day, especially those of natural science.We were reminded of Heim’s concerns; but with Brunner it involved first of all not a quest for a synthesis, but an offensive, anattack that theology would launch against the presuppositions offaithless reason. He called this apologetics an “eristic theology”(eris means “dispute”). He also called it a “missionary theology,”in view of its venture into the total problematics of the thoughtof the time. Theology, with its concern for the internal structuringof the truth of faith, could not, in Brunner s view, afford to isolateitself from the problematics of science and philosophy. While hecertainly recognized the intrinsic value of dogmatics, he thoughtthat his situation made encounter with disbelief the more urgentdemand. To reject the summons, he thought (and here he surelyhad Barth in mind), was to imitate Chinese wall-building. Theology may not — indeed, cannot — speak in the air; it has to speakin a space filled with the theories and assumptions of modern menif it is to be listened to and taken seriously. Brunner — no morethan Heim — had notions of proving the truths of faith to naturalthought, but he wanted to oppose the axioms of modernity thatwere basically untenable. In this sense there was similarity between him and Heim, since Brunner also wanted to show thatthe gospel does give an answer, that it is the solution to the contradictions and antinomies in which the thought of natural manalways and necessarily becomes stuck.

Though there is no direct coupling between theology and modern thought, there is a possibility for indirect communicationbetween them, a communication in the form of struggle. Illumination will come, perhaps, out of the struggle; and in this waytheology can prevent itself from being locked in the ghetto ofinwardness or . . . the ghetto of dogmatics. Early on, before 1929,Brunner’s theology showed eristic traits (in Die Offenbarung alsGrund und Gegenstand der Theologie, 1925, and Die Grenzender Humanitdt, 1922). They showed through as he came to gripswith the harmonistic vision of human life in German humanism,which was less profound than Greek tragedy because it had noeye for the “existential contradiction, the dreadful riddle of Man.”This, said Brunner, was why German humanism could speak sosimplistically about the progress and continuity of human life andhistory. Brunner was not trying to prove anything with this; healways believed that faith was paradoxical, miraculous, “the anti-rationalistic, which nonetheless is the fulfilment of all rationality.”Faith stood critically against all incursions by reason. In 1925 hewrote that apologetic methods “must not allow revelation to bedigested into the system of reason, but contrariwise, reason mustbe taken into revelation.” From this point, apologetics can takethe offensive, without fear and without defensiveness that is reallya lack of self-assurance. But it must be an offensive that, as withPascal, is always ready for critical communication. Brunner devoted a large portion of his life to eristic theology (cf. DerMensch im Widerspruch, 1937, E.T. Man in Revolt, 1939, andOffenbarung und Vernunft, 1941, E.T. Revelation and Reason,1946). He did it always with an acute sense of responsibility. Thedesire to transcend the closed circle of dogmatics was motivatedby a need to liberate dogmatics from its fruitless isolation and toset it in the center of the world's thinking. Here, at the center ofthe modern thought-world, theology was called to enter into confrontation with self-destructive reason.

During the time that Brunner called theology to this form of apologetics (1929), the conflict between him and Barth was intensifying, and it came to a head in the breakup of the circle ofdialectical theology in 1933, when the journal Zwischen denZeiten folded. We will not go into the dispute between Brunnerand Barth at this point, though it has much to do with apologeticsand the problem of the point of contact. We will only raise thegeneral question that arises out of this early period in the sphereof apologetics: How is it possible that so much discussion couldhave been provoked by an appeal to “defend” the gospel?

The question is the more interesting because all defenders of the rightful place of apologetics appeal to the fact that theNew Testament associates faith with a call to resistance, and toconfrontation — a defense that is at the same time an offense.Faith is never isolated; it develops into a movement that is outer-directed. Paul, at the Areopagus and before Festus, proclaimedthat he was speaking sober truth (Acts 26:25). Were not thefaithful explicitly summoned to give a reason (logos, ratio) fortheir hope (1 Peter 3:15)? And ought not every Christian knowhow to give a good answer to everyman (Colossians 4:6)?

Why, then, we may ask again, did so manifestly biblical a motif arouse so much debate? It seems so clear: faith is called todefend itself against any critical attack that seeks to negate themeaning, the right, and the truth of faith. Is not eristic theology simply a response to a mandate? Is it not faith’s way of showingthat it is not ashamed, and that it dares enter confrontationwith unbelief?

Right into our own day, the relation between faith and reason becomes a concern whenever we face striking divergencebetween people who in many ways think alike, but part companywhen it comes to faith. With this, the problem of communicationis put on the agenda: Is faith an irrational and esoteric mysterythat has no point of contact with the other person? Can we onlywitness to our faith? Or is there within human thought a possibility for real and mutually understood dialogue?

This is the question that comes to us out of the twenties. We shall have to come back to it, since the relation between faithand reason looms large again in theology. Within the horizon thatwe have been viewing, it should be noted that the concrete formapologetics takes is always influenced by the presence or absenceof certainty and affirmativeness of faith. It can occur that, underthe impact of sharp criticism, doubts arise within the circle offaith, doubts that bear on whether apologetics can speak in absolute tones. But whenever certainty is present in times of sharpand widespread criticism of the content of Christian faith, wemay no longer be content only to witness — as in “Here I stand,I can do no other.” We may feel compelled to ask whether thereare not indications in the world of thought available to all that,while not having the cogency of proof, do form “indicators” ofthe possibility at least, and perhaps the reasonableness as well,of faith.

Bavinck himself was concerned about this question. He spoke of arguments as “indicators” which at least “make an impression.”He seemed to respect the value of these “indicators” when it cameto certain dogmatic positions. We must keep his situation in mind.Bavinck discerned all sorts of people who in the midst of skepticism hoped “that science would open the inner sanctum of humanconsciousness and there cultivate the flower of religion.” In hisbook about the certainty of faith, he spoke about the fact thatmany were ready to sacrifice position after position in the hopesof securing one last-ditch place of safety for religion. He recognized the danger of this fearful attitude, and he preached — inhis only published sermon — about the faith that has power toconquer the world (1 John 5:4).

Bavinck was set against all dualism between faith and science. He refused to adopt an isolationism that turned faith into anirrational mystery which could be accepted only in mystic silenceor witnessed to only with a “tongue-speaking” that the world couldnot make sense of. He responded with enthusiasm whenever acritique of the gospel, on second look, was shown to have arisenfrom prejudice rather than from a responsible argument. Heused to sound very much like an apologete, even for the virginbirth, which was being roundly ridiculed in the nineteenth century. A certain theory about the transmission of life led him towrite that while there was doubt whether this theory could bedirectly applied to the virgin birth, it could be said that “shouldthe old struggle between spermatists and ovarists be settled infavor of the later, the working of the Holy Spirit might bephysiologically clarified” (Gereformeerde Dogmatiek, III, p. 275).This is one of the most remarkable passages in his dogmatics.No one would want to operate with such considerations today;but it is a hint of how Bavinck looked for lines of contact between science and faith with a clear apologetic purpose.

Another instance touches on the doctrine of original sin, one of the most difficult parts of dogmatics according to Bavinck. Hefelt the hot breath of critics here too; but he thought he saw somerelief. The truth of original sin, he thought, was supported bysuch people as Darwin, with his theory of descent in which inheritance plays such a large part. He offered the thesis that“science in our time offers support for the churchly doctrine oforiginal sin.” The philosophy of Kant, Schelling, and Schopenhauer, too, offered the doctrine unexpected support, as did the doctrine of the descent of man. “When theology rejected the doctrine,philosophy took it up.” Bavinck indeed reckoned with the possibilities of change and self-correction in science.

What we see in these efforts is that theologians are trying to create room within the total world of human thought for Christianfaith. When this is seen it becomes clear that in the background oferistic theology is the conviction that faith has no reason to shutitself off from the world of human thought and, in particular,from science and philosophy.

Among the reasons why apologetics has been in disfavor and why it meets theological resistance is that it sometimes leads toan unattractive militancy which is hard to harmonize with theChristian style. Eristic theology (which Brunner also calls polemictheology) has not always been free from a spirit of conflict thatirritates its hearers, with the result that instead of opening doorsit turns away potential participants in dialogue or provokes themto counterattack. When the New Testament summons us tostruggle and resistance, it leaves no doubt as to the choice ofweapons: the breastplate of righteousness, the helmet of salvation, and the sword of the Spirit (Ephesians 6:14ff.). This givesthe struggle and defense a special kind of style. But if apologeticsbecomes a fight over a system, or a gnosis, it becomes somethingvery different from the “giving an answer” for faith that the NewTestament asks for. The struggle may not be waged for thesake of a fight, but only for the sake of the truth. There must,therefore, never be lust for victory in confrontation. Confrontations can easily be waged in a manner that alienates faith fromscience without the believing disputants ever understanding theproblems of science; quick counterarguments are then not eventaken seriously by the other side. Apologetics may then celebratesome sort of victory, while in reality it has only exposed its poverty.

Once again Bavinck offers a model that is instructive. It was never self-evident to Bavinck that anyone who enters a crisiswith modern science will come back unscarred. In 1883, he delivered his inaugural address at Kampen on “The Science ofTheology.” His friend Snouck Hurgronje had evidently respondedto it critically. Bavinck wrote to him admitting that he had begunwith a prejudgment. He spoke, indeed, of a leap; but he addedthat only he who dares can win anything. If Hurgronje thoughtthat theology had to enter discussion with science in suspendedjudgment, waiting to see what the conclusion would be, saidBavinck, this would be the end of theology. But this did not meanat all that a closed system of theology entered discussion with asimple and clear apologetic. Bavinck recognized his own commitment, as he said, “even though I understand deep down theobjections that can be laid against Christian faith.” He talkedof “difficulties and wounds” that one experiences along the wayof dialogue. When the theologian says this seriously and self-critically, all cheap apologetics is ruled out for him, andapologetics is marked by a profound analysis of the critical question that is placed before Christian faith by the world of thoughtin which we are all sojourners together. Lacking this, apologeticswill fall into mere repetition and fail to give a real answer toreal questions. The questions themselves must be proved and understood before a genuine answer can be given. Herein lies thekernel of all responsiveness: it rejects apparent, make-believe answers as empty gestures. For this reason, all answer-giving throwsus back to a testing of our own faith and thought. This kind ofresponse gradually prevailed in the discussion about apologetics.The conviction grew that only in a self-critical attitude couldcommunication take place with critics.

As we look back on these years that we have characterized as “the era of apologetics,” we note that the historical developmentwas overshadowed by Karl Barth's sharp and energetic contradiction of everything apologetics seemed to be doing. He pointedto the many dangers that were hidden in apologetics, dangersof distorting the gospel, dangers of letting the answer be determined by the question. In short, Barth feared the danger thatrevelation would be structured by man, by his experience, histhought patterns, his feel for life and its variously complicatedproblems. Against this, he proposed that it was not the task oftheology “to lighten heaven with earth's searchlights, but rathertheology is expected to let the light of heaven be seen and understood on earth.” This warning went out against all forms ofapologetics that ran the danger of conforming the gospel to thenatural man.

We debated for a long time whether Barth's critique was just or not, or whether it was exaggerated — especially with respect to Heim and Brunner. We asked whether Barth's attackleft any room for the importance of real questions and whetherit did not create a vacuum in communication and dialogue. Couldhe not have been a bit more Socratic, more dialogical? Was henot too aprioristic and objective? And did not his own style oftheologizing risk being “saltless'' (Colossians 4:6)?

These kinds of questions played a large role later, when more people began to examine the usefulness of Barth’s tremendouslyinfluential theology of the Word.


3. The Voice of Karl Barth

If we do not discuss all the theologians reckoned among the circle of dialectical theology after 1920, it is only because thevoice of Karl Barth has dominated the scene, exerting enormousinfluence into our own time. Brunner, Gogarten, Bultmann, andothers who belonged with Barth to the group associated withZwischen den Zeiten will come into view along the way. Thoughthe group later broke up, with each going his own way, all of themkept in contact with Barth, whether in conflict or friendship.Barth was the central figure. I do not intend to repeat all thatI have written about Karl Barth in the past; but I will point tocertain features that I think, seen now from a later perspective,still have significance for us today. We shall meet Barth againin later chapters, and so this chapter will not tell the wholestory. Here we will look at some central motifs of Barth’s thoughtthat were received on one hand with great admiration and onthe other with intense criticism, both receptions complicated byproblems in interpreting his thought.

His commentary on Romans was the work that shocked the theological world. Its reception was an enormous surprise forBarth himself. “As I look back at my pathway,” he wrote in 1927,“I look like a man who, groping his way in a darksome churchtower, unwittingly took hold of a rope that was, in fact, a ropefor a church-bell, and then to his own shock heard the bellsresounding over him — and far beyond him.” This applied particularly to the second printing. The first edition (which was quicklysold out, and later reprinted in 1963) appeared in 1919; but thesecond edition (1922), according to Barth, “left no stone of theformer edition in it.” To analyze the amazing circumstances inwhich this rapid change occurred would be an exciting adventure— a splendid subject for a doctoral dissertation. What influencesworked on Barth in that short time between the editions? Overbeck’s name has often been mentioned in this connection. Barthhimself talked about a visit from Gogarten. In any case, it was thesecond edition that made its radical impact on the theologicalhistory of this half-century. This was the book that brought thephrase “crisis-theology” into common currency as a label forBarth’s thought. Barth, of course, never used that phrase; it wasPaul Tillich who first coined it. However it originated, it wasoften taken to mean a negative theology, a theology of the loudNO, a theology of judgment on culture, morality, and religion —in short, a judgment on everything human.

When we came into contact with his Romans here in the Netherlands, and tried to understand it (it is, in my judgment,the most difficult of all Barth’s works), we gave it various andcontradictory evaluations. The judgment from Reformed circleswas confused by a comparison between Barth and Kuyper. Wewondered what else, outside of an earthquake (thus one biographer), could be felt in such a dynamic and alarming way. It cameto us with a demand for a whole reorientation in theology. Thefirst sound from the circle of dialectical theologians was chargedwith strong emphasis on the majesty, the holiness, and thesovereignty of God over against all human pretensions to greatness, over against all deification of man or of anything in thecreated world. In short, it spoke of the infinite difference anddistance between God and man. Were there not clear overtoneshere of what Calvinism had always confessed, particularly as itwas refinished in Kuyper’s manner, about the absolute sovereigntyof God?

The discussion was influenced from the beginning by Th. L. Haitjema’s conviction that Barth offered a healthy corrective toKuyper’s Neo-Calvinism. Haitjema, though an admirer of Kuyper’svision of a re-Christianized European culture, was convinced thatKuyper’s was not a genuine revival of Reformed theology. He sawin Neo-Calvinism a deceptive synthesis, an oversimplified connection between Christian faith and culture. Calvin, he thought,was hard to recognize in Kuyper’s summons to overcome theworld for the King. Further, he considered Kuyper’s notion ofcommon grace — set alongside special grace — too simplistic ajustification for gathering all that germinates in worldly soil andreceiving it to the honor and praise of God. Kuyper had digestedmuch from the culture of the enlightenment that was not usablewithin the Calvinistic world-and-life view. Moreover, Kuyperfailed to appreciate the infinite difference between God and man.So, against Kuyper’s secularization of Christianity, Haitjemagreeted Barth’s sharp criticism of culture as a healing corrective.

Thus, at the very start we faced questions that would continue to play a large part in the Barth discussions. Many turned away from Barth because they found in him too little concernfor the world, or for man in the world. This image was hard forBarth to dispel. Who does not remember Brunners joy at havingdiscovered what he finally recognized as a new Barth in a muchlater volume of the Church Dogmatics?Here he found a morepositive Barth, a positiveness that Brunner himself had stressedearly on. That was not until 1951, and even then not everyonewas as enthusiastic as Brunner was.

In the earliest period, Barth was seen as the theologian of distance, of the No and of judgment — of the “infinite qualitativedifference” between God and man. But not everyone saw thisas a needed correction of Neo-Calvinism’s “simplistic” synthesis;some criticized it for being one-sided. Wilhelm Kolfhaus saw anaffinity between Barth and Kuyper, especially in their similarstress on the sovereignty and holiness of God. And the appreciation of H. F. Kohlbriigge which they shared only buttressed theirsimilarity. But Kolfhaus’ interpretation had little influence withus. The accusation of one-sidedness (transcendence without immanence) was what prevailed. Barth’s thought seemed to lackany confidence in the hope of blessing coming from the work ofGod within the world. In short, Barth smacked of dualism. Heppthought that Barth looked only at the top of the mountain andhad no eye for the valley. “He could see nothing of the pathleading upward.” (This was in 1925.)

In the same spirit, we hastily contrived all sorts of handy characterizations of Barth and dialectical theology. It was apostwar phenomenon. It was a form of desperation-theology, withparallels to Spengler’s Decline of the West. We had the notionof a theology of catastrophe, of total judgment on all that ishuman in religion, morality, and culture, and of a radical negation.The same criticism came to the surface in Germany during thetwenties. Paul Althaus, for instance, criticized Barth for lackingany positive affirmation of history. Barth could appeal to Ecclesiastes: “God is in heaven and you are on earth” (Ecclesiastes5:2). But this was not enough for the critics.

The question of ethics came up also. How could there be a useful and concrete ethics, an authentically obedient form of action, if all we have is an absolute judgment on the ethos of menand the world. As a matter of fact, Barth had taught ethics atMunster in 1928 and at Bonn in 1930; but these lectures werenot published until much later, so they could not enter into thediscussion at the time.

Assessing Barth back then was not easy for those of us just beginning our theological studies. We heard that Barth’s theologywas one of metaphysical crisis — that is, a theology that judgedman as lost because of his finitude. We heard that Barth’s dialectics made everything uncertain. We heard about his strangeparadoxes that threatened to shake all confidence in faith and believing thought. Later it appeared that Barth himself had little usefor the adjective “dialectical.” And later we understood that thefamous quotation from the commentary on Romans (“the infinitequalitative difference,” a phrase taken from Kierkegaard) washardly sufficient to characterize a theology. But who was able tosee all this at the time?

Contradictory judgments on Barth kept coming. We were alerted not only to his exclusive stress on crisis and judgment,but also to his “absolute universalism.” That is, we were warnedof a grace that affirmed everything as well as of a judgment thatthundered a No on everything. C. Van Til (somewhat later)labelled Barth a “Neo-Modernist” and a “Neo-Manichaeist.” A.Jiilicher, in a review of the first edition of Romans, spoke of Barth’s“Neo-Marcionism.” All this was even more confused by the voicesof liberal theologians who saw in Barth only a resurgenceof orthodoxy.

Barth’s influence in France seemed at first to be quite limited; French theology was not congenial to Barth’s “repristination” ofReformation thought. He was accused of restoring the theologyof Luther and Calvin without subjecting them to renewal andwithout recognizing the significance of the Enlightenment. It wassaid that Barth was trying to restore a theology of objectivitywithout allowing it to be refined by the fire of modern thoughtand criticism. This judgment was given further support as Barthcontinued to criticize nineteenth-century theology generally, aiming his darts at Descartes and many others who, according toBarth, based eveiything on the Renaissance discovery that manwas the measure of all things.

Barth's attack against Hamack is well known. He began his studies in Bern, where he heard that not a single epistle inthe New Testament had been written by Paul. After this he wentto Berlin where Harnack taught. He was deeply impressed withthe great historian. Yet he slowly came to a totally different visionthan was expressed in Hamack's “essence of Christianity” (theFatherhood of God and the infinite value of the human soul).Years later, the two men met again; the occasion was a studentconference in 1920. Harnack had been disturbed by a paperBarth had written, titled “Biblical Questions, Insights and Overview.” Harnack called it an offense against religion, a theory thathad nothing to do with real life. Barth's ideas, he thought, werelike a flashy meteor hastening its way to its own destruction. Byabolishing theology as a critical science, Barth sacrificed everything modern thought had achieved. Harnack bristled with angerat this new theological barbarianism that was capturing the mindsof more and more students. His criticism was directed especiallyagainst Barth's transcendent notion of revelation; it was so transcendent and supernatural that historical and critical thought hadto be irrelevant to it. For Harnack the scientific method was theonly possible way for theology to make itself “the object of responsible knowledge.” Since the eighteenth century, for example,it had become crystal clear that a historical-critical quest for theperson of Christ was absolutely imperative. Hamack spoke oftheology as the master of its “object,” and Barth spoke of the“new world of the Bible” mastering theology. Barth said thatthe task of theology is one with the task of preaching; Hamackresponded by saying that theology's task is one with that ofscience. No wonder that Harnack confessed that Barth's motiveswere utterly incomprehensible to him. Hamack once put fifteenquestions to Barth; from their nature it was apparent that Harnack considered Barth “the betrayer of scientific theology.” Heasked what basis Barth had for his affirmations. With respect toJesus Christ as the center of the gospel, he asked: “How is itpossible to lay a foundation for a responsible and universal understanding of this Person other than through a critical-historicalstudy, therewith to prevent the trading-in of an imagined Christfor the real Christ?” And how can we be equipped for such astudy except with a scientific theology? When Barth answeredthat the only way to have a trustworthy knowledge of Christ isthrough a God-awakened faith, and that anyone demanding anyother way will have to be led by “the science of biblical criticism,”Hamack was hardly satisfied. Indeed his deep suspicions werestrengthened. He denied Barth’s suggestion that modern theologyhad wandered from its real theme. He saw in Barth’s doctrineof revelation a kind of occultism (i.e., knowledge through secretsources), or a form of Marcionism that cut the cord betweenfaith and the naturally human. And he saw a direct connectionbetween this and the growing skepticism about the results ofhistorical research, a skepticism that he suspected Overbeck ofinstilling in Barth.

Hamack was wholly alienated by the revelational dimensions of Barth’s theology; to him, it meant the loss of the simple gospel(cf. Hamack’s What is Christianity? English title for Das Wesendes Christentums, first published in 1900 but republished in 1964with a foreword by Bultmann). Hamack, always the historian,could not grasp the manner in which Barth worked with the history of dogma. Barth wanted to listen to “the voices of theFathers” and to every witness that offered a perspective on theunique content of the Word of God. When Hamack visited Barth(their relationship remained friendly, just as did that between Barthand Bultmann) he was shocked to come upon Barth working at acommentary by Cocceius (who had been mentioned only once,in passing, in Hamack’s History of Dogma). Their manners ofapproaching the gospel were simply irreconcilable. But the questions that Hamack put to Barth were bound, as they did, toappear again and again, in other ways, and to lead to eversharper discussions.

There is another facet of early criticism of Barth that is worth mentioning. On one hand, Barth was criticized for comingon too assuredly, too positively. But he was also criticized forinjecting uncertainty into theology. Did he not set all certainty intocrisis? Did he not deny our assured possession of Christian faithand life? Here we had in mind Barth’s protest against the notionof revelation as “the revealed,” as a given that we can dispose of.K. Schilder put this criticism on the agenda early on, and it appeared again in my own book on Barth in 1936. We directed itagainst Barth’s vociferous objection to an attitude that robbedrevelation of its sovereign freedom and majesty and turned it intoa possession of men, especially of religious men, who from thenon controlled it, rather than let it freely invade our experience asdivine reality in new ways again and again.

In short, Barth's protest against the “blessed possessors” (beati possidentes) aroused concern that his theology robbed faith ofcertainty. Looking back, it seems unsurprising that Barth shouldbegin by criticizing those who appeared to have solutions for allproblems. We had met the same criticism in my student days,when we first came into contact with Kierkegaard. During myfirst year at the University I heard a paper on Kierkegaard, andnow recall how svmpathetically we responded to his critical attitude toward all reKgious self-confidence. I recall reading a paperof my own, in 1925, on “Philosophy and Revelation” that endedwith this assertion: “Brunner teaches, as does Barth, that we arenot allowed the luxury of sitting contentedly on the theologicallycushioned seat of the blessed possessors!” (!) I made a connectionin 1936 between Barth's “nominalism” and his accents on theabsolute freedom of God, which seemed to me then to cross overinto arbitrariness. I saw his notion of divine freedom as the unfathomable background for what happens in history and therewith threatens the trustworthiness of revelation. This was hardlyan original thought; others had written about Barth's nominalismbefore. A. Janse saw Barth so caught up in a total “de-certainty”movement, what with the “lightning strike” of transcendence, thatall certainty was undermined. I talked about the divine care thatovershadowed revelation and set this in contrast to Barth — apoint that was caught and criticized at the time by HendrikusBerkhof. As I see it, the real intentions of Barth were missed mostclearly in what I wrote about Barth's answer to the question:“Is there, then, no certainty?” Barth answered: “There is nocertainty in faith itself. For God alone gives certainty to faith.”I called that (with critical intent) a striking illumination of Barth'swhole theology. (This was in my dissertation Geloof en openbaringin de nieuwere Duitsche theologie, 1932.)

Afterward I noticed that elements of the same criticism appeared in the writings of others. O. Noordmans, for instance, came to Barth's theology with questions that had to do with the continuity of the life of faith. This was interesting in Noordmansbecause he also had objections to the continuity-theology of Neo-Calvinism (particularly with respect to the doctrine of regeneration ). He was fascinated by the theology of the absolute moment,of the contingency of judgment and grace in the response of God— this in sympathy with Kohlbriigge. But he expressed the fearthat Barth’s theology endangered the possibility of continuity,and he missed the “comfort of perseverance” in what he calledBarth’s “actualism.” Barth, he thought, saw the church as a kindof “haunted house in which God swept in at unexpected moments.”He asked whether Barth took the doctrine of the Holy Spirit seriously enough. He wondered whether Barth appreciated the “continuing character of grace,” or the “more mystical side of the lifeof grace.” Noordmans did not want to set this continuing life ofgrace within the heart of pious man, and was not interested inanchoring continuity within an anthropological reality. He chosefor Barth against Brunner in the Barth-Brunner controversy, justas he chose against “the ethical theology of the religious personality.” But nonetheless he missed the element of continuityin Barth.

What was little noticed at the time was Barth’s own strong opposition to theological arbitrariness. He objected strenuously to atheology that posited the absolute freedom of God and totaldiscontinuity. Strange, indeed, that we paid little attentionto this, since this theme is what we were objecting to in Barth’sown theology. An example of the confusion is the relationshipbetween Barth and Hans Michael Muller. Muller criticized Barth’sview of revelation on the grounds that it provided a “theology ofunheard of certainty.” Barth, he said, only appeared to be actualis-tic and contingent. Actually Barth taught that man can trulyknow God by way of revelation, even though he cannot controlGod and master knowledge of him. For Muller our knowledge ofGod must be consistently contingent, never sure, never firm, nevercontinuing. Barth, naturally as we see it now, rejected Muller’sconsistent occasionalism. The freedom of God did not mean an“absolute restlessness” for man; there is a seeking and a finding,there is a faith and confidence; there is a knowledge of God whichis the most certain of all knowledge (Church Dogmatics [CD] I).The interesting thing is that, at an early stage in my own critiqueof Barth, I saw Muller’s “nominalism” as a logical consequence ofBarth’s doctrine of divine freedom.

Barth rejected any form of actualism that emptied faith of genuine continuity. Indeed, his objections grew as he developedhis own understanding of divine grace as the form of divinefreedom. There is an unbroken line from the early through thelater volumes, and it is the life of the doctrine of the freedomof God’s grace. His theme could be Paul’s question: “What haveyou that you have not received?” (1 Corinthians 4:7). Graceis given and received, not as a static thing that, once received,never needs to be given again. It comes as manna came to Israelin the wilderness, each day afresh. Barth concludes Volume IV/3/1with the comforting word that God’s grace is in fact renewedevery morning. And this is the source of continuity.

We cannot get hold of Barth’s deepest intentions unless we keep in view the sharp polemics that he was caught up in,especially in the early period. With enormous vitality, he ridhimself of the whole thrust of nineteenth and twentieth-centurytheology. For Barth, the various theologies of the time were allforms of anthropocentric theology — theology in which not God,but man was the focus. He did not mean that theology had consciously replaced Christian faith with belief in man. In his judgment, it was a very refined undertaking. It had to do with ananthropocentric religiosity in which — in spite of its use of theword “God” — the holiness, majesty, and glory of God, as well ashis righteousness and sovereignty, were not taken seriously. Theresult was that God became a mere means for religious edification,for the nourishment of the pious individual.

Even though we cannot bring Rudolf Otto and Karl Barth under the same umbrella theologically, we must admit that onone level they seemed to us to say pretty much the same thing.The “tremendum et fascinosum” that became a byword for Ottowas present in Barth too. It did not come in the form of a metaphysics, or as a datum of the pychology of religion, but as anindication of both the hiddenness and transcendence of God.Barth wrote to his friend E. Thurneysen, in 1919, that he hadread Otto’s book with “considerable joy” because, though Ottowas very “psychologically oriented,” he did point “beyond theboundaries to the moment of the numinous,” to the “divine inGod.” And he saw in Otto the promise of a new way for resistinganthropocentrism. His holiness and majesty render it impossiblefor man, even religious man, to get God in his grasp and socontrol him.

In my student days we encountered not only Otto’s book (The Idea of the Holy), but also an earlier criticism of anthropocentric theology. I refer to Erich Schaeder’s Theozentrische Theologie (Theocentric Theology) of 1916. It was pointed againstSchleiermacher, Ritschl, and W. Herrmann as well as many othersfor whom subjective religious experience was given such importance that there was no place for a new, all-determining anddirection-giving Word of God. Against a theology that found itsstarting point in man, his need, his longings, and his value,Schaeder proposed the theocentric as a new approach for theology.Prior to Barth’s critique of Schleiermacher as the “spoiler of reformation theology” Schaeder had written that he was the “manof destiny for the theology of the nineteenth century.” I wrote apiece in our student paper (Fraternitas) in 1926 called “ErichSchaeder and Karl Barth,” in which I noted the similar impressionthat both had made on me. But it was not long before divergencessurfaced. When Brunner read Schaeders book, he wrote: “Weare still looking for an offensive of the right nature.” Schaedercertainly admired Karl Barth, and saw in him a fellow defenderof the overpowering majesty of God. But he also saw the dangerin Barth of a one-sided transcendence that failed to do justice tothe presence of the Holy Spirit in human life, the saving powerof the New Testament period.

I recall now that, at the time, I thought Schaeders criticism of Barth was unfounded and I pointed to Barth’s preaching,particularly his book of sermons, Come, Holy Spirit (E.T. 1933),in which the significance of Pentecost was seen precisely as themiracle of the Holy Spirit who made Jesus Christ present in life.The problems seemed to lie at another level than in the dilemmaof transcendence or immanence. At the time his commentary onRomans appeared, Barth seemed totally unaware that Schaederhad written against theological subjectivism as he did. In 1925,Schaeder commented (in the third edition of his book) on theone-sidedness of dialectical theology, and he thereafter went hisown way. Thus it appeared that the term “theocentric” did notsay enough by itself, and that even though theologians speak inconcert about the majesty of God and the “soli Deo gloria” theyare not necessarily walking the same theological path.

Thus, the basic motif of Barth’s theology was still not wholly clear. It was apparent even in the early days — in spite of thedifficulties with the Romans commentary — that his basic protestwas directed against a theology that had lost its perception ofGod’s sovereign justification of the godless man (Romans 4:5).He was opposed to theologies that had drawn a curtain over theGod-ness of God, and that muted the humility men should displaybefore the God who is the source of all true glory. His protest wasagainst the hubris, the false boasting, that he saw in the Germanchurch especially, a hubris that was expressed in such slogans as“Century of the Church” (Dibelius) and “We have the Church.”This protest against all forms of boasting forms the backgroundfor Barth’s rejection of any thought that tries to control God andhis revelation as a given that we have in our hands and is oursto dispose of. His protest against the notion of “revealedness” wasnot, as it became increasingly clear, a failure to recognize thereality of revelation. Nor was it bom of a desire to relativize itstruth. But it was a reminder of the permanent dependence ofbelievers on the free and gracious gift of God. Only thus canwe explain the fact that Barth never intended to undermine thecertainty of faith. He was not speaking out of both sides of hismouth, with a dialectic Yes and No. One cannot, he said, befinished with the righteousness of God by means of a theoreticallyreassuring consideration “that at bottom the righteousness of Godis that of the righteousness of the gracious God” (CD IV/1,p. 540). It was not as though we could view his righteousnessand see in it “that the real thing which is meant and intended inGod’s judgment is his grace.” The Yes of God is without dialectic,without balancing constructions, but also without self-evidence.There is no way leading from us to grace, not via dialectics, notvia paradoxes, not via a theology of crisis, not via our humility.That, Barth insisted, would be the worst kind of Pharisaism, indeed the Pharisaism of the publican (CD IV/1, p. 617).

This is the context of Barth’s protest against self-styled “blessed possessors,” against all false boasting, and against theattitude of the Laodicean church: “I am rich and I have mademyself rich and I lack nothing” (Revelation 3:17). At severalconferences between 1920 and 1930 this frontal assault againstfalse certainty came to the fore. The difference between securityand certitude was the question. Frontal attacks against certaintiescan be a fad; everything can be brought into crisis in a way thatdiscerns no nuances, thus forfeiting all legitimate positiveness.The danger was not imaginary that the protests against falseboasting were distorted by their very faddishness, and that inreaction to the faddishness of it, the real biblical protest that Pauldelivered in speaking of the core of the gospel of the cross wouldbe neglected. God had chosen the weak of the world to conquerthe strong and thus to take away the power from the strong sothat there is only a boasting in the Lord (1 Corinthians 1:27).This is the protest that might be forgotten when “protests” become fads.

Against this background, it is important to notice how Schilder took up his stance in the discussion about the “theologyof crisis” and the fear of false boasting. Being “in crisis,” he wrote(Tusschen ja en neen, 1929), was not a matter of jingling slogansat conferences, but of being set under the cross as creatures whoface the contrast between eternity and time and as creatures enroute to the eschaton. He saw Barthian criticism of the “theologyof glory” as vacuum-creating theology. He acknowledged, ofcourse, that we must “be serious about the testing, the assessmentof our spiritual capital,” but he thought Barth lacked the necessaryseriousness. At the same time we note in Schilder, in other places,a deep awareness of the danger of false boasting. And as hethought about it, he attacked with an aggressiveness no milderthan Barth’s. A sermon he preached on Amos 9:7 in 1926 broughtto life Amos’ startling assault on the self-boasting of the “electpeople.” Amos sets the fact of the election of the Moabites, thePhilistines, and the Syrians under the noses of Israel’s self-confidence. Schilder describes the controversy that Yahweh hadwith his people in this humiliating comparison between Israeland the heathen nations. Israel with its religion and cult, itsprecious altars, the finger of God stretched out over its history,its spiritual songs — this Israel on a level with Philistia? Amosdoes not disregard Israel’s privilege in salvation history, but hescourges the claims and self-evidence of Israel’s “deadly pride, themisunderstanding Israel had of its election, a misunderstandingthat had made a ‘right’ out of what had been given it.” NowYahweh wipes all the misunderstanding away as he turns againstIsrael; he is now not for them, but against them in angry judgment. We recall Schilder’s sermon because it is not merely arecollection of a dramatic moment in Israel’s history, a dramaticrepresentation of that moment when Israel bled under the whiplash of Amos. The text is directed to the church of today. “If hetakes away Israel’s hope, he takes away our hope.” Everythinghinges on Amos’ word, for us as well as for Israel.

The sermon is full of judgment — on us — not in the form of an absence of grace, not as an isolated No, but as the openingof a way: “Come back and let God judge with you. Why does hecome down on us so hard? Not to take something away from us,but to give back to us what we ourselves wanted to throw away.”Barth doubtless never heard of Schilder’s sermon, but one wisheshe had read it. What Barth did read was Schilder s “Neo-Calvinistic” critique of Mozart, to which he reacted in such intense anger. Schilder’s Amos sermon would have sounded differently in his ears. In any case, Schilder’s sermon — preached to Neo-Calvinists — would have perfectly matched Barth’s own assault against religious self-boasting.

It is no accident that Barth was also fascinated by Amos. He devoted some six pages (in small type) to Amos’ “judgment sermons.” With his “one-sidedness and emphasis, the protest of Amosis something entirely new” (CD IV/2, p. 447). It was a protestagainst inhumanity and injustice, not merely against the abuse,but against the very use of divine service; it was thrust againstthe house of Israel in “a demonstration of churchmanship.” Goddid not forget his covenant. On the contrary! But the grace thatwas pushed aside had to become judgment again (“Seek me andlive,” Amos 5:4). Judgment had to come again “in its uttermostsharpness over them just because they were his people,” said Barth.

Barth’s motives were the same as Schilder’s; they both protested against all false boasting and criticized a simplistic appeal to the finger of God in history. Later these thoughts became terribly urgent in the actual lives of both men. With Barth they came tolife in his view of history that led to his role in the Barmen declaration against Hitler. With Schilder they came to life in his resistanceto National Socialism. In both cases, the enemy appealed to“God and history” and branded as blind those who failed to seethe divine summons in all that was happening around them.

In 1954, when I wrote another book about Barth, I did not use the issue of transcendence as the key to understanding him.Nor did I see the paradox or the “crisis” element as the key.Barth’s intentions, at least for me, had become clearer preciselyregarding those matters having to do with certainty. It becameclear to me that he was not, any more than Schilder, “de-certainizing” faith, but was securing certainty within the onlypossible way that faith can be certain, the way of “faith aloneand grace alone.” It became steadily clearer that my earlier characterization — the sacrifice of the correlation between faith andrevelation — did not match the real state of affairs. Barth was,with enormous emphasis, calling attention to the relation betweenfaith and revelation; faith was not a contributory factor, nor onecomponent in salvation, but our response to the gospel. This response was so real that the old notion of faith as “hollow space”or Calvin’s metaphor of the “empty hand” were no longer necessary to indicate the unique character of faith.

The whole development of Barth was defined by the manner in which he refused to attack anthropocentric theology in the abstract, but concentrated on its threat to sovereign grace. He recognized the threat in Roman Catholicism as well as in modernProtestant theology. He saw this danger especially in Rome’sdoctrine of the analogy of being; here it was implicitly assumedthat man as man had the ability to know God before God revealedhimself in grace. From this fundamental point his passionatestruggle emerged against all natural theology as the “discoveryof the Antichrist.” He understood nineteenth-century theology asmaking man the starting point, man the actual a priori. Andagainst this, revelation told us what the situation really was —man, not as the starting point, but man in desperate need and manas the question.

This problematic defined Barth’s theology until the end. It also formed the background to his growing opposition to allforms of apologetics, especially those oriented around man. Forit was to man that the gospel of salvation was directed, it was notman who had the ability to discover God.

As Karl Heim devoted himself to an understanding of modern man and his thought, he complained that he missed in Barth’stheology the possibility of genuine confrontation. Barth, Heimthought, restricted himself too one-sidedly to revelation, to “Godhas spoken,” and did not give credit to the actual encounter between revelation and the concrete man with his questions andproblems. But Barth went on, increasingly setting revealed theology against natural theology, against the knowing and theinformation-getting that went on prior to revelation and whichthen had to reckon with revelation. In this manner, we would beforever building bridges between faith and unbelief, ever lookingfor a point of contact apart from grace, a point in man that can beelaborated into a “principle of explanation” as to how unbeliefbecomes faith. Though Heim surely did not lead faith out ofhuman thought, with its own problematics, Barth distrusted Heim’sattempt to bridge the gap between revelation and human questions. It has been put this way: Heim did not want to begin withthe church and the priest, nor with the a priori of God's speechfrom above; he wanted to begin with man, with modern man,with his eyes and ears, his questions and problems — to which,thereafter, revelation would provide its liberating answer.

Barth saw this approach as the first step toward the anthro-pologizing of theology. He was aware that he himself had paid dues to this approach, namely in the first edition of his dogmaticsin 1927, where he had said that the human factor in the speakingand hearing of the Word of God should not be minimized. Theman to whom the Word of God comes finds himself in a mysterious space between angel and animal and is confused within thecontradictions of his in-between existence, estranged from God,and unable to put the two dimensions of his life together. Thus,human existence is posed as a question. And here Barth thoughtthe Heidelberg Catechism was very pertinent by beginning witha question. The word of God is the answer to a question, andthis makes legitimate the task of analyzing the nature of thequestion. This was all put very summarily in that first volume.F. Gogarten reviewed the volume and complained about itslack of an anthropology. Barth’s response to Gogarten is interesting: he was very pleased with the review because he thought itindicated that the scandal created by the volume was not allthat serious.

Barth did, however, on second thought conclude that he had given too much attention to the existence question, andtherewith seemed to make the Word of God somewhat dependenton our analysis of the problematics of human existence. Barthdiscerned this danger at the eleventh hour, and turned back —via Anselm and the sovereign “God has spoken” — to the a prioriin which God’s Word becomes a predicate of human existence.He saw Gogarten’s way as a dead end. Barth had at first highexpectations of Gogarten (Gogarten had played a role in thechanges in the second edition of Romans), but then saw himtaking a wrong route. Gogarten’s participation in the GermanChristian movement was seen by Barth as evidence of his theological mistake.

A total estrangement took place between them later. When Barth was in Amsterdam in 1939, he answered our questions abouthis rejection of infant baptism by warning us against the dangerof tying grace to natural occurrences. If we went this way, hesaid, we would end up with Gogarten, giving anthropology thefirst word after which revelation would come as a poor second.Barth continued to discern signs in theology that the a priori ofgrace might be undone by an independent concern for thenatural, that is, for a pre-theological understanding of man thatwould then determine the structure of theology.

In an extensive study on Barth and Gogarten, Peter Lange pointed out that Gogarten did not give the same priority to thenotion of a “pre-understanding” of the gospel that Bultmann did.Gogarten, he said, did not use a secular anthropology as the basisfor theology. This is seen also in Thumeysen’s more discriminatingjudgment on Gogarten. But Barth saw everything in the same line,namely the essential correlation between existence and revelation— which, methodologically, was of utmost importance to theology.Barth, therefore, felt cut off from Gogarten after 1933, afterGogarten began operating with the notion of “creation ordinances.”Between 1930 and 1940, he was dead set against what he discerned as the background to a religious kind of national socialism.National Socialism also saw connections between creation ordinances (folk, blood, and soil) and political life, and set all thiswithin an idealistic sense of calling, with men hearing the voiceof God in history, a history that then became akin to salvationhistory. Barth, over against this, insisted on the radical newnessof revelation; revelation, he repeated, can never be the conclusion of human thought. It always blazes a new path. Barthrefused to think from possibility to reality. The only passable wayis that which moves from the reality of revelation to humanpossibility. We must begin with revelation, and only then talkabout possibilities in human thought.

His resistance appeared in his objection to Brunners apologetics. It came out especially in his attack against the notion of a “point of contact” which Brunner taught so emphatically. Brunner, to be sure, did not mean that one could produce faith outof this point of contact; such a notion was, in his view, the errorof Pelagianism. But this did not assuage Barth. He saw Brunneras attempting to create a “possibility” for hearing the Word ofGod. Brunner s apologetics looked to Barth like a refined way ofputting something in natural man’s grasp that prepared him forrevelation, if not positively then at least negatively. And this,after all, was the basic fault of Roman Catholic thought — thoughhe discerned traces of it even in Kierkegaard and Heidegger.What he saw in the Kierkegaard-Heidegger axis was a connectionbetween the negativity of doubt and the Word of God, a connection that Erich Przywara astutely wove into the Roman Catholic notion of analogia entis.

When Barth wrote his famous Nein against Brunner in 1934, he said that he would, if Brunner were right, go directly to thePope and admit that the Reformation had been founded on a hugemistake. Faith presupposed nothing, no answer and no question,no certainty and no doubt. None of these things makes naturalman ready — by means of his ability to ask questions — for hearing the Word of God. Faith cannot be made transparent by meansof human predisposition (his ‘revelation-readiness”). Faith canonly be experienced as a miracle. In all this Barth did not intendto isolate faith completely; he did not mean to erect a ghetto forirrational faith, to build an erratic bundle of dogmatic thoughtwhich would be wholly foreign to ordinary men. Still, he wantednothing of a contribution that man could make to faith by wayof some “remnant” of his humanity.

It is interesting to note Schilder’s admiration for Brunner. He wrote that Brunner, in some senses, approached classic Reforma-tional theology in his accent on the “pre-understanding” — as a“hypothesis for the understanding of the apostolic message offaith.” But in this area Barth and Noordmans stood much closertogether. Noordmans saw the notion of a “remnant” as a leftoverof Scholasticism within Reformed thought. And he thought thatat that time — in 1936 — it was being used to torpedo the integrityof the church and its theology from the arsenal of culture andpolitics. The notion of general revelation, he thought, was nolonger “a bridge for pagan entrance into the church, but a doorfor Christians to exit the church.” Barth would certainly haveunderstood Noordmans’ remark. For Barth there could be noseparate task for a theological apologetics alongside the task ofdogmatics, not to “accommodate dogmatics to the Chinese,” oreven to establish contact with one’s “contemporary unbelievers.”It would not work even if one’s aim were to “undermine theaxioms of natural reason,” as Brunner put it. Theological thoughtis a way of “being there” as a witness of faith — and even it was“unrighteous in its achievements.” This does not mean that Barthwanted no confrontation in theology. His Church Dogmatics is fullof confrontation with people like Heidegger, Sartre, Nietzsche,and hosts of others. Barth thought it self-evident that dogmaticswould “be an apologetic, polemic discourse from beginning toend” (CD 1/1, p. 31). It was an apologetic that worked independently of dogmatics that he eschewed. For a separate apologetic always seeks synthesis with natural reason, and this isimpossible. Dogmatics cannot tolerate an eristic theology alongside of it; it must — precisely in order to be properly apologetic —“stick to its own last.” Authentic apologetics can occur only fromwithin the context of the gospel; when pursued in this setting itwill not fabricate a point of contact as a conditio sine qua non.Nor will it create a prolegomena out of the possibilities of faithwithin human thought and existence.

To illustrate what was so essential for Barth in his many polemical encounters, we can point to the divergence betweenhim and another theologian who began his pilgrimage on thesame route with Barth: Rudolf Bultmann. They remained goodfriends to the end, and the bond between them was never brokenin their intense efforts to understand each other. In their discussion — much of which was published in the form of letters —Barth never tired of laying the accent on the Word of God asthat which is “over against” us, as the Word that comes to usfrom above. He saw Bultmann as a man possessed with anothervision of the New Testament, principally because of his notionof the “pre-understanding” that men generally have of the gospel.Barth discerned a substantial loss for theology and for thepreaching of the gospel in this “pre-understanding.” And forBarth, theology was all about preaching. Anyone reading thecorrespondence cannot help noticing that this objection dominates all that Barth says. Indeed it was the same objection thathe had to Heim, Brunner, Gogarten, and all subtle forms ofnatural theology.

Barth was concerned to underscore the Word of God in its peculiar sovereignty, the Word that never returns God’s promisesempty. In the light of this sovereign power of the Word, he insisted, it is not possible to grant an independent significance tothe power of reason or to a “pre-understanding” possessed bynatural man. Bultmann considered the questions of human understanding — its nature and their possibilities — to be crucially important. He put them on the agenda as a hermeneutical problemof the first order, one which we should take pains not to minimize.He wrote to Barth: “You appear not to have seen these problemsas I have, and for this reason you obviously cannot understandme” (Briefwechsel, p. 172). Bultmann thought that he and Barthhad different views of how to translate the gospel for contemporary persons. To make the gospel understandable, he thought,we must break through the barrier of an antiquated world-view,and do that radically. To bind ourselves to the old world-view isto erect a false offense, an unreal scandal, on the pathway to faith.Bultmann surely was sensitive to a real scandal, an offense thatcannot and must not be removed. He wrote about the “strangeness of Christian Faith” (Glauben und Verstehen, IV). But everything depends on how we understand that “strangeness” and that“offense.” We can try to preserve absolute notions that in factcast a shadow over the real offense. But modern people must beliberated from having to face false offenses, liberated by meansof a “candid and radical critique.” The situation in which modernman finds himself simply demands this. It is urgently necessarybecause we must understand the kerygma as it speaks to us inour existence; therefore, we must never lose sight of the personwho is addressed by the gospel.

Barth’s criticism of Bultmann focusses on what he saw as a “prejudgment” that Bultmann made in connection with the limitsand potential of what is understandable. Bultmann responded bysaying that this objection had an “apparent plausibility,” but thatat bottom it arose from a misunderstanding of the problem ofunderstanding. Bultmann too was concerned with an opennessand a readiness to hear the Word of God. He could say, in fact,that this was precisely his concern. But the problem did not liein the good will of man, his natural readiness to listen to the gospel. It lay rather in his ability to hear it. The “pre-understanding,”in Bultmann’s view, does not suggest that the Word of God wouldno longer be “a strange truth and reality that runs counter toman s competence to understanding.” Indeed, it is just in the rightunderstanding of the Word that it becomes clear how strange it is,and how the kerygma does contradict our own way of thinking.Thus, the problem of the “pre-understanding” is not a matter ofmaking “prejudgments” that we use as a critical standard for allinterpretations of the New Testament.

In spite of the vigor with which Bultmann set forth his real intentions, he did not convince Barth, who continued to oppose him. Barth suspected Bultmann’s attention to human “selfunderstanding” in connection with man’s understanding of theNew Testament message. Barth said he could not comprehendwhy anyone had first to creep into Heidegger’s mind before hewas able to grasp the New Testament. He saw in Bultmann acanonizing of Heideggers “existentialist analysis,” in spite ofBultmann’s assertion to the contrary. And he rejected this existentialist concept as “the obligatory pre-understanding to the understanding of the New Testament” (R. Bultmann. Ein Versuch ihnzu verstehen, 1952, p. 39).

Was Barth fair in this accusation that “self-understanding” had been canonized by Bultmann into a criterion for understandingthe New Testament? Barth himself often asked this question. Buthe always returned to the conclusion that Bultmann really taughta “normative pre-understanding, indeed one that competed withthe Holy Spirit and, in fact, set up a barrier to him” (ibid., p. 52).He could hardly have put his objection in sharper form, especiallyafter all that Bultmann tried to do to explain that he did not atall mean to set up human “self-understanding” as a criticalstandard over against the kerygma. Barth rightly saw that Bultmann, in their entire discussion, never made a genuine concessionand thus could not make good on his denials of Barth’s criticism.

Barth felt alien to Bultmann’s approach to the New Testament, and wondered whether a person could ever get any farther with it than his own self-understanding. Barth’s concern — andhe stuck with his position in spite of Bultmann’s complaints thathe had been misunderstood — is closely allied to criticisms ofother forms of exegesis in which human listening to the gospelmust be fitted into a philosophical frame. Barth referred to suchexegesis as a schema or a suit of armor.

This did not mean that Barth saw no significance in man’s understanding of himself. He was aware that Calvin began hisInstitutes by saying that the highest wisdom was the knowledgeof God and oneself. Calvin’s striking beginning of his masterpiecehas always captured readers’ imagination, especially in view of thissentence: “But, while joined by many bonds, which one precedesand brings forth the other is not easy to discern.” It is understandable why a man like G. Ebeling would occupy himself soextensively with these comments (“This monumental sentence,”Ebeling called it). It is also easy to see why Calvin’s words arebrought into contemporary discussions about the interconnectionsbetween the knowledge of God and the knowledge of oneself.

Barth, too, explored this sentence in depth (CD III/2) and indicated the problematics hidden in it. But he added that it cannot in any case be read in terms of a canon of a prior “selfunderstanding” as the norm for the knowledge of God. Certainlythere is a relationship and, in terms of the New Testament, we canand must look back to anthropology, ethics, and questions ofmethod. But this must be done without the postulates laid downby Bultmann, and without deploying the existence of man as ahermeneutical key or as a canon for understanding. This was, tothe end, the crucial point for Barth in his relations with Bultmann.Both of these men spoke of a difference between them that wouldnot be solved in this life. Bultmann looked forward with Barthto asking Paul in the eschaton what “he finally, once and for all,meant.” Barth once compared his and Bultmann's relationship withthe encounter between a whale and an elephant who met eachother with stupefied amazement; but Barth guessed that whenthey met in heaven they would discover a common ground.

The problem of the hermeneutical key has played a continued role in the discussion of the last decades. It is not limited to the Barth-Bultmann dialogue; it comes to the surface whereverthe proprium of the Word of God is sought. The same problematic emerged when Jurgen Moltmann accused Ebeling of constructing a “natural theology of modern existence.” It is acomplaint that points to what Moltmann called “the anthropological verification-schema.” “The problem of one's own questionableness becomes the controlling factor in the knowledge of Godthrough revelation.” This is a charge like that which Kuitertlevelled to the account of Bultmann (cf. H. Kuitert, The Realityof Faith, E.T. 1968).

We would free ourselves from the problem too easily if we saw in it only a misunderstanding of what is really a self-evident“pre-understanding.” Even though the intention behind the notion of the “pre-understanding” is directed, for hermeneuticalpurposes, to the possibility of understanding the New Testament,this in no way guarantees that it would not be usable, outsidethe question of understanding, as a “prejudgment” and as a canonfor judging the truth of the New Testament. The history of theclose connection between “pre-understanding” and “prejudgment”is too long for us to let ourselves be seduced into thinking thatwe would be done with it if we let “pre-understanding” alone bea sort of mold into which we poured the meaning of the text.We cannot shove everything into the lap of the question of understanding. When Moltmann turned on Ebeling so sharply, he didnot mean that he was altogether on Barth's side. He thought Barthworked with an a priori of revelation in which the ontic elementprevailed so completely over the noetic that there could be no otherkind of verification than that which occurs through the sovereignand free revelation of God himself. This was the a priori thatBarth was fascinated by in Anselm, and which led him to beginhis dogmatics all over again after the publication of the firstvolume in 1932. Moltmann’s path moves in another direction,namely the direction of the future. The future offers the possibility of eschatological verification (an historical future as opposed to the closed circle of revelation). But he saw the problemof an anthropological verification very sharply, and scored it asa new form of natural theology — not, of course, in the old senseof the “proofs for God’s existence,” but in the sense of a conformity with what is given beforehand in anthropology, in the sense,then, in which Bultmann meant self-evident pre-understanding.

In Barth’s mind, the problem of human understanding is a definitive question in all of contemporary theology. It appears,not only in the explicit discussion with Bultmann about “preunderstanding,” nor only in the question of natural theology, butwherever the relationship of man to the divine act of salvationcomes to view. It comes to sharp expression in Barth’s oppositionto all forms of individualism and egoism in salvation. Here wetouch on the oft-discussed questions centering around the “forme” or “for us” structure of salvation. Barth sees in individualismand egoism an anthropocentrizing of theology, a tendency he discerned even in the bosom of Lutheranism. He saw it in connection with Luther’s treatment of the application of salvation,in which christology tends to be digested within soteriology. Hethought he understood why Bultmann appealed to Melanchthon’sremark that to know Christ is to know his acts (as versus knowinghim in the incarnation and his two natures). He also spied it inW. Herrmann’s penchant for refusing to talk about “God himself,”preferring rather to talk about “God for us.” He saw connectionshere with Kierkegaard as the father of philosophical existentialism.

We might ask whether Barth was doing justice to Luther and Melanchthon, particularly if we take into account their oppositionto Scholasticism and especially to the notion of historical faithand implicit faith. But the problem is a real one, one that comesinto today’s theology in connection with Luther’s urgent question: “How can I find a gracious God?”

In our time the question is raised from several comers as towhether our historical experiences of threat and disaster do not push Luther’s question about personal salvation into the background. Is Luthers concentration on individual salvation a concern that has “almost completely disappeared” (Bonhoeff er) ?Current theology offers a virtual consensus on this point, especiallyover against the existentialist interpretation of the gospel. Thisdoes not mean that the personal dimension of salvation is beingwholly excluded or that the central significance of justification isbeing totally ignored. Luthers question, as Kasemann remarked,maintains its “continuing relevance” (E. Kasemann, Perspectiveson Paul, E.T. 1971, p. 174). And Kasemann goes on to say thatwe would make a mistake if we were to “shove the proclamationof Victory Day to the side.” This is still true, even if we do notconcentrate on the individual as existentialist theology did.

Obviously Barth’s concern about salvation-egoism is connected with his sense for the danger in anthropological theology. Barth’s attitude is clear, as for instance when he deals withLuther’s question about the gracious God with “highest respect,”but then goes on to admit that, in European theology in general,but German theology in particular, it has for too long been anudge toward, a temptation to, a certain sort of narcissism (CDIV/1, p. 527). This was in 1953.

Barth was concerned about the danger of salvation-egoism in his earliest period. In Safenwil, under the impression thatBlumhardt, Ragaz, and Kutter made on him, he had a keen distaste for individualism, for the isolation of faith within the innerlife — an individualism that lost a vision of the wide horizons ofthe kingdom of God. Barth saw in all individualism traces of a“pre-understanding” that tended to become a standard for measuring salvation. He saw little difference between pietistic egoismand Bultmann’s focus on individual salvation. This is a reason whyDorothee Solle reacted so forcefully against Bultmann, and whySpema Weiland reckoned his theology as a “dead end.”

Barth’s opposition is so interesting because, in his reaction, he does not close his eyes to the importance of man’s concreteinvolvement in salvation. He makes a plea for the validity of thedeeper motives of Luther’s question about how man can find agracious God. And he is bothered by the thought that, whilesixteenth-century theologians busied themselves deeply with thisquestion, modern thinkers mean to transcend such matters andconcentrate on radical questions like the “question of God in general and God-as-such.” “As though sixteenth-century man withhis concern for the grace of God and the right of this grace werenot asking about God Himself and His existence with a radicalness compared with which the questioning of modern man isempty frivolity” (CD IV/1, p. 530).

While Barth was critical of what he saw as individualism and egoism, even narcissism, in theology’s concentration on whathappens to man in salvation, he did think the question of man’sinvolvement was important. Grace, after all, did appear, bringingsalvation to all men (Titus 2:11). It was, as Barth saw it, ingrace that the dilemma between the personal and social, the innerand outer aspects of salvation had to be resolved. This salvation,however, does not permit us to be introvertishly preoccupied withourselves; it is oriented to a goal. He could say that the MiddleAges, with their “spires, their altars, and their painted glass,”would not mean much without a St. Francis and his disciples. Butsalvation does not arrive at anything, neither in the inner self norin the total reality of personal life, if it no longer has the shapeand form of a salvation whose structure is created in mercy andin righteousness. Therefore, the individual is not the key, nor thecanon for understanding salvation; the pious man is not themeasure of the gracious acts of God. Barth was never fiercer inhis criticism of individualistic notions of salvation than when hesuggested that egoistic interpretations of the gospel could onlyprovide grist for Feuerbach’s mill. The shadow of Feuerbach, ofcourse, meant a religion that was nothing more than a projectionof man, and a theology that was nothing more than anthropology.

Before Barth, Kurt Leese, in 1911, had read theology in the light of Feuerbach, and said that indeed many theologies didbear this anthropocentric structure. This, he said, only helpedconfirm Feuerbach’s suspicions and at the same time left theologywithout a basis for countering Feuerbach. This was Barth’s viewof anthropocentric theology: and this was one reason why hetried to expose its anemic interpretation of the “for me” and “forus” aspect of salvation as the key to understanding revelation.

The importance of this discussion lies clear before our eyes. This appears in the attention that Ebeling has given to the correlation between man — in his faith — and salvation, especially as itappears in Luther. (“If your faith and trust are sound, then yourGod is true. If your faith is false and untrue then you have afalse God. For the, two belong together, Faith and God. Whereyou set your heart and give it over . . . that is really your God” —Luther.) When Ebeling cites such passages out of the Larger Catechism, he speaks of “dangerous texts” — “One can almost hearLudwig Feuerbach,” Ebeling says: “God as the projection andproduct, yes the essence of man.” The answer is not to deny the“for-us” aspect of salvation in order to honor the objectivity ofsalvation, but to make clear that the orientation of faith to salvation illuminates that salvation (cf. G. Ebeling, Luther: An Invitation to His Thought, E.T. 1970).

This, of course, is related to Barth's rejection of natural theology. The objection was to the notion that the Word of Godhas no analogy in any natural knowledge of God with whichthe revelation can make contact. The result of its isolation fromman, according to Ebeling, was that revelation remained foreignto human experience (Ebeling, Wort und Glaube, II, 1969, p. 429).The objection did not arise only from those doing “hermeneuticaltheology.” Barth's theology was typified as one of estrangementand lack of contact, by such observers as H. Zahmt (The Question of God, E.T. 1969).

Zahmt accuses Barth of espousing a revelation that remains “a monologue in heaven” with which there is no contact in humanexistence. It suggests a “trinitarian carillon” that chimes highabove a godless world. Zahrnt echoes many other objections whenhe speaks of an “affair in eternity,'' of a drama that is played outamong themselves by the triune persons, and thus of a theologythat provides “no way for the Bible to come into our lives.” Hespeaks of a “history-less” theology and a theology that knows nodialoque, no correlation between man's question and God's answer.

This was the same issue that separated Paul Tillich from Barth. More than forty-five years after their early dispute thesetwo were again in confrontation with respect to the problem ofquestion and answer. Barth refused to take this problem seriously,whereas Tillich made it the very key to doing theology.

Schaeder made a plea for the “validity of the subjective,” and wondered whether Barth, in his legitimate dispute with Cartesian-ism, did not nonetheless have to give account to “the believingsubject.” He did not focus the problem sharply with this, buthis unwillingness to be content with the purely objective showsthat the discussions about Feuerbach bring us face to face with avery modern problem. The problem of the nature of the correlation between faith and revelation will not go away; its persistencesuggests that the subjective is not to be seen as a competitivefactor that subverts objective revelation, but rather it demonstrates man’s involvement in it. It is this involvement that —Feuerbach notwithstanding — will not let itself be scuttled. Onlyin recognizing the involvement of the subject in revelation is thesuperficiality of Feuerbach’s criticism of religion exposed.

In this connection, Moltmann has discerned two lines extending from the group that began dialectical theology around 1920. One of them is a theology of proclamation. The other is thetheology of hermeneutics. Though Ebeling has insisted that thesetwo cannot constitute a dilemma (Wort und Glaube, II, p. 108),many have seen them as a dilemma in respect to Barth. Barthwas criticized for having continually reverted to proclamation, tothe a priori “objective” revelation, as a reality that made superfluous any serious concern for the human being to whom theWord of God was given. We recall the argument of 1923 when —in a remarkable twist of theological criticism — Tillich said that,in Barth’s theology, the positive note of the gospel was muffled inthe No of judgment. How strange it was, responded Barth, thatTillich would suppose that he, Barth, had not heard the positivewords of the gospel (as the disciples of John had never heardof the Holy Spirit, Acts 19). Barth pointed out that the realquestion was what sort of positiveness was intended. He mistrusted a christology that became a universal, everywhere occurring salvation-event, an event that occurred in the power of symbol.He was skeptical of a christology that resisted “slicing off” aparticular place in history in order to preserve the universality ofsymbolic revelation that could occur anywhere and everywhere.Barth saw in this an anti-orthodox hysteria, a hint of modernman’s overreaction to Dostoievski’s Grand Inquisitor. He distrusted, and could make nothing of, Tillich’s notion of the “unconditional” in which he saw little more than a metaphysicalabstraction. (“Why this hide-and-seek game with the icy monstercalled ‘the unconditional’?”) Barth had a good feel for the warning against authoritarianism that Dostoievski was giving. But healso wanted to preserve “the indissoluble correlation betweentheological concepts and the concepts of church, canon, and theHoly Spirit.”

The discussion was futile. But it did open up the large lines of the problem that Barth was wrestling with in all its variations.Since then the contours of the objections to Barth’s a priori andpositivist notion of revelation have changed. We know whatTillich’s theology developed into as he worked out the notion of “the unconditional” into the theology of supra-theism and the“God beyond God.” And in the last volume of his dogmatics,Barth summed up what he was after when he spoke of God as“more than the epitome of the really real,’ but the absolute beginning, the transcendent, the one who embraces all, the whollyother . . . known in his work and his word” (CD IV./4, p. 161).He was working with this kind of positivity, which was mostconcrete. How vague and abstract is Tillich’s “ground of being”in comparison with Barth’s theology of the “perfections of God.”

In 1928, Paul Schempp wrote a “Critical Review of Barthian-ism” in which he called for an existential discussion that would take place in full seriousness and without “accolades and cryingsof woe.” Barth certainly was not beyond criticism in this regard.When he addressed, not the “by-standers,” but those who in hisview were teaching unacceptable theological distortions of thegospel, he could be terribly severe. At unexpected moments hewould use such labels as “antichrist,” as for instance when hetalked about the doctrine of the analogy of being. And he wasnot beyond warning of the sin against the Holy Spirit (as he didin connection with anti-Semitism).

Barth seldom reacted more sharply than he did against what he called Bishop J.A.T. Robinson’s “flatfooted” theology; here hesaw a plain jettisoning of faith and doctrine. Robinson’s appealin Honest to God (1963) left him stone cold. The German title(Gott ist cinders, “God is Different”) smacked of Barth’s own“wholly other God” — from his early days — but Barth saw it onlyas a dead end. He expressed amazement that Bultmann hadspoken of Robinson’s book with “mild approval.” Barth expressedhis feelings in irony. Robinson’s book, he said, reminded him ofa man sipping the foam from three full glasses of beer, with theetched-on initials R.B., P.T., and D.B. respectively, and thenclaiming to have discovered the theological miracle drink, which“would be consumed by hundreds, yea ten hundred thousands ofjubilant consumers.”

Barth’s disgust was provoked, in part, by the way Robinson weaved Dietrich Bonhoeffer into the mixture. Robinson had takenTillich’s view of the abyss and ground of our being and joinedit to Bonhoeffer’s concrete positivity, in a total distortion of theChristian passion that motivated Bonhoeffer to the end. Indeed,Robinson thought it possible, once he had done away withsupematuralism, to synthesize any or all views. It was thisproject that pricked Barth, and he reacted with a gesture of contempt, wiping this form of pseudo-theology from the theologicaldiscussion table. He was unusually forceful and abrupt.

But this did not keep him from thinking hard about the transcendence of God (the “God out there'’ in Robinson's book).He reflected on the caricatures often made of transcendence —including a transcendence that ignores immanence. Anyone whohas read his volume on divine providence will recall how hespeaks of “God as Lord'' in a manner totally alien to the concepts of supematuralism that Robinson declared obsolete. But hewas equally removed from Tillich's “ground of being."

Barth's fierce response came from a conviction that Robinson was doing theology in a way that would destroy theology, and hewanted to remove all possibilities of misunderstanding by beingpointedly clear. Barth's response — coming from one who wasoften very gentle —was not well taken. Polemics have their ownpsychological flavor, but Barth was saying that compromise hasits limits, and was laying an ethical claim to our duty to beaboveboard with the reality we are dealing with. Our businesshere is not to discuss Honest to God, but only to comment onBarth's occasional and sudden displays of aggressive and indignant rejection of someone's ideas. We must see them in a propheticdimension. His indignation arose from intense conviction andcertitude.

Barth’s occasional indignation was rooted in his intense theological convictions and certainty. (The complaint that Barthexpected certainty from theology was related to his polemics inthe beginning stages of his development.) When Barth reflectedon his own development (in the Foreword of CD III/4) he recalled that his “NO's" were never meant as the “supreme art" oftheology nor as “the overthrow of all false idols.” And he added,“I have gradually acquired more and more feeling for the affirmations by which we can live and die." That he could “still enjoy debate,” however, was amply demonstrated as time went on. He stilllooked sympathetically into the deepest intentions of theology andchurch, as he did after his visit with the Pope in 1967. But he couldalso radically and unhesitatingly reject ideas that seemed to him toimpinge on the heart of the matter. He did not share Bultmann'senthusiasm for Gabriel Vahanian's book on the death of God(The Death of God: The Culture of Our Post-Christian Era, 1961).

Bultmann thought it “the most exciting theological book that I have read in recent years,” but Barth reacted very negatively. Wefind in Barth, then, an undiminishing enthusiasm for theology,not as the “queen of sciences,” but still as a beautiful science thatresponds to the beauty of God. “In such a sphere,” he said, “extreme barbarism” is indeed “sad.” But he was willing to risk acertain inelegance out of a concern that we might lose perspectiveon the gospel, a tragedy, when it happens, for both preaching andtheology. With Barth, outbursts of indignation arose from a carefor the gospel of God's gracious mercy, of the triumph of grace,not as an a priori principle from which theologians can deducetheir own conclusions, but as the reality of Immanuel: God with us.

When I had occasion, in 1954, to speak with Barth extensively about my book, The Triumph of Grace in the Theology of KarlBarth (E.T. 1956), he expressed a concern that the title mightcreate misunderstanding, as though grace had to do with a newmethodological principle. He had spoken of this in Volume IV/3of the Church Dogmatics. I was at first somewhat surprised athis reaction to the title, for I had never thought for a moment thatBarth's doctrine of grace was an abstraction from which theologians were free to make their own deductions. Barth guessed thatI had perhaps taken the title from Hans Urs von Balthasar's remark that, for Barth, Christendom was a “triumphal affair.” Butvon Balthasar's words had struck me as being too “triumphalistic”for Barth, especially in reference to Christendom. I had in mindwhat Barth himself had written: “This history is a triumph onlyfor God's grace and therefore for God’s sovereignty” (CD II/2,p. 194). But here, the triumph is not of Christendom, but of theacts of God in Jesus Christ within history. Clearly the “triumphof grace” (including the title of my book) can mean only thegrace of Jesus Christ the Lord. Barth recognized that “one couldspeak of it this way.” And one must recall the “triumph” in whichChrist leads us (2 Corinthians 2:14), after the disarming of andtriumph over the principalities and powers (Colossians 2:15).

Anyone tempted into fascination with such victorious thoughts can count on being criticized for “exaggeration,” for “overstressing”the triumph. Gustav Aulen learned this when he set the “victorymotif” at the center of the doctrine of atonement. But one musttune himself to the forceful language of the New Testament,which, after all, proclaims more than a mere dialectic between the“already happened” and the “not yet happened.” Barth was fascinated by these New Testament voices, so much so that everyonewho got to know him was amazed — even sometimes embarrassedat his certainty and affirmativeness about “Jesus the Conqueror.”He was always grateful to J.C. Blumhardt, who refused to capitulate to the grim “reality” that lay before us in its crusty unchangeableness; and he felt nothing for Bultmann's reaction toBlumhardt: “Blumhardt's kind of history is an abomination to me.”Barth affirmed, rather, the cosmic, world-historical decision madein the “name of Jesus,” a decision in which Barth — in spite ofhis opposition to the notion of power as an abstract “ability todo anything” — saw an authentic triumph of power.

In this context, we cannot create a dialectical balance between an optimistic and a pessimistic accent unless we are willing to do the same with Paul's doxologies, uttered as they were tooin a time at least as unhappy as our own. Barth expressed surprise that older Protestantism (even Luther and Calvin) couldhave overlooked this message of the liberation from corruption,death, and evil. He wondered how it could speak so often of thekingdom of God in lusterless fashion, and “overlook this dimensionof the gospel which is so clearly attested in the New Testament —its power as a message of mercifully omnipotent and unconditionally complete liberation from death and wrong as the powerof evil” (CD IV/2, p. 233). Western Catholicism, too, in spite ofits saints and its miracles, manifested the same lack of enthusiasmfor victory in Christ, in contrast to the Eastern church, whichnever stopped listening and talking about the triumph of Colossians 2:14. From this thought came a powerful philippic againstmodern interpretations of this event as myth. The church knew adecisive turn in history had taken place in Christ's death andresurrection, in “the revealing and saving power of God” thatwas revealed in Christ for all time. Here was positiveness, in theface of everything that seemed to contradict the reality of thispower and against all the struggles within, and moreover asauthentic “illumination” for faith. It came from Barth as a dox-ology reminiscent of the bewildering word in Psalm 8 that speaksof the glory of God's name over all the earth, a word that can beread in the light of Hebrews 2, which talks about what we havenot yet seen.

This positiveness is rooted in the gospel. It confronts all that gives reason for uncertainty and ambiguity. The kingdom hascome, and everything has been done that needed to be done;herein lies the ground for rejecting “all pessimism, all tragic views, all skepticism,” said Barth. Looked at this way, the accusationmade by Barth’s colleague at Basel, Karl Jaspers, that the Christian message is bound by “exclusivism,” is seen as absurd.

When Barth lamented that the church did not always absorb this joyful message, he made an exception of the HeidelbergCatechism and the classic hymns of the Evangelical church, inboth of which he heard a direct echo of the New Testament witnesses. We need not recall all the New Testament expressionsthat proclaim the triumph of Christ. Question marks are placedafter them often, in view of the bitter reality of evil in the world.They are not just theological question marks. They come fromlife’s experiences, from shocking encounters with the powers ofevil and corruption. How can we harmonize the reality of life’sexperience with Barth’s notice that “no praise can be too highfor the mighty and triumphant grace of God in the atonementas the fulfilment of the covenant” (CD IV/1, p. 69)?

Is there, then, perhaps reason for speaking about exaggeration in these unambiguous doxologies, not only in theology but in the letters of Paul? It would be untrue to say that Barth’s convictions of the triumph of grace led him to underestimate theseriousness and radicality of sin and the measureless effects ofevil. Van Til’s judgment that what Barth says about them “iscalculated to lead men to think they are not sinners” is simplyincomprehensible. Barth’s teaching about the offense of sin (“theloathsome”) as sloth, pride, and as lie is just too clear for this.The real questions that have been raised, from various comers,come from Barth’s stress on the triumph of Christ amid the evilof the world’s sin. I raised such questions myself in my own bookon Barth. And Otto Weber, whose theology is most congenial toBarth, suggested that Barth developed the doctrine of providencewith hardly a consideration of sin and only later added a doctrine of sin (Weber, Grundlagen der Dogmatik, I, 1955, pp. 557ff.).Barth had, in fact, spoken of this division in the preface to III/3of the Church Dogmatics: “I wanted as little as possible to mention God and the Devil in the same breath.” And he goes on consistently in his perspective of Christ’s triumph to which sin(and all that goes with it) can no longer be a genuinely competitive force. In answer to my own questions he wrote that hisconcern was to say we should think about evil now only from theviewpoint of “the vigor of the rejection of evil as it is seen inJesus Christ” (CD IV/3, p. 178). Barth wrote to me, in his first response to my book, that he had once said to a Scandinaviancolleague who somewhat disagreed with him: “The entire Northcriticizes me — and the criticism gets heavier the closer we getto the North Pole.” “I think that we are still one in Christ, butnot one in the Devil.”

I suspect that deep questions will always arise as we experience the tension between everything that surrounds and occupies us and the confident glory of Psalm 8 and Hebrews 2. When Barth retired in 1962, he still had occasion to lecture.Choosing as his subject “Introduction to Theology,” he spoke ofthe “risk of theology.” He wondered aloud whether theology stillmade sense in our world. Does not a theological existence looklike monasticism? And is it not squarely opposed to everythingthat is real in the world? There is a “sea of suffering and misery”that engulfs the world and mankind — the insanity of dictators,the intrigues of nations, the murders and the murdered of theconcentration camps, the hunger, the wars; Hiroshima, Korea,Algeria, the Congo. And while all this storms around us, there issome demythologizing going on in Marburg and “a little ChurchDogmatics in Basel,” the rediscovery of the historical Jesus, and“that glorious new discovery of the ‘God beyond God’” (Tillich).Is not all this theology an expendable luxury amid all theseterrible shadows of our time; is theology in these times perhapsonly a device to “flee from the living God. . .”? “I am only raisingthe question,” said Barth. Well, I suspect many have instinctivesympathy with such questions, certainly when we speak positivelyabout “Jesus the Conqueror” and talk about his triumph in verygrim voices. Questions arise because we know that — as Barthcertainly knew — there is a large place in life for the reality of the“not yet” of Christian hope.

In this situation, Barth called us back to the study of the Scriptures in the knowledge — which we possess in “patience andforbearance” — that the No is only the vessel of today and thatGod's Yes will finally and forever burst every vessel. We knowthis only through constantly keeping attention on the witness ofsalvation. That Barth throughout his career was oriented to thiswitness is of itself no guarantee of the validity of his dogmatics.But it does mean that all criticism of his work must be governedby the same orientation if it is to be fruitful criticism. Wheneverthis is not the case, when the concrete witness of Scripture isforsaken, and the biblical answer is not decisive in the question-answer correlation, a loss of communication is inevitable.

There is, as I see it, something puzzling in Wolfhart Pannen-berg’s criticism of Barth’s view of the correlation between question and answer. Barth had, as early as his commentary on Romans, spoken about the correlation: “God has answered beforeyou asked and only for this reason do you ask at all.” This ishardly a device peculiar to Barth; we find it in Paul (Romans10:20) and in Isaiah (65:2). Pannenberg thinks that not onlyBarth, but Tillich, Bultmann, and Ebeling alike allow the questionto be defined by the answer. These four, without qualification,under the general category of correlation make a surprising package. Anyway, Pannenberg criticized all four for not paying adequate attention to the “structure of questioning in humanexistence.” It is, according to Pannenberg, impossible for theologyto “begin talking about God, unperturbed, as if nothing hadreally happened” (Pannenberg, Basic Questions in Theology, II,E.T. 1971, p. 189). We cannot “pursue theology from the heights,”he warns, “if we do not want to land in an isolation ward wherewe speak in tongues from above and lead the whole church intothis blind alley.” I do not know if Barth read Pannenberg and,if so, ever made a judgment on his work. But I think that hewould have been as critical of Pannenberg as he was of his ownProlegomena of 1927 and of Gogarten, and I suspect he wouldhave asked Pannenberg — as he so often asked others — for moreexegesis, more understanding of the Word.

If Barth was influenced less than some others by hermeneutical questions, it was not primarily because he was turned away bywhat Ebeling called “the appearance of hermeneutical chaos”(Wort und Glaube, II, p. 101). It was a notable trait of his theology from the beginning. Ebeling was sure that methodologicaland hermeneutical questions were not a cover-up for the realissues. But Barth’s greatest fear was that they might just be. Hewas convinced that just this sort of cover-up was a supreme threatto any and all theology. He was occupied along a way that wasconstantly open to new and uncontrolled encounters from theWord itself. We were not accustomed to this readiness for rediscovered novelty, this tension-filled waiting, this willingness tobreak through all traditionalism; it was such a radical contrast totendencies to control the Word of God.

We find these elements of extreme tensions and surprises in the Japanese theologian Kazoh Kitamori’s book, Theology of thePain of God, set into English in 1966. That God could be inwardly moved, said Kitamori, was his life’s greatest discovery. Hespoke of Jeremiah 13:20: “Is Ephraim my dear son? Is he mydarling child? For as often as I speak against him, I do rememberhim still. Therefore my heart yearns for him; I will surely havemercy on him, says the Lord.” It was this divine yearning, whichcomes out again in Isaiah 63:15, that amazed him. “My amazement at the mystery of this word became more and more profound as I discovered the relationship between this word andIsaiah 63:15.” To be sure, the sense of having made a discoverymakes one vulnerable; but one’s own discoveries are correctableonly by walking over the same paths again — that is, only byrestudy of the same Word.

We find the same sense of amazement in Barth, from the beginning. He was amazed by Paul, by what “knows no comparison, by what totally surpassed . . . my standards for thought.” Andthe biblical writers? “Eyes and ears were not really adequate totheir descriptive expressions of alarm, affection, overwhelmedness,enthusiasm.” And alongside of Paul, there was John with “the truevision” of what it means to see and hear. And Luke, “far morethan a religious and socially minded physician,” also witnesses tothe same “hearing of the unheard of.” Here, in what he called the“new world of the Bible,” lies the origin of Barth’s skepticismabout all the questions of human reason. It was not a romanticspiritualism nor exegetical occultism, but a product of his constant return to the Word of the Scriptures. It was in this moodof biblical surprise that he felt his disappointment with moderntheology. To Thurneysen he commented on his study of Romans:“I began to read (Paul) as though I had never read him before.”And so it went, step by step. “What lies behind all this?” hewondered in reference to Romans 3:20, and, in amazement, atPaul himself: “What manner of man was this?” but especially inresponse to Paul’s message: “What realities were these that setthis man in motion?” This was back in 1916 and 1917. But theopenness to surprise never left him.

Barth spoke of feeling depressed over our limited ability to let the Bible speak. On reading Romans, he remarked: '‘Thisafternoon I have merely translated, in a wonderful movementfrom word to word, letting the man carry on his unique conversation with himself.” The first half of Romans 6 he found“terribly difficult.” “I am getting hardly anywhere, and had togo back yesterday to verse eight and begin all over again.” Thenhe was busy trying to comprehend 1 Corinthians and workedthrough the whole book, in a kind of “running exercise,” in orderto get at the depths of 1 Corinthians 15. He felt enormous respectfor the mysterious “over against” that is so much more than ourheart with its dwindling perspectives can contain. Sometimeswe notice a marked reserve as he felt as though he were standingbefore an avalanche about to roll over him. There is nothing hereof a schema determining his exegesis beforehand, or of a dogmatictradition in which he had already digested the witness of Scripture. Here was confrontation with a witness whose amazing wordoverwhelmed him.

Once he asked Thumeysen (in 1919) to substitute for him at a lecture. He felt, he said, like an invalid in dealing with1 Corinthians 15; he was like a man struck by lightning, paralyzedby what “bums so fantastically here.” Had he lectured himself,“I would have struck them dead, as Moses struck the Egyptian,with great damage to my soul and great silence in heaven.” Thosewho feel that Barth's dialogue with Bultmann about “preunderstanding” leaves many questions unanswered must firstunderstand this background to Barth's disquiet, this profoundexperience with the Word that led him to a deep fear of temptations to control and master the Word. He did not want the gospelto become an echo of what was present in our heart before wecame to it, a rewording of what we had already thought. We mustkeep thinking about this, as we come into contact with hermeneutical questions, even as we respect their importance. In thiscontext, Barth spoke about Bultmann's demythologizing program;it left him cold. It was a humorless undertaking “all too easilyrecognized” for what it was, poorly suited for a real dialogue withmodern man, and all too quickly degenerating into a deeply suspicious apologetic undertaking.

And then finally he wrote, looking back, about existentializing theology. He said that he was aware long before, even before heread Kierkegaard, what “existential” signified. Wilhelm Herrmannhad hammered it into him: “You must act.” But existentialisttheology aroused his increasing resistance. He recalled a visit byBultmann (in 1922), and how Bultmann spent hours talking aboutHeidegger's lectures. Then he felt that he faced a decision. He didnot want to raise himself above all hermeneutical questions; certainly he did not want to spiritualize or theologize as a docetic,and did not want to carry on a “monologue in heaven” or talk in“strange tongues.” But he did feel a summons to come to termswith the meaning and consequences of the Reformation rule:“Holy Scripture is its own interpreter.” This is what he was busywith when he discovered the powerful witness of the “tremendous”Word that always speaks against us so that we can learn to stopspeaking against it.


4. The Heart of the Church

Anyone who tries to clear a path through the underbrush of the past half-century's theology, and tries to find the centralmotifs, discovers very soon that theology has not been a clear,single-lined process. As a matter of fact, it has never been thatway, neither in theology nor in the church. The notion of a movement from implicit ideas to explicit doctrines, of an unbrokenevolution of dogma, is a myth. All sorts of nonchurchly and non-theological factors have intruded into the theological scene. Evenone who is convinced that theology cannot or ought not be areflection of the prevailing thought of a given time cannot denythat theology is in fact influenced by events of its time. (Cf. myWereldoorlog en theologie, 1945, E.T. World War and Theology).This can lead to a multifaceted development, since the historicalevents are actually experienced by persons and then filteredthrough their theological thinking in varied ways. We can sayat least this, that particular theological themes impress themselveson us in view of our history, while other themes that once occupied theologians with great relevance fall into the background.

There is a kind of hierarchy, a sort of order, in theological priorities. And it is possible that long-neglected problems cansuddenly become unexpectedly clear and pressing. It is not hardto locate examples of problems that have suddenly demanded intense attention in our time. We will list a few of them.

We can note first the profound interest in the authority of Holy Scripture, its trustworthiness and its infallibility, in short,its character as divine revelation. The background of our modernconcern is the historical-critical research that gained a crucial placein biblical studies during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.A barrage of new problems bombarded the church — problemsof method, of how to approach the Scriptures, of hermeneutics,and the like. They created grievous tensions in the church, Protestant and Catholic both. For they called believers to give anaccount of the truth, the power, and the validity of the ancientconfessions which, with no hesitation or struggle, testified thatthe Scriptures were the very Word of God.

Second, there is a striking and increasing concentration on the place and the nature of faith in the midst of a world wherecommunication is of utmost importance. In our world “believer”and “nonbeliever' walk together into the future, but as they walkand talk together they find that they are divided at a given pointby the fact that one of them has made what appears to the othera strange decision of faith. More and more, the question mustcome up as to whether there can really be communication between them at this point. Does faith inject itself as an irrationalphenomenon in our world, a feature of life that withdraws fromall rationally responsible accounting for itself, and is left onlywith a witness that has no rational self-defense? Thus the questionof communication and dialogue looms large. What is the possibility of a genuine relationship between faith and reason?

A third theme is eschatology. The way for it was blazed by the “quest for the historical Jesus” in the early part of the century.When the “quest” failed, the consistent eschatological orientationof New Testament proclamation was “discovered.” About 1920the conviction grew that eschatology meant much more than aninnocent “little closing chapter” of a dogmatics (Barth), andsince then eschatology has emerged as a central theme of theology.It has raised questions about life today and in the future, and hascome to full expression as the basis for a theology of hope.

We cannot pass through a half-century of theology without bringing all these important questions within the horizon ofour discussion.

But there is another theme that demands our attention. It is not strictly a theological theme. It has to do with the concern,even unrest, that is experienced in the churches about the veryfaith, the dogma if you will, of the church. Here we must speakof doubt and uncertainty that theology has created. Our purposewill be to examine the theological sources of the unrest. Theycluster, for the most part, around the reinterpretation of dogma,particularly that of christology and the trinity.

All these themes lie before us in later chapters. Here, we will concern ourselves with one theme that really lies at the bottom ofeverything else — the question of the living God, the reality ofhis revelation within our world. I do not mean to speak of thebackground of the so-called ‘‘death of God” theology nor of thequestions that surround modern atheism. But I do want to pointto various questions and struggles that have loomed within thechurch itself, and within theology itself. They are questions thathover over our universal experiences of life in our time; but theyhave their own special character as we ask how the church andits theology have tried to speak of the Lord God with a voicethat could truly be heard and understood by “the world.” “Whois God?” “What do we mean by his presence in the world?”“Where does he reveal himself here and now?” These are questions that plague many people, and often receive something lessthan a concrete answer. This question, “Who is God?” is asked inthe midst of doubts about all sorts of “God concepts” that menhave created. We find ourselves here in quite a different atmosphere than that in which Micah asked: “Who is a God likethee, pardoning iniquity and passing over transgression. . . ?”(Micah 7:18). In Micah’s question there is a latent doxology, a“rapturous hymn” (A. Weiser), that leaves all doubt behind as itrevels in admiration of the reality of Israel’s God. Many of thequestions of our time arise not in doxology but in doubt.

Today’s questions are more like Job’s than like Micah’s. For with Job the question is that of God’s absence, not of the wonderof his presence. Theology’s question of God is a most existentialand relevant question, one that casts doubt on all that we hadlearned and accepted from our childhood days. It is not a theoretical question about God’s existence as a “thing,” an “X” out theresomewhere. Such questions were on the agenda when dialecticaltheology came to us with its finger pointed to the transcendenceof God. Dialectical theology shook people’s confidence that Godwas to be found within the world. Many asked whether it thusleft ample room for the reality of his immanence within theworld, and whether it was not one-sidedly entranced by thehiddenness of God, hidden as it were in his unapproachable light(1 Timothy 6:16). Naturally, we all knew that the Scripturestestified to a God who was separate from the world, separatedfrom it in his acts and his judgments. But we did not want to becaught by a fixation with the “unknown God” as we thought aboutthe reality of God in his grace and judgment. We wanted to keepopen the passage from the “unknown God” to the “revealing God.”We wanted to preserve the connections Isaiah suggests as he speaksout of a knowledge of God and yet says: “Truly, thou art a Godwho hidest thyself, O God of Israel, the Savior” (Isaiah 45:15).

To be sure, we can say in the midst of these questions that the church has given a definite confessional answer to the existenceof God. We might think of the Belgic Confessions affirmation ofthe “one only simple and spiritual Being, which we call God; . . .eternal, incomprehensible, invisible, immutable, infinite, almighty,perfectly wise, just, good, and the overflowing fountain of allgood” (Article I). But this stream of words does not automaticallyanswer every modern problem. It is not clear to everyone, in themidst of his actual life, what these impressive words really mean.What is this “simple and spiritual Being, which we call God”?What significance does this wisdom, justness, goodness, this fountain of all good really have for us? Questions arise, not out of aspirit of criticism, nor out of a mood of rebellion, but as earnestcalls for an answer, desires to understand, longings for such wordsto speak to us concretely and comfortingly. Such questions havebeen given new shape and form within theology, as the problemsof theism, of transcendence and immanence, of divine presenceand hiddenness have been thrown on the theological screen again.

The hiddenness of God has played an important role in the history of theology (and the church) in connection with a specific“teaching” of the church, a “teaching” in which all the questionsof God converge at a single cutting edge. We refer to the teachingof divine election, often referred to as predestination. In theNetherlands, about 1920, the church’s confession of election wasfrequently and extensively elaborated. I do not refer simply to thediscussion about supra- and infralapsarianism, which was dealtwith by the Synod of Utrecht in 1905. This argument never became a live issue within the life of congregations — and anyonewho gets very far into this interconfessional controversy is notsurprised that it did not awaken response within ordinary believers. But the confession of divine election did come to the forein a very direct pastoral way; people in the congregations havebeen plagued by questions concerning election and human responsibility, questions about the certainty of one’s own salvation,about the “book of life” in which names of only certain personshad been written, and questions about the secrecy and mystery ofelection. We constantly encounter attempts to remove the “contradictions” and to show how we could think about election without being threatened with loss of certainty about our salvation.

For this reason, we wanted to remove the caricatures that have often plagued the doctrine of election. It may be asked whetherquestions about election are still relevant, whether even thequestion of faith’s certainty is important, and whether the church’sconfession of election cannot be placed on a back burner. But thequestions in fact have not evaporated. They keep coming backin new forms within our talk about God. And they often aredirected most critically at what the Reformed churches of earlierdays confessed about election. Thus, if we take seriously theconviction that election lies at the cor ecclesiae, at the heart ofthe church, we find ourselves at the center of the church’s faithwhen we focus on the question of election.

Bavinck spoke of the trinity as the heart of the church; it is the confession, he says, with which the whole of Christendomstands or falls, “root of all dogmas, substance of the new covenant,”the heart and essence of the Christian religion. Yet, he talkedabout election too in firm doxologicaL terms, about its “glory”(Gereformeerde Dogmatiek, II, p. 368) and about the inexpressibly rich comfort of the counsel of God (Magnolia Dei, p.251, E.T. Our Reasonable Faith, 1956, pp. 268-269). Clearly, theanalogy of the heart points to the central and huge significanceof this confession. In the light of history, it is intriguing and provocative that election should be seen as the essence of Christianfaith, and that it comes to us as comfort. For this doctrine hassometimes been all but comforting; it has aroused endless controversies that have, for many, been much more confusing thancomforting. It may seem strange, then, that election should betaken seriously as the heart of the church. Undeniably, this “cardinal confession of the Reformed Church” (A. Kuyper) has beenan offense, with no real liberating and tension-relieving power.For many it was only a sign pointing to a dark, hidden, mysterious, and arbitrary decision “behind the scenes” of the history ofevery child of man, a decision that was extremely difficult torhyme with a gospel of love comforting to the heart. Is not thisdogma more complex than we, in our praises of God’s antecedentlove, could have imagined? Does it, then, not make more senseto keep the Reformation’s doctrine of justification by faith in thecenter of the church? And why is it that the doctrine of electionprovokes questions and objections that continually overshadowthe comfort of faith? And why does the doctrine of election soseldom get preached? Why is it that, in preaching the gospel, wegenerally shove divine election into the background? Is there aconnection between the questions about election and the timidityin preaching it?

A question that strikes deep within our reflections on the subject is whether election can be proclaimed without arousingall sorts of new problems in the mind of the listening congregation.What must we think of what Bavinck said, that preaching thegospel should have nothing to do with election and reprobation(Gereformeerde Dogmatiek, IV, p. 5)? Do we not have here theintriguing problem of decisions made “behind the scenes”? Anddoes Bavinck’s opinion not lead to a suppression of very realquestions that will only resurface at a later time with new urgency? For we stand here before a totally different “behind thescenes” than Philip did when he asked to see the Father (John 14).Philip, too, wanted to know about the reality beyond the sceneswhich, when it was revealed, he finally would know for sure.But Jesus plucked Philip’s question away from its “behind thescenes” context and unmasked its illegitimacy: “Have I been withyou so long and you still do not know me?”

Whenever election is spoken of as something happening “behind the scenes” — as the eternal decree — the impression is awakened that though this teaching has been revealed to us, we are not permitted to speak about it too openly. Within this atmosphere,the doctrine of election gets the stamp of a mysterious hiddenness,of an enigmatic and alienating factor involving those “unknown”names written from beforehand in the “book of life.” One canunderstand, then, that preaching would have to do with otherthings, things that did not have to be kept in the shadows. Inthis situation, people were urged by preaching not to let murkythoughts about what happened “behind the scenes” lead themaway from the certainty of God’s promises and the comfort ofpastoral counsel. They were, that is, encouraged to concentrateon what happens out in the open, the means of grace.

Similar problems had emerged in reference to the supra- and infralapsarian debate, when, for example, Spanheim admitted thathe was a supra in his study and an infra in the pulpit. This is arevealing admission, one that begs the whole question of truth.This is consistent with the common pastoral advice for people tobe content to stick with the means of grace. But in trying tofollow this advice, people found that some aspects from “behindthe scenes” kept protruding into life. For it was a “revealed” truththat something “hidden” went on behind the scenes, and this suggested that what happened in the dark background was reallymore decisive than anything that happened in the openness ofhistory. Many preachers will recognize my own experience in myfirst congregation, when a baptized member of the church whohad broken with the church without having made his confessioncame to me and, with a certain air of triumph, recalled his earlycatechism about election. The way he had it figured, nothingcould help him “if he were not elect” and his own break from thechurch could not hurt him “if he were elect.” We can easily recognize the caricature in this sort of reasoning. While I rememberhis question better than I do my answer, I suspect that I told himhe was caricaturing, and I probably pointed him to the mysteriousrelation between election and responsibility; in short, I left election alone and resorted to a pastoral warning. But pastoral warning is really powerless over against this sort of logic. Even if wereject his kind of “heads I win, tails you lose” argument, we stillmust ask why it always comes back. And all the problems thatarise in the pastor s study bring us in theology anew before thequestion of how people can experience and understand electionas an eternal, irrevocable, and, in its factuality, a revealed stateof affairs that is settled in the decree of God. When we read inthe Westminster Confession about the eternal predeterminationof “whatsoever comes to pass” we are forced to think again aboutthe strange tendency to silence the issue, to let it be muted inpreaching, and on the other hand to claim that it is the glory ofthe Reformed confession, the center of the confession whichought to be set in the foreground and preached (A. Kuyper,E Voto, II, 1895, p. 194).

With this, we arrive at the relationship between dogmatics and life within the church. Once we face the fact that election isundeniably exiled from our preaching, we face the question of howit can also be the center of our confession. Does this homileticalscrupulousness suggest that election really does belong to “thetheological esoteric,” where it is a “plaything of our speculationsand debates” ( O. Weber, “Die Lehre von der Erwahlung und dieVerkiindigung” in Die Treue Gottes und die Kontinuitat dermenschlichen Existenz, 1967, p. 27)?

All this is further underscored by the fact that the confession of election is accompanied by a summons to protect it from all sorts of misunderstanding and caricature. The Canons ofDordt, from the seventeenth century, warn us against horrible misconstruals of the doctrine. One caricature is central here. Itis that of election as an arbitrary action of God that would turnhim into “the author of sin, unrighteous, tyrannical and hypocritical,” that it is “nothing more than an interpolated Stoicism,Manichaeism, Libertinism, Turcism,” and, finally, that it “teachesus that God, by a mere arbitrary act of his will, without theleast respect or view to any sin, has predestinated the greatestpart of the world to eternal damnation, and has created themfor this very purpose.” Against such caricatures, the churchis urged to the greatest care, and to speak “to the glory ofthe divine name, to holiness of life, and to the consolation ofafflicted souls.”

The Canons speak of those who consciously oppose the doctrine as “blasphemers.” But questions also arose from those who genuinely tried to understand what was really intended with this“heart of the church” and how that heart really beat. In the Epilogue of the Canons, the ministers of the gospel are summoned toavoid “those phrases which exceed the limits necessary to be observed in ascertaining the genuine sense of the Holy Scriptures,and may furnish insolent sophists with a just pretext for assailing,or even vilifying, the doctrine of the Reformed Churches.” Thisreference to “just pretext” is striking because it refers to a mannerof speaking by which the right perspective on election could belost. The warning could be applied to every confession, but here itgets special accent in view of irresponsible “playing,” as Kuyperput it, “with dead concepts and a coupling of lifeless syllogisms.”It appears to us that in the last half-century a lot of attention hasbeen paid to this very danger, as theologians have tried to plowthrough to an answer to the question of God. This raises thequestion of whether the church of earlier centuries was always ascareful as it might have been, and whether it gave “just pretext”for caricatures and blasphemy. In our time we face the fact notonly that the confession of election comes up in theological discussions, but that critical questions have intruded into the lifeof the church itself. In fact, questions have arisen about whetherthe Canons themselves have given “just pretext” for “assailing”the doctrine.

We will deal first with the charge that the confession of divine election is at bottom dominated by arbitrariness. By arbitrariness we have in mind the “once-for-all” decision made in eternity that seals the lot of all people forever. The eternal decree of predestination (or predetermination) has its logical corollary in“double predestination” — election and reprobation. The questionis: Does not double predestination render pointless everythingpeople decide and do? Intuitively — and biblically — the answercomes easily. Human life is sketched by the gospel in motifs oftension and struggle, in contrast to any self-evident reason forindifference or complacence. Who does not recall, among manyexamples, the dynamics of Christs prayer for Peter — “that yourfaith may not fail” (Luke 22:32). Here that which must yet happen is set in the crucible. But this tension can easily be evaporated by the thought of that decree, fixed from eternity, the decreethat determines everything and everv person, a decree that mustbe realized in history. Is there, within this horizon, still a possibility for genuine preaching to summon people to a decision offaith? It would be a mistake to assume that we have to do hereonly with a question that has become passe, a discussion that wasat home in a time gone by when ivory tower scholars debatedamong themselves about infra- and supralapsarianism. The sameproblem is on today’s agenda and is tackled with every bit asmuch spirit as it used to be.

This is apparent in A. van Ruler’s emphatic defense of the doctrine of double predestination. He talked about “the greatReformed truth of predestination, in the full, Canons of Dordtsense of double predestination.” He saw in it “the deepest perception of human understanding ever known.” He honored Calvinand the fathers at Dordt because “they had the spiritual courageto probe the truth to its heart and then to speak it, to stay with it,no matter how great the tension of human existence was.” ForVan Ruler, the truth of double predestination can be known empirically, “touched with one’s fingers.” From what happens manifestly in the lives of people — as they are grasped by faith or byunbelief — it is clear that God works in history through his predestining and rejecting of men. Even though the doctrine ofreprobation does not appear as often, “or perhaps not at all,” inthe Scriptures, we cannot capture the full content of the Bible“without thinking along the lines of double predestination.” Reprobation is bound up logically with election, for if there is electionthere must be non-election. And, he adds, it is only throughcowardice that people “want to erase the word reprobation. . .

Double predestination as truth and reality — there it is. But what is striking is that Van Ruler uses his endorsement of doublepredestination as a criticism of the so-called “ultra-Reformed.”These *ultra-Reformed” are guilty of having exchanged the truth ofpredestination for an idea of predestination. Predestination wasturned into a principle “from which, through logical deduction,the whole system is created.” What was forgotten was that thegospel is proclaimed, and that thereby salvation is made presentin its fulness for all mankind. The “ultra-Reformed” trade thegospel for logic, and want to think through everything via theidea of double predestination. But they only end up in a wilderness of logic. We need, says Van Ruler, to be converted so that“we will stop going around with the predestination-idea, but turninstead to the unfathomable fulness and certainty of the gospel.”

We have recounted Van Ruler’s view because it reveals some of the tensions that the doctrine of election creates. We have inmind particularly the tension between the proclamation of thegospel (as opposed to logical construction building) and theadmission of a logical connection between election and reprobation. Van Ruler says we must persevere in spite of this tension.

In respect to this tension we are reminded of what Van Ruler has written about God and chaos (Theologische Werken,1961, VI). He thinks that we have limited chaos to what men do,while God is seen as only permitting it. Van Ruler says that Godhimself brings chaos into things. Further, he does so not only inreaction to man (as in the case of the tower of Babel); there is an“intimate relation between God and chaos” in which we can seethat chaos is one of God’s creative works. “Chaos belongs to theessence of things” in a way that we are unwilling to recognize.But we can never attribute chaos completely to man and his sin.

All this — which runs contrary to the consensus of tradition — is coupled with Van Ruler’s understanding of how sin fits intoGod’s decree. God does not only come out in response to sin,dealing with it appropriately, triumphing over it; he does notonly expose sin in a way that reveals it to us as our own faultand rebellion. God, in connection with double predestination,wills the eternal outcome of history. Human will does play a rolein the historical process. But it works in such a way “that menmust respect, even here, the mastery and freedom of God (withJudas as a prime example).” He rejects the word "absurd,” as hedoes the category of the impossible. But there does appear “something of the abyss, the wilderness, the spinning of wheels, andimprudence in the essence of God as well as in his actions.” VanRulers language is not always transparent. But with double predestination (bringing people in history through guilt and intoeternal lostness) the “good pleasure” of God is given sharper contours. “What is left for us but to plunge into the abyss, to wanderin the wilderness?” For Van Ruler, this is to win the game oflove. But in the background of the game lies a certain image ofGod that is formed from the mold of a strange hiddenness, whichcomes out in the features of double predestination and of the inclusion of sin within the decree of God. We land here in a complex of thoughts from which all sorts of conclusions can be drawn,conclusions that are traditionally branded as caricatures of divine election.

We encounter the tension again in what A. F. N. Lekkerkerker writes about predestination. “Sometimes I am inclined toward anabsurd doctrine of predestination, but I do not dare to speak aboutit except tentatively, and then among trusted friends.” It is hardto get inside Lekkerkerker’s notion of the absurd, but it seemsto tie in with the traditional concern to distinguish between thedeep motif of God’s mysterious election, on one hand, and divinearbitrariness and absurdity on the other, as the Canons of Dordtsought to do. The way Lekkerkerker speaks suggests that he isshocked by his own thought, even though it is only a tentativeimpulse. In his commentary on Romans (1962-65) he had fastenedon Romans 9:16 (“So it depends not upon man’s will or exertion,but on God’s mercy”) and declared that anyone who, on the basisof this text, supposes that our willing and exertion are pointless iscaught “in a horrible and obstinate misunderstanding.” But whenwe hear him tell of his inclination toward an “absurd” view ofpredestination we may suppose that he is shifting toward what heearlier called a “horrible misunderstanding.”

The Christian church has set the wisdom of God over against the “absurd.” And the slogan credo quia absurdum (“I believebecause it is absurd”) has never been endorsed by more than afew people, probably because one does not like to suppose thathe is staking his life on irrationality. We “see through a glassdarkly,” but what we see only dimly is wisdom, not absurdity.

When the doctrine of predestination is associated with the absurd, it is probably due to God’s apparent arbitrariness in doublepredestination. We need not be surprised that Calvin’s views areushered into this context, nor that his definition of predestinationbecomes a focal point of discussion. “We call predestination God’seternal decree, by which he determined with himself what hewilled to become of each man. For all are not created in equalcondition; rather, eternal life is foreordained for some, eternaldamnation for others” (Institutes, III/21/5). And he adds: “Therefore, as any man has been created to one or the other of theseends, we speak of him as predestined to life or to death.” Now,it has been allowed that Calvin’s whole view does not come tolight in this stark expression. Even the most casual student ofCalvin knows that Calvin discusses election in other places wherethis double-focussed determination does not come in sight. Mostdiscussions of Calvin’s doctrine of election fasten on his insightinto Christ as the mirror of our election. When he speaks of Christhe warns against intellectualist speculations. In a discussion offaith’s certainty he referred to Christ as “the clearest light ofpredestination” (II/17/1). The metaphor of the mirror seems torelease some of the tension created by such images as the hiddenbook with unknown names written in it from eternity. It givesperspective to faith’s confidence. Even in the Institutes of 1539,Calvin indicated that faith does not rest in God the Father isolatedfrom the Son. It is this and not the isolated definition of predestination that dominates his pastoral theology. A. M. Hunterhas remarked that Calvin was “no more in love with the doctrineof reprobation than his critics.” Still, it is undeniable that it washis definition that was worked out into the decretal theology ofpost-Reformation thought (cf. J. Daane, The Freedom of God,1973) when, for example, it was adopted by the anti-Arminians.

The problem of the relationship between election and reprobation pursues us still. It is the logical connection between them that is the sticky issue. For instance, some fasten on to Calvin’sremark that “election itself could not stand except as set overagainst reprobation” (Institutes, III/23/1). For Calvin this wasa radical, crucial, profound matter — just as was the vision ofChrist as “mirror of our election” — because he knew people whodid indeed confess election, but denied that anyone was reprobated. Today, theologians like to appeal to Calvin’s pastoral accents in which he urgently warns against getting lost in a labyrinth of speculation. How, it was asked, could Calvin’s pastoralcounsel make sense, so long as the double decree hovered in thebackground? How can divine election be pastorally comfortingif it is backed by a double-focussed eternal decree in which thedestinies of two separate groups are settled forever?

In the notion of double predestination we have something else on our hands than a hymn of praise to God’s gracious election. The question is whether the notion of double destiny doesnot turn divine freedom into divine arbitrariness. The questionlooms out of the sixteenth century, as Calvin saw himself in confrontation with the “absolute might” of God. Calvin proceededfrom the conviction that everything God did was righteous, simply because he willed it, and that no one can probe higher ordeeper than this. This is the “bridle” that Calvin sets on humanboldness. He adds that he does not “advocate the fiction of‘absolute might’.” “We fancy no lawless god who is a law untohimself.” But, says Calvin, the will of God is “the law of all laws”(Institutes, III/23/2). We may ask whether Calvin also providesus with an answer to the problems that arise in connection withthe autonomy of God. And we mav doubt whether those whowrestle with the problems are necessarily afflicted with “boldness” or “blasphemy.” Calvin, with no hesitation, speaks of people “predestined to eternal death solely by his decision, apart fromtheir own merit.” His words jar us as we recall the Canons ofDordt rejecting the “calumny” that people are reprobate “apartfrom their own merit.” From this it appears that we are notmoved a step further in our discussions of God by speaking ofthe “absoluteness” of God’s will and then muzzling further discussion in the face of it. Calvin must have felt this himself whenhe insisted that he did not work with a notion of “absolute might.”But the difference between his definition of election and the “absolute might” that he rejects is not at all clear.

Calvin has been rightly defended against the charge that he — with Luther — was possessed by a nominalistic notion of arbitrarywill. For Calvin, it is rightly insisted, God’s moral will is boundto righteousness and justice. Still, he does not make it clear whichcaricature is being rejected and which line of thought is beingblocked. The unresolved tension — the unanswered question andthe unclarified ambiguity — lifts its head again when wethink of Calvin’s much quoted phrase: decretum horribile. Heuses the phrase in a striking passage: “The decree is dreadfulindeed, I confess. Yet no one can deny that God foreknew whatend man was to have before he created him, and consequentlyforeknew because he so ordained by his decree” (Institutes,III/23/7). In the framework of the “dreadful decree” the question is asked: What is the difference between the “dreadful decree” and the “absolute might” that Calvin rejects? And where is the path from this (dreadful) decree to the comfort of electionthat lies at the heart of the church?

I do not recall my impression on first reading Calvin’s words on the “horrible decree.” Did it have something in common withthe things Rudolf Otto said about The Idea of the Holy, a bookin which he talked about God not only as the mysterium fascinansbut also as the mysterium tremendum arousing a sense of “horror”?And was this shock the same as Paul’s “fear” for the Lord(2 Corinthians 5:11)? Or is there a special kind of horror that is afitting response only to the eternal decree? May we speak ofanother shock or fear than that which arises in the face of therighteous wrath of God against all evil (Psalm 7:12)? And is thisother shock caused by the a priori decree that eternally destinespeople to one side or the other, a decree diat is made known tous so that we may subject ourselves to it rather than blasphemeagainst it?

Uneasiness about this way of characterizing God’s decree is suggested by differences in translation of Calvin’s decretum horribile. Bavinck said that it was not the decree that was horrible; onlythe reality of sin and hell was horrible. But Schilder understoodthe “horrible” as meaning: “dazzling, striking one dumb, andgainsaying all objections.” Schilder’s perception is true to Calvin;he meant to indicate that the revelation of this decree does indeed demand an obedient silence from us. He warns us to listento what Paul writes: “But you, O man, who are you to complainagainst God? Will what is molded say to its molder, ‘Why haveyou made me thus?”’ (Romans 9:20, 21). But this is somethingdifferent from a “horrible decree” that shocks people as they standbefore this “revealed” truth of an a priori double decree in whichcreation and eternal destiny are parts of the same package. Is thatthe absolute privilege of God and the unquestionable mystery?But why then was Calvin so sensitive about the “absolute might”of God? I recall countless arguments about election in which onegroped for shafts of light, for connections with Jesus Christ, for away that did not lead to dead end without perspective. In thesediscussions there was always a resort to Christ as the “mirror ofour election” — a facet of election concerning which Calvin didnot feel the urge to be silent.

Almost every discussion of predestination focussed on the problematics of the “background” of election. And the discussionsalways tended to end in the twilight of mystery. Meanwhile, onereturned to the proclamation of the gospel as to an oasis in whichone could locate some certainty for his faith, as a light withinthe twilight zone of predestination. But the oases were only temporary stopping points, because the faithful were nonethelessburdened with all sorts of efforts to explain the relation betweenelection and responsibility. Election was set forth as somethingthat does not undo human responsibility; but the relation betweenthem appeared finally as a paradox, sometimes as a mystery thattranscends our thought. And, candidly, the paradoxical relationfrequently contradicted the very text that was often quoted,Philippians 2:12, 13, which speaks of God’s actions and ours in away that is definitely not paradoxical. For Paul’s “therefore” points,not to a hidden decree, but to the revelation of God in Christ.

Why did we find it necessary to resort to obtuse explanations of the doctrine of election? And why did we feel compelled tostrive toward an elusive harmony and synthesis when we workedamong the congregations? And, particularly, why did we resortto the christological oasis as though we found there a place thatcould not be threatened by the doctrine of the decree? We knewwe had to go further — in concern for the heart of the church —than the construction of defensive syntheses, and we had a sensethat the church in its intuition of faith resisted various “hard sayings.” We noticed that people found it a blessing that the Epilogueof the Canons of Dordt qualified the “hard sayings.” But whichsayings were really “hard”? And were they “hard” in anothersense than the sayings of Jesus that the disciples found hard (John6:60)? How could it be made clear that divine election was notan arbitrary decree that opened the door to a fatalism and determinism in which the events of our time and history were robbedof all genuine meaning? This was Bavinck’s concern when he rejected the notion of an “eternal justification”; he rejected it because it suggests that everything, including the incarnation, isreally eternalized in a way that made the decisive events ofChrist’s appearance and the fulfilment of time basically superfluous(Gereformeerde Dogmatiek, IV, p. 200, and III, p. 598).

The problem of the “background” continued to cast a shadow over all the wonderful things that were said in theology aboutGod’s gracious election. The struggle was always concentrated onour thoughts of the sovereignty and freedom of God which wereaffirmed by the doctrine of the divine decree. At this point, weusually spoke about the absolute freedom and sovereignty of God,as though to silence the opposition. But adding adjectives was nota sure way of preserving authentic orthodoxy, no matter whatimpression they make on first hearing. Adding “absolute” did notreally make the sun rise over the mystery of divine sovereigntyand divine freedom.

It may be useful to reflect on the word “despot” in this connection. The New Testament Greek word despotes is translated “Lord” (Luke 2:29; Acts 4:24) and “Sovereign Lord” (RSV,Revelation 6:10). In later associations it became clear that itwas dangerous to let this word by itself be a key to understandingGod. For “despot” came to mean an absolute and arbitrary ruler;and there was no hint of this in Luke 2:29, the hymn of Simeon,praising God for the promise and the peace of the appearingMessiah. In this context, the word despotes was rich and understandable, just as it was in the context of God’s holiness andtruthfulness which surrounds the word in Revelation 6:10. Thisreminds us that one has to be on guard against isolating andabstracting words, including the word “sovereignty.” If we arenot, we may use words that violate the heart of the church. Thisis not a caveat discovered by later theologians who blazed the trailto a new way of looking at the truth of divine election, one thatcan fit into the decisions of free men who determine their owndestinies. Barth wrote concerning Romans 9:14 that Paul’s “byno means” does not refer to what God does by way of hissovereignty “as though it indicates a basis for his good pleasurethat is known only to him,” but that Paul is pointing to God’srevelation of mercy (9:15), and not to a “naked sovereignty”;here Barth is on the same wavelength with Calvin’s protest against“naked majesty.”

Kuyper, in 1880, characterized sovereignty as the “authority that contains all right within itself, . . . and exercises power to. . . destroy every resistance to his will.” He added that the original, absolute sovereignty is fitting only for the “majesty of Godas the only absolute sovereign, the only planner, creator, ordainer,and determiner of all things.” Reading Kuyper now we see thathe fails to make it clear how all this is any different from an arbitrary determination of an “absolute might.” To question Kuyper’slanguage is not to question what the church has always confessedabout the sovereignty of God, nor is it done with a desire to replace determinism with an indeterminism. But it does have to dowith the irrefutable fact that the knowledge of divine sovereigntyis possible only within knowledge of the God in whom there isno arbitrariness.

Words like “sovereignty” ought not be approached abstractly via a formal concept; this can only create the impression that weare capturing our own understanding or words in transparentdefinitions and then applying them directly to God without deeperconsideration, as though he naturally fits the definition garneredfrom human experience. Not surprisingly, this abstract notion ofsovereignty has a profound effect when theologians apply it toPaul's view of God (especially with reference to Romans 9) andto such parables as the laborers in the vineyard. The Lord hadsaid to the protesting employees: “Am I not free to do what Ichoose with what belongs to me?” (Matthew 20:15). The wordour Lord uses (exousia) seemed to clarify everything by its indication of “that absolute possibility for action that God possesses,over against which every question about the relationship betweenpower and justice with respect to this exousia is pointless” (W.Foerster, in G. Kittel and G. Friedrich, eds., Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, II, pp. 566f.). But is anything madeclear by phrases like “incontestable freedom” and this “absolutepossibility”?

In the Canons of Dordt absolute sovereignty and freedom are deployed over against those who murmur “at the free graceof election and the just severity of reprobation” (1/18). “Am Inot free. . . ?” And is this freedom perhaps the deepest background of double predestination? It is wise to consider that thelaborers' protest is aimed against the goodness of God, and that,in response, his freedom is meant as the sign of his goodness.(“Is your eye evil because I am good?” 20:15.) If we do notreckon with this, we are likely (just as with Romans 9) to conclude — via a logical parallel — that God's freedom refers to hisabsolute disposing of all those many who are called and the fewwho are chosen. Many and few (Mark 22:14), the first and thelast (Matthew 20:16) — do these phrases find their home in the“absolute might”? Or is there validity to the almost unanimousconstruction of these crucial words that points, not to a factualappointment of people to their individual destinies, but rather toa summons to conversion?

It is alarming and shocking that anyone should move from an abstract notion of sovereignty to a serious consideration ofthe number of the chosen — a statistical research into the population of the two groups, the many and the few. In 1772, thecardinals of the Congregation of the Index put Gravina's “optimism” under censure, for suggesting that the number of the“chosen” was much larger than that of the merely “called.” Itreminds us of a bit of study into which Kuyper was seduced inconnection with children who die very early. He assumed thatdogmatics was obliged to take account of statistics, in view ofthe confidence that the Canons gave to believing parents aboutchildren who die very young (Gemeene Gratie, II, pp. 654ff.).But waving the banner of absolute divine autonomy does not damup anguishing questions, and is certainly not likely to leadto praise.

If divine freedom explains everything, and if revelation is only a window in which absolute sovereignty is displayed, one askshow it is possible that Paul, in those tremendous chapters ofRomans 9—11 — after his words about the clay and the potter, andhis rejection of any and every complaint against God — does notend with a reasoned conclusion that the destiny of everything andeveryone is sealed from eternity. Why does he, rather, end with abreathtaking doxology: O the depth of the riches and wisdom andknowledge of God! How unsearchable are his judgments and howinscrutable his ways! (Romans 11:33)?

From whence this hymn of praise with its “astonishing exclamations!” (Kasemann) in response to the depths of God, and how does it enter our horizon as an insight into the ways of God?When Calvin read this “summons to praise” he accepted it as abridle for our discussions of God's eternal counsel; he wantedour sober discussions to end with “speechless astonishment.” Thedoxology comes out of the discovery of the ways of election. Onthese ways, the Word of God proclaims the elective intentions ofGod, “not because of works, but because of his call” (Romans9:11). In Paul's doxology election is still decisive. It sounds in thecitation from Isaiah 40:13, which says the Lord has had no counsellor, and denies that forgiveness is a reward for human achievement. In this hymn there is no hint of bending the knee beforea power that has no defining content, a power that we might conceive of outside of the knowledge of the God (an “absolutemight”). Here there is perspective into depths that are otherthan those which we often meet in the history of theology,other, too, than what we evoke from our own hearts. Herethe doxology arises, not out of shock at the mystery, but rather(as with Henri de Lubac) from the consciousness of the resourcefulness of God’s mercy, a mercy without arbitrariness. Fromthe depth of this richness the controversy against God becomesmeaningless and, for that matter, totally illegitimate.

As I review many discussions that took place in churchly and theological circles, discussions in which I too participated withboth questions and doubts, I recall not only important signalsthat came from Luther and Calvin — in spite of some unfortunatedefinitions — but also an article written by O. Noordmans in whichvarious motifs came forward that appeared again later (O. Noordmans, “Predestination” in Geestelijke perspectieven, 1930). Noordmans was fascinated by the “mystical delight” in which Paulconcluded Romans 11. Here, he said, there is nothing of “theinexplicable arbitrariness of power that moves one to put hisfingers to his lips.” There are only positive accents, accents whichthe church unfortunately took over only with hesitation. Veryoften, he said, we felt in God’s sovereign election only arbitrariness and power, without the experience of expanded life-space inour thinking. And so we were struck with predestination as aconcept caught in the principle of sheer power. The church “seldom was able to follow Paul to the climax of his contemplation.”

These words are in tune with the real human situation, or at least they were during a time when the questions of dogmastill captured the hearts of believing people who wanted to understand their meaning. Noordmans discerned a joyful election in theGospels as well as in Paul. The Gospels “vibrate with predestination” in a most powerful “re-valuation of all values,” especially intheir concentration on the Lord’s love for sinners and publicansand in their rejection of moralism. Prior to Barth, Noordmanspleaded for an understanding of “election in Christ” so that election could be freed from the shackles of logical deduction. This,he thought, would set divine election apart from abstractionsculled from a barren concept of sovereignty as such. There is a“pre-,” but it is the divine preference for sinners, in support ofwhich we can quote half of the Gospels. This is the preferencewe find in 1 Corinthians 1. It is a “pre-” of divine desire, not oflogical determinism. Noordmans was ahead of his time with respect to understanding what the heart of the church involved.

Not surprisingly, Noordmans had great sympathy for H. F. Kohlbriigge. He discerned, at crucial points, a significant congeniality between Kohlbriigge and Barth. Barth, in his fiercecriticism of nineteenth-century subjectivism, had said that Kohl-briigge was an exception in view of his insight into prevenientgrace. Kohlbriigge, said Barth, had on this point “attained theprofundity of Calvin” and in a sense excelled him. When Kohl-briigge thought about the Reformed Church's doctrine of election,he put a question to the Synod of Dordt. He asked why thefathers had “let themselves be outwitted and led away from therighteousness of Christ to the notion of predestination . . . whenin fact they could have had the Arminians on the run simply bypreaching the righteousness of God and of Christ, and so couldhave closed the mouths of future critics” (this in a letterto Reumen).

I once called Kohlbriigge’s criticism unfair because the Canons' doctrine of election made it clear that “the sovereignty of gracewas opposed to all human pretensions of merit.” I still think thatthis was the real intention of the fathers of Dordt. But I nowbelieve that this does not really respond to what troubled Kohl-brugge. For this “pre-” is set in a construction that does not letthe grace of election come to its own, in spite of all the warningsagainst misunderstanding that the Epilogue contains. Grace takesa back seat because of the double focus of the divine decree, adual focus that the fathers of Dordt thought necessary in orderto secure the “pre-” aspect of election. Is the “pre-” dimensionsecured only through double predestination? Or is there something in John 3:17 that suggests a holy reserve in Scripture?

It is striking that the other way of seeing this “pre-” — the way we find in Noordmans, Kohlbriigge, Barth, Otto Weber,Η. N. Ridderbos, and many others — does not compel us to forcepredestination into harmony with the preaching of the gospel,since this harmony — as Bavinck so explicitly insisted — was apriori clear within the meaning of election. This harmony iscreated in the mystery of election in grace (Romans 11:5) whichoccurs — revealingly and liberatingly — as an election “not on thebasis of works. . . .”

All this is still very much part of the animated discussions of our own time. Some fear that absolute sovereignty will not begiven its due if we make election a “general rule” in which abona fide selective action of God disappears. The result may be,it is thought, that the moderate orthodoxy of the Arminians willstill prevail. The danger is that the “selective” aspect of electionwould make way for a general election, with election only a qualityof God’s free action. That this criticism (directed at me, as well asat Herman Ridderbos and others) is unconvincing is clear from theway Jesus speaks of the good pleasure of God (the eudokia inMatthew 11:25 and Luke 10:21) that is hidden from the wiseand revealed to the children. One could speak of a “rule” here,but not of an “abstract rule.” Much rather, here is a divine actof hiding and revealing — for which Christ thanks the Father(Matthew 11:25). Here we do not have living human beingsexchanged for “qualities” (humility and self-conceit) which formthe deeper ground of election and reprobation. Rather, we meethere the way in which God’s elective actions are indicated —God’s good pleasure not looming from a dark hinterland, inwhich the real decisions were made, but from his grace in Christtoward actual people.

To be grasped by this thought in our reflections on God’s good pleasure has nothing to do with a devaluation of divinesovereignty. It is not motivated by respect for the autonomy ofthe free man. It does help reveal the meaning of election withoutcreating tension between election and preaching. This act of hiding and revealing is something wholly different from a “formalarbitrariness” (Bavinck) that leaves us without a word to speak.This is why we ought not be seduced into thinking — in view ofelection — of two separate groups of people. With some justification E. Schlink has written that we are lured out of this abstractreflection “as we hasten to move from his word of judgment tohis word of grace and, then again, from the grace we have received to the grace that he will give to others” (Der theologischeSyllogismus als Problem der Pradestinationslehre, Einsicht undGlaube, 1962, p. 317). Drawing conclusions from our concept ofGod’s eternal being is forbidden us, among other reasons, because the Bible does not present us with two classes of people, butonly one, the sinners who are called to salvation. Historically, wecould say that the church always drew back from dividing thehuman race into the selected and rejected ones. The Council ofValentine in 855 confessed a predestination unto life and untodeath, but it was an exception. Even here the parallel lines werebroken by saying that while the mercy of God was prior to human merit, the sin of man was prior to judgment. This indeedis the point at which hesitation always arises in the face oftheoretical and deductive ways of working with predestination.The New Testament speaks of merciful election in a way thatbrings us up short with our logical tools. Wherever one experiences this mercy, he finds it impossible to come to a “theoreticalreflection that is cut loose from the act of receiving, thanking,and witnessing” because in this way “Gods decree of love istransformed into a vulgar formula of predestination that is cutloose from God's saving acts in Jesus Christ” (Schlink, op. cit.,p. 304). It also loads us with all the conclusions that are drawnfrom this formula as to predestined of sin and the order of decrees,conclusions which, it is supposed, we cannot avoid. This awarenessof a terrible danger forms the basic reason for all protests againstthe predestined parallel lines on which the select and the reprobatewalk toward their destinies. It forms the background of the warnings issued by the Canons of Dordt (the “not in the same manner” of the Epilogue) and of the repeated resistance to logicism,even when the resistance is not able to come up with a clearformulation of its own. When Kuyper spoke of reprobation asrunning parallel with election, he intended this as a response tothe biblical witness, not as a logical deduction. But for many itis precisely that biblical witness which not only militates againstlogicism but testifies to the gracious election of God.

Understandably, Romans 9-11 always came back into the discussion, and Romans 9:6 in particular. Here Paul writes thatthe Word of God did not fail inasmuch as “not all who aredescended from Israel belong to Israel.” In discussions that tookplace between 1940 and 1945 this text was the focus of muchdebate. Appeal was made to it in various publications in order toshow that we must speak of the covenant, and of the baptism thatis contained within it, with all caution, and must guard against“objectifying” because the covenant has its limits in God's election.(Not all who are in the covenant are of the covenant.) The Wordof God has not failed — the thought went — because the “genuine”covenant was defined by election as the great proviso for all ourthinking about the covenant. We must always keep this “proviso”in mind; the authentic Word of God as an unconditional promisewas given to the limited number of authentic children of thecovenant — and thus the promise cannot fail. Others, grieved bythis problematic use of predestination as the background of thecovenant, saw this way of thinking as an attack against the “objectivity" and integrity of the covenant and of baptism. It led,they thought, to the conclusion that when people are baptizedand do not come to faith, they had only an apparent baptism.

Looking back on this dispute, we ought to begin by recognizing that Paul in Romans 9:6 was not working with the problem of a background. The problem that busied Paul waswhether the promise was rendered void by Israel's unbelief. Hedenied this in Romans 3:5, where he wrote that our unrighteousness only underscores God's righteousness; and this is what heis concerned to say in Romans 9:6. But this does not mean a limitation set by a hidden background; there is indeed an unmistakable limit, but it is set by the fact that the promise is not givenas a reward on the basis of which one could, as the children ofIsrael did, glorify oneself. The promise of God is not a handymeans for us to claim a character indelebilis “which cannot beundone even by false reactions of the elect" (H. Wildberger, inTheologisches Handworterbuch zum Alten Testament, ed. Jenni-Westermann, I, 1971, p. 886). It is not a guarantee that entails aclaim on God. What Paul writes is limiting in this sense, that it“eliminates the confidence of an Israel that boasts of its ownselection." And it is in this way that the question of the true Israelbecomes urgent. The covenant is not made uncertain. Rather, theperspective is fastened to the faithfulness of God and to thecertainty that the gospel gives. This became evident for Paul inthe history of Jews and Gentiles out of which, in the clearestlight, the way of the elective purpose of God appears.

At this point we can enter upon the gravamina that have been brought within the Gereformeerde Kerken during the lasttwenty years against certain expressions in the Canons of Dordt.Before we do, however, we should pause to consider the backgrounds that formed the impetus for this gravamina. I wish to dothis partly because of the various reproaches and criticisms thathave brought me into close connection with them. Anyone intouch with the tradition of the doctrine of election will recognizea persistent longing for greater clarity that has been part of thetradition. And in that longing for clarity, various contrived solutions are deployed that one gradually discerns as unacceptable andimpossible when one keeps his eye on the gospel. In confrontations, we have not only the danger of polarization, but also thepossibility of a helpful and healing experience. We can be shockedby the caricatures that are drawn in controversy, and the caricatures signal ways that are untraversable, even though the rightway is not yet clear to us.

For me personally — and everyone has his own experiences — the unquestionably sharp theological thought of the Americantheologian Herman Hoeksema played an important role. He wrotea spate of journal articles centering on the confession of election,especially in connection with a conflict he had within the ChristianReformed Church about common grace. After his death in 1965,his Reformed Dogmatics were published (1966). In them thesovereignty of God was set centrally over against all relativizingof it, a sovereignty he typified as “complete and absolute” (p. 158).Hoeksema accepted all the implications of it as seen in the supra-lapsarian position, which he called “the scriptural and the onlyconsistent presentation of the decree of God’s predestination”(p. 164). When I met Hoeksema in 1952 I was impressed anewthat his manner of thinking about election was impossible. It hasbeen said that I made it easy for myself by choosing Hoeksemaas a dialogue partner because he allowed himself to be seducedby supralapsarianism into highly questionable positions concerning the place of reprobation within preaching. I would reply thatI have seldom met a theologian who reasoned through so consistently from his original standpoint; he never wavered from hisstarting point. He was one of the few who dared draw implications from reprobation for the task of preaching the gospel to allmen. In view of the a priori decree of election and reprobation,universal proclamation is not possible, so long as the seriousnessand genuinely intended offer of grace is concerned. The offer ofgrace could not be directed to people who were excluded fromsalvation by God’s decree. If the gospel is universally preached, itis possible and meaningful only in the sense that no one knowswho the elect are, “head for head and soul for soul.” The “joyful”message, the good news, can really be addressed only to the electas to the authentic addressees. For Hoeksema this was so clear because, in his judgment, the Bible everywhere speaks of electionand reprobation, and teaches that there can only be an “eternal,sovereign hate” for the nonelect. The logical implications couldnot be denied, he believed, and he drew and maintained themwithout hesitation in the face of those who viewed them withshock and deep disturbance. I did not, in fact, select Hoeksemaas a partner in dialogue; he simply came along my path and,indirectly, helped me to move further along the path that hehimself thought was impassable and against which he warned me and others urgently. The power of suggestion within his argumentsforced itself on everyone who looked at them seriously.

I do not believe that he came to his excessive formulations by way of his special supralapsarianism. I think they resultedfrom his having set his thought processes within his vision ofdouble predestination. The problems were sharply illuminated bythe position that Schilder took within the dispute. It would notbe accurate to identify Schilders views with those of Hoeksema;nor would it be accurate to suggest that, in their frequent associations and in their shared objections to the doctrine of commongrace, Schilder allowed Hoeksema to speak for him. They touchedeach other, not only in the context of common grace and theircommon opposition to Kuyper, but also with respect to what forHoeksema was a central issue, namely his vision of the universaloffer of salvation. With respect to the latter, Schilder came to adifferent conclusion than Hoeksema did. Hoeksema tied theuniversal offer of salvation to the possibility of knowingwho was elect and who was reprobate. Schilder rightlysaw that Hoeksema’s explanation of the Canons of Dordt (withrespect to Christ being offered in the gospel) could not be supported. He maintained the offer, given to all, as a summons tofaith and conversion, a summons that goes out to all men. Butin this view he left one question unanswered: To what oughtand to what could faith be directed? There was talk of an "offer”of Christ, but this was not an offer in the sense of authentic inviting. It lacked the sincerity of the Canons, which bind the offerwith 'what is pleasing to God, namely that the called come tohim.” Hoeksema’s denial of the universal offer of salvation andSchilders subtle analysis of the concept "offer” (with his distinction between the "offer of Christ” and the "offer of grace”)hardly are contradictory, since Schilder’s analysis also stands underthe heavy burden of double predestination (love and hate), fromwhich the way to the proclamation of the gospel is very hard tofind. (Cf. A.C. De Jong, The Well-Meant Gospel Offer. The Viewsof H. Hoeksema and K. Schilder, 1954, dissertation.)

The unresolved tensions evoked increasing objections to the aprioristic double decree with its two groups of human beings,each of which was the "object” of one decision within the twofold decree. The two groups were the elect and reprobate, which,in A.D.R. Polman’s phrase, were "two groups, shut off from eachother by a static objectification” The universal proclamation ofthe gospel could be accommodated to this notion of “two groupsof human beings” only via a contrived dogma. Awareness of thisand of the fact that in this way pastoral work was often madefruitless motivated many objections to the doctrine of the doubledecree. No matter how emphatically it was claimed that the gospelcould still be preached, the background loomed as a decisionmade by a God who remained hidden from us within an irresolvable dialectic of revelation and hiddenness. Against this background, preaching had to be confined to other things that didnot have to be kept in the shadows; but even these things stoodin the shadow of the final mystery that enveloped the elect andreprobate, a mystery very different from the mystery that hasbeen revealed, the mystery of which Paul writes and from out ofwhich he sees the way open to the proclamation of the gospel toall peoples (Romans 16:26). Anyone taking refuge in anothermystery can never fully comprehend — as Bavinck put it — thatelection itself is a motive for proclamation. Nor can he escape thethought that has so often intersected the comfort of the gospel,the thought that in spite of all subtle reassurances the inscrutabledecree sets the proclamation of the gospel under a tremendousquestion mark.

Against the background of such discussions I, not without hesitation and persistent questions, published my book DivineElection, in 1955 (E.T. 1960). Here I travelled other routesthan those taken by such as Hoeksema and Schilder. Wary, not oflogic, but of certain logical consequences that had been drawn,consequences that are hardly recognizable as the “good consequences” of which the Westminster Confession speaks, I came tothe question of Scripture's own speech. Here, in the Bible's radicaland open character, I found a way of speaking that is not definedby some darksome eternal background, but by the way of historythat led Paul to his remarkable doxologies. In this connection Icannot but recall how, before my book appeared, I enjoyed someprobing theological conversations with Herman Ridderbos, whohad just at that time written a monograph on Israel in the NewTestament, According to Romans 9-11 (Dutch, 1955). We hadnever talked about this together, and it was natural that a theologian, seeing his own questions multiply before him, would beintensely interested in the exegesis by a New Testament scholarlike Ridderbos of those chapters in Romans which had held mecaptive for so long and which I, in spite of Calvin and Barth andothers, found so difficult that I went for lengthy periods withoutpreaching from them. Our discussion was supportive for me in myconviction that my rejection of consistent views like Hoeksema'sand others need not lead me into a fruitless polarization; I didnot have to posit indeterminism over against determinism.

Ridderbos once lectured on predestination to a ministers, conference and offered this thesis: 'The New Testament does not recognize a problem of predestination; it has only a predestinationgospel” This releases the predestination question from the tensionbetween determinism and indeterminism. It avoids a dialecticbetween divine freedom and human freedom. Ridderbos wantedto set predestination within the message of the New Testament.God's salvation is not tied to a "number clause" and is not definedin terms of an object that is determined. It is wholly linked toGod's own sovereign grace. This was Ridderbos' view, and heread Romans 9 as supporting it. The "beforehand" texts of theNew Testament (knowing beforehand, accepting beforehand, etc.)are not pointers to a hidden background. "The meaning of these'beforehand' clauses does not lie in a general predetermination,which, in turn, is the logical implication of an abstract idea ofGod; it lies in the advent of God's unique plan of salvation (themystery) that was revealed in Christ. All the 'beforehand' conceptsare, at bottom, categories of salvation, and they point to the fulness of God's virtue as the origin and the power of his savingacts in Christ."

Without identifying Ridderbos' view with Barth's, we can notice a congeniality with the way Barth began his doctrine ofelection, at least on one point. "The doctrine of election is thesum of the gospel." A comparison between Barth's Shorter Commentary on Romans (Kurze Erklarung, 1956, E.T. 1959) andRidderbos' own commentary on Romans in 1959 (along with hisgreat work, Paulus) shows that this same motif runs throughtheir exegesis of Romans 11:5 (the election of grace). It also ispresent in their views of the ekloge as the "firm principle" bywhich God deals with his people and in the light of which Israelhas to be understood "according to her election" (Ridderbos, commentary on Romans, in loco). In this "predestination gospel" weencounter a view totally different from that which has played —particularly in connection with Romans 9 — so great a role intraditional predestination doctrines.

Ridderbos also asks whether the Bible justifies our penchant for considering predestination as a problem of election versushuman responsibility. He thinks not. Paul does not set humanfreedom and responsibility in the shadow of divine predestination;rather, says Ridderbos, he “maintains the freedom of God's graceover against all human complaints or merits." In view of this,Ridderbos did not interpret Paul's words about Jacob and Esauas teaching double predestination. Indeed, the notion of doublepredestination is “an arbitrary and radical distortion of the originalintention of the biblical words." The word “radical" is not anexaggeration. Ridderbos sees election connected, not with a definite number of people, but with Christ. This newer exegesis operates in another climate than did the older exegesis, and it impliesanother kind of pastoral opportunity as well. Ridderbos fails tofind anywhere in the development of Paul's thought “the hiddendecree" that might function as “the background or explanation ofthe separation (between people) that comes about by the preaching of the gospel . . ." (Paul, An Outline of His Theology, E.T.1975, p. 352). Preaching, for Paul, creates a meaningful opensituation; his argument does not move toward “twofold destiniesand twofold futures, but to the . . . way of faith as the only wayof salvation in view of God's liberating grace." Here the motifand pattern of God's action are opposed to arbitrariness.

Thus the reconsideration of election has tended for several years, not in the direction of a double decree that merely waitsto be executed, but in the direction of grace as the nature, thecharacter of election. Election is seen precisely as not arbitrary;and this tendency is not merely an intuitive protest — howeverneeded — against the notion of “absolute might," but one thatmoves from a new recognition of the character of election itself.It arises from an awareness that anyone who expects salvationfrom grace rather than from works is set immediately within thesphere of election; but he need not encounter alongside or overelection in grace a decision that was made in a hidden decree. Icannot help noting that this shift within the firm tradition of theelection doctrine has gained an encouraging consensus, supporting my own efforts to understand the meaning of the confessionof election, and to discover in it anew the possibility for a celebration of the depths and riches of grace.

In all this the significance of history, and of the seriousness of preaching, comes to fuller expression. The confession of election has often borne the overtones of eternity, the effect of digesting the “beforehand” statements of various New Testament textsinto a system of God's aprioristic eternal decrees.

Remarkably, the same danger of eternalizing the confession was often seen in earlier times. We may recall Kuyper's talk aboutour tendency to fit God's work into our human conceptions, andhow he quoted, in connection with our election “from before thefoundations of the world,” an expression from Dijk, that it isbetter “not to speak of another decree that lies behind the gracious choice that is in Christ,” lest we cut election loose fromJesus Christ. Indeed, this sensitivity to caricatures of election (inthe forms of determinism and eternalizing of the confession) ishardly new at all. Calvin, for instance, warned against speculationand curiosity. And others reacted against the idea of the counselof God as a “program” that is merely played out, “point for point,”in history. Schilder, for example, disparaged the image of thedivine decree as an “unmovable petrifact,” and he added thatGod's decree “occurs each instant over again.” He did distinguishbetween the decree and its execution, but he said that “there is noessential difference” between them.

But this legitimate search for the biblical connections between election and gospel preaching can be truly meaningful only if itis not a now and then thing, incidentally thrown out into discussion. It must be given content by constant attention to thebiblical teaching of grace — the direct opposite of arbitrary andhidden decrees — so that the way to authentic pastoral comfort ismade clear. It must bring to reality the seriousness of Bavinck'scomplaint against the doctrine of election “as it is often preached,”offending instead of inviting people to the riches of God's gracein Christ.

Bavinck could say that the doctrine of election is an “inexpressible comfort” for both the believer and the nonbeliever since it proclaims that there is hope for the “most miserable ofmen.” He thought that pelagianism was mercilessly hard because,in its demand for meritorious virtue, the poor publican has nochance. Here, in snippets, without being worked out further, isthe suggestion of a positive view of election, one that does notreason in terms of two groups of people eternally separated fromeach other by the decree, but of a single humanity made up ofsinners, in the light of him who justifies the godless without respect to works. This is a thought that is a scandal for the moralismwhich always sees the election of grace as an offense.

That gravamina should be brought against the Canons of Dordt should not be surprising what with all this theological reflection going on. The first gravamen was addressed to theHervormde synod by A. Duetz, a Reformed minister, under thesuggestive title, The Heart of God, the Heart of the Church(Dutch, 1953). It was directed against the first canon. Duetz objected, first of all, to the canon's use of scriptural proof: Matthew11:25,26, which was used to support reprobation, and Matthew20:15 and Romans 11:33-36, which, he said, were taken out ofcontext. Further, the gravamen objected to certain deterministictendencies in the Canons and to the division of the human raceinto two groups, some elect and some reprobate. The gravamenconcentrated on some of the same objections that had been playing a role in the theology of our time. The Hervormde churchformulated, in response to the gravamen, some guidelines fordealing with the doctrine of election. These were adopted in1961. The guidelines dealt critically with the Canons' appeal toScripture and with abstract theories of divine sovereignty; thiswas accompanied by an accent on election in Jesus Christ, in agesture toward Calvin's insight into Christ as the “manifestationof election." The publication of the guidelines provoked a renewedconsideration of the deepest intentions of the Arminians of theseventeenth century: their fear of the thought that God wouldbe the author of sin and their fear of determinism.

The same problems came to expression in the gravamen that B. J. Brouwer, a physician, addressed to the Gereformeerde synod.Brouwer was concerned about the morality of signing a subscription to the creeds (which he was obliged, as an elder of thechurch, to do) while he objected to certain expressions in theCanons of Dordt, particularly their teaching of reprobation in1/6, 15 and 1/8 (Rejection of Errors). The gravity of his objectionsis clear in the question he asked about the Canons' statement onthe decree of reprobation: he asked whether the authors — unwittingly — were guilty of blasphemy, a question, he said, that hehimself could not answer negatively.

The delegates at the synod were unanimous in their understanding of the central thrust and intentions of the Canons: the unmerited sovereign grace of God. But the question was raisedas to whether this fundamental intention had not been forced intothe category of the “universal causality'’ of God. They pointedout that Brouwers objections were directed at the doctrine ofdouble predestination and, therewith, against the “eternal decreeof reprobation.” Most deeply, then, the gravamen touched on thequestion of the character of God and on his manner of relatingto the human race. A synodical study commission concluded thatthe disputed sections of the Canons did not rest on the scripturalpassages they cited, but were products of another source— namelythe philosophical-theological concept of the all-causative God.“They are rooted in the doctrine of double predestination, ofwhich election and reprobation are aspects of the unchangeableand eternal divine decree, a decree that is realized in time.” Butthe commission also had to deal with the question of blasphemythat Brouwer raised. It acknowledged the real intention of theCanons — to put all possible emphasis on the sovereignty of God’slove and grace for guilty and lost mankind, with which Brouweragreed. But then it added that the disputed passages do “not speakin a correct way of the Lord God.” The synod then concludedthat it was justifiable to “entertain and to publicize such objectionsas Dr. Brouwer brought against the passages in the Canonsof Dordt.”

With this, a far-reaching decision was made. It did not spell the end of the discussion of the deep questions that revolve aboutthis confession. It also occasioned several accusations that thesynod had sacrificed the confession of the “absolute sovereignty ofGod.” But I am convinced that this accusation does not reallytouch the motives and the arguments that had led to this profound shift within the confessional life of the Reformed (Gereformeerde) churches. In any case, the ongoing discussion willhave to concentrate on the question of whether this criticism ofthe Canons is indeed truly responsive to the manner in whichthe gospel speaks about the sovereign freedom of God’s graciouselection. The growing theological (and exegetical) consensus onthis point does not in itself guarantee the truth of the criticism.But the content and motives of this consensus have led many ofus to think that the freedom of God in his works is recognizedand honored only in terms of grace. For herein the way is opened,

not to a theoretical answer to the question: Who is God? nor to a clear view into the “unapproachable light” within which Goddwells, but certainly to a better understanding of the prophetictranslation of God’s freedom and sovereignty, a translation whichformed the pendant of Paul’s doxology in Romans 11: “Who isa God like thee, pardoning iniquity and passing over transgression.because he delights in steadfast love” (Micah 7:18).


5. The Authority of Scripture

At every stage along the way through the last half-century of theology we encounter the issue of Holy Scripture, its authorityand its trustworthiness. It is an issue of abiding, normative, anddirection-giving importance for both the church and its theology.This is true, incidentally, not only for Reformation churches butfor the Roman Catholic Church as well. Concern for Scripture isnatural for the Reformation churches in view of their accent onthe sola Scriptura principle and their conviction that Scriptureis its own interpreter (sacra Scriptura sui ipsius interpret). Its owninterpreter: with this, the Reformation rejected every other standard including, most particularly, the church as the single authoritative interpreter of the Bible and tradition as a “second source” ofrevelation. Sola Scriptura implied a subjection to the Bible, freefrom a priori dogmas and free from predetermined categories inwhich Scripture must be understood. So it is understandable thatwhenever, in later times, questions arose about the authority ofScripture a sensitive nerve was touched. Questions about Scripturetouch a deep conviction regarding the decisive and fundamentalstandard of truth for the church. This also meant that when Scripture was going through the fires of historical criticism, it was notpossible to fall back on tradition and so to trust the churchserenely to follow its course. One felt a sense of “to be or not tobe” in many of the discussions about the Scriptures during thelast half-century. Its very subjection to the Scriptures alone meantthat when Scripture was in crisis, the church was in crisis.

But there has been an intensive concern for the scriptural question in the Roman Catholic Church as well. Though Trentspoke of tradition alongside of Scripture, it also spoke about theinspiration of the Old and New Testament, and this meant thatcriticisms of the Bible could not leave Roman Catholicism untouched; its belief in the inspiration of Scripture prevented Romefrom taking refuge from higher criticism into the safety of tradition. It is true that the stress on tradition “alongside” Scripturehas had a dampening effect on biblical criticism; and the dogmaof papal infallibility tended to cushion unrest and make biblicalcriticism less threatening in principle. But this could not last overthe long term; the questions that arose regarding the authority ofScripture sooner or later forced themselves on the attention ofRoman Catholics. Tradition could not provide the secure refugethat it once did. The question arose whether the church did nothave to recognize the Bible’s priority and whether the churchdid not have to realize that tradition itself contained many problems. Moreover, Catholics became alert to the danger that theWord of God could be fossilized within churchly dogma. Therearose a tendency to think of tradition as the “complement” toHoly Scripture, and to think of tradition not so much as an additional revelation as an interpretive guide to Holy Scripture.

Naturally, such a shift had consequences. The question of whether there are two sources or only one source of revelation(a matter that occupied Vatican II in a profound way) had toinfluence how one thought of Scripture, especially as the sense ofits primary significance grew. I recall participating in a conversation between Protestants and Catholics with respect to the ascension of Mary; a Catholic theologian remarked that, though Scripture did not speak of it, Rome had access to another source ofrevelation, namely tradition. But this conversation took place in1940 (the dogma of Mary’s ascension was declared in 1950). Andsince then much has changed so far as such uncritical referenceto two sources of revelation is concerned.

Increasing attention was given to the question of how the Bible could function freely as long as tradition was coordinatewith it. Many Catholics had problems with the schematizing ofScripture within fixed categories, and this uneasiness grew asbiblical studies raised questions that could not be dealt withwithin the categories of established tradition. At the beginningof the century, when the biblical questions became intense — inconnection with exegetical problems that modernism put on theagenda — the Pontifical Biblical Commission, established in 1902,tried to hold the line by making various ad hoc decisions, whichin the light of later research were seen to be untenable. The warnings issued in the famous encyclicals (1893 and 1920) about Biblestudy, with their strong apologetic flavor, could not halt the increasing critical concentration on the written Word. Trent itselfhad appealed for Bible study, and when the appeal was answeredstudents of the Bible encountered exegetical questions that couldnot be answered by way of a simple word from tradition.

We recall the influence that M. Lagrange (d. 1938) had on scriptural studies; his conclusions unsettled tradition-minded Catholics so much only a special papal action kept him from gettinginto serious trouble. The last word against biblical research couldno longer be: “It is dangerous.” For a conviction was loose in thechurch that serious, unhampered biblical study was implicitlynecessary; and thus a steadily stronger concern was born for thehuman character of Scripture (though without devaluing its divine character), for the so-called organic character of inspiration,and for historical and psychological involvement in the birthof Scripture.

We meet expressions like these (familiar to readers of Bavinck and Kuyper) in the famous encyclical Divino Afflante Spirituissued by Pope Pius XII in 1943. Here was a Pope, in the midstof World War II, when Italy was being invaded from the south,issuing an encyclical about the mystical body of Christ in whichhe also addressed profound biblical questions. The Scripturequestion had to be dealt with in view of the fact that the biblicalauthors were “organs” — feeling and reasoning instruments — ofthe Holy Spirit. He must have been deeply concerned about thecontinuity of the church to have chosen that time for his encyclical. In any case, a measured freedom for biblical researchwas opened up by this encyclical, more freedom than was evergiven before. Now scholars could inquire into the times of thebiblical author, the sources he had used and the literary styles hehad appropriated. All sorts of questions protruded, questionsabout literal and poetic style, of historiographic standards in therecording of events, and many others. The questions were accepted, not in fear of attacks against the inspiration of Scripture,but out of respect for inspiration.

If scholars were previously conscience-bound to restrict their findings to the dictates of the biblical commission, now they hada great deal more freedom. Five years after the encyclical of1943, questions relating to the Pentateuch and Genesis 1-11 werein the spotlight. Scholars became publicly sensitive to the fact that,in spite of all the earlier positiveness about the infallibility of theBible, the questions could not thus be answered and they had tobe subject to further theological study. The encyclical of 1943stressed the literal meaning of the text; but it also granted that thisliteral sense had to be discerned with the help of all availableintellectual tools. The challenge was accepted with great elan andit had considerable influence in Catholic scholarship (albeit inclose association with the church). This happened amid keenlyfelt tensions, especially as the specter was raised that the newfreedom could jeopardize the life of the church, by underminingthe authority of both Scripture and dogma.

During the Second Vatican Council, according to one Catholic theologian, a movement was started to recall the encyclical of 1943 — an almost incredible occurrence. But it indicates thedepth of tension at the time. These are the same tensions that wemeet everywhere in the church, tensions that arise with doubtsabout the legitimacy of the ways scholars deal with Scripture. Itis an ecumenical problem, and it creates a sense of estrangementin people when Scripture is at stake. The problem is roughlyepitomized in the furor raised by the historical-critical methodwhich was adopted in nineteenth-century Protestant theology andwhich the Catholic Lagrange introduced to Roman Catholic circlesin his 1902 study, The Historical Method (La methode historique).

Discussions about historical-critical research give occasion to the question: How can we speak clearly and honestly about theauthority of Scripture when it is turned into an object of scientificstudy? Is not the sphere of science wholly different from that offaith? Faith listens and obeys; science masters and controls. Thequestion goes deeper than is supposed by those who answer it withtalk about “organic inspiration.” For, while it is true that “organic inspiration” does not undermine the authority of Scripture,it is also true that the problems are not removed, but only restated by it. This fact comes out in the question of whetherscientific study is truly unbiased and free from prejudgment. Alsothe question remains whether the Word of God does not establishits own limits as to how far research can go with it. Ought students of the Bible be neutral, approaching the Bible without knowing beforehand where one may come out?

We come against such questions constantly. Sometimes they are answered with great care, sometimes in a fearless plunge intoresearch. Moreover, we meet all sorts of hesitation whenever the“Abrahamic adventure” (Hebrews 11:8) of scriptural criticismconfronts and challenges dogma and tradition. Here, “neutralresearch” often comes to a halt. And with this we encounter a striking facet of the relation between research and dogma. Forthe halt does not seem to be caused by any reason implicit in theresearch itself. And the question is asked: Has the brake on research been pressed by dogmas that negotiate the results beforehand and thus prevent acceptance of the radical results of research?

In the nineteenth century P. A. de Genestet hurled a lancelike criticism against inconsistent study of Scripture. “Criticism may tackle anything, for her arena is unlimited; it extends evento the content of the sacred books — except when things get toocritical.” He had in mind the halt in the process that occurs whenever things get too dangerous and whenever the method seemsto lead to results that cast doubt on what the church has alwaysconfessed as God's truth. Is the “standstill” in scholarship — andthis is what De Genestet was getting at — not an inconsistency,one that is neither honest nor authentic? Can a route that is takenby choosing a method that is thought to be legitimate simply beabandoned when it proves risky? Others too, in a less popularvein, attacked inconsistency in biblical study. Once one concludesthat the Bible is fair game for objective research, there is noturning back — Troeltsch argued this. He was sure, as were manyothers, that the historical-critical method of biblical study hadbrought about a radical change in our approach to Scripture, andthat once we had begun with it there was no stopping point. “Hewho offers his finger has to give his whole hand.” For Troeltsch,historical-critical research began an unavoidable revolution: whatthe church confesses as the Word of the Living God now becomes an “object” of scientific research. Ebeling, too, saw here anabout-face and thus much more than a minor adjustment of thereformational position. The unbiased historical-critical research ofthe Bible belongs to the essential thrust of modern Protestantism.Ebeling chooses a relatively easy target when he cites what hecalls the “astonishing thesis” that “Any exegesis that does notagree with the confessions of the evangelical Lutheran church isa priori untrue” (H. Echternach). But his talk of a great turnabout — since the Enlightenment and the advent of historical-critical studies — goes much deeper than a criticism of Lutheranconfessionalism. It touches the concerns of many others who do notwant to resolve all problems by making a confession the absolutenorm for scriptural study. Here too — precisely here! — very realquestions arise from the bosom of the church’s confession andfrom the relationship between historical research and faith.

This question has plagued the last half-century whenever scholars were sensitive to the uncertainties that grew out of theconsequences of historical-critical research. Troeltsch tried to bereassuring. When he talked about accepting the consequences ofan approved method, he did not mean to minimize faith. Muchrather, in his judgment, honest research liberates us from apologetic anxiety. When this happens, we will be able to “see theglory of God in history without hindrance.” In any case, we cansay that the ongoing discussions of the time show how far-reaching(and how ecumenical) the consequences of historical-criticalstudy of the Bible — and the uninhibited acceptance of them —are for the life of the church.

The validity of the historical-critical method was questioned in an illuminating way by Karl Barth. He wrote his commentaryon Romans without the use of historical criticism, working withthe text as though Paul’s authority was unquestioned. He wascriticized from several sides for working too uncritically with thescriptural words. A. Julicher and Bultmann, who in many wayswere of the same mind as Barth, joined the criticism. Bultmannsaid that the question had to be raised as to whether Paul alwaysspoke out of the Spirit of Christ or whether perhaps other spiritswere not implicated in Paul’s writing at times. Does not the task ofinterpreting Paul imply that we “sometimes understand him better than he understood himself?” Bultmann asked. This led himto wonder whether Barth’s exegesis did not conceal a new dogmaof inspiration.

Barth responded at length to these criticisms, all of which were related to the historical-critical method. He was no enemyof scientific study of the Bible, he said, and in fact thought itnecessary. But he repudiated the notion that one could be satisfiedwith an analysis of Greek words and word-groups, as thoughphilological and archeological research could get at the truth ofthe Word. He wanted more, and what he wanted was theologicalexegesis, an exegesis that listened for the Word of God withinthe many words. This is what he missed in many commentaries,and what brought him to say: “We must be more critical thanhistorical-critical.” Recalling that criticism (krinein) implies judgment, he insisted that being critical meant to plow through to thereal matter, the gospel. True criticism lets the words bring us towhere the gospel can be preached as the “new world of the Bible.”We must not linger at the pre-labors, necessary as they are. Thatthey are necessary goes without saying. The validity of highercriticism “is an insight proclaimed these days in all tongues andbelieved everywhere.” This door we need not close again; thisfight has had its day. What is now imperative is that we focus,not just on the background, the local color, literary genre, and thecultural environment of the text, but on the significance, themeaning, and the intention of “what is written.” With this, wecan zero in on that which “the Word points to,” namely themessage of the gospel. Barth was not embarrassed to appeal toCalvin on the matter. Calvin had said that the Scriptures havefull authority for believers “when men regard them as havingsprung from heaven, as if there the living words of God wereheard” (Institutes, 1/7/4). Further, the highest proof of the truthof Scripture “derives in general from the fact that God in personspeaks in it” (ibid.).

But this only increased suspicions about Barth. And suspicions were not relieved when, in his answer to A. Schlatter and Bult-mann, Barth said that he considered Calvin’s inspiration doctrineat least worthy of consideration. Barth insisted that the realconversation with the Bible begins only “on the other side of ourinsight into its human, historical-psychological character.” Whatdid this mean? Was there in this “other side” a sort of dualism,perhaps a docetism, that could not fully respect the textuality ofthe Bible (with all its problems) in a historical-critical sense?

One thing was clear. Barth has always rejected an approach to the Bible that side-steps the actual problems; his exegeticalwork demonstrates this fully. He did not choose the way of spiritualists (“I am no Pneumatiker”); he was never inclined even tojoin the discussions that were going on about “spiritualist exegesis”(cf. his foreword to the Philippians commentary, 1928, E.T. 1962).For him, being occupied with the Scriptures was to be grasped bythe message, and to be open to totally unique assumptions in thewitness of the apostles and prophets. It was to walk a path full ofsurprises. Barth was not interested in disturbing the scientificscholars — the experts with their legitimate concern for the humanaspects of the Scriptures. But he wanted to reach for an understanding of the message to which this human witness itself points.He spoke regretfully of the alienation between historical andtheological exegesis (cf. his foreword to The Resurrection of theDead, E.T. 1933). He was willing to wait for “the great man who would overcome this situation,” but meanwhile, conscious ofhis own “limited historical-philological equipment,” he felt compelled to say that we have not understood the Scriptures if wehave not heard the message of the living Word of God forall times.

We need not be surprised that the questions circling around the authority of Scripture continually pre-empted a high priorityon the theological agenda. This fact is tied in with the conviction that, for a correct understanding of Scripture, we cannotside-step the disclosure of historical facets of the Bible that havecome under scrutiny during the last centuries. We need thinkonly of the history of the canon, the cultural environment of theOld and New Testaments, the historical transmission of thetext, and the organic connections between the Bible and theworld around it. The question was raised as to whether, in thethinking inspired by all this, it was still possible to point to theBible as the book of the church. Could historical criticism support the church's dependence on the Bible as the Word of God,not a critical, but an obedient, believing, listening dependence?

This raised the problem of impartiality. Is impartiality the only proper posture to take vis-a-vis the authority of Scripture?The word “impartial” suggests open-ended investigation, and ithas played a fundamental role in discussions about the Scriptures.One can espouse impartiality as the only proper attitude withoutusing the word as such. For instance, when the Reformation rejected dogmatic exegesis and other so-called “keys” to the Bibleit did so because the “keys” closed the door on new discoveriesof the meaning and mystery of Scripture. Dogmatic exegesis hadbecome a “canon” for an understanding which was in fact aliento understanding. So the Reformers, in their way, demanded impartial reading. Impartiality in exegesis was a relationship ofopenness, of attentive listening in contrast to dogmatic manipulation of the texts. Now, in everyday speech, impartiality suggestsneutrality, fairness, being unbiased, and in this sense the Reformers were not unambiguously impartial. But if it is set withinthe context of trusting, in contrast to skepticism or mistrust, it isreadily understandable that impartiality is a virtue in readingScripture. In the history of theology in our century, we hear acall to this kind of impartial listening. It is the spirit of the youngSamuel: “Speak, Lord, for your servant hears” (1 Samuel 3:1).

Childlikeness is the model. Jesus' words about becoming like a little child are apropos; the only attitude with which one canenter the kingdom is the attitude of the child (Matthew 18:3).And the key to understanding the Scriptures is the same childlike,uncritical openness. There is a unique relationship between children and revelation (Matthew 11:25) that is in contrast to thosewho have become biased in their oxen wisdom and so miss theopportunity to hear the Word of God. The Scriptures praisesimplicity (Psalm 116), the simple of heart (Ephesians 6:15), andrecommend that we be simple as doves (Matthew 10:16). Havewe come upon the hermeneutical key in this simplicity (in thesense of impartiality) ? But, alas, we soon discover that “simplicity”is not all that simple.

The word comes to play in respect to God, too; the Confession speaks of him as a “unique and simple essence.” When K. H.Miskotte delivered his inaugural lecture at Leiden, in 1945, hespoke of the “practical significance of the simplicity of God.” Hesought to underscore what divine simplicity meant for his people,for the world, for us. But he saw something in this confessionquite different from a speculation about the Oneness of God.Much rather, divine simplicity reflects the faithfulness and trustworthiness of God in Jesus Christ. Miskotte warned that weshould not assume “we already know precisely what ‘simplicity'is, and then paste our notion on God as an explanation of him.”Applying our “pre-understanding” of simplicity to God could, indeed, oversimplify him. God's simplicity is not without depth, unfathomableness, and incomprehensibleness (cf. Article I of theBelgic Confession). We hear that the Spirit searches out allthings, even the depths of God (1 Corinthians 2:10), the depthsof him who dwells in unapproachable light (1 Timothy 6:16). So,whatever else it means, simplicity cannot mean shallowness.

What then, in our human experience, answers to the simplicity of God? Miskotte reminded us that faith is not “the crown of a simplicity of mind that is psychologically construed — theuncomplicated soul, disposition, character, or life-style.” Simplicity,in our context, is not a superficial understanding that achievesclarity by avoiding all deeper reflection that might stir up andtrouble our minds. We recall Barth's fine expression, quoted byMiskotte, in which he says that God “may permit and require bothhuman complexity and human simplicity” (CD II/1, p. 458).The gospel can make the deepest profundities seem ridiculouslysimple and it can get down to our level so that no one is disqualified by its depth and its wisdom.

All this should commend care in turning the notion of simplicity into a key to the understanding of Scripture. In fact, the Word of God has often been distorted by an appeal to simplicity.The appeal to simplicity has sometimes blocked the way to further investigation of the Scriptures, to the harm of the church.Miskotte tried to protect the biblical stress on simplicity — as holding to the one thing necessary in the service of God — againstany notion of simplicity that would rule out “an honest confrontation with the complexity of reality.” Simplicity, he said, “is not thebeginning, but the ending, not the start, but the ripe harvest ofmuch spiritual struggle” (Miskotte, Om de waarheid te zeggen,1971, p. 49). All this is accented by the fact that Holy Scripture isgiven in words that cry out for intensive research.

The danger of cheap simplicity was discerned by Schilder as well as by Barth and Miskotte. Schilder did not mean to reservedeep faith for an elite group of intellectuals who were competentto cope with complexity, and thus were promoted above the simple believers within the church. But he did mean to put his fingeron a form of naive childlikeness that is nothing more than stupidity. He recalled how Peter, on the mountain of transfiguration, hadan immediate proposition, “a fickle proposal without style, without confession, and without prophecy.” Cheap simplicity can beanybody’s posture; but Christ had to learn through suffering(Hebrews 5:8). There is a naivete that has to be “won through asturdy, intensive and extensive working of the Spirit of Prophecy.”Obedience to Christ — in the Word — is not to be pressed intothe mold of our need for a simplicity that will lift the load fromour shoulders. There are yokes that we ought to carry; and thechurch that is ready to carry them — including the yoke of study— is praised (Acts 17:11).

And yet the question keeps coming back. Is there not an important truth in the appeal to a simplicity of understanding?All sorts of New Testament illustrations come to mind. For instance, there is that Johannine model of a church that does notneed anyone to teach her since she has been anointed (1 John2:27). Anyone who reads Calvin sympathetically recalls how heloathes the fanatics who confuse the faith of the church bymeans of science. K. J. Popma has tirelessly warned us againstthis danger, particularly with regard to theology (K. J. Popma,Evangelie en geschiedenis, 1972). Convinced that the Bible itself is clear and understandable, he is very wary of “persons calledtheologians who clothe themselves in almost supernatural officialdom.” He has in mind anyone who struts as an authority, the expert with a “religious authority” invested in theologians only bythe pagans who thought of theology as “the speaking of divinelanguage.” This sharp criticism of “professional theism” is not araw plea for simplicity as a substitute for hard reflection aboutScripture. Popma is too versed in the history of thought to steerus into the mist of an arbitrary, be it simple, exposition ofScripture, with doors closed to further discussion of it. He reminds us that the Bible was, in the first instance, given to thechurch, while the church thankfullv makes use of the “services oftheology or biblical philology.” But the church must be matureand selective in its use of the “services” offered to it. We can havetoo many teachers, as James warns us (James 3:1). And problemsalways seem to arise between the church’s intuitive and maturegrasp of the truth and the “help” that scientific theology wantsto offer the church. Popma’s willingness to throw the church backinto a false simplicity points again to the unavoidableness of theproblem. We are not in the pagan sphere of oracles who speakwith religious authority; we are talking about the ministry, thehelp, that theology can and must offer. And the church ought toaccept the ministry in order to avoid the arbitrary interpretationsof Scripture which the Scriptures themselves warn us about(2 Peter 1:20).

The church has been aware of the enormous influence of biblical research in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. But ithas had to decide whether the research really brought about abetter and deeper understanding of the Word of God. And ifmodern scholarship did change things so much, what is the churchto think of all the study of the Scriptures that went on before thisnew scholarship?

When Harnack stressed the scientific theology of the modern period, Barth asked Hamack whether Luther and Calvin werethen to be classified as unscientific. And, for that matter, how didPaul rate? Barth said he knew students of the Bible who had nottravelled the route blazed by the eighteenth century and whosescholarship (defined as a serious effort to understand the material)he could not doubt.

Clearly, we need to recognize the power of the Word of God within the church of all ages, and therewith the continuity of thechurch’s life in the midst of all its changes and processes. Respectfor this continuity does not imply a minimizing of ongoing research into the Bible, but it does deny that scientific scholarshipcaused a revolution that sets us face to face with a “totally new”situation. Even if we concede that modern research has deepenedour insight into the Scriptures (their background, structure, andstyle), we need not disqualify the labors of previous times. Howcan we explain the fact that Barth, fifty years ago, was disillusioned with all sorts of biblical commentaries which, in spite oftheir baggages of scientific material, could not help him with thetask of preaching for his time? And how was it that lights went onfor him from other times in which the vaunted historical researchhad not even begun? What is the background of Luther’s influenceon exegesis; what was there about pre-scientific Luther’s exegesisthat led Karl Holl to speak of Luther’s “grand style” and of the“depths he had uncovered”? Must we attribute to Luther a specialcharisma? We certainly cannot do so if charisma refers to a“spiritual” approach that transcends the text itself, along with thelabor of understanding the text. After all, it was Luther who soemphatically referred to the “words” as the scabbard for theSword of the Spirit. There is no way to knowledge outside of the“external word”; we must concentrate on the Scripture itself asits own expositor. For this reason, Luther could not abide thenotion of an officialdom of expertise that could speak with areligious authority to which ordinary readers of the text had tobow. Holl saw in Luther’s “emphasis on the intrinsic claim of thedocuments themselves” an “event for the whole of the spiritualsciences.” What is decisive here is not whether Luther always succeeded in getting at the correct exegesis of the texts; this afterall is not claimed by anyone. But his difficulties were raised bythe words of Scripture itself. And if Luther saw nuances withinthe significance of the Gospels ( John versus the Synoptics, for instance) and used standards of value judgment in preferring onebook above another, he was still occupied with the texts themselves and with the questions that differences in the text provoked. He testified to his relationship with the text during hisdebate with Zwingli: “I am a captive; I cannot escape. The textis too strong for me; the words will not let me avoid their meaning.” Out of this method of understanding, lights were turned onthat illumined the meaning of the text, even though Luthers understanding is not normative for all times.

The approachability of Scripture excludes discrimination against older methods and insights, especially as we note howoften the gospel has broken through in unexpected ways. Theapproachability of Scripture does not render modern discoveriesirrelevant either, as though they are all bom only of a rationalismimpervious to the mystery of the Scriptures. But it does set upparameters, then and now, within which the Word of God mustbe sought and understood.

There is such a thing as a “spiritual” dimension for our understanding, and to be alert to charismatic insights does notnecessarily commit us to a spiritualism which guarantees the continuity of the church within a certified pure understandingof Scripture.

Holl pointed out that Luther’s concern for the word (die Sprache) and for the Spirit created a kind of circle of thought.But it was not a vicious circle; rather it was a circle within whicheverything was laid out, and within which all spiritual understanding unavoidably moved. And it was clear, precisely here, howdefinitely Luther was disposed to set spiritual understandingwithin the mandate that came to him from the words of theBible itself. In this mandate the decisive element is present towithstand a spiritualism that transcends — spiritualistically — whatis written (1 Corinthians 4:6).

Rudolf Smend, in an article written for a Festschrift honoring Barth’s eightieth birthday (Parrhesia), raised questions that hoveraround the tension between reflectiveness and simplicity withrespect to Holy Scripture. His article was titled: “Post-criticalExegesis of Scripture.” The word post-critical suggests that a stagecan be reached in which we leave criticism behind us. Here hemoves in Barth’s direction; for Barth above all — in spite of hisrefusal to turn against historical-critical research — was concernedwith that understanding which receptively, rather than critically,listens to what the Scriptures say. Barth once remarked that ifhe had to choose between historical-critical research and thedogma of inspiration, he would surely choose the latter; “it hasthe larger and deeper validity” as a pointer to the voice of God.Barth’s comment was not celebrated with thanks; it was in factinterpreted as a fall back into rigid fundamentalism, no matterhow much Barth protested to the contrary. (Cf. Barth, Die Schriftund die Kirche, 1947.) But there lies in his preference a desire,after all the research into the details, the distinctions, the backgrounds, and the methods has been done, to go back to the wholeBible, to read it “as the text itself invited us” and to do that“with a tested and critical naivete” (CD IV/2, p. 479).

All this may sound a little paradoxical, perhaps even dualistic, but the intention is clear. After its affair with critical methodology,scholarship must begin to consider again the content of Scripturethat is mediated through human language, and thus finally toadopt a post-critical approach. This is not to be taken as achronological sequence as though particular phases are passedthrough at particular times. But it does mean a continuous renewal of concern for an understanding of the message of Scripture; one must turn before long to an attentive listening to it, sothat God’s word can actually be heard through the witness ofthe human word. It then can be understood that this Word ofGod is not an “object” of our sovereign research, but is thesovereign Word of the living God himself.

Whenever objective research and attentive listening do not exclude each other, and do more than merely succeed each otheras distinct phases of scriptural study, theology will encounterquestions raised by objective research. For many, this raises doubtand temptation, for scriptural research must follow certain methodsthat are linked with scientific study, and this sometimes seems tocompete with believing listening. The tension is illustrated in thestudy of the origins of the Gospels. Here research impinges onthe believing congregation very directly.

The congregation lives by its confession of the Jesus Christ who comes to us in those Gospels. The church is aware that research into the gospel records is not a faithless and illegitimateundertaking; it knows that there is every reason to look into thedifferences between the Gospel writers with the purpose of findingout, as far as that is possible, how the Gospels came to be written.Slowly but surely the conviction has grown that the variousevangelists went about composing their Gospels each in his ownpeculiar way, and that each did it with a special purpose in mind.We may recall John’s statement that the gospel story was writtendown so that “you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Sonof God, and that believing you may have life in his name” (John20:31). The Gospels, it was discerned, were not cool reports offacts, but reports in which the purpose of writing played andsounded through the story in all sorts of ways. Thus we couldspeak of a “religious pragmatic,” an expression that has been usedin reference to the way the historical accounts of the Old Testament were influenced by the purpose for which they were written.Awareness that the gospel records were portraits of Jesus Christrather than ordinary historical reporting, witness rather thanjournalism, proclamation rather than photographic chronicling didnot mean that the Gospels had to be “dehistoricized.” Nor wasthere a contrast between what was preached and what actuallytook place. But there was a sense that closer attention had to bepaid to the purpose of the Gospel writers in and through whichthey interpreted the facts they reported.

As scholars occupy themselves with the specific characteristics of each evangelist, questions are provoked as to whether the Gospels are, after all, historically reliable. Do they give us anexact account of what actually happened? These questions cameto our attention during my student days in the form of warningsagainst the so-called Gemeinde theology (the theology of the believing community). Even at that time, there was much talk aboutthe form-critical method. F. W. Grosheide warned us againstletting the form prevail above the content, but he did not saythat the form was insignificant. Thus plenty of room was left fordetailed study of the form in which the content was given. Grosheide had a theory about the Synoptic Gospels that laid muchmore emphasis on proclamation stereotypes than on their dependence on sources. His objection to the two-sources hypothesiswas related to his concern about Gemeinde theology’s theory ofsubjective input into the Gospels by the early church. He did notdeny that each Gospel writer put together the gospel stories inhis own manner. What he opposed was the notion that thesewere the creation of the early church. If the latter were true, wewould have a subsequent human vision, a creation by the originalcommunity, a projection from the hearts and minds of later believers rather than a revelation about Christ and his work. This iswhy Grosheide labelled Gemeinde theology a subjective theology.

His concerns were not new. They were present in Roman Catholic opposition to a modernism that had capitulated to thenotion of the “pious fraud” and thus had given up on the trustworthiness of the Gospels. The notion of a “pious fraud” wascondemned by the Pontifical Biblical Commission as a threat tothe historicity of the Gospels, especially with regard to John’sGospel. In 1960, a report came from a biblical conference in Padua rejecting the traditional exegesis of the Lateran University; itfell like a bombshell on Rome. So in 1961 a “monitum” (an admonition ) was issued by the Holy Office, and in 1964 an instructionwas issued by the Biblical Commission “Concerning the HistoricalTruth of the Gospels.” In it, the right of “form-critical” exegesiswas stoutly affirmed, but with this admonition: it had to riditself of all philosophical prejudices. Moreover, it pointed to thedanger of exaggerating the creative contribution of the earlychurch (creaticem potentiam huius communitatis extollunt). Scholars could reckon with the various facets of tradition within theGospels as they presented the life and teachings of Jesus. Thateach Gospel writer had his own purpose, and selected and arranged the material in keeping with his purpose, was recognized.Besides, it was admitted that the writers wrote with an eye tothe situation in the churches. Thus, the Gospels were not boundto a literal recording of sequences of events. But the scholars hadto work on the assumption that the writers brought us the truthwhich is the foundation of the church. This was a thesis whichwas reaffirmed at the Second Vatican Council. Every element ofinterpretation given by the Gospel writers was intended to express the truth in that particular manner; this was the case evenwhere they took into account the later situation of the church.The Council declared: the church “affirms without hesitation thehistoricity of the Gospels.”

Here we meet a solution whose intention is clear enough, but which only kept the door open to many new questions. Accepting the possibility of later interpretations was bound to raisequestions about the nature and extent of these interpretations asthey appear within the Gospels. Many gratefully received thechurch’s statement as an encouragement of freedom in exegesis.They were thankful that at least the point of view held byCardinal Ruffini of Palermo (a member of the Pontifical BiblicalCommission) did not prevail; Ruffini had written an article whichwas dogmatically opposed to any concessions to the notion thatthe Gospel writers interpreted as they reported, and he had sentthe article to all Italian seminarians and published it in severalAmerican journals. In this article he went so far as to suggest thatstatements by Pope Pius XXI (in the encyclical Divino AfflanteSpiritu) were absurd. But the admonition made an end to theconfusion created by Ruffini, while leaving many questions openin spite of its insistence on the “historicity” of the gospel record(cf. J. A. Fitzmyer, Die Wahrheit der Evcmgelien, 1965).

But clearly we are not talking about a problem that is unique to the Roman Catholic Church. There are clear parallels betweenwhat was going on in Rome and what was keeping Reformedexegetes occupied. Among others, there was the question of theGospel writers’ own input (which is, in scholarly circles, called a“theology”) or their special purposes in view of later situations inthe church. There was some difference, for example, in the waythat Luke reported Jesus’ speech about the last things (Luke 21)from that of Matthew and Mark, a difference that was explained inview of the later situation (specifically, the situation of Jerusalemhaving been occupied by Rome). Thus we have to take account ofthe historical standpoint of the Gospel writer (Η. N. Ridderbos).This approach is different from the one in which an exact reportingof facts, without any interpretation or influence by historical situations, is considered the only legitimate assumption about thegospel writings.

Further discussions about the “trustworthiness” of the Gospels revealed a persistent fear that by following this approach wewould end up with the notion that the writers projected something into the account. We would, it was feared, conclude that thesubjective vision of the early community was inserted into therecord, a vision that could be different from the actual truth ofthe matter. The notion of a “projection” does play a role in NewTestament research; and it summons the same questions againand again, questions that have not yet been satisfyingly answered.What is the concrete significance of Kasemann’s expression thatthe Gospel of John is a “projection backward from the Christ-presence” within the early community? (Cf. E. Kasemann, TheTestament of Jesus, E.T. 1968.) Kasemann emphatically placesthe authority of John’s Gospel on the block and declares that —as historical fact — the church erred when it “declared orthodox”this “fascinating and dangerous theology of John.” Yet, Kasemannaffirms nonetheless that John brings us the only and last will of theearthly Jesus, and points us to his glory. Other discussions likewise kept embroidering on the theme of projection. W. Marxsenproposed a theory that the resurrection was an “interpolation”arising from the continuing “Jesus affair.” G. Friedrich wrote inreply: “What the Pope is to the Catholic, the early community(Gemeinde) is for Marxsen; it is the substitute for Jesus Christ.”

Friedrich here is contending against the notion of projection and invention, and pleads for concentration on what the biblical message testifies as to the real Jesus. We hear in this reverberationsof former discussions. We can almost hear Kuyper speaking fromanother day about the possibility of a biography of Jesus thatwould, in fact, leave embarrassing gaps in the three years of Jesus’ministry on earth. The purpose of the Gospel writers, said Kuyper,was to show us the significance of Jesus’ life and work. (Cf. A.Kuyper, Encyclopedie der Heilige Godgeleerdheid, III, pp. 163f.)This rejection of the concept of journalistic literalism, and thisacceptance of the possibility that each writer employed his owntechnique and composition, leaves us with old questions stillpressing. They are always relevant because the New Testament isthe book of the church, the book with the message of its Lord.

Growing criticism of the so-called “quest for the historical Jesus” is part of the background of current discussions about theNew Testament kerygma. In the liberal “historical Jesus” quest,it was thought that we could make a portrait of the real Jesus bymeans of historical science, and this was thought to be the onlyway of getting at the truth of the matter. The counter-movementwas begun when Albert Schweitzer tore up the foundations ofthe whole historical effort (cf. his The Quest of the HistoricalJesus, originally published in 1906, E.T. 1910). But Troeltschspoke in 1911 about the “Importance of the Historicity of Jesusfor Faith” and he was still (Schweitzer notwithstanding) convinced that the route of historical research could be followedwithout radical skepticism. For Troeltsch it seemed likely that“the sensational denials (of the gospel) will disappear once weget to work on these matters in a professional way.” (Pannenbergcited these words later as a “famous prediction.”) But many werenot appeased by Troeltsch’s confidence, and they kept askingquestions about historical certitude. The undeniably tentative results of historical studies did not solve the problem of certainty.Resistance to the possibility of historical verification only increased.Bultmann claimed that no one was served by insisting that “thefruits of the historical-critical theology are still useful for faith”(1924). He was on Barth’s side here, over against Harnack’sthesis that faith is dependent on historical research, a thesis thatBultmann found “frightening.”

Martin Kahler had considerable influence in this discussion. He lanced against liberal theology with its historical Jesus. Herefused to believe that Christian faith was dependent on “thelearned patter of historians.” Barth testified to his agreement withthis rejection of the liberal “quest for the historical Jesus” whenhe spoke of the tragic “colossus” of the “life of Jesus quest,”whether it was conservative or skeptical. For Kahler there wasonly one way, that of the “historical-biblical Christ”; researchinginto a Jesus who presumably lurked behind the biblical reportwas abortive. This did not mean that he opted for an “idealisticchristology” (i.e., Christ as an idea); he did mean that we shouldnot rest the certainty of faith on a scientific foundation. On thispoint, there was strong affinity between Kahler and W. Herrmann.Herrmann wanted to let certainty rest in the “inner life of Jesus”that shines through the Gospels. He did not mean the same thingthat is ordinarily indicated by inwardness, but, as Barth characterized it, “the transparent, irresistible, illuminating Light” that shinesthrough the critically or uncritically evaluated tradition. If faith'scertainty depends on historical research, then, as many would sayin echo of Barth's words, faith hangs on a thin thread and thiswould be “obviously a very disturbing fact” (CD IV/1, p. 288).

The tensions involved in this problematic are revealed instructively in the surprising attention given in our time to Lessing's famous question of how accidental truths of history could be the basis for “necessary truths” (G. E. Lessing, The Proofs ofthe Spirit and the Power, 1777). His formulation bears the imprint of the Enlightenment; but we can see in it the same questions that Herrmann, Kahler, Barth, and Bultmann were busywith, directly or indirectly — the relation between faith and historical research. It was the problem of historicism as it boreon our certainty regarding the unique events of the past. Lessingwas convinced: “The only passage from an historical report to thefoundation of eternal blessedness is the way of a leap.” He talkedof the “yawning chasm” which “I cannot get across, howeveroften and however earnestly I have tried to make the leap. Ifanyone can help me over it, I beg him, I adjure him. He willdeserve a divine reward from me.” Understandably, the Lessingquestion came back on center stage in later times, especiallywherever people were struggling against the tendency to placefaith within the grasp of historicism with its relativizing of certainty. It returned especially wherever people wanted to preservethe link between salvation and history. Over against “idealism”as a devaluation of history by way of the eternal idea, the importance of the historical question was stressed; for wheneverthe history to which faith is tied becomes an illusion, there faithfalls away. “If Arthur Drews were right with his claim that Jesusnever lived, but was only a floating image of a mythical fantasy,then every christology would be but a speculative apparition” (H.Grass). The questions surrounding Jesus’ resurrection (for instance,the empty tomb) were especially relevant here. (H. von Campenhausen particularly put this on the agenda as of utmost seriousness and importance.)

Lessing’s problem came back via Kierkegaard, who, with respect to the “distance” between us and Jesus, was unwilling toflee into the authority of the church in order to overcome thedistance, but who resolved the problem by means of the category of the “contemporaneity” of later believers with the originaleyewitnesses. It is our contemporaneity that faces us with thesame personal decision about Jesus that his disciples faced.

The problem resurfaced in dialectical theology’s early attack on historicism. (Cf. F. Gogarten, “Der Historismus,” in Zwischenden Zeiten, 1924.) But it was W. Pannenberg who brought Lessing’s question to life recently when he placed the question ofhistoricity on the table again, and did so emphatically. He considered the inquiry behind the New Testament kerygma to beunavoidable. Theology, as it stands before the texts, needs this“detour” so that it can pierce through to the historical realities.The substance of faith, according to Pannenberg, cannot be setloose from historical research, at least so long as we are convincedthat the acts of God really are involved in the history of JesusChrist. We cannot and must not dissociate ourselves from historicalresearch in order to flee to a storm-free area in which we needhave no bother with criticism. Pannenberg discerns such a flightin Kahler s “transhistorical kerygmatic theology” and Barth’s concept of Urgeschichte (pre-history). He thought Troeltsch performed a genuine service; at a time when the historical groundof faith was being sacrificed, Troeltsch tried to establish thehistorical Jesus once again as the ground of faith. “Why did noone try to step in to fill the breach left after Troeltsch?” Andwhy did we capitulate before historical relativism with all its extreme consequences — with everything left uncertain by misconceived historical researches? Why, asked Pannenberg, did so fewhave an eye for Troeltsch’s “famous prediction” of 1911: “Thesensational denials will disappear once we get to work on thesematters in a professional way.” We must, he says, get on withthe “inquiry”; we must go back to historical verification with respect to the ground of faith because it is clear that the essenceof our faith “is not to be found in the texts themselves, but mustbe uncovered behind them.” The mistake of kerygmatic theologyis, in his view, that it declared the texts, in their witness character,to be binding. The appeal to the Word of God then became aweapon “to skewer opponents.”

“We have begun these days to see that this is no solution,” said Pannenberg. We must, if Christian faith is linked to history,go back to that history itself. Too often, we have concentratedexclusively on the New Testament problematics when dealingwith the problem of the kervgma, especially with respect to the“single event,” namely the resurrection of Jesus, instead of usingthe Old Testament and its witness of “the history employed byYahweh” (Basic Questions in Theology, I, E.T. 1970, p. 56). Hesees Gerhard von Rad's theology as a corrective to kerygmatictheology, even though others see von Rad as teaching akerygmatic theology himself, since he lays strong emphasis onIsrael's understanding of history in distinction from the “historical-critical view of history.” Pannenberg considers that the historicalpicture of Israel's history is assumed by von Rad. In any case,the incarnation tells us that God's redemptive act does not occurin a redemptive-historical ghetto or in a “pre-history” that setsquotation marks around ordinary history. Thus, historical verification is urgent along the way of historical-critical research.

Pannenberg's thrust seemed challenging and promising, and in the beginning he was, in some American circles, heralded asthe advocate of an orthodox way of looking at redemptive history.But what was overlooked was what Pannenberg said about the“unique way”: “If after two thousand years, we ask whether acertain event was established or not, faith cannot provide us withcertainty about it; only historical inquiry can do that.” He isaware that Kahler and Herrmann discern in this a total dependence of faith on historical science and consider this ruinous; theresults of historical research “have only a probability characterand therewith can offer no sufficient basis for the certainty offaith” (ibid., p. 54). But Pannenberg insists that there is nostorm-free territory, and that we cannot avoid the risks of historyif history is indeed a serious matter for us. Pannenberg is himself not insensitive to the questions of historical certainty thatare set on the agenda here, for he adds: “in so far as certaintyis possible with respect to these things at all” (emphasis added);and, in respect to the resurrection of Christ, he speaks of “at leastan approximate certainty” and says the resurrection is “historicallyprobable” (Jesus — God and Man, E.T. 1968, pp. 99, 102).

Pannenberg does not offer a conclusive answer to the problem which occupied Lessing and Kierkegaard, since certainty and notmore or less probability is the issue. Clearly, Pannenberg’s criticism does not blaze a new trail for us, especially in view of hisagreement that “not every Christian” needs to undertake this task(Basic Questions, II, p. 33). The average Christian is willing to“trust the hypothesis that the ground of his faith will be shownto be well placed.” This sets the reliability of the Christian tradition in the foreground. Along this way, Pannenberg seeks toovercome the problem of the complete dependence of faith onhistorical verification. Faith can trust “that its ground will standfirm against all critical tests.” But this was not what Kahler wasconcerned about; it was the verification which Pannenberg wantedin preference to an appeal to the Spirit or to the texts themselves.Pannenberg warned us against flight into the storm-free territoryof texts and witnesses; but, suggestive as the warning is, it cannot of itself solve the problem.

Barth’s way of dealing with Lessing’s problem is especially interesting. Pannenberg contended that dialectical theology usedLessing’s “leap” as star witness for the way to establish thehistorical. But it is better to listen to Barth’s own explanation.Barth had to deal with Lessing’s question, given his rejection ofhistoricism and his confrontation with Hamack. So he begins bypointing out that the distance (Lessing’s “yawning chasm”) between the life of Jesus and our life is central in Lessing’s questionand central for our (certain) knowledge. Can this “past time”come to us other than historically, mediately, namely through“report, tradition, and proclamation. . .”? Is it not bound to “middlemen” and thus to their credibility and truthfulness? Can sucha mediation ever be the unshakable basis that guarantees faith?And can we ever, via this route, get further than an historical faith?

Barth gives a remarkable answer to these and similar questions. In his view, we have too long been fascinated by the problem of the “then and now,” by the distance that has to bebridged, as if therein the real difficulty, the real skandalon, layfor our thinking. The new Protestantism has forced this “veryinteresting problem” on us as a technical problem of thought, asa problem of method, formal, tentative, and without concretecontent: but historical mediation in its uncertainty and relativitycan never offer a real bridge over the “yawning chasm.” According to Barth, the skandalon lies elsewhere, not in the “problem”of the relation between then and now, but only in the materialcontent of the gospel itself.

With this, Barth arrives at a totally different approach to the problem. Another sort of “distance” problem interests him, thekind that comes out in words like those of Peter: “Lord, depart(distance yourself) from me, for I am a sinful man” (Luke 5:8).Here we are faced with the presence of Jesus in the same spaceand in the same time with Peter. Similarly we see the presence ofYahweh with Isaiah at the time of his calling, yet very distantfrom him (Isaiah 6). The eyewitnesses spoke as men who wereovercome and confronted with a present reality; there was noplace at all for the technical problem of historical distance. If wenow turn the problem into one of a distance between the originaltimes and the present (the “yawning chasm”) we act as thoughwe are living pre-Christian, as though Christ had not come andas though he does not really keep coming to be with us. Accepting the problem as Lessing posed it we would be able to excuseourselves for lack of faith in view of the difficult questions centering around our certainty and the “historical approach”: “allthanks to the existence of Lessing’s question!” (Barth, CDIV/1, p.292).

One could exploit Lessings question, too, in a desire similar to that of Adam and Eve in Paradise — to hide oneself from JesusChrist, who makes himself present and who mediates his ownpresence with us. Clearly, Barth is refusing to deal with theproblem of distance as a problem in its own right, as if onecould move from the theoretical possibility of bridging the gapto the reality. Nowhere, it seems to me, is it clearer how zealouslyBarth determined to think about reality rather than about possibilities. It is “the presence of Christ” that provides the startingpoint for considering the distance problem — that it was “others”who really saw and heard him while we only hear and read abouthim. “The impact of it on us is too powerful, too decisive.” Lessing’s question is certainly a real one; there are those 1900 yearsbetween Christ and us, and there is a problem with respect to thetransmission of the message through the years. Still, it is only aproblem for us if we flee from its solution. Lessing’s problem cannot be anything else than a problem of flight; it is a serious question insofar as we create the problem by fleeing from its givenanswer.

In another context, Barth recalled Abel Burckhardt, Basel pastor of a century ago, whose children’s books were Barth’s firstlessons in theology (CD IV/2, p. 113). Here he was first deeplyimpressed with the reality of the redemptive events. This realitywas a present one: “Lessing’s ‘yawning chasm’ did not exist,Kierkegaard’s ‘contemporaneity’ was no problem, and the Saviorhimself was manifestly the same, yesterday and today.” It is asthough Barth anticipated what the New Testament scholars wouldsay about the impressions of youth and the impact of childhoodhymns, for he added:

Is it all very naive, and not worth mentioning at all in academic circles? Yes, it was very naive, but perhaps in the very naivetelay the deepest wisdom and greatest power, so that once grasped,it was calculated to carry me unscathed — although not of courseuntempted or unassailed — through all the serried ranks of his-toricism and anti-historicism, mysticism and rationalism, orthodoxy,liberation, and existentialism, and to bring one back some day tothe matter itself. (Ibid.)

Barth is not opting for an irrational leap, for one or another kind of spiritualism, as a way to skirt around the Word of God. Thisis really the way of discovery in which the prophetic-apostolicwitness is of decisive significance for Barth, in particular the NewTestament witnesses to Christ. It is not a matter of subjectiveexperience, of vague impressions, but of an “event” in one’s encounter with the witness of the Scriptures.

This forms the background of Barth’s rejection of the quest for the historical Jesus. It does not imply that he was disinterested in Jesus of Nazareth. But it does indicate this denial of thepossibility that we can get a firm clue to the mystery of Jesusthrough what can be learned by poking behind “the so-calledSources, and thus without reference to the witness of the NewTestament as such” (thus Barth in a conversation with DavidFriedrich Strauss). One can appreciate that Barth’s response toLessing’s question would strike many as odd. His reference toLuke 5:8 prompted H. Diem to say: “For Barth, Lessing's question has become Peter’s problem.” What, it was asked, did Barthmean by referring to the improper “technical” problem of distance? (Cf. K. Schwarzwaller, Theologie oder Phanomenologie, 1966, pp. 190ff.) Was Barth answering Lessing by way of asermon (about Christ’s presence with us) instead of by argument? Compared to Barth, was not Pannenberg at least tryingto bridge the “yawning chasm” — and did he not therefore deserve the divine “reward” more than Barth?

In fact, Barth did not escape Lessing’s problem by preaching a sermon. It is important to remember that Lessing was not really interested in a solution to his own problem. Even thoughhe claimed that he often and earnestly had sought the way toleap over the chasm, he was utterly convinced that there was noway. His nice words about the “divine reward” were pure irony.He had no faith at all that the truths of reason could be established by reports about history; he was really telling us thatthis kind of historical apologetics was invalid.

Barth saw this clearly when he said that Lessing was pointing to an entirely different proof — the proof of the power and the spirit. Human spirituality was his proof, and it eliminatedthe need for a “leap” or a “bridge.” Barth, with good reason,called attention to Lessing’s passionate resistance to any undertaking that would hang “nothing less than all eternity” from“the thread of a spinning wheel.” The historical approach had,for Lessing, done more damage to religion than all the scholasticdogmas; and yet men have tried to erect the “edifice of faith”on such a foundation. From this we can grasp the point of Lessing’s story about the occupants of a palace into whose handsseveral blueprints from the hand of the original architect fell.But the blueprints contradicted each other, and the occupantswent on endlessly arguing about which was the genuine sketch.There were a few who declined to enter the argument. Theywere glad enough to live in the palace no matter which sketchwas the authentic one. So it was with Lessing: he was gladenough to live in the palace of the human spirit no matter whichreligion testifies accurately to its creator. Lessing was deeplypersuaded that no certainty was possible through historical investigation, and he would have been confirmed in his opinionhad he had a chance to know of Pannenberg’s efforts.

Barth too was convinced that faith is not dependent on science — in this case, historical science. Barth was concentrating on the material itself, on the reality that gets its validitythrough the biblical witnesses. “Seeking to understand, I mustadvance to that point where I stand before nothing but themystery of the matter itself and not the mystery of the documents.” This is not a retreat from the text, but an intense concentration precisely on the deep content of the text. Lessing’sstory about the palace and the occupants who did not take partin the dispute about the genuine sketch has a certain affinitywith Barth’s preference for reality over possibility. But Barth’s“dwelling” in reality is set in the context of authentic witnesseswho guide us into the path of discovery and provide perspectivealong the way. This is why Pannenberg’s method could not beacceptable to Barth. We must see, in Barth’s way of pointingto the reality within which the technical problem of reasonevaporates, that the word “event” which he so frequently usedwent much deeper than a subjective experience.

Still the question is asked whether Barth’s response to the Lessing question does not contain a failure to recognize the existence of an unavoidable dilemma: either the route of historical-critical research (to find certainty) or the route of a pneumatic,irrational, and unverifiable (and thus, irrefutable) experience.Barth stoutly rejected this dilemma. He appealed to a concretefocus on the New Testament witness. This was not to take flightinto “pre-history” or “trans-history” where the storms of disputecan never reach; but it was a way of rejecting any route thatleaves us outside of the witness of Scripture.

In the late thirties some of us did speak of the kerygma as the “way out” of the problems of uncertainty. But later the accenton the kerygma was meant, not as a “way out,” but as the wayin which the witness employs its power. Speaking of the way inwhich we come to know Jesus of Nazareth, Luther once said:“Suppose that Jesus walked into our church; we would notrecognize him. But now he comes to us through the gospel, andthat is much better.” Here we are not plagued with a dilemma;and this is not a flight from problems. We should remember thisas we hear Pannenberg telling us that kerygmatic theology is aflight from skepticism and historical relativism.

How the front has shifted is suggested by a remark Pannenberg is reported to have made in his lectures on revelation and history: “the whole of theology during the past thirty years is amistake.” When individuals are impressed with the newness oftheir own insights, they often see their moment as a break withthe recent past. But usually this stems from an oversimplificationof what has been going on in the past; a new insight blinds oneto the motives that were at play in other efforts to understandthe gospel. This, I think, happened with Pannenberg in hiscritique of the theology of the Word; he saw a dilemma between‘events” and preaching. But it is precisely the connection between event and preaching within the history of tradition thatshows how Pannenberg misses the mark. Kerygmatic theologycan be bom of a radical skepticism. This was definitely not thecase with Kahler (and Pannenberg recognized this in his notethat Kahler’s was not “kerygmatic theology in the modern sense”),since he was not interested in a contrast between “pre-history”(Geschichte) and “history” (Historic). What concerned Kahlerwas the independence of faith from historical sciences, withoutmeaning to be radically critical of science. The kerygma, heinsisted, was not a flight, nor was it a compensation. The kerygmais established in the substance of the gospel. But Bultmann’skerygmatic theology is locked into historical skepticism with respect to the historical Jesus. Bultmann uses 2 Corinthians 5:16(“We no longer know Jesus after the flesh”) to indicate thekerygmatic disinterest in the historical, earthly Jesus. “. . . The‘Christ after the flesh’ is no concern of ours. How things lookedin the heart of Jesus I do not know and do not want to know”(Faith and Understanding, E.T. 1969, p. 132).

Cullmann took another tack; he, like Kahler and Barth, refused to ignore the Jesus of history (O. Cullmann, Salvation in History, E.T. 1967). Barth too was anti-docetic, and took quitea different view from Bultmann’s with respect to the earthlyJesus. We may recall how important he thought the phrase “suffered under Pontius Pilate” was as a way of confessing the concrete, historical event. He did indeed reject the “historical Jesus”as construed in modern Protestantism, namely as a way ofevading his divinity. But there is no opposition between thedecisive significance of the witness and a concentrated attentionon Jesus the “Royal Man” or Jesus “the Conqueror.” There isno opposition here, such as that which Bultmann poses, betweenGeschichte (revelation-history) and Historie (history). This isa wholly different viewpoint from that in which a personally significant encounter with the kerygma is divorced from events thatoccur on the plane of history with their objective facts.

Bultmann created the impression that he was totally unconcerned about history: “What Jesus means to me is not exhausted by, indeed does not even come to expression in what he appears to be in the historical-critical view. He is not to be foundin his historical appearance; his real significance is first apparentonly when we stop asking questions about his history.” But thewhole truth about Bultmann’s attitude toward the historicalJesus is not told here. He himself insisted that the notion of hiscomplete disinterest in the earthly Jesus was untrue. Were heto “discount the historical cross as an event of the past” hewould have to give up the kerygma — and this “is in no sensemy intention.” His concern is with “the historical (as revelation-history) significance of the unique historical (as ordinary history)events” The encounter with Jesus in the kerygma is not anencounter with an idea or a symbol. Bultmann spurned thesuggestion that he was trying to rescue some last thin elementof the gospel out of the fires of criticism. It was the conservatives,he thought, who were doing the anxious rescue work. “I calmlylet the fire burn, for I see that what is consumed is only thefanciful portraits of Life-of-Jesus theology . . .” (Faith and Understanding, p. 132). But this helps explain why some of hisdisciples thought that the historical Jesus had no importance forBultmann; he could be critically radical because he was unconcerned about the outcome for the Jesus of history.

Some of Bultmann’s disciples began to argue the legitimacy of concern for the historical Jesus, partly in criticism of theirteacher. E. Kasemann became a conspicuous example of thiswhen, in 1954, he wrote an article, which became rather famous,in which he focused on the kervgma’s dependence on the historical Jesus. According to Kasemann, we cannot avoid historicalresearch. Enormous difficulties present themselves whenever weseek a criterion for recognizing the “authentic Jesus material.”This he admitted. He wrote in response to Joachim Jeremias,who minimized these difficulties, that he thought it would be“easier to run blindfold through a minefield.” To seek verificationfor the kerygma along this way is for Kasemann absurd, evenblasphemous (E. Kasemann, New Testament Questions of Today,E.T. 1969, p. 47). But there is no reason, nonetheless, for“disengagement from the historical Jesus,” no reason for resignation and skepticism. He thought Bultmann s historical skepticism exaggerated.

Thus, a new problem arose. People began to talk of a schizophrenic streak in Bultmann’s theology. They had referenceto the radical division he created between historical and substantive continuity, between Jesus and early Christian preaching.E. Fuchs saw this, and distanced himself from Bultmann on thematter of form-historical inquiry: the kerygma itself brings us intouch with the earthly Jesus, the kerygma accepts him as thecriterion. This is why it is no longer possible — as Bultmannthought — to consider history as such empty of theological significance. We are not dealing with a futile search for historicalguarantees through historical research. We are dealing with theconcrete content of the kerygma, and therewith very much, ifnot everything, stands or falls: “the earthly Jesus must thereforesecure the proclaimed Christ . . . lest he be twisted into a projection of an existential self-understanding or to an image ofreligious ideology” (Kasemann). And so Kasemann, at the decisive point, says that the mystery of the earthly Jesus cannotbe solved by the historian, but only by the kerygma itself. Thisis not a leap into irrationality in Kasemann’s view; it is a discovery of authenticity which must be recognized whenever thetheologian is tempted to be an historian. In the kerygma’s involvement with the earthly Jesus we keep our focus on the faithof the church, without making it dependent on scientific verification. Not a kerygma “as such,” but a kerygma filled to thebrim with content. Not a truth as such, but a truth about Jesus.This kerygma and this truth blaze the trail to confession, in spiteof and in the midst of all kinds of questions that arise inscientific inquiry. Faith cannot avoid the problems that arisewhen we relate Jesus of Nazareth to the Christ of proclamation,the earthly Jesus and the living Lord. Faith cannot escape thequestion of how the One who proclaimed became the proclaimed One and of how Jesus who taught us faith becomes theobject of our faith. Everything is concentrated on our interestin the historical Jesus. And here the ways part again: on onehand attention is riveted on Jesus as the “subject matter” andon the other the continuity between pre- and post-Easter eventsis located in the faith people had in Jesus. E. Schillebeeckx proposes that the new problematics (the so-called “new quest”)sets a very real problem on the agenda, of great importance forChristian faith. He says that Christian faith implies “not onlythe personal, living presence of the glorified Jesus, but also abond with his earthly life.” He is thinking of the continuity between the earthly Jesus and the Christ of faith, a continuitywhich has always been the assumption of the church’s confession.In this context it is a very positive word, a decision: “ThereforeChristianity and the kerygma without the historical Jesus ofNazareth would, for me, be without content; certainly therewould be no Christianity” (Schillebeeckx).

So, after all the New Testament research, the quest for the historical Jesus and the criticisms levelled against it, after weighing many methods for unlocking the mystery of the New Testament,we finally come back via kerygmatic theology to the importantquestion posed by the New Testament itself: Who really is theSon of Man (Matthew 16)? If the quest for the historical Jesuswas motivated by doubt about the dogmatic Christ, now thelegitimate attention given to the earthly Jesus raises again thecentral question of the New Testament. At the same time, westand before the problem of whether it can be maintained seriously and with good conscience that the Scripture is, after all,its own interpreter. This Reformational starting point had credibility when posed against tradition as the second source ofrevelation and as the authoritative interpreter of the Scriptures.But now this canon comes back into what many view as a crisisbecause of our questions about method. The question is thenasked if “the historical-critical exegesis has a place in the selfinterpretation of Holy Scripture” (O. Weber, Die Treue Gottesund die Kontinuitat der menschlichen Existenz, 1967, pp. 68f.).The question is pertinent especially since this method “in manycircles is seen as unbelieving and anti-church.” Weber refusesto let these difficulties force him to remove Scripture, as a holybook, from the arena of serious research. This, he knows, wouldbe “the death of exegesis.”

Aversion to biblical docetism poses all sorts of questions precisely because it is justified. And the questions give people a feeling of crisis, for the methods of biblical research (form-historical, redaction-historical, tradition-historical) touch on farmore than formal questions of composition; they involve the content of the gospel itself. Several hypotheses play a role here, andthis too creates the impression that we are shifting ground, thatsomething is happening to undermine our certainty regarding thewitness of the gospel. The question received new urgency whenwe asked what it means to speak of the authority of Scripture. Wehad been persuaded for some time that the Bible did not fall“from heaven in the form of a printed book.” What must we understand, not in the abstract, but in the concrete, by “biblicalfaith”? Once, such a term seemed clear and definite, charged withcalling and urgency; but later it became clear that the phrase“biblical faith” is not a label that guarantees a proper use ofScripture. The label takes on authenticity only in the actualsubjection of ourselves to Scripture, a subjection that shows respect to Scripture for what it really is. It is this respect that hasled to the question of correct understanding, not an understandingthat is content to capture all the familiar echoes, but an understanding that grows from total involvement with the categories and thestructures of the entire Word of God. With this, we stand beforethe question of what it means to appeal to the witness of Scripturein our situation, and to appeal in a way that calls for a high andfinal decision of great clarity and simplicity: “It stands written.”

These words have functioned in countless discussions as the final word, a word that lands us on a niveau of great decisions.But the important question has steadily become more pressing:Does this appeal really settle things, or does it not merely giverise to a plethora of interpretations that hardly create the impression that the Bible itself speaks the decisive word for everyone and eliminates the need for further discussion? How doesit stand now, after centuries of confessional struggle and continuous biblical research, with this simple appeal to the writtenword? It is not to be denied that the fact that “it is written” doesnot automatically clarify the mystery of Scripture once and for all.And we must also face the fact that theology, with all its problems and hesitations, has helped create this doubt.

The decisive character of this appeal — “It stands written” — had made a powerful impact on me at the time (1938) I wroteHet Probleem der Schriftkritiek (The Problem of Biblical Criticism). Shortly before this book was published, I had spoken at aministers conference on “The Isolation of Reformed Views onScripture.” In this speech I said that the Reformed view ofScripture was isolated because of its radical commitment to thefact that “It stands written,” and I set this commitment in contrast to all sorts of other views which posited other criteria forour life and faith, such as science, for instance. I recall that onepreacher remarked that another dimension should be added tothis theme, namely the work of the Holy Spirit in connectionwith scriptural authority and scriptural faith. Later I thoughtabout the intuitive insight, and perhaps under the impression ofit I remarked in the book that the confession of the authority ofScripture is “indissolubly bound with the confession of the HolySpirit.” This certainly agrees with the Reformed confession of theWord and the Spirit, namely that true obedience to the HolyScriptures is possible only through the Holy Spirit, and thattherefore the motto “It stands written” cannot and ought not bea principle to be used as if it were a simple and self-evidenttechnique that we have at our disposal. At any rate, the ministersremark had more to it than I realized when I first heard it,though I certainly was ready then to admit its truth.

It reminds us of the fact that, in understanding the Scripture — or in appealing to its authority — we are not dealing with a formal principle but with a deep spiritual witness to JesusChrist to whom the Spirit testifies. The Spirit is he who leads usinto understanding, not an understanding of a contingent legaldocument to which all alike can appeal, but an understanding of awitness in its depth and perspective. Therefore, the phrase “Itstands written” has a profound presupposition, namely that thisappeal to Scripture can never be separated from a right understanding of Scripture. Lessing’s remark in this connection is oftencited: “Religion is not true because the evangelists and apostlesteach it, but they teach it because it is true.” Lessings quip offersonly an apparent solution to the question, since what is writtenis written because the writers were faithful and true to whatthey saw and heard, and thus people can be comforted and encouraged simply by the written words, full of authority (cf.Revelation 21:5). But we cannot take refuge in a formal authority-principle as though what is “true” is determined simply by a wordinvested with authority, without any immediate connection withits content as the truth of God.

We touch here on dangers that simple appeals to the authority of Scripture have always had for the church. The Scriptures canbe approached as a blank reality in which the challenge of understanding need play no role, and which can be used like a codebook whose articles are perfectly transparent and wanting onlyto be applied to practical instances. We can, thus, fail to recognize the kind of reality that Scripture is. We can appeal to Scripture in a way that overlooks the very character of Scripture, andso turn our appeal into an easy technique without variations andwithout genuine perspective. Bavinck noted that theology hassometimes condemned science, not in the name of Scripture, butin the name of a wrong interpretation of it (Gereformeerde Dog-matiek, II, p. 459). Anyone who does not take account of thefact that the reality of Scripture may be something other thanwhat is deduced from a certain theory of inspiration is almostcertainly going to cry “It stands written” and still come out withsomething that misses the truth and power of Scripture.

As I reread my book of 1938, I sense that the difference between then and now is not that I was at that time impressed with “It stands written” and that later, in my volume on theScriptures, I was less committed to it. I still wish to stand, attentively and devoutly, by that appeal, made by Christ — in theuttermost loneliness of the wilderness — with which he withstood the tempter. He put between him and Satan the “wall of theWord of God.” And thereupon the devil left him and, see, theangels came and served him.

The fact that Satan himself cited Psalm 91 in his temptations shows how close the connection is between the appeal to thewritten word and the right understanding of it. The words themselves, as isolated and unrelated things, can be used as pawns ina game of interpretations. Christ’s appeal has the background ofhis own relationship with the Father, his ministry in the businessof his Father; it has nothing to do with a formal declaration ofauthority or with a blind faith. Much rather, it is an obedient andwitnessing subjection to the leading of God which he had learnedto recognize and respect within the written words. The demonicappeal to Scripture discloses a problematic, not of the Word ofGod, but of any or all formalism in which the question of the rightunderstanding of Scripture is ignored. In contrast, Jesus walkedthe way ... to the depths . . . and decisions ... in the actof obedience.

Only in this way can the slogan “It stands written” have an abiding power within the church. We could shout our appealsto “It stands written” while in fact the key to understanding hadbeen removed from us (Luke 11:52). And it is possible to knowthe Scriptures and yet understand neither them nor the powerof God (Matthew 22). The Bible itself warns against a simpleidentification between reading and understanding. One can readwithout understanding, see and hear without really seeing andhearing, just as the disciples saw the “loaves of bread” and stilldid not see what had happened (Mark 6:52).

The impression is sometimes created that the appeal to Scripture is a simple and massively effective matter, concerningwhich profound reflection is quite needless and for which attention to the specific situation to which the Word was directedis of no real account. The genuine functioning of “It standswritten” is threatened thereby. The result has often been thatthe Bible underwent a huge shrinkage, and could hardly function as the Word of God in certain instances where certainwords seemed crystal clear to those who used them and yetcaused deep divisions in the church.

The possibility of a direct and simple employment of Scripture has always had an intense fascination. And this has been intensified by legitimate rejection of autonomy and self-will. The universality of the scriptural appeal was thus defended againstthe so-called dualistic theory of inspiration. I have myself in timespast seen hardly anything else in various Roman Catholic distinctions than a capitulation to a dualism that undermines everyappeal to Scripture. I have criticized the notion that the Biblewriters received no new scientific orientation, but used their ownlevel of understanding for their own purposes; I mistakenly attributed this view to a dualistic effort to synthesize the inerrancyof Scripture with science. Where are the limits to be drawn, Iasked, “if inspiration is to be harmonized with all sorts of scientificerrors that were part and parcel of the level of knowledge reachedat the time the writers lived?”

To speak of errors when we deal with previous levels of knowledge is to speak out of an unhistorical approach. Bavincknot only was convinced that the Bible used the language of ordinary experience (a much used device for harmonizing scripturalfaith with the results of science), but also recognized “withouthesitation, that the Bible writers’ world-views were no differentfrom those which were generally held at the time” — for examplethe antiquated notion of how the heavenly bodies moved in thesky. Bavinck sometimes used the distinction between historicaland normative authority of Scripture; thus, with respect to thethought patterns that the Bible writers shared with their contemporaries, he could say: “They in no way bind us in any normative sense” (Bavinck, Kennis en Leven, 1922, p. 196). Bavinckwas looking for a solution that avoided dualism and maintainedrespect for the meaning and depth of what it was that stoodwritten. We can understand whv Bavinck could write that “thedogma of Scripture is not nearly completed with regard to thesematters; a great deal of study is still ahead of us.”

In 1938, I tried to draw a comparison between the Roman Catholic doctrine of the Pope’s infallibility and the Protestant doctrine of the Bible’s infallibility. The comparison is frequentlydrawn, and both are often attributed to a need for a tangible andmanageable guarantee of certainty. The need is for a firmstandard with which everything else can be measured and whichwould relieve us of the need to bother with problems of interpretation. This is why Lessing called the Protestant Bible the “paperpope”; the shift from Pope to Bible was only a shift from oneguarantee to another. Orthodoxy derived its view of Scripture,Kahler complained, from a need it felt for a reliable transmissionof revelation; it had the need so it postulated a view of infalliblitythat met the need. The same explanation is given to the Romanview of papal infallibility. But it has become clear, through aprocess that has been difficult for many, that this parallel is nottrue to the facts. In Roman Catholic theology, awareness hasgrown that there are deep problems connected with specific infallible decisions, decisions that are clouded by historical problemsof interpretation common to all human words. And on the Reformation side, the understanding has grown that an appealto a final word (“It stands written”) is not a magic wand thatcan be waved to eliminate all problems, but is workable onlyalong with insight into the full riches of the biblical witness. Butmany have seen this as an undesirable complication that takes theedge off the effectiveness of any final court of appeal. In fact, ittends to eliminate the final word. We discern a certain homesickness for earlier clarity, for a direct and final decision-giving powerthat can remove any confusion and uncertainty that threatenthe faith.

There is a fear lest theology be turned into hermeneutics, a hermeneutics that waters down the authority of Scripture in thesolvent of sophisticated interpretation. The knives are always being sharpened, but never used for cutting. The word seems tobe removed a distance from the congregation — not in space,but in the secret regions of research with all of its uncertaininterpretations. This leads to a feeling of uncertainty and doubtwithin the church; the people seem no longer able to find refugewithin the clear Word that is close at hand (Deuteronomy 30and Romans 10). Indeed, the uncertainty is not confined to thecongregation. It is evident in theology itself. Helmut Thielicke,for instance, while conceding the legitimacy of hermeneuticalquestions, says that he “cannot avoid the impression that thepresent preoccupation with questions of method signals thattheology has gotten tired out/’ And while theology recuperates,we have to settle for a diversity of interpretations that togetheroffer no authentic help to the church as it makes its confession.This is why we sense a homesickness for an uncomplicated andunproblematic approach in which we can declare with certainty:“It stands written.” Homesickness can lead to impatience; andthis can provoke the church into cutting through the maze withauthoritative declarations that, in fact, sweep under the rugmany real questions that arise from the very Scripture whoseauthority we want to uphold. The result is that the Reformational confidence in the “Holy Scripture as its own interpreter”is undermined.

We have seen that every method by which Scripture is studied is in turbulence. We have also seen that there is no wayto avoid turbulence. This is why so much tension is felt in thisarea. This need not happen just because much attention is givento details, as though looking at the trees will leave us without avision of the forest. Details are part of the witness of the Scripture itself and so they belong to the task of research (cf. Η. N. Ridderbos, “Tradition and Editorship in the Synoptic Gospels” in Jerusalem and Athens, 1971, pp. 244f.). We cannot neglect the details. But we can strive to overcome any gap between our effortsto understand the Scriptures and the proclamation of its riches,riches that make the Word of God an actual lamp to our feetand a real light to our path (Psalm 119).

A New Testament scholar of our time has remarked that, at the present time, for every exegetical question there are contradictory answers, and that those who are responsible for thepreaching of the church have a feeling of frustration and weakness. This is truly a shocking observation. We hear about the“current misery of New Testament scholarship,” a misery ofhaving too many methods, each of which claims to be the way togo. We would be misguided, however, were we to let ourselvesbe led by empathy with such complaints to turn against allhermeneutical questions. But Kasemann’s complaint is that thehistorical scholarship devoted to the New Testament is “todaywithout any systematic leadership and has resigned itself tocarrying on without theological partners to the discussion.” Andhe adds that “if no one else will, dogmatics must lead exegesisto its task” (Das Neue Testament als Kanon, 1970, p. 372). Theologians would be badly advised to rush too fast to reclaim the“queen of sciences” title. But we do face a real issue. We mustmake sure we do not lose our vision for the “It stands written.”We must not resign ourselves to a new sort of skepticism. Wemust keep looking for ways to reassure the church that we are notmerely looking for problems, that we have indeed heard the answer and intend to keep hearing it, and that we know theanswer transcends our questions and problems in a way thatkeeps them from becoming the main theme. Herein lies the rightperspective in our conversation with the Scripture. And here iswhere our attention is recalled to what we, in our discussionabout authority, sometimes forget, namely to the positive purposeof the Scriptures. The purpose gives to our preoccupation withScripture an ever renewed relevance. For the purpose of the“divinely breathed” Scripture is not to give us problems to solve,but to “furnish us unto all good works” (2 Timothy 3:17). Thatstands written.


6. Faith and Reasonableness

Can we find grounds for Christian faith that not only are meaningful for believers, but can be, at least to some extent, convincing to nonbelievers? This possibility has intrigued theologythroughout its history. We touch a problem here that comes tolife whenever people come into contact with each other, respecteach other, but then, at the threshold of this one area, faith,part company. Must we ascribe this estrangement to an inexplicable, irrational, and alienating appearance among men of a thingcalled faith? Or can the estrangement be overcome? The question is alive in a world that prizes “communication” and esteemsa “reasonableness” that we all share in our thinking and workingtogether; for here, at the point of faith, communication seems tobreak down. The impression is given that at this point we enter atotally foreign world of thought and hopes, a reality that is viewedas real only by some and as unreal by others.

In our time, people have come to feel that we cannot accept this impasse, that we have to plow through to a place where wecan meet one another responsibly, so that genuine human contact is created and maintained. We are all responsible, it is said,for the one world which we share, a world tom apart, threatened,and in desperate need of our common help. The world has beencompared to a ship that is floundering with four billion peopleaboard and that at any moment, because of conflict between thecrewmen, can sink. As Roger Garaudy, a Marxist, put it, we mustmove away from excommunication and into dialogue.

Pope Paul VI makes a plea (in the encyclical Ecclesiam suam) for contact, not only with other Christians, but with allothers. He asks for something more than the mere appearance ofdialogue which actually is dominated by the pretensions of eachside and finally comes down to a monologue, in which each sideassumes the rightness of its view and expects victory for its ownprinciples, a monologue that really has the purpose of demonstrating one’s own superiority and power. We are reminded also of numerous dialogues between Christians and Marxists in whichthe terrain is studiously scouted together, dialogues motivatedby a common concern for this world and, in that connection, forthe meaning of the future. Attempts are made in these dialoguesto make an end to caricatures that have accentuated the differences in the past, and thus to open the way, in mutual understanding, to a communication in common responsibility for humanity, for actual human beings in this world. (Cf. J. M. Lohse,Menschlich sein — mit oder ohne Gott, 1969.) Can we overcomeour isolated blocks of conviction, isolated ideologies, or will itappear, after all, that there can be no genuine dialogue?

In one discussion between Christians and humanists, in Zurich in 1950, both parties tried for ten days to understand eachother. Barth reported that the discussions occurred “without thediscernible emergence of a helpful vision from either side, avision that was clear and compelling for all the participants, to saynothing of the contemporary world.” There are those who, onthe basis of their experience, conclude that dialogue is impossible,that when it is tried it is usually a phoney maneuver. Further,they say, this impasse is predictable because faith is a personalmatter, a conviction not given to rational argument, and can onlybe witnessed to. The experience of faith — conversion to faith —must be described in terms of the man born blind who did notknow much about the Lord, but did know that, whereas he oncewas blind, he now could see (John 9). Once he was able to see,he was in the arena of fact, of irrefutable fact that lay beyond alldoubt and discussion. Is it so, that at the one point of faith allvaluable communication is stopped?

As is well known, the answer to this question is not always affirmative. Over and over again, someone rises to demonstratethat faith is reasonable — or at least is not unreasonable. Theproofs for God’s existence have always loomed large in this scene.The conviction behind these proofs is that believing men do nothave to be content with a “Here I stand, I cannot do otherwise.”There are evidences, arguments that can be cogent for anyreasonable thinker. The arguments, or proofs, have for the mostpart been taken from what is observable by anyone in our world;their ingredients have been culled from the life and experiencethat all men share. Thus the notion of causality is used to demonstrate God as the first cause, the notion of movement to demonstrate the need for a First Mover, the notion of design to showthe need for a Designer. To this is added the “proof” of the universality of religion. Now, the cogency of these proofs has impressed fewer and fewer people in our century. This has happened,not only because the arguments seem unconvincing to the atheistic world, but also because people are preoccupied with urgentproblems of evil and suffering in our real world rather than withabstract problems of causality and the like. As Nicholas Berdyaevput it, the only serious concern of atheism today is its problemwith the existence of a powerful and good God alongside a worldof suffering and evil.

In 1870, the First Vatican Council declared that it was possible to know God via worldly reality. This was after Bautain(in 1840) was condemned when he refused to confess that God'sexistence could be proved with certainty. Vatican I then said thatit was possible to know God via the created world through thenatural light of reason. In the anti-modernist oath, this possibilityof knowing became “proof” for God's existence. Roman Catholicism has kept this conviction intact since then; it came out inthe encyclical Humani Generis of 1950 and was reaffirmed byVatican II.

But while the position is not changed, there has been a notable silence about it. While the powers of reason were notdenied, a shift of interest has taken place. Rational apologeticsgradually lost its attractiveness. Indeed, there has been talk of acrisis in apologetics, both in Roman Catholic and Protestantcircles. There has been a growing sense that an abstract elementfiltered through the proofs, that they were really about being andexistence and not about the living God or Christian faith. Once theexistence of a “God” was demonstrated, one could define himfurther, in whatever way one was personally inclined. A shift ininterest occurred as men turned to experience within the worldand wondered whether human experience contained a hint ofGod, a point of contact for faith and reason. With this we are backat the basic question of whether there exists a motive for faithpresent within and not outside of human life, or whether faithis a leap that can be recognized only by those who, in a similarwonderful experience, have also taken the leap: “Thou art strongerthan I, and thou hast prevailed” (Jeremiah 20:7).

That there is no way to validate the Christian message through reason is a conviction that has taken deep root. WhenBavinck warned against putting too much stock in proofs forGod’s existence, he also cautioned against dissociating ourselvesfrom rational argument. But the problem for him was not strictlythe problem of reason as such; he simply was not persuaded thatthe traditional arguments were convincing. Besides, if we reliedon arguments, we would give the impression that faith is “apoor faith that needs to wait for God to be proven before it darespray to him.” Thus, it appeared as if the only way was the wayof mystery, the way of “the leap,” the way of irrationality — theenigma that has no rational basis. “Understanding always leadsastray; only faith can show the way.”

If we are to speak of a ground for believing, our only recourse is divine revelation. Faith is fixed on that revelation. This faith does not arise from man’s rational thought; it can be only awork of God’s Holy Spirit. After all, one could recall Ephesians2:8 (“through faith; and this is not your own doing, it is the giftof God”). Faith has its origins in that which transcends humanwisdom. Over against the unspiritual person who does not graspthe gift of the Spirit (1 Corinthians 2:13f.), the believing personknows that he has “the mind of Christ” (1 Corinthians 2:16).

In this view one senses how certain biblical expressions have taken hold. Jesus, for example said: “No one can come to me unless the Father who sent me draws him” (John 6:44). Or, consider his response to Peter’s confession: “For flesh and blood hasnot revealed this to you, but my father who is in heaven” (Matthew 16:17). Concentrating on words like these, one lets therationality of faith slip to the background. Why should anyonebother too much about the human motives and the rational preparations for faith when faith arises as a person is overcome bythat which conquers reason (Jeremiah 20:7)?

Faith, it would be pointed out, is not against reason, though it is above reason. From the perspective of its transcendent origins,faith becomes defenseless, in a sense. It has no defenses for itself; it has no apologia, maybe no way of giving answers — except private ones. This could be like the person who, findinghimself among God-deniers, responded by saying that he hadjust talked with God that morning. This “defense” is not arational answer, but an answer from private experience, an answerthat really closes the door on open discussion. Here we canonly speak of personal surrender, without further analysis; herewe are in the sphere of faith “in spite of” everything that couldcount against it. One is reminded of Habakkuk, caught in a hopeless situation — the fig tree without blossom, the vine without fruit,the fields without food, the stalls without herds — and saying,“yet I will rejoice in the Lord” (Habakkuk 3:18).

This way of looking at faith and reason has played a large role in modern theology. It appears in a conscious choice of the“in spite of” motif as an inscrutable mystery, and it comes outin the questions that are raised about faith in the face of thispoint of view. Almost all the problems that it provokes focus onthe notion of mystery. Mystery — the totally incomprehensible,the enigmatic, the hidden! Faith in its uniqueness can easily beinterpreted as an acceptance of the incomprehensible mystery,not open to any counter-explanations. Bonaventura’s word aboutthe eucharist is an example. (Paul VI quoted Bonaventura inhis encyclical Mysterium Fidei, 1965, against novel views of tran-substantiation.) He spoke about the difficulty — the maxima diffi-cultas — of supposing that Christ is really present in the sacrament as well as in heaven; and he added: “this is why it is ofhighest merit to believe it.”

The problematics of this point of view have not gone unnoticed. For it puts faith and reason in severe tension, a tension relieved by holding that faith gets its significance precisely fromits being “ in spite of” all difficulties in the way. Theology todayenjoys a consensus that this way of thinking about mystery isnot the biblical concept of mystery. For the Bible’s mystery,though long maintained, is now a secret that has been revealed(Romans 16:25). Hence, the biblical mystery is not one thatarises amid abstract problems of theoretical knowledge.

Bavinck was right when he branded the identification of mystery with enigma as a flattening out of the mystery of faith.It is interesting that Barth praised Bavinck precisely for his insight into the incomprehensibility of God. “In the newer literature I know of only one, the Dutch theologian H. Bavinck, whoseems to have perceived this . . .” (CD II/1, p. 186). Bavinck,said Barth, saw it clearly as opposed to those for whom “it wasnot finally clear whether they really wanted to understand theincomprehensibility of God from Plato and Plotinus, or fromPsalm 139, and from Paul, and therefore as an article of faithconfirming the revelation of God as such” (ibid.). We findBavinck’s critique in Karl Rahner, too, who rejects scholastic theology’s tendency to define the mystery negatively, as somethingnot understood by reason — with the consequence that, insteadof the mystery, we get many mysteries that are believed withoutany connection with insight or thought (cf. “The Concept ofMystery in Catholic Theology” in Theological Investigations, IV,E.T. 1966, pp. 36ff.).

Even the absurd might find a place within mystery; indeed, it can even be canonized (cf. J. Ratzinger). Now and then, thispossibility is made explicit, and someone exults in the break between faith and thought: “I believe because it is absurd.” It wasLeo Shestov who revived this motto, noting that he had amplemodels in the history of theology — Tertullian, Pascal, and Kierkegaard, to mention a few, men who consciously grasped the divorce between faith and thought, accepted it, and toleratedno compromise.

We will not make a general judgment here on paradoxes like Tertullian’s thesis that the crucifixion of the Son of God iscredible because it is absurd, and his resurrection certain becauseit is impossible. One should make a distinction here between arespect for Paul’s awareness of the foolishness and weakness ofGod in 1 Corinthians 1 and a positing of absurdity as the essential content of faith — something that neither Pascal nor Kierkegaard did. One should not always read the whole abstract problemof theoretical knowledge into every striking expression of thecontrast between faith and the conclusions of reason. One shouldrecall the one mystery: “God revealed in the flesh” (1 Timothy3:16) and “The Word was made flesh” (John 1:14).

This was doubtless what Luther was doing with his putdown of that “whore, reason.” Luther scholars have reached a fairconsensus about Luther’s antithesis being motivated, not by irrationalism, but by his “theology of the cross” (cf. B. Lohse, Ratiound Fides, 1958). Even when Luther expressed a kind of “viciouspleasure” in his rejection of reason, he was concerned to underscore Paul’s claim that “I did not receive it from man” (Galatians1:11) and not to postulate a mystery that is wholly imperviousto human reflection.

When the motto, “I believe because it is absurd” is declined, the problem of faith’s connections with reason remains. The wayof faith is not the route of argument and deductive reason, to besure. But the question, then, is whether faith is something otherthan a blind submission to an “exterior” revelation, or an “exterior” authority. More, is there in the process of persuasion nohuman motivation at all, is there no connection between faithand one’s own experience and insight?

Experiential theology in particular scored orthodoxy for talking about faith as though when people believed they did something that had no contact with their own humanity. Faith, said the theologians of experience, was an encounter with Christ in anexperience that was very different from blind faith or blindobedience. What does happen when a person is persuaded tobelieve and what sort of human motives are present? How isthe subjective experience of coming to faith related to faith’sbeing given by God? Bavinck insisted that experiential theologydid not mean to locate the origins of faith within man. It wanted,rather, to indicate how man himself was involved as he was confronted by revelation, and how he came to entrust himself to thisrevelation. Bavinck admitted that the question was of primeimportance (Gereformeerde Dogmatiek, I, p. 494). Must we,finally, say that faith is an irrational leap without any point ofcontact in ordinary human experience, and is it, therefore, in thelast analysis in conflict with all human reasoning and rationaldemonstration?

In the period of theology we have in our sights, this sort of question persistently demands attention. We grope for connections between Christian faith and human experience, justas we need to respect what comes to us in the gospel as an“offense,” as the refutation of human wisdom (1 Corinthiansl:6f.) and as that which transcends all that the eye and the earand the heart of man can grasp (1 Corinthians 1:9). The question arises in recognition of the paradoxical aspect of faith.

A little time spent in modern discussions of paradox reveals a wide variation in understanding of what paradox is. Indeed,we can speak of widespread confusion. Sometimes — in theological as well as in popular writing — “paradox” is used in the sensegiven it by Luke 5:26, where the crowd, on seeing the healingof the paralytic, calls out: “We have seen strange things today.”Paradox, then, refers to something out of the ordinary. What isnovel and surprising, what causes amazement, what comes assomething different from anything yet experienced — this is paradox. We hear it in the words of the people: “What sort of manis this, that even winds and sea obey him?” (Matthew 8:27).

Obviously, this sort of “paradox” cannot be turned into a religious theory of knowledge. It surely cannot be groundfor branding religious knowledge as the acceptance of self-contradicting notions. When our experience provokes a sense ofwonder because it transcends anything we have experiencedbefore, we must not rush words like “contradiction” into thescene. Here we are only talking about that which surprises us,and when hearing about it (rather than experiencing it) wemay think it incredible. We may recall Paul’s questions to Agrippa:“Why is it thought incredible by any of you that God raises thedead?” (Acts 26:8).

Nonetheless, it has been common to typify the paradox, not as something that transcends our (limited) experience, but as acontradiction, as that which logic cannot tolerate.

There are, indeed, several New Testament words that, on first hearing, give the impression of a contradiction. For example,the Bible speaks about losing and gaining life (Mark 8:35);and, in the case of Paul, it says: “as dying, and behold we live . . .as sorrowful, yet always rejoicing; ... as having nothing, andyet possessing everything” (2 Corinthians 6:9,10). But such expressions as these, while they are striking and point to the factthat there is more to Christian life than meets the eye, havenothing at all to do with a theoretical problem or with logicalcontradiction. These striking phrases are used to tell of the wonderful things that have happened, as is the case when Paul talksabout the wisdom and foolishness, and the power and weakness,of God (1 Corinthians 1:25).

We may recall what we have called the “strangeness” of the gospel in terms of our human presuppositions. (This is the reasonfor talking about “offense” and “foolishness.”) In this sense, Bult-mann often uses the word “paradox” for what he calls “the strangest aspect of the Christian faith, that it should reckon an historical,an inner-temporal event, as the eschatological event.” Bultmann,in this case, is not thinking of an offense against reason or atheoretical problem. Indeed, he denies that the gospel is something “anti-rational, a demand for a sacrifice of the intellect.”

But we arrive on a different track whenever “paradox” is meant to indicate a logical contradiction. Haitjema’s introductionof Barth to the Netherlands (in 1926) is an illustration. ForHaitjema, the paradoxical element lies in the object itself; it isnot an apparent paradox that lies only in our thinking. The paradox of scriptural teaching is rooted in reality. And it was withinthis conviction that he greeted Barth’s theology as the beginningof a new and important period in Dutch theology.

My own impression was that Barth’s theology was not paradoxical in the sense meant by Haitjema (cf. my Karl Barth, 1936, p. 250). But Barth, nonetheless, was introduced in Holland as thetheologian of paradox. This stimulated Schilder to open a discussion about the knowledge of faith, in which he suggested thatrevelation breaks through our laws of thought. Schilder aimedhis critique at Haitjema, Barth, and Kierkegaard as one (cf.K. Schilder, Tusschen ]a en neen, 1929). When Haitjema citeda phrase from Calvin — a phrase he took over from Peter Brunner,who had translated it as “a paradox that runs straight againstreason” — Schilder responded by saying that Calvin did not meanthat God broke our rules for thought, but only that revelationseemed nonsense to the natural man.

It is clear, in any case, that paradox as a problem of thought, in and of itself, was of no great interest to Barth — even thoughhe did use the term. In an address given in 1925 (“Church andTheology”) he stressed that all our knowledge is incomplete andinadequate. We cannot create a finished synthesis which gatherseverything within a single concept; we must talk about things intheir place, about creation and providence, about a visible andan invisible church, about justification and sanctification, aboutfaith and obedience, and about Word and Spirit. From this wesee that Barth was not working with logical paradoxes in thesense of things that contradicted each other. He wanted toacknowledge that we cannot say all that needs to be saidwithin one word. The formula of Chalcedon was, for him, aprime example.

The early Barth certainly had a flair for striking phrases that smacked strongly of offense, paradox, and even the absurd. Heonce wrote: “The sending of God’s Son can be described only instrongest negations, proclaimed only as paradox, understood onlyas the absurd. . . .” But even here Barth was not working with atheoretical problem of understanding, for he concluded, “becauseit is the divine reaction against sin.”

In 1932, Barth wrote that we ought to be intensely serious about the offense of the gospel in 1 Corinthians 1:18—2:10 (CD1/1, p. 190). Taking the offense seriously is not the same aspositing a theory of paradox. When he began his Church Dogmatics, Barth said that the word paradox had done its bit ofservice and that we might well -- in view of the confusion surrounding it — use it more sparingly. And when we did use it, hethought, we might best use it as illuminated by the first chapterof 1 Corinthians, where we hear, not of a logical paradox, butof breaking through the wisdom of the world.

Schilder, who first saw Barth's theology in terms of logical paradox, noted this and spoke of a “remarkable, be it somewhatlaconic, announcement of a change of view.” But the change wasnot really that remarkable, for Barth was never really concernedwith paradox as a problem of thought. Back in 1925, he hadsaid that what confronts us first as a paradox is resolved for thefaith that rests on the Word.

Much later, in his doctrine of reconciliation and in connection with the incarnation, Barth wrote: “In him there is no paradox,no antinomies, no contradiction, no disloyalty to himself, indeedno possibility for it.” From this it appears how Barth was distancing himself increasingly from Kierkegaard. He remarkedonce, in a lecture at Copenhagen, that every theologian ought togo through Kierkegaard’s school, but ought not to stay in it toolong and, once through it, should not go back to it.

Schilder saw Barth as if he had stayed in Kierkegaard’s school. Kierkegaard’s theology created a confrontation betweenparadox and reason, not an apparent paradox that was resolvedin faith, but an absolute paradox that could not be resolved.And, for Schilder, Barth’s theology was on the same track. ButBarth’s own words give little support to the notion.

The relationship between Barth and Kierkegaard has long been a popular subject for scholars. In one such study, A. McKinnonwrote that Barth had never gone beyond Kierkegaard, preciselybecause Kierkegaard himself had not taught an objective paradox.He cited this sentence in support: “It is naturally understandablethat the faithful in no way find the material of faith to be absurd.” McKinnon concluded that Barth later dissociated himselffrom a nonexistent Kierkegaard, a “phantom-Kierkegaard” whomwe meet only in those, like E. Brunner and H. Diem, who havetwisted Kierkegaard into an irrationalist and a fideist. (Later,Diem told McKinnon that he could make no sense out of his view.)

We cannot go into the problem of Kierkegaard interpretation, but if McKinnon is right the difference between Barth and Kierkegaard — on this point — would evaporate, as would that betweenSchilder and both Barth and Kierkegaard. All of them would be concerned about something other than the theoretical possibilitiesof reason or about logical contradictions that offend the intellectwith absurd miracles which can be accepted only if the intellectis sacrificed on the altar of credulity. For all of them, the “paradox”would involve only the tension that the New Testament underscores, namely the opposition between God’s truth and humanwisdom. They are not concerned with one or another humanfaculty — reason, in this case — but with natural man en toto,confronted with God’s wisdom and foolishness, the scandal of thecross and the mystery that it reveals. The conflict is not ananthropological, but a religious one. Not logical contradiction,but the revolt of the wise and intelligent human beings for whomthe mystery stays hid though it is revealed to children (Matthew 11).

There is still another fascinating aspect of the discussions about paradox. Barth, as we have seen, was not interested inparadox as a problem of reason (in the sense of paradox ascontradiction). This is generally agreed. But it is nonethelessclaimed that he still went the route of conflict between faith andintellect and gradually came to a sacrifice of the intellect in thissense: he posited faith (as assent) in mysterious, supernaturaltruths. The Church Dogmatics in particular was seen as a returnto rigid orthodoxy. The basis for Barth’s concept of faith was seenin his strong accent on “God has spoken” and on the divine revelation as being prior to everything else said about theology. Man wascalled only to put himself under this revelation.

The original dynamic of Barth’s theology, some said, gradually hardened into the rigid structure of a number of truths, in objectivism. In spite of his outbursts against Rome, Barth settledfor a home in the vicinity of the Vatican and the climate of theFirst Vatican Council, at least in regard to one point. That pointwas not natural theology, of course, but the Roman Catholicconcept of God’s hidden mysteries as set out for us to believe:man is totally dependent on God, totally subject to the uncreatedtruths, and so is duty bound to believe that whatever is revealed istrue. We are obligated to believe, not by our own insight into thetruth, but by the authority of the God who reveals these things.All this is from Vatican I (cf. Denzinger, 1789).

The same authoritarian spirit, it is claimed, reappears in Barth. Brunner expressed concern about Barth’s development;for example, when Barth made a case for the confession of the virgin birth — in the first volume of his Dogmatics — Brunner sawit as a classic example of faith as a belief about external matters.Barth seemed to be turning faith into acceptance of a supernatural fact made known to us by revelation, which on thisauthority was required to be believed. Brunner further saw Barththrowing aside all the warnings sounded by the Reformers whenhe spent hundreds of pages expounding the mystery of the trinity.

We might summarize Brunners concern in this way: the legitimate protest against nineteenth-century subjectivism ranits course into an unreformed objectivism, which closed out onthe existential understanding of faith and revelation, giving up on“Truth as Encounter.”

Brunner s concerns were present in Bavinck's protest against the Roman Catholic view of faith which, as he understood it,made of faith an agreement (assensus) with a list of revealedtruths, a list that grows as time goes on. For the Reformation,faith was different. The grace of God in Jesus Christ was its object. A sum of truths could not be what faith was centered on,for faith was a personal relation of trust between a man andGod (Gereformeerde Dogmatiek, I, p. 583). Brunner thus deliversto Barth's address the same message Bavinck sent to Rome.

But Brunner was not alone. Bonhoeffer spoke about Barth's “revelation positivism.” What Bonhoeffer meant by positivismhas been debated in many discussions of Barth's theology. Thephrase appears in the Letters and Papers from Prison, whereBonhoeffer characterizes it this way: Barth's “positivist doctrineof revelation . . . says, in effect, ‘Like it or lump it': virgin birth,Trinity, or anything else; each is an equally significant andnecessary part of the whole, which must simply be swallowedas a whole or not at all. That isn't biblical” (Letters and Papersfrom Prison, E.T. 1971, p. 286). The gift, the pure gift fromChrist, is squeezed into a law of faith, and runs the risk of losingits connections with the world. So Bonhoeffer is not talking aboutthe philosophical positivism of the nineteenth century when helabels Barth's doctrine of revelation as positivist. It is Barth'saccent on the given, the revealed truths which we are obligatedto accept.

This sort of objection to “revealed truths” is reminiscent of Wilhelm Herrmann's criticism of “heteronomy,” of things thatare thrust on faith from outside, of a law that obligates one tobelieve things. Actually, Bonhoeffer is thinking about blindobedience. He knew that Barth would have no sympathy for thiskind of obedience, but he saw a trace of it in him and feared itwas giving rise to a new orthodoxy. It has been suggested thatBonhoeffer had in view particularly Barth's volume on election,but this does not clarify anything. Barth (in 1968) told Bonhoef-fer's biographer, Eberhard Bethge, that the phrase ‘revelationpositivism” had never made any sense to him. What Barthprobably heard in it was a fear of some sort of fundamentalism.But lurking in the aborted exchange was the same problem aboutmotives for believing, about ways in which a person is convincedof the truth, and about the role of one's own experience in faith.

Bonhoeffer's criticism seemed as sharp as it did because it not only rejected an authoritarian view of faith, but discerned init a break in the believer's contact with the world. If we establisha “law of faith,'' Bonhoeffer thought, we imply that “the worldis in some degree made to depend on itself and left to its owndevices, and that's the mistake'' (Letters and Papers, p. 286).

The focus here is on the dangers of an “authoritarian'' view of faith. At issue is the notion of faith as an assent to certain truths.One could say: we are dealing with a concept of faith that makesthe object of faith heteronomous, foreign to man's nature, andremaining foreign while one keeps believing. Further, faith wouldlose its dynamic because it would impose on us an alien, dictatorial (revealing!) law that would keep us from true freedom.There is here a fear of a blind, servile obedience without anyauthentic insight and personal decision, lacking a liberating andreleasing “eventfulness'' — in short, faith on the basis of authority.

That Barth never accepted the indictment of “revelation positivism” is clear from the way he wrote about “the natureof faith” in 1950. He answers Bonhoeffer’s objection, as I see it,in a way that discloses the problematics in terms of what herejects. We may dismiss, he says, “the idea that faith is a blindsubjection to a law imposed upon the will and understandingfrom without . . .” (CD, III/3, p. 247). Certainly, Barth agrees,faith is “an arrest and commitment in which man is set free fromhis own caprices and acquires a Lord whom he must follow. Itis a new and strange light shining upon man from above.” Thislight “not only shines upon human life . . . from without, but italso illuminates it from within. It does not close our eyes, butopens them. It does not destroy our intellect . . . but it sets itfree..."(ibid.).

In Barth’s response, we get a sharp picture of the entire debate concerning “faith on the basis of authority,” and can recognize it as one of the most profound questions that cluster around Christian believing.

The notion of an external authority is used — and this is striking —to indicate a reality that is alien to us compelling usto subject ourselves to revelation. When we encounter the label“external authority,” then, it is as though the argument is finished,as though everyone will agree that it is unacceptable.

During the last few centuries — since the Enlightenment — we have become hypersensitive lest someone believe on the basisof authority. Since Kant, we are often told, the assumption is thatman is mature and free, and therefore is dishonored by anyauthoritarian obligation to believe anything. The traditional Roman Catholic view of churchly authority is especially in thecrucible.

Yet, we meet the same genre of problems much earlier, whenever faith and authority are set in the same picture. Calvinwrestled with it; he spoke of the unique character of faith, but hadno mind for blind faith. Faith, for Calvin, was not a leap in thedark; it was a form of knowledge, the knowledge of God’s benevolence toward us. It was not an assent to something pressed onus, nor a mere believing that something is true; it was a personaltrust that negates blind obedience (cf. Institutes, III/II/l, 2).

Faith, for Calvin, expressly does not consist in “respect for the church” (Institutes, III/II/3) and therefore is not an “implicitfaith” that leads one into a labyrinth of unknown truths. Implicitfaith can lead us to accept any and all errors in the name of thechurch’s authority. Faith is not ignorance; it is always in touchwith what one knows, as the Bible everywhere tells us (Institutes,III/II/3). Staying in tune with the Reformation, the church wasconvinced that faith was never blind, that it received the truthwith eyes open. And in the measure that this conviction grew,resistance to any sacrifice of intellect, in which thinking wasdissociated from faith, grew as well.

Theological thought achieved a consensus of sorts in its critical stance toward any suggestion that in order to believe onehad to set his intellect on the shelf. We may recall Bavinck’scharacterization of faith as a “healthy intellect.” We may alsomention Ebeling’s critique of the sort of servile subjection toauthority that is content with hazy faith rather than earnest withclear truth. Bultmann, too, in his way, rejects the sacrifice ofintellect as the price of faith (Theology of the New Testament,I, E.T. 1951). Dorothee Solle launched out against a formal notionof authority that leaves no room for personal responsibility andinsight, a kind of “an order is an order” mentality. She opts for“seeing obedience” and rejects “blind obedience.” The latter, shesays, is an obedience based on what others know and experience,and an obedience that discounts the question of how one personally experiences and assimilates the authority one affirms. Wecould go on to mention many others.

Considering what we have seen in modern times of blind obedience in our world, it is understandable that the issue ofauthority is treated gingerly for fear of its misuse. We have seenin the Roman Catholic Church, where authority has always beencrucial, several critical responses to its authority. Hans Kung’sdiscussions of infallibility and the structures of the church areonly very visible tokens of a widespread critical attitude. Thegrowing Catholic, as well as Protestant, consensus appears to havesolid New Testament support. For it warns against heavy burdensthat are hard to bear, and forbids calling anyone on earth fatheror master or rabbi since “you have one master, the Christ”(Matthew 23:4,8-10). The New Testament will have nothing ofhaving burdens laid on us as heavy yokes; it offers a yoke thatis easy and commands that are not burdensome (1 John 5). Paul’sown use of his apostolic authority is very reserved; he refuses to“lord it over” the congregation and wants instead to be co-worker“with you for your joy” (2 Corinthians 1:24). We discern something of this conviction everywhere in the theology of our time,and in it all there is a sense that it bears on the relationshipbetween faith and authority.

Authority, real as it is, cannot be a darksome power that compels us to subject ourselves without reason. It is rather areality “over against” us that offers perspective, joy, and hope.“Over against” — this is a key phrase. The biblical notion of authority does not relativize the radical character of this reality.Nor does it tone down the call to obedience (cf. 2 Corinthians10:5). There is an authentic subjection and obedience (Acts26:19). There is an “intervention and supervention” (Barth) fromabove, an apriority that cannot be denied; but this is another sortof “other' than is usually meant by “external authority.”

We can, in fear of rationalism and intellectual arrogance, refuse to take account of hoto the gospel takes hold of a human life. But this is a treacherous route. Something happens in revelation that is totally different from the way the authorities on earthcoerce people into servile obedience. And the difference beginswith the content of that which is “over against” us. Authoritymay be asserted in the mere identity of the speaker: “I am theLord.” But when he commands, he reveals what is truly good:“He has showed you, O man, what is good; and what does theLord require of you, but to do justice, and to love kindness, andto walk humbly with your God” (Micah 6:8). This “classic catechism of the prophetic ethos” has no trace of arbitrary authoritarianism; it is rather a clear marking of the route for life's journey.What comes to us “over against” us does take the form of command, and sometimes of many demands (Luke 12:48). It comesas an address from the Lord (Luke 6:46). But the demands andthe address have this in common, that none of them asks forblind obedience.

Our task, in the light of the unique sort of “over against” us that we find in the Bible, is to let the discussions about faith andauthority lead us into the nature of faith. And to do this, we mustnot get caught up in an emotional reaction against such phrasesas “believing on authority.” Everything depends on the characterof the authority and the character of believing.

No one has focussed the problem of the sacrifice of intellect more sharply than Wolfhart Pannenberg. He has concentrated onseveral concepts of authority that used to prevail, but sees all ofthem as unacceptable. The authority of Holy Scripture, as it wasaccepted in the church as a way to cut off all objections to faith,gets his special attention. During the last few centuries, we haveexperienced a crisis in the principle of biblical authority. Once,the believer simply accepted the authority of the Bible with noheed to what secular sciences had to say about matters in theScriptures. As long as scientists were willing to affirm the Bibleand the teachings of the church, crisis was averted. But as thesciences developed a wall was gradually erected between them,as secular specialties, and sacred theology. From the side ofscience critical questions were put to theology which, in turn,relied on special revelation as a distinct and decisive authority.

For Pannenberg, this protective use of authority has brought about a “crisis of fundamentals” for modern evangelical theology.By concentrating on the Bible as the source and norm of truth,theology lost its broad perspective of universal truth. Theologylanded in a ghetto where it closed itself to the results of othersciences. It worked with its supernatural knowledge, and founditself unable to defend it against the arguments from naturalknowledge. This posture was given legitimacy by the absoluteauthority of the Holy Scriptures; but historical and critical research made the stance clearly problematical, by demonstratingthat it is not possible to assume the unity and harmony of Scripture. If the unity and harmony of the Bible is not assumed, onevital ingredient of its claim to authority has been sheared off.No longer is it possible to posit a special place for supernaturalknowledge, a place where natural knowledge cannot stake anyclaims for itself. As a result, Protestant theology finds itself in anentirely new situation, with which it must come to terms.

First on the agenda, says Pannenberg, is the long tradition of scriptural authority, held as an unproblematic assumption andseen as an isolated guarantee of truth. Here we have belief inrevelation on the basis of authority, a belief in the other world asa form of obedience. It is a blind faith, a blind trust, a sacrificeof the intellect that bids us ignore our ordinary ways of seeingand hearing and thereby loses its touch with all that we cometo know by natural means.

Pannenberg is deeply struck by the dangers of a faith rooted in authority. He mistrusts Bultmann’s definition of faith as obedience. He probably agrees with Metz’s accusation that thechurch and its theology have “repulsed and betrayed” the inheritance offered by mans movement into emancipation. Onceall of society and spirituality was stamped by authority; but now,says Pannenberg, we must ask whether the very roots of ourChristian experience of God are not cut off from the old authoritarian structure. He talks, in this connection, of a program of“de-positivizing” Christianity. And he wants to apply this to theauthoritarian traits in the Old and New Testaments as well asof the Christian tradition. For authoritarianism rules out our ownjudgment by giving priority to hearing over seeing, and this bringsus, not to a real insight nor to an authentic persuasion, but onlyto subjection to an alien authority.

Pannenberg faults the Reformation for “positivistic” thinking in its identification of human proclamation with the Word of God.With Luther as his prime example, he labels the unity of humanproclamation and divine word as one with “all authoritarian formsof tradition.” Both Luther and Calvin opposed the authoritativestructure of the church, but they failed to see the full implicationsof their own position. As a result they were locked in the circleof authoritarianism.

We confront a very critical issue here, if only because the reformers did in fact engage themselves with the function ofhumanity within the divine “over againstness” of revelation. Theydid not, therefore, dismiss all the “authority structures” in theOld and New Testaments as if they were obsolete; rather thereformers saw them as essential to the church and faith all alongthe route of history. When they reflected on the human mediumof revelation, they were busy with the same basic issue that latercame up as the cultural conditionedness of revelation, or as Barthput it, the “worldliness” of revelation. The point is that revelationdoes not fall from heaven untouched by human hands, but ismediated through men who performed a definite function in it.

Their awareness of man’s function in revelation led the reformers to their own view of authority. The authority of the Bible is mediated through men; and sensitivity to this fact did nottempt the reformers to return to authoritarian structures suchas those they had rejected in the Roman Catholic form. Theyaccepted the consequences of the “worldliness” of revelation, andincluded it in their respect for its authority. They saw authorityas part of God’s regard for our needs, as “when from among menhe takes some to serve as his ambassadors in the world, to beinterpreters of his secret will and, in short, to represent his person” (Calvin, Institutes, IV/III/1).

Calvin was acutely aware of the dangers of a simple identification of human with divine authority, and he refused to invest human beings with an authority they could wield on their own,as if it were somehow their private property. He recalled theprofanity that Stephen warned about (Acts 7:48, where Stephenreminded his listeners that the Holy One cannot be contained intemples made by human hands). But, in that very regard, Calvincould say that Xerxes acted “rashly” when he destroyed the Greektemples on the grounds that the gods, “who ought to have freeaccess to all things,” could not be shut up “within walls androofs.” For Calvin, Xerxes betrayed a failure to see the “worldliness” of revelation or the human accomplices in it. “As if it werenot in God’s power somehow to come down to us, in order to benear us.” Were God to speak from heaven, we would be confounded by his splendor. But “when a puny man risen from thedust speaks in God’s name,” we show ourselves teachable if welisten. Calvin is trying to come to terms with the phenomenon ofdivine treasures within earthen vessels. It is not strange thatBarth was so impressed with this motif that he built his wholehomiletic around it.

In this way, the human factor is enlisted in the service of the gospel, which alone has authority. The service of man doesnot create an unambiguous identification of the human with thedivine. Pannenberg has no reason for complaint at this point.The tension that lies in the task of holding the Word of God intactis present especially in the human proclamation of the Word.Paul lived in this tension, and if it is not allowable in Paul, “it iscertainly not allowable today” (Calvin). But still the authenticgospel — along with its authority — comes through. The Galatiansreceived Paul at first as an angel of God, as Jesus Christ even,and were pleased to do so. They changed their minds, though,and prompted Paul to ask: “What has become of the satisfactionyou felt” (Galatians 4:15)? In 2 Corinthians 5:20, too, we meetthat same profound association: “God making his appeal throughus.” It is not “as if” God were speaking through Paul; rather, itis that human Paul was being made a servant of reconciliation.For the apostle this was basic, though not self-evident, which iswhy he expressed thanks when people like the Thessaloniansreceived his word as the Word of God (1 Thessalonians 2:13).

G. Bornkamm speaks (with reference to 2 Corinthians 5) of an officially authoritative character within proclamation. Buthe means something different from that bristling authoritarianismthat one always finds irritating. Human proclamation is not thatof an apostolate in glory. It is more a matter of being in theservice of a calling, and so quite the opposite of an impressive,self-styled authority in a formal sense. This authority enlists menas witnesses, it summons them to “open-eyed” obedience, and isexperienced as blessing and liberation.

Anyone who proclaims the gospel as though he were waving a scepter of office, deluded with official importance, might remember that a vain trumpeter on a pulpit is no closer to the

kingdom of God than is a knicknack on a shelf (Gunning). Who would not be suspicious of authoritarianism when men pretendto carry authority in vestments? Indeed, to chuck this kind ofauthoritarian pretense is the sine qua non of the Reformationprinciple. But this, too, is why it is sad to see an anti-authoritarianreaction lead to a critique of the Reformation on this score; it wasthe reformers’ business to liberate the gospel authority from allpretentious authoritarianism. They did this, but not by way ofPannenberg’s “de-positivizing” of revelation. Rather, they broughta new view of a positivity which appeared in “worldly” form,and with which men can converse only in “fear and trembling.”

The mystery appears in these contours, and the way to recognize its authority is to accept it within its human mediation,full of tensions and even of dangers. Bonhoeffer, as suspiciousof authoritarianism as any theologian of our time, was dealingwith the human dimensions of the Word as it comes to us whenhe said: “I listen to another person, a mere man, preach thegospel; he reaches the sacrament to me, and he says, ‘You areforgiven.’ ” This is the secret of the authority that Metz recognizes when he, while spurning authoritarianism in the shape offumbling formulas, pleads for the positivity and unavoidablenessof the Word that comes “over against” us, really confronting uswithin the world, but with a power that blesses, that liberates evenas it limits us.

Pannenberg’s “de-positivizing” of revelation is close to the heart of the matter, as he sees it. This comes out in the discussion he has with Barth in his Wissenschaftstheorie und Theo-logie of 1973. In the chapter on “The Positivity of Revelation inKarl Barth” he attacks the isolation of theology that takes placewhen we set its contents outside the sphere where they might beverified. Theology, he contends, is mistaken when it rejects thepostulate of verifiability. In Barth, this happens by construingfaith as a “gamble of wholly unsecured obedience.” Pannenbergthinks that one cannot say anything meaningful about the truthor falseness of such a gamble. He notes, interestingly enough,that Barth later rejected the notion of faith as a gamble: “faithis definitely no such venture as that which Satan, for instance,suggested to the Lord on the pinnacle of the temple (Luke 4:9-12). It is, instead, a sober as well as a brave appropriation ofa firm and certain promise” (K. Barth, Evangelical Theology:An Introduction, E.T. 1963, p. 102). Even so, the risk of faithdoes not mean putting up with uncertainty and absence of security; it does mean that faith is not made secure by outsideagencies. But Pannenberg sees in the phrase nothing but anirrational and uncertain risk, a gamble, a dangerous experiment,a leap. And this, he contends, is an unacceptable alternative tosubjectivism; far more likely, it is the extreme form of subjectivism.

So, Barth is now accused not of objectivism (as by Brunner) but of subjectivism. The reason is that he proceeds from revelation, positing it in an act of “irrational subjectivity,” an act of“subjective arbitrariness.” He makes of faith an “arbitrary gamble”or a “self-projection” of one's own subjectivity. These labels allpoint to what theology ought not and cannot do, namely setitself loose from the demands of logic. If one begins with theapriority of revelation one can only be involved in a “rootlesspostulation of theological consciousness.” We cannot rest with this“naked existentialistic certainty that allows no ground or argument to support it.” There must be a connection that we can discern between faith and human experience, a connection that canverify faith. What we believe must not hang in the air; what weneed is faith that has connections with the real world, with presentexperience (ibid., p. 348). If faith has no such connections, it isindeed a gamble, a leap from and into the revelation which weourselves postulate.

From this we can understand Pannenberg's interest in the anthropological question (cf. What Is ManP E.T. 1970). He wantsto lead faith out of its ghetto and theology out of its isolation.If they are not brought off their island, they will become defenseless, subjective feelings that cannot meet their responsibilityto the world. This leads to the question of whether there is infact a point of contact between faith and our experienced world.In the old rationalist apologetic, theologians tried to demonstrateGod's existence from evidences within the world. It was assumedthat knowledge of God could be reached by the natural light ofreason, by arguing from abstract notions without getting involvedin real man and his experience. This drew limits around the knowledge of God reached by argument; the God so demonstratedlooked like an abstraction, a first cause and a first mover. Knowledge, so gained, was naturally inadequate and incomplete, andneeded the complement of the knowledge of God as revealed inJesus Christ. But it did have some significance as an answer toatheism and agnosticism.

In this older apologetics there is certainly no place for the nineteenth-century notion, crystallized in Gottschick’s aphorism:“Without Christ I would be an atheist.” A Christocentric viewlike this has no place for the abstractions of natural theology, fora knowledge of God as “the unconditional” (Tillich) or the “firstcause” or “absolute being.” Obviously, this Christocentric thinking could have no interest in Pannenberg’s “Reality that determines everything.” Such a concept could shed no more light thanany of the other God-concepts that have arisen from naturaltheology. Yet the phrase is very important in Pannenberg’sthought, precisely as the key to the “scientific rationality oftheology” (ibid., p. 335).

Pannenberg’s characterization of God as the “Reality that determines everything” does not, of course, stand by itself. Nor isit the conclusion of an argument in the spirit of classic naturaltheology. Rather, it is linked to mans experience of existencewithin this world. The focus is not on the abstraction called “existence” or “meaning” of things as the starting point for an argument for God. The focus is on man himself, his questioningnature, his realm of experience with its limits and boundaries.Here we meet the problem of the bridge between revelation andexperience, and here lies the distinction between Pannenberg’sconcern and that of the points of view that begin with the factof revelation, the “God has spoken” syndrome. Pannenberg seeseverything concentrated on “the problem of God” and he is surethat theology has often brought confusion into the problem. Wecannot, he admits, extract the answer out of the problem; if wedid, revelation would be no more than the echo of the humanquestion. Tillich saw this, even though he began theology byconsidering the human question: “the existential question is notthe source for the revelatory answer” (Systematic Theology, II,1957, p. 13). On the other hand, revelation would have no point“if there is no question to which it is the answer.” Revelation’smeaning and significance must come from its response to the problem of human experience.

Pannenberg is on this same track. The answer prevails over the question, but without making the questioning of humanexistence less important. On the face of it, there is nothing remarkable about bringing faith within the dialogue of humanquestions and divine answers. We meet the same dynamic in theBible almost constantly; man’s relationship with God is one ofseeking and asking and finding. We see Paul, for instance, notingthe altar to the unknown god in Athens, preaching the unknownGod as the answer to the Greeks' question. We know the historyof debate as to what Paul was really doing here, whether he wasreally assuming a point of contact between the question of theGreeks and the answer of revelation. After all, Paul does end hisspeech with a summons to conversion. Still, Paul's words are nottrivial gimmickry, neither here nor in his references to the paganpoets and their reflections on man. In any case, it is clear thatrevelation does not fall into an empty space, but into a spacefilled with human searching. To call attention to this is useful,if only to say that Pannenberg's concentration on the humanquestion is not a capitulation to anthropology, as though he werereducing theology to a study of man.

Scripture gives account of the human quest, but what is striking is that it shows that the question reveals where thedeepest initiative lies. Zacchaeus' quest, for instance, ends withZacchaeus not finding, but being found (Luke 19:10). This iswhat the Reformation stressed. Moreover, the apriority of revelation is manifest as taking precedence over man's seeking and asking. “I was ready to be sought by those who did not ask for me;I was ready to be found by those who did not seek me” (Isaiah65:1). Paul, we may recall, says that Isaiah dared to say this(Romans 10:20). But what Isaiah says about being ready to befound does not negate the importance of seeking. The Psalmsspeak of a time when God will let himself be found, and then,when he is close at hand, he incites us to look for him: “Thouhast said, ‘Seek ye my face.' My heart says to thee, Thy face,Lord, do I seek.' Hide not thy face from me” ( Psalm 27:8,9).

When Pannenberg speaks of the “questioningness” (Frag-lichkeit) of man, he means to say that man's very nature is to question, a fact that has to have large importance for theology.He is doing a lot more than writing comments on such words as:“Seek and you shall find” (Matthew 7:7). He asks, rather,whether the questioning nature of man is so deep that it must,if man is to be man, go without an answer. Is it possible that wemust opt for nihilism: man doomed to question but never to havean answer? Pannenberg rejects the nihilist conclusion. To askimplies the anticipation of an answer. Asking implies that one expects to receive the answer. Analysis of the human situation suggests “an openness to the world,” an eccentricity in the form ofan orientation toward God, and God as Person at that. This isdenied by many, to be sure, but on the other hand, 4 as a questionit is also always open to the reality it seeks as something differentfrom itself and before which it stands to be tested” (Basic Questions in Theology, E.T. 1971, II, p. 224).

One might ask whether the availability of an answer is really implicit in the question-asking, or whether the confidence thatthere is an answer stems from a prior faith that the answer hasbeen given. But Pannenberg employs the question-answer correlation for apologetic purposes. He wants to show that the answercorresponds to the question, that it does not confront man as anerratic and alien word that falls into his experience from the outside. He wants to show that the answer is woven into our experience of existence in a way that verifies the truth of faith.

At this point, man’s tendency to focus on the future gets theological significance; it becomes the starting point for dialogueon the meaning-horizon of life. This explains Pannenberg’s interest in Ernst Bloch and his concern for the openness and the powerof the future. Bloch does not draw the same conclusions thatPannenberg does from man’s openness to the future. Pannenberghimself admits that his interpretation of the power of the futureas being God’s future is ‘‘the most difficult problem” (ibid., p. 224).Still, he does not hesitate to take the step, and to contend thatthere is verification for Christian faith’s answer to the questionthat is implied in existence. The truth is verified; but it is notverified by human existence, rather in it. For now existence isrecognized as a “witness to the truth of revelation” (ibid., p. 209).At least it is clear that Pannenberg is not dealing with a messagethat is basically alien to man’s life, and that can come to himonly in an authoritarian demand for belief.

We see here the contours of a dynamic apologetic theology against the background of an anthropological analysis of the“meaning experience” in human existence. Similar motifs arepresent in current theology elsewhere, and wherever they arepresent they focus on the same correlation between the questioning of human existence and the answer of faith. I have the impression, however, that there are distinct variations, as, forinstance, between Pannenberg and Moltmann and between Pannenberg and Schillebeeckx; and the differences are related toPannenberg’s radical desire to “de-positivize” the theologyof revelation.

Pannenberg criticizes all kerygmatic theology that works out of an a priori and “that permits no questioning of the truth of thekerygma itself” (ibid., p. 66). The longer theology continues inthis train, “the greater will be the devastation it will meet whenit awakens from its kerygmatic dream.” We must be interested,then, in how Pannenberg hopes to avoid the devastation. We geta clear hint from his view of how the Christian religion is relatedto other religions. He again rejects the a priori approach of revela-tional theology which looks at all other religions “as if seenthrough Christian glasses” (ibid., p. 117). And he proposes instead an unbiased analysis of the history of religions, withouta theological “boasting about the claim of a revelatory word . . .”(ibid., p. 68).

Should we ask whether Pannenberg manages to get beyond Troeltsch's relativism, we would have to say that, in spite of hisenormous admiration of Troeltsch's work, he intends not to berelativistic. He seeks to avoid relativism by way of what he calls“a preliminary anthropology of religious experience” (ibid., pp.77f.). When we deal with the question of truth, it becomes clearthat we cannot get our bearings from the “feel for reality” that ispresent in the world's religions. To move from a “feel for reality”to the truth about reality would be to put all religions on thesame level, to say nothing of making a logical faux pas. Not eventhe orientation of man toward the transcendent is a proof for thereality of the transcendent. The proof can only be found ifanthropology should demonstrate that “the idea of God or — toput it impersonally — of a mysterious ground of all reality transcending one's own and all other finite existence, is so implied inthe movement of human existence beyond everything finite thatman finds himself referred to as this transcendent mystery”(ibid., p. 102).

This quotation is long, but it is decisive for Pannenberg's whole vision as it focusses on the conviction that God is implicitwithin human experience of existence. The eccentric characterof human nature is not a fact that witnesses to nothing beyonditself. It points, as a “transcending movement of its existence,” tothe reality of the divine mystery. Pannenberg uses in this connection a word that we find very often in Barth: event (Widerfahrnis). But Pannenberg is not thinking of a leap into revelation.Rather, this event by which “the gods or god prove their reality”(ibid., p. 104) leads us back into the history of religion. And ifone asks how the truth (in the *reality-reference”) can be found,the answer has to do with Christian perspective and the differences between religions in terms of Israel and its special experience with God. Once again, however, he does not mean to goback to “some sort of construction developed from the standpointof Christian dogmatics” (ibid., p. 117), but rather “in workingwith an unprejudiced openness to create space in the history ofreligions for the appearing of the divine mystery” (ibid.).

It appears that a decision is made somewhere along the line. For the possibility of the intervention of a definitive power cannot be ruled out, on methodological grounds, even in the “studyof non-Christian religions” (ibid., p. 116). One cannot suppressthe question whether, in the unprejudiced interest in the totaldevelopment of religions, a kind of apriority is injected. For isthere not a decision one makes with respect to the Christian understanding of God, a decision that is not all that different fromthat which Pannenberg criticizes in others, a decision concerning an “intellectually nonobligatory, merely subjectively acceptedsupernaturalistic standpoint” (ibid., p. 69)? Pannenberg thinkshis own view is nonetheless different from the others, and thedifference lies in his intense analysis of the religious experience.The notion of God as “the reality that determines everything”must be kept in touch with our experience of the reality of theworld and man. If this is done, then we can say that “the processdemonstrates itself as a form of the ontological argument forGod’s existence, considered as the self-demonstration of God.”

In his small book on anthropology, he found implicit aspects of human experience that were important for theology. This wasparticularly evident in mans hope for something beyond death.Not only does man feel a constraint to think beyond the worldto the God who is over against us (which could be an illusion,after all), but the reality of God lies implicitly within the experience of life. And in this, Pannenberg finds a point of contactwith the Christian hope of resurrection. “For the Christian, theresurrection of the dead is much more than a mere imaging ofhuman longings.” And it certainly is more than a “merely unspecified future.” But here we observe unmistakable signs of ana priori creeping into Pannenberg’s thought, and his own criticism of revelational theology now is seen in an odd light. As hejudges Barth to have finished off Feuerbach’s critique of religiontoo easily, we can ask whether he does not have the same problemon his hands in his own view of the correlation between humanexperience of existence and the reality of God. Indeed, is theproblem not even more intense?

Pannenberg takes any occasion he can to attack the theological ghetto and the sacrifice of intellect. (In this respect he continues a valuable tradition in theology.) So we are not surprised to find that he has enormous interest in the relationshipbetween theology and the other sciences. Theology and scienceparted ways, as he sees it, because of the crisis of authority. Theresult has been that theology has tended to be on its own, offby itself, with its special, supernatural revelation, and has lostcontact with the natural knowledge that we gain throughother sciences.

When theology is cut off from other sources of knowledge, a dualism is created that can be acceptable to no one for long. Theimpression is given that natural sciences give us the authenticreality, while theology speaks of “truth” that can be recognizedonly by faith. So theology, while not anti-reason, surely seems tobe para-reason. How, then, can there be any communication?

Moltmann used the phrase “cool schism” to characterize the relationship between theology and other sciences (J. Moltmann,Hope and Planning, E.T. 1971, p. 201). Moltmann would like tosee the schism healed, but not by setting limits to science bymeans of Bible texts that happen, incidentally, to deal with naturalreality. (The classic example would be the use of Judges 10 tolimit the work of Galileo.) He wants rather to break throughthe stalemate in which conflict is stifled, where theology andthe other sciences have no word for each other — as is the case,in his view, with the theology of Barth and Bultmann. Moltmannconsiders it urgent to break the silence between theology and thesciences, not so much because there are particular conclusions ofone that need correction by the other, but because the moderndevelopments in science have brought us all to an unprecedentedresponsibility for the whole world. He is concerned about thegoals of science and with their breathtaking successes, some ofwhich endanger the very existence of mankind.

Now anyone who does theology must deal in some way with the relationship of his study to that of other sciences. When KarlBarth published his doctrine of creation in 1945 (CD III/l), hesaid he expected to be asked why he had “not tackled the obviousscientific question posed in this context.” And so he answered: “Itwas my original belief that this would be necessary, but I latersaw there can be no scientific problems, objections, or aids inrelation to what Holy Scripture and the Christian Church understand by the divine work of creation’ (CD III/1, Preface ix).He wanted to fasten his attention to the witness of Scripturewithout getting engulfed in dilettantism, as he would have hadhe gone the other route. Perhaps he was thinking of the complicated arguments that seduced Bavinck when he wrote his doctrineof creation. In any case, we can understand what Barth meant byavoiding dilettantism. He wanted to stick to his own last, doinghis theological work, and leave “free scope for natural sciencebeyond what theology describes as the work of the creator”(ibid., p. x).

Moltmann and Pannenberg see in this only a continuation of the “cool schism.” Pannenberg, while he feels for Moltmann’sconcern for the purpose and threats of science, is mostly concerned with the issue of apologetics. Theology must venture outof its isolation and meet the substantial challenges of the sciences,even in those instances where they have had the pretensions ofliberating reasonable men from faith in God. He does not wanttheology to flee into an unreachable island where it can be safefrom all criticism. Its confession of God as the Creator will beempty as long as “it cannot be claimed with good reason thatnature, as it is viewed by natural science, has something to dowith this God.” For this reason alone, we must seek out a “common ground” for the problematics of natural science and theology.

Pannenberg, for this reason, involves himself conscientiously with the work of current natural science; and he finds this common ground indicated by natural science itself, for the naturalsciences have given up the old deterministic world-view, with itsironclad laws, and have opened themselves to the contingenciesof natural occurrences. This does not reintroduce the possibility ofa Deus ex machina which Bonhoeffer inveighed against, a notionthat only provides “apparent solution of insoluble problems” (Letters and Papers from Prison, E.T. 1971, p. 281). But it does meanthat Pannenberg works on the hypothesis that modern naturalsciences are not incompatible with faith in God.

The connection between contingency and constancy in natural events is best illuminated by way of God’s action. For God’s actions display these aspects too, since only God remains the samewithin the contingent succession of events. Pannenberg’s remarkstake on the look of a new proof for God's existence when he concludes that “the reestablishment of the connections between eventsthrough an ever renewed backward reach from later events intoearlier events bears the mark of a personal power.” Along thisway, Pannenberg tries to lead theology out of its ghetto and toheal the schism.

We should note how the necessary relationship between faith and reason leads him to his attack on the concept of faith thatdemands a sacrifice of the intellect. If a man on the way to faithis asked to sacrifice his intellect for the sake of faith, he hasnothing left to do but make a decision to submit himself to theauthority of revelation. This would not be an act motivated byan understanding of the issues, but an unreasoned choice made inthe air. There is no experience of being convinced, no beingseized by an insight, no act of recognition. A man believes and thatis all, which is to say he gets the word and agrees with it.

There will be no change in this as long as believing is explained simply as a work of the Holy Spirit who gives man faith as a gift. Pannenberg rejects the familiar thesis that the truthof faith cannot be recognized by reason but only is given byillumination through the Holy Spirit. He thinks that this viewseduces our attention away from what a man does when he believes, since the focus is entirely on the transcendent origin offaith. Faith then becomes a mechanical and miraculous link between man and revelation, with the result that revelation itselfloses its revealing function. He is suspicious when people refer tothe Holy Spirit as a mysterious power which validates everything.In this way, the Spirit takes over where Christian proclamationfails, and becomes “a kind of supernatural key to a Christianmessage which has meanwhile become incomprehensible” (TheApostles’ Creed in the Light of Today’s Questions, E.T. 1972,p. 133). When this happens, everything seems to be explained.We compensate for our inability to understand by injecting themiracle of the Spirit. And so the “incomprehensible, indeed eventhe absurd, is nevertheless to be legitimated” (ibid., p. 130).

Pannenberg thinks this tendency to use the Spirit to validate what we do not understand is really a modern phenomenon.Earlier, people were expected to be convinced of Christian truthby its contents. Put on the defensive, however, later theologiansmade a virtue of their inadequacy by appealing to the Spirit,who offered a transcendent protection against all the problemsraised by “the critical thought of modernity.” Christian faith wasthus immunized against critique, so Christian thinkers no longerneeded to take criticism seriously. A priori, faith was set transcendency above all human criticism. Certainty was assured — itwas a gift of the Spirit independent of any and all human effortsto show that what we are certain of is plausible.

This is what Pannenberg calls “Spirit-subjectivity.” It is of a piece, he thinks, with the enthusiasm of the anabaptists andtheir pietistic heirs. It should be said that Pannenberg does notthink that the Spirit’s work of illumination is superfluous. It is arather “banal fact” that not everyone recognizes the connectionbetween faith and understanding, and, further, that people canblind themselves to reality; for these the work of the Spirit isneeded. But the Spirit moves with the Word. When these areseparated, the believer loses his contact with human experience,and all he can do is counter every No with a dogmatic Yes.

We can grasp his criticism of Gollwitzer in this light. Gollwitzer talks about revelation as having the “power of selfattestation” and as being an “event.” But Pannenberg sees this “event” as happening out in the stratosphere. The Christian, experiencing it, cannot defend its validity; “all he can do is protestand witness.” Christianity loses its missionary vitality this way,because in it faith is given by a power from above that disregardsall the human components. Moreover, it demands that the believer set his intellect aside, sacrificing it on the altar oftranscendence. The connection between revelation and humanexperience is sheared. Revelation is accepted as an alien truththat need not be understood to be believed. The question ofwhether what we believe is really true can be answered only bypointing to the miracle of the Spirit. To this, Pannenberg answers:no, the question of truth can be answered only in reference to thecontent of what is believed (Basic Questions in Theology, II, p. 35).

At this point, we are back to a question we discussed earlier: If faith is related to history, must we know what actually happened (in a fides historica plus the notitia historica — that is, bya belief that a certain thing, e.g., the resurrection, actually happened, combined with evidences from history) if faith is not to“hang in the air”? Trying to “know” should not be replaced with“the privilege of Christian proclamation” and its peculiar securities. Replacing rational knowledge with believing the proclamation was appropriate for an “exclusively revelational theology.”

But this theology has reached a dead end. as it had to. For if we shut God out of the world and human experience, the only outcome must be the abandonment of the idea of God. This is theexplanation for Robinson's Honest to God and the American “Godis dead” movement. They are the inheritance of Barth and Bult-mann. So, says Pannenberg, we must accept the task of verificationas a mandate for theology. Only thus can theology escape itsghetto and enter the wide world of history.

Anyone who ignores the task of verification is doomed to walk an isolated — be it supernatural — way to revelation. He mustfirst accept revelation in blind faith and only then move on to asecond phase of faith in which understanding of the faith issought (Fides quaerit intellectum). But the schism remains intact,for the origin of faith is explained as a miracle “from above,” andthis means that what one believes is beyond dialogue, beyondcommunication, because it is beyond reason.

As we reflect on Pannenberg’s analysis of the two phases, we should be aware that the problem he raises has been thoughtabout before. I recall meeting with a committee at Vatican IIwhere we discussed motivations for believing in connection withgenuinely human insight into truth. The Roman Catholic thinkerP. Rousselot, who wrote a book called The Eyes of Faith (Les yeuxde la foi, 1910), came in for a lot of attention. Rousselot was concerned with the nature of believing within the total context ofhuman existence; he, like Pannenberg, wanted to avoid separatingfaith into two phases. He saw the Roman Catholic system as anexample: first one submits to the revelation handed him by thechurch and then one goes on to seek an understanding of his faith.

Obviously, we must take Pannenberg’s rejection of the “two phases” seriously. And yet, it seems clear that his view of faithalso divides faith experience into two periods. In his view, faithmarried to reason comes first; thereafter comes faith as trust. Theevidence of history comes first. Faith (trust) comes second. Hemust be aware of this, for he says that, while there is a logicalsequence, there need not be a psychological one. Trust alwaysreaches out for a basis for itself. The act of trust and the act ofsearching for a ground for that trust cannot be isolated from eachother — even though they can be distinguished from each other.“In the psychological enactment of faith, both can be taken upin the same act” (op. cit., p. 33).

The remarkable thing in this synthesis is that Pannenberg started out by insisting that one must “know” historically, otherwise faith is really isolated from history. But then he goes on tosay that the believer himself need not search out the basis for“knowing” the facts (as a ground for his trust), since that searchis the business of theology. But this is where the problem lies. For,according to Pannenberg, it is the certainty that one’s trust is wellplaced that is at stake. And this certainty is lacking as long asone does not have the historical evidence.

It was not his intention to underscore the connection between faith and the historical event, and to let it go at that. If this wereall there was to it, his point about the difference between a logicaland temporal distinction in the act of faith would be of no relevance. He may say, as he does, that the individual believer “cantrust on the assumption that things are in order with respect tothe ground of his trust” (ibid., p. 33). But this does not help himdeal with the evidence that Pannenberg considers so important.It is hard to see how Pannenberg can avoid a time distinction, bywhich a person becomes dependent on historical research eventhough not on the church.

The reformers were not strangers to Pannenberg’s problem. They also thought about the nature of faith and they, too, usedvarious words to get at it: words like notitia, assensus, and ftducia.Interestingly, they never thought it necessary to set these off intodifferent time periods of Christian experience. Calvin used theword cognitio, but did not reduce faith to intellectual knowledgewith it because he insisted that this cognitio was directed to “thebenevolence of God toward us” and was more an affair of theheart than of the head. They were not offended either by wordslike notitia and assensus. Intuitively, they refused to isolate aspects of faith from one another. “How could it be fiducia withoutat the same time, and because it is fiducia, being notitia andassensus too?” (Barth, CD 1/1, p. 269). The reformers never talkedas if one first accepted and agreed to something and thereafterbelieved and trusted.

Undeniably, the reformers’ rejection of the time distinction between phases of faith was of a piece with their understandingof the authority of the Word. Pannenberg, however, is botheredby the tendency to make the church the same sort of authority,and considers it practically impossible for people to work withauthority in this way. For him, everything comes down to thetruth question, and therefore to the question of whether the truthis to be verified. To direct men to the message, he says, is useless,because the question is whether that message is true. If we arenot convinced of the truth, all we can do is simply decide tobelieve, and then the act of decision becomes the basis for thestructure of faith. So, we are back with what Pannenberg fearsmost: reduction of faith to decision, to an act of intellectualsuicide, to spirit-subjectivism — and to the rupture of contact between faith and the truth that meets us within history and persuades us of itself there. For this reason he wants to de-positivize faith.

Pannenberg is calling for a rerouting of theology along an avenue different from that on which it has been travelling forthe last fifty years. He misses, in the last half-century, the theological courage it takes to do theology on Mars Hill. He does notwant rationalism, not Barth’s “all-powerful logic.” But he doeswant respect for humanness and reasonableness instead of irrationalism and monologue.

We might wonder whether this apologetic would actually be effective in dialogue with modern atheism. The question onewould face is to what extent his analysis of the human conditionis convincing, and then whether it would in fact open the listenerto the meaningfulness of the Christian religion and the perspectives of the Christian future. Even if old caricatures and misunderstandings are cleared away, if Christianity’s genuine concernfor the world in all its terrifying aspects were credible, and werenot emasculated by escapism and quietism, even then the theological problems would still face those who took the dialogue andthe convictions of the participants seriously.

The question about dialogue is whether the “question-asking nature” of man does lead to the “Reality that determines everything.” Does the nature of man imply the “Reality” beyond? Is theimplication clear and convincing? Indeed, would it stay on theagenda as the most important question? Berdyaev once said: “Theproblem of reconciling the existence of a powerful and good Godwith the evil and pain of the world — this is the single seriousargument of atheism.” Berdyaev puts his finger on what a greatnumber of people have confessed. “I know that I am set withina simply hopeless situation. I cannot believe that the world weobserve is the result of accident and yet I cannot consider thateverything is the product of purpose” (Darwin, in 1860).

Questions like this go deeper than many that arise in modern anthropology, or that come up in the quest for a new empiricaltheology based on inductive reasoning — or, in other words, building from the ground of fact up to transcendence. The deeperquestion seems to plague Moltmann more than it does Pannen-berg. It is not just the argument of atheism; it wells up in thebosom of the church. And while theodicy may be a futile undertaking, and while the problem of how to justify man (anthropodicy) seems more fitting than that of how to justify God, thedeep problem still haunts us. We need not resort to an “Ibelieve because it is absurd,” as though our dilemma can turnabsurdity into a virtue. Nor need we commit intellectual suicide.Nor need we resort to an authoritarianism that only suppressesproblems rather than solves them. And certainly we should notanticipate a kind of theoretical explanation that will unexpectedlythrow a revealing light on everything to clear up all that wasproblematic. This is surely not going to happen by means of ametaphysical theology, no matter what form it might take.

“The Reality that determines everything” is not a promising concept for solving all problems. More likely, the problem ofevil and the question of theodicy will be the more pressing asone takes such a God concept seriously. Everything depends onthe two words “determines” and “everything.” For this reasonalone the quest for reasonable faith will have to find anotheravenue. And whatever route we follow, we will have to keep thecontent of the gospel within the quest; if we abstract the questfor reasonableness from the content of faith we will always end upwith bleak abstractions of a religious metaphysic that multipliesrather than solves questions.

One may hope that theology will indeed choose to take the route in which the content of faith is always part of the assumptions, and that it will plow through in spite of caricatures andmisunderstandings. I am talking of an apologetic that does notisolate itself from the message it intends to make credible. I amtalking about an apologetic that seeks its basic resources withinthe gospel itself (Colossians 4:6). Theology has no dispensationfrom the toughest questions. And if it makes its appeals to empirical evidence ‘and the inductive methodology, if it tries tomove from the bottom upward, its users are likely to be awakenedfrom their dream and find themselves without perspective. Foron waking up, they will find that the problems have not goneaway. In short, they will experience what Pannenberg feared forthe kerygmatic theologians.

I do not mean to suggest that the discussions about transcendence and immanence are not useful. Nor do I mean to say that anthropological analysis has no point. We see today an intense interest in these questions among both Protestants andCatholics, in what H. Bouillard called a “symbiosis betweenChristian faith and human experience.” But everything is lost inall this if the question of faith is turned into an abstract existentialist question that is not really being asked by people in concrete human experience. The danger is real that the “symbiosis”could turn God into an abstraction, with no answer at all foractual questions confronting real believing people who are tryingto understand the meaning of the questions in the light of thegospel. Unless we keep these questions at the fore of our concern, all our reflections about “reasonableness” will evaporate, nomatter how subtle our analysis may be. Within the horizon of theactual and authentic questions it may be possible for the traditionof the church and its theology to shed critical light on life. Forit will use a standard that will not demand blind obedience, butwill ask us to try to understand the message of the gospel, themessage that somehow keeps coming back to lead theology alongexciting and surprising ways.


7. The Earthly Horizon

The word "horizon” has crept into the theological jargon of our time for very profound reasons. No one can help beingimpressed with the expansion of our horizons in outer space andinner consciousness, though we have yet to see whether the expansion will bring weal or woe in the end. As the horizons ofreality have expanded, our certainty about the things we used to"know” has diminished. We are not as sure as we used to be. Wehave quadrupled our information and have become less sure ofthe truth.

We look back and see that what people wrote and said in earlier times was conditioned by their limitations. The time-limitsof the past have to be reckoned with, too, in what the church saidin the past, and even with what the Scriptures said. For thewriters of the Bible, like all others, thought and wrote within theconfines of their limited horizon. But there is another, very concrete matter that awareness of limited horizons raises. It is theoutlook on the future, the relationship between our actual todaysand our expected tomorrows, between our narrow horizons andthe hope that leaps over them into the promised future.

The shocking catastrophic experiences of contemporary history give an urgent relevance to the question of the future. For theology this has meant that eschatology — the doctrine of the"last things” — has become something far more than an innocentlittle chapter that winds up a textbook. Current eschatologicalquestions are not wholly out of touch with problems that thechurch has always wrestled with. There have always been peoplewho were more interested in the future than in the present. People have always been fascinated with John’s judgment that theworld lies in evil (1 John 5:19) and that, in the last days, thingsare going to get much worse until the Antichrist (1 John 2:18)climaxes our evil history.

In this perspective there is at least no illusion or false optimism about the world. People who lived in anticipation of the Antichrist were not people who talked about Christianizing theworld, or winning the world for Christ. Christians were summoned to withdraw from the present evil world, to rememberthat they had no abiding city here, and to keep their eyes fixedon the city of the future (Hebrews 13:14). Our horizon was seenin terms of what God would one day do, in his marvelous future,when he would make all things new. All sorts of personal and historical experiences played a role in shaping this attitude. But theone thing crucial to it was the expectation that our horizon wouldbe overcome only at the end, when the Lord himself would leadus beyond it.

Another horizon-experience posed a direct antithesis to this one. God’s future was seen not as a discouragement to our concern for this world, nor as a negation of all possibilities for thisworld. People who thought this way did not mean to underestimate evil. But they refused to capitulate to it. They refused to bequietistic in the face of it. Indeed, the presence of evil only impressed them with their responsibility for this world.

These two attitudes toward the world were given a new color by the crisis of modern times. For in our era the sense oflostness and forsakenness has become more intensified than ever.How, then, ought one to live now that it seems that ours is a timein which “offenses increase”? How ought one to live when program after program for world improvement fails? How ought weto live in a time when we have to be thankful merely for a balanceof terror in the world which seems, for the present, to give somesense of security?

Is there any hope for genuine, humane life, even on short term, without a bit of chiliasm, without some sign that raises hopefor a coming kingdom? (Cf. Barth: “Without at least a touch ofchiliasm, there is no ethics.”) C. F. von Weizsacker, who wasconvinced he should impress his Gottingen students with the“sober facts with which atomic physics confronts us,” asked thisquestion: “How can we live in the atomic age?” His answer wasthat the strongest guarantee we had for world peace was thepresence of hydrogen bombs and the possibility that they wouldmake war unthinkable. There is something horrible in the thoughtthat the existence of such destructive weapons is our best reasonfor hope. Could this really set hearts at ease? But the theologicalquestion is: What is the relevance in this of the Christian expectations for the future? How are we to bring Christian eschatology within the horizon of our daily lives?

Kuyper, back in the nineteenth century, was shocked at the enormous dangers of his own time. But this did not tempt himinto an escapist apocalypticism; it led him instead to warn thechurch against world-flight. His warnings were so strong, in fact,that he was accused of secularizing Christianity. He was said tohave “de-eschatologized” the faith. Oscar Cullmann, closer to ourtime, refused to call any lopsided expectation of the future thatled people to world-denial Christian eschatology. Escape into thefuture is not eschatology, but eschaton fever.

The fever rises in apocalyptic times, times of catastrophe, crisis, wars and disasters. But emotions aroused by world troublesdo not have to cause this fever. M. A. Beek, in a book aboutJewish apocalyptic in the Old and New Testaments, remarkedthat people in those times experienced crisis in this way: theysaw the flames coming from the volcanoes, and they listened forthe horsemen of judgment, and they had ears peeled for the soundthat would move the sun; moon, and stars from their courses, butthen they would — in spite of it all — bend over their Book and givethemselves in new energy to loving God and their neighbor. Butmost people have more trouble than the ancient Jews did coming to terms with the apocalyptic events. Even when Christiansmanaged to get the future adjusted with the present in theory,their hearts did not always follow suit.

In the midst of estrangement and disillusionment, in the barrage of disasters, Christian theology has recently had to busyitself anew with the primary question. It is a question that goesbeyond typical differences between optimists and pessimists. Itzeroes in on the significance for the present of the salvation thathas appeared and is confessed and preached by the church ofChrist. Salvation has appeared! There is surely more here than aslight “touch of chiliasm,” and more than an “incidental and fragmentary” infusion of Christian reality into the world.

Martin Buber had a conversation (back in 1933) with Karl Ludwig Schmidt and insisted to Schmidt that we were obviouslyliving in an unredeemed world. We have goals, he said, but wehave no means in history for achieving them; and this is truebecause the world has not yet been shaken open at the foundations. The Jewish philosopher echoed something of what SchalomBen-Chorin wrote: “The Jew knows in his heart that the world is not redeemed, and he refuses to opt for little enclaves of personalredemption in this unsaved world. The notion of a redeemedsoul in the midst of an unredeemed world is essentially foreignto him.”

Christian theology cannot but remember Jewish voices like these as it considers the salvation which has in fact come, perhaps in the form of a “realized eschatology,” and which givescontent to history even as it points to a kingdom still to come.This is not a matter of individual enclaves of personal salvation,but of a broad, worldly impact of salvation for the present andfuture. Albert Schweitzer discerned that expectation was the keyto understanding New Testament eschatology, but that this expectation was never fulfilled. Cullmann tried to rescue this “consistent eschatology” by pointing to the decisive importance of thecross and resurrection of Jesus Christ for the present time, to theVictory that the salvation, once-for-all arrived, achieved — a Victory that guarantees the future. “The decisive battle of a warcan be won in an early phase of the war even though the wargoes on for a long time thereafter,” writes Cullmann. But otherssaw this as an evasion; the terribly long postponement of the finalvictory calls that early victory into question (Fritz Buri). Andone might ask whether, in view of the state of our world, thefitting time to remember is not a Victory Day, but those awfuldays of Europe's long stillness under the Nazi occupation.

Such questions as these haunted theology, especially as it confronted those dramatic phrases of the New Testament abouteverything being made new: the new creation in Christ (2 Corinthians 5:17); the new light that shines over the darkness (1 John2:8); and the new situation created by the disarming of thepowers (Colossians 2:15). The discontinuity between the presentand future seems to be wiped away here. For we have not onlythe promise of a coming age, on the far side of our horizon, butthe reality of a radical new power within our horizon. We hear ofpowers belonging to the future that have in fact broken into ourworld, the coming reality which we can already taste (Hebrews6:5). We can taste “the kindness of the Lord” (1 Peter 2:3).“Taste”! — a word that suggests the “personal experience of salvation” (J. Behm, in G. Kittel and G. Friedrich, eds., TheologicalDictionary of the New Testament, I, pp. 673f.).

The theology of our century is preoccupied with questions about our experience within our horizon. It is caught in the tension between the “having come” and the “not yet appeared.”Theologians were nagged by this even before the advent of theTheology of Hope. How can we, in concrete instances, think aboutour world within the perspective of the “not yet”? What must wethink about Bubers perception of the “unredeemed” state of theworld, about demonization and disasters that hardly impress us assigns of a dethronement and disarming of the evil powers? Theseare the sorts of questions that haunt us about the state of affairswithin our horizon, and force their way into every contemporaryconsideration of eschatology.

They are part of the single problem of our human prospects, our expectations, and our destiny. Early on in dialectical theologythere was a strong protest against cultural optimism, in whichpeople, Christians in particular, were counted on to build andspread the kingdom of God. Barth stoutly denied that the world’ssalvation lay in our hands, in our Christian action programs. JesusChrist is the only way. And he is not “the keystone in the vaultof human thought” and certainly not the crown of our activity.Rather, the kingdom comes straight from above, as a miracle, agift, a new birth, as a resurrection from the dead, as an eventthat far exceeds our horizons. The church, therefore, can onlyawait it in utter thankfulness and humility.

The same horizon question was on the agenda during and after the ecumenical conference at Stockholm in 1925. There atension developed between so-called Anglo-Saxon and GermanChristendom. For one, the realizing of the kingdom of Godwithin this world was paramount. For the other, the acts of Godtrespassed our horizons, intruding from a transcendent arena. OneGerman theologian startled the conference with the statement:“Christianizing the world is impossible,” and another attackedthe “profane worldliness of some Americans.” Those who wereinfluenced by Rauschenbusch’s “social gospel” were the specialtargets. For the “social gospel” saw the kingdom coming throughthe penetration of its power into concrete society. But its advocates heard the German critique as unproductive defeatism, adefeatism that abandoned the world within our horizon to corruption and demonization, with no hope other than that of somefar-off future.

Americans themselves were acquainted with those who viewed the task of the church to be only that of calling people out of theBabel of this world. American dispensationalists were sure thatthe thousand-year reign of Christ would invade the world oneday wholly independent of our human development and not as aproduct of human, not even Christian, programs of action. Incontrast, others wanted to put their hands to the plow and, in thepower of the gospel, go to work at renewal and transformation.They would have been sympathetic with a response DorotheeSolle gave when Gunter Gaus asked her if she believed that manwas changeable: “I think that is an atheistic question. Anyonewho doubts that man can be changed does not really believein God.”

After the Stockholm conference, the tensions persisted. The two sides were characterized as evolutionistic and eschatological.Later we talked in terms of horizontalism and verticalism. Butthe issue was the same. The former — the evolutionistic or hori-zontalistic — appealed to the parable of the yeast. The latter —the eschatological or verticalistic — appealed to the promise thatGod would make all things new. And the question was whetherthe kingdom was primarily a mandate or a promise. Almost aquarter-century later, the discussion was still at full steam.

Reinhold Niebuhr wrote a piece in 1948 that once again referred to the contrast between Anglo-Saxon and continentaltheology in their approaches to the kingdom of God. Karl Barthhad given his famous address to the first assembly of the WorldCouncil of Churches in Amsterdam. He spoke of the world's disorder and God's plan of salvation. In one of his side remarks,Barth said he had been dismayed to discover in the preparatorypapers so little awareness of the fundamental significance of thatwhich had happened, once for all, in the cross and resurrectionof Jesus Christ. He branded as nonsense the notion that we nowlived in a post-Christian era. How could this be possible now thatJesus Christ is risen and is coming again? To consider this —the event of Jesus Christ — is now and always will be the primetask of Christian theology. We have, said Barth, no mandate tobuild a new tower of Babel, nor to light candles in a world intowhich the Light of the world has shown. He warned against“Christian Marshall Plans.” He cautioned against programs thatthe church might devise to rescue the world. At the end of hisspeech he recalled Isaiah’s word: “Take counsel together, but itwill come to nought; speak a word, but it will not stand, for Godis with us.”

Niebuhr entered this situation with a critique against Barth's one-sidedness. He granted the validity of Barth's indictment of a“Christian Marshall Plan.” But he thought that Barth underestimated the prophetic task of the church. He suspected “crisistheology” of reintroducing quietism into the church, and he fearedthat it proclaimed victory without struggle. Barth made thingstoo easy; he encouraged flight from struggle and cultural obscurantism. Though Niebuhr had become a socialist during his pastoral period in Detroit, his objections against Barth were notmotivated by Rauschenbusch's social gospel nor by an “evolutionistic” eschatology. In the social gospel, Niebuhr discerned toomuch American optimism, as though growth and goodness wereall but inevitable; the social gospel, he had seen, was unawareof the depths of evil within the impersonal social structures. Hisexperience in Detroit with the Ford Motor Company had impressed him with the immorality of institutional life. So hisjudgment of Barth was not born of optimism for life withinour horizon.

Personal conversion and sanctification is not able to overcome the immorality of society. We cannot count on personal conversions to renew the structures of life. Niebuhr had criticismsof Billy Graham on this score. He did not want to abandon theworld; he wanted to subject it to the power and judgment of thegospel. And this is what he found lacking in Barth's “defeatism.”In his Gifford lectures (The Nature and Destiny of Man, 1935)he called dialectical theology to account for its failure to giveany guidance as to what should be done in concrete situations.He referred to people like Barth as Protestant skeptics. And hewas confirmed in his opinion after Barth's speech to theWorld Council.

Niebuhr's name is not mentioned in any of the volumes of Barth's Church Dogmatics. But we do not have to guess Barth'sresponse to his criticism. For Barth, the significance of God'ssalvation for this world was not really at issue. He called for thesort of activity in the world that would get at what was mostessential in the gospel: freedom and righteousness, fellowshipand responsibility. Barth had no quietistic impulse. This wasmanifest in the struggle against the Nazi regime, in the Barmendeclaration and in other decisive matters relating to it. His wasnot a quietism as opposed to concrete obedience. But he did wanta christological analysis of authentic obedience.

We cannot grasp Barth's critical stance unless we keep in view the distorted brand of obedience that was being urged by thechurch. It was a time when Goebbels' propaganda sheet couldpublish a sermon preached by Bishop Dibelius in Potsdam. Itwas a time when 600 preachers joined a group of NationalSocialists in thanks to God, the Lord of history, for giving toGermany a leader and savior named Hitler. It was a time whennational unity was called for in obedience to God's command. Weought not indict Dibelius on this score; he himself joined Niemoller in prison in 1937. But the fact that Nazi propaganda could usehis sermonizing for its own ends contains a summons to makesure of what we are doing when we call for obedience in concrete situations. So, when Barth raises deep and disturbing questions about Christian action, he is not flirting with defeatismor quietism.

Barth's friend Gunther Dehn wrestled with the same question when he was branded by 2000 students at Leipzig and Jena asa traitor against German honor. He had protested vigorouslyagainst Nazi tendencies, but was told to translate his Christianpiety into action. Action, however, meant action for the NationalSocialists. Barth saw what was at stake in Dehn's situation. Heknew that Dehn was definitely not undermining concrete obedience in favor of waiting for the eschaton. It was Barth who, in1939, faced up to the French Protestants and asked why they hadkept silence during those days — as though the church no longerhad a prophetic office to fulfil. And to this question, Barthadded the observation that if the Christian church had notgotten so used to silence, the catastrophe in Germany might nothave happened.

The Niebuhr-Barth tension was a symptom of the sort of problem that the church faces now as well as then. It is theproblem of our Christian concern for the world as we live itwithin our horizon — but, above all, of the grounds and motivesfor our concern.

The impression has often been given that Christian faith is really intolerant of a concentrated concern for this world. Othersmay be preoccupied with the concerns of the world, but Christians have a perspective of higher things. Kuyper, in his day,saw this tendency; in fact, he said that “believers have carriedon throughout our whole century in a dualism over against theworld and have been all too one-sidedly spiritual. . . . They havedared not grasp any higher than to rescue spiritual life within theirprivate circles” (Gemeene Gratie, III, p. 10). Kuyper’s protesthas been echoed through the years. Not everyone who picked it upwent as far as Kuyper in claiming every inch of territory on earth“pro-Rege” — for the King. But many were just as emphatic ashe was in their rejection of Christian indifference for life withinour horizon.

But the summons to keep faith with life within our horizon evoked a counterreaction. Now, the danger was secularization.And Barth, to some people’s surprise, was criticized on this account. Zahrnt, for instance, saw even in Barth’s vision of the world,which was reflected in his own life-style (his love of Mozart, forinstance), a new form of being Christian; our earthly environmentoffered the possibility for being God’s co-laborers. Humanizingof existence, building the city of man — these are things we areconcerned about when we turn the theology of sin and graceinto a theology of God’s kingdom and substitute for the soterio-logical Christ a vision of Christ’s Lordship over the world. Somesaw Christian concern for the world as a humanizing of God’skingdom and an offense against Paul’s injunction to seek thosethings that are above the earth (Colossians 3:2). The sendee ofGod was replaced by the service of man in the seductive summons to be faithful to the earth.

Those who suspected the call to earthly service could only be the more disturbed by the dialogues that were organizedbetween Christians and Marxists. Earlier, most Christians assumed that the antithesis between Christianity and Marxismexcluded any possibility of dialogue. Everything seemed to havebeen said on both sides. So when the dialogues began manyinterpreted them only as signs of a willingness to relativize theantithesis between atheism and Christianity, and, in view ofMarxist dogma, this could only mean capitulation of the Christianfaith to Marxist ideology. Besides, many saw dialogue as a fadthat offered no real hope for genuine communication.

Certainly the dangers in dialogue are not imaginary. Dialogue can be a maneuver by which one side hopes to demonstrate itspower. If a dialogue is meant to be more than a chance to delivera message, or make a witness, more than a chance to speak torather than with the partners, it can be a serious affair. This iswhat Pope Paul meant when he said: “The Church must be indialogue with the world in which she lives.”

Dialogue can sometimes seem unreal. Milan Machovec recalls a conference at Marienbad (in East Germany) in 1967 duringwhich the theologians confessed that Christianity often preachesdeath too much and life too little, transcendence too much andimmanence too little, spirituality too much and social concern toolittle. The Marxists responded: “Not so fast, brothers, we are theones who have fallen short, we are the ones who have neglectedthe ethical, the existential, the real.,, And “it is we who haveaccented the transcendent.” Machovec describes this role-reversalas comic (cf. M. Machovec, Gottfrage und moderner Atheismus,1972, p. 69). But he does not mean to ridicule dialogue; what hewants is serious dialogue, not a dialogue of phoney tolerance. Herecalls an experience with a certain printer. He had written anarticle in which he said that if there was to be dialogue hewanted an opponent who really would try to convert him. But the printer read this as a typing error (“Machovec is not thatstupid”). So the sentence was printed as: “I want an opponentwho will not try to convert me.” Machovec concludes: “We donot want half-baked believers in dialogue; we want to confrontreal Christians.” Here we have more than openness and friendliness in communication. Not a faddish conversation, but anauthentic encounter — this is the way to fruitful dialogue. V.Gardavsky, in this vein, commented on Rahners notion of anonymous Christianity by saying that a communist would not accept “the honorary title ‘anonymous Christian.'”

One motive behind the dialogues is the common awareness that we all share a threatened world. But this is not the onlymotive. Marxists became interested in dialogue as they sensedthat Christians were in fact rejecting a spirituality that ignored thethe world and were rejecting the notion of a future that luredmen away from concern for the present. Teilhard de Chardinplayed a part in this; his view of evolution flew in the face of adoctrine of original sin that led to complacency and conservatism.But there were others, Pope John XXIII, for example. Marxistslistened to such men. And they noted signals of a concern for theworld in which faith in the hereafter did not exclude strugglefor the earth. They discerned a new kind of Christian concernthat was different from the Marxist image of traditional Christendom. Now the hope for the future, far from discouraging concernfor the world, became the stimulus and basis for it. So it wasmutual care for this world that led to dialogue.

That eschatological hope could be the basis for worldly concern flatly opposed any tendency to empty present life ofgenuine significance. Fretting about a balance between a more orless worldly accent, or between this-worldly or other-worldlyvisions, was stopped. But the new focus on earthly life did raisequestions. It was a phenomenon that captured theology quitesuddenly. Rahner asked: “How do we account for this suddenrevival of horizontalism?” He suggested, as one explanation, thedifficulty people have had in experiencing God in a world thatis increasingly explained by natural causes — a world where Godno longer breaks in to do his special work. This does not impressRahner as an argument for atheism, however. Indeed, as he putsit, we should be especially hospitable in days like these, for wemay be entertaining angels unaware (Hebrews 13:2). And, wemay even meet Christ in the form of hungry, naked, and imprisoned men (Matthew 25).

Nonetheless, our experience of God within the world has become more questionable; it is harder to relate experience of God with the other experiences of reality. The proportions of misery,poverty, injustice, and inhumanity have grown terribly great. Andthey are brought close to us now; we are forced to see them inliving color. We are refused the luxury of retreat into a privateworld of religion and piety. In The Winds of War, by HermanWouk, we hear a young woman crying in the rubble of Warsaw:“Can’t we help? Can’t we do something?” The world has brokenopen, and its poverty, hunger, war, injustice, and discriminationshout to us that flight from reality is closed off. We are forcedto see that there is no escape either in a pious refuge of todayor a promised land of tomorrow. We all must ask: “Can’t wedo something?”

The state of affairs we live in must give Christians pause before they judge other Christians for being too wrapped up inthe concerns of the world. We ought not see in it merely ahorizontalist shrinkage of the Christian horizon. We are in touchhere with a question of crucial significance for understanding thegospel. Does the Christian faith call us away from the world ordoes it push us into it? Only as we come to grips with thisquestion can we speak a helpful word in the current discussionsabout the unfortunate dilemma — horizontalism or verticalism?

When we create false dilemmas like this we lose our vision for the many dimensions of reality, and in our narrowed scopewe cause needless reactions to arise, even to the point of dividingthe church and sowing distrust of the brethren. That this shouldhappen is amazing. In the context of Christian faith almost no onecontends for a total indifference to our world. The gospel testimony is too strong to allow complete unconcern. The image ofhim who was ever ready to stop, to see and care for the blind, thedeaf, the sinner and publican, the poor and the sick, the sheepwithout a shepherd, to stop and be moved to compassion — theimage of such a concerned One is too sharp to excuse indifference.Is it thinkable that the disciples of this Lord would be unwillingto follow him in his seeing, his caring, his acting? And yet . . .to recognize our Lord’s concern does not resolve the tension.

We cannot give a full account of the biblical appeals for concentration on this world. They come from any number offacets within the Scripture’s message. The gospel sends us enroute through the world, and asks us, as the angels asked thedisciples: “Why do you stand looking into heaven?” (Acts 1:11).The disciples went back to Jerusalem where the storm wouldsweep over their heads, and we must go to our own Jerusalems.An immense activity is called for as life in our world is seen as itis. But all Christian activity is beset with temptations. The foremost, perhaps, is the temptation of self-reliance. It is the seductive tendency to act without setting human action under andwithin the acts of God. Kuyper was often reminded thatZechariah’s word might indict his activity: ‘not by might, nor bypower, but by my Spirit, says the Lord of hosts” (Zechariah 4:6).He tried to respond exegetically: the words, he said, were not adefense of quietism, but had to do with the tone and temperand background of human action. The apostles’ disclaimer ofmiracles done through their own “power or piety” (Acts 3:12),Moses’ promise that the Lord would fight for the people whilethey had “only to be still” (Exodus 14:4), the psalmist’s wordabout the God “who alone does wondrous things” (Psalm 72:18)are all necessary. But thev have meaning only within the activityto which we are summoned. Human activity is never minimized.And it cannot be reduced in priority to a “secondary” issue, asthough it is of less importance to whatever is given top priority.

We observe a growing resistance to making human action a “secondary” matter. This does not mean that one wants to reverse the order and make it top priority. It means that a scale ofpriorities is contrary to the gospel. Theologians have thoughtagain about all those biblical passages that focus on man as helives in the world into which salvation came, passages that overcome the dilemma that forces a choice between the vertical andthe horizontal. The interlocking connection between justificationand sanctification — as seen by James as well as by Paul — hasnever wholly escaped the church’s awareness. But the inescapa-bility of the connection has taken on a new sharpness as theologyconfronts the gospel’s clear rejection of dualism. Theology hasrecognized that the gospel makes the choice between humanaction and divine initiative impossible.

When John writes about one who sees his brother in need and yet closes his heart, he does not indict the man of closedheart for reneging on a secondary duty. Rather, he asks: “Howdoes God’s love abide in him?” (1 John 3:17). This is the radicalunity between the love of God and concern for man. The lo\'emandate is not a legalistic appendage; it lies at the heart of God’sown innermost being. To see another in need and to refuse actionhas catastrophic effects for one’s abiding in God’s love. Thereis a kind of “seeing” that was illustrated by the priest and theLevite who saw a man in need and passed him by. There is akind of “seeing” illustrated by the Samaritan who saw the sameman and redirected his life in response.

We are not dealing with a synthesis between religion and moralism. The parable of the Samaritan reveals a mystery. It isthe mystery of the broad planes to which our vision is opened.It is the mystery of the divine concern for life within our humanhorizon. So every sign that men are awakened to this mystery isreason for rejoicing. A man on his way to the altar with a gift inhis hands for God was stopped, held back, and sent to makethings right with his brother before he came back to offer hisgift to God (Matthew 5:24). This, too, could be concluded with:“Go thou and do likewise.”

Dorothee Solle has observed that the isolation of the individual from his fellow man is always coupled with devotion to an unworldly God. And she suspects the traditional doctrine offorgiving grace just for this reason. But when we hear this, weneed to recall David’s prayer of confession for sin against men;he confesses that, in its deepest dimension, his sin against manwas against God alone (Psalm 51). This is his plea for grace. Buteven then we cannot simply reject Solle’s sense for the unbreakable connection of man with man; we cannot reject her unwillingness to set man’s duty to man on a subordinate shelf. Bonhoeffer’sword is relevant here: he whose heart does not cry out for theJews is not qualified to sing the Gregorian chant. When the heartis divided, turned away from man and only to God, the harpand the hymn (even of David) become a curse. How can therebe any confusion about the bi-focal concentration to which weare called? Surely the twofold Great Command does not causeconfusion; there is no primary and secondary ranking here. Thesecond command is not-appended as an afterthought. If this wereso, the second would not be ‘dike unto” the first. And Paul wouldnot have summed up all the commands of God under the secondtable and then declared that he who fails in love to his neighborhas failed to obey the law (Romans 13:8-10).

The Old Testament has come to loom large in theological focus on life within our horizon. And this is most understandable,for here the prophets witness to the radical demands our neighborsmake on us, demands that arise from our covenant with Yahweh.There is no problem here of a shift from focus on God to concern for man. And there is surely no flat moralism. But the mandate for humanity stands in the light of the message of salvationand the knowledge of the Lord. The prophets never felt thedilemma between vertical and horizontal religion that has costthe church so much energy and time. The prophets were nottroubled by the question of where to lay the accent. They simplyprobed through to the living of every day with the knowledge ofthe innermost desire of Yahweh. They called for worldly concernwithout relativizing the transcendent message; they appealed tojustice without a thought that justice competed with God’spromise. They did not talk in terms of “first this and onlysecondarily that.” They called for a walk with God and withman together.

Modem theological literature, not surprisingly, is filled with reminders from Amos and Isaiah. We hear Amos proclaimingGod’s word: “Seek me and live” (Amos 5:4). But in this contextwe also hear his protest against corruption, callous oppression,and rejection of justice — all made in the name of him who hadmade Pleiades and Orion: “Therefore, because you trample uponthe poor and take from exactions of wheat . . .(5:9-11). Amosbreaks up Israel’s feasts, tough and radical prophet that he is.

But he is not calling an end to the history of divine salvation; he is pointing the new way that can skirt the edges of thethreatened judgment.

Within this horizon of injustice, where Yahweh’s attention is riveted, one cannot merely long for the day of the Lord. Forthe common life has been broken apart by the heavy hand ofman. God hates their sacred festivals, the noise of their songsand the melody of their harps (Amos 5:21-23). So it goes withthe entire Old Testament. It focusses constantly on life within ourhorizon; the cries of the poor, the appeals of the needy are allset within the searching light of God. This is why they must bethe concern of Israel (Exodus 23:1-9). It is ridiculous to supposethat the Old Testament is guilty of being too heavily accentedand one-sidedly concerned with the horizontal dimension of life,as though love for God might somehow get shortchanged by it.The service of the God of Israel and total concern for life withinour horizon are inseparable.

The prophetic message, with its concentration on God and man, is seen in its strong rejection of any religiosity that takes theform of unfruitful piety (cf. Isaiah 58:14). Harvey Cox was rightin seeing here the very essence of Old Testament worship. Theprophets did not dance between competing accents, nor did theywrestle with dilemmas. They could rage when people tendedtheir own houses and left God’s house in desolation (Haggai1:9,10). The Psalms certainly do not present a cult wherein concern for brother competed with concern for God. The house ofYahweh is not an arena for competition between God’s praise andman’s need. The Lord God of Israel is he who sets prisoners free,gives sight to the blind, lifts the downtrodden, rescues the stranger,and supports the orphan and the widow (Psalm 146). This isIsrael’s God. His people can truly give all their attention to himwithout being lured away from their neighbors. For it is in thishour of this God that the Hallelujah resounds to the God whois not far away, but very close at hand, so close that the entirehorizon may and must know of it. This is the breathtaking visionof Isaiah: “They shall not hurt or destroy in all my holy mountain;for the earth shall be full of the knowledge of the Lord as thewaters cover the sea” (Isaiah 11:9).

No wonder, then, that the “least of these” brothers of our Lord come into focus throughout the church’s history. JamesBaldwin was in step with the Old Testament when, on a Sundayafternoon at Uppsala, he spoke about the race problem in termsof the cup of cold water. With this cup of water our Lord tiedthe affairs of our horizon to the fact that Christ's glorification atGod's right hand was one with Christ's real presence on earth.

Visser 't Hooft, at the same World Council Assembly in Uppsala, spoke about the ‘mandate of the ecumenical movement"with respect to the horizontal and vertical dimensions of thegospel. He pointed to the cross of Jesus Christ as the decisiveevent in human history which keeps us from eliminating eitherdimension in our mandate. On another occasion, Visser 't Hooftwas preceded by Francis Jeanson, who addressed the studentswith the comment that Christendom appeared to an outsider as“simple morality.” To this Visser 't Hooft responded: “Have webecome such moralists that they who hear us do not even havethe chance to see that the center of Christian existence is thecross of Christ?” At Uppsala he warned — with no sense of tension with what he had said before — against all engagement withthe vertical that entailed a flight from the world and against allinvolvement with the horizontal that gave second place to lovefor God.

The relationship between love for God and love for neighbor appears in almost all theological discussions of our time. In mostcases, the discussions center on the dilemma that the relationshipappears to create for our love. Karl Barth was foremost amongthose who attacked the exclusive concentration on neighbor-lovethat typified the disciples of Kant and Ritschl. In this line, lovefor God was represented as a “religious romanticism.” Barthcontested the notion that we have no place for a spontaneouslove for God, as though the Holy Spirit inspired us only to daysof labor with an “abolition of a true and direct love for God"(CD IV/2, p. 795). He recalled the anointing scene in Bethany(Mark 14) and how some were offended at the wasting of avaluable substance while the poor had need. Here, said Barth,an “ethico-religious Puritanism protests against a very doubtfulpietistic undertaking” (ibid., p. 797). We must not let suchhypocritical protests distort the fact that the lonely woman's actof costly devotion is not a reason for unconcern for the poor.In the presence of Jesus (cf. Mark 14:7), the poor cannot beshoved aside as something less important, a second-rate concern.

Barth’s radical resistance to one-sided piety is bound up with his insight into our knowledge of God. Knowing God issues in anauthentic doxology which goes beyond all human dilemmas. (Interestingly, Moltmann, of all people, reminds us that Barthis the only theologian of the European Protestant tradition whohas dared to speak of the beauty of God, in contrast to the onesided “Western” accent on the almightiness of God; cf. Barth,CD II/1, pp. 734, 739; J. Moltmann, Theology of Play, E.T. 1972,p. 38.) In this sphere we need not think too cautiously; nor needwe pretend to be too wise. And we need not create a “quiet zone,”as though that would do our neighbor any good. Christian peoplecan (like the priest and Levite) isolate themselves within a pietydirected to God that leaves the neighbor out in the cold. Or theycan try to create a new world and forget about love for God(cf. Luke 11:42). But neither ought we, as a third option, acceptthe notion that love for God is love for neighbor, understandablethough it would be to do so.

When Barth speaks of the “unique form of the love for God” he is not going back into an isolated piety. Nor is he saying thatonly the first part of the Great Commandment is really important.For Barth the special “form” of love for God is the “source ofthe stream” that flows to the neighbor.

Not without reason Barth warns against exchanging one cult for the other — abandoning the worship of God for sendee of neighbor.For he sees the danger of another reaction. With an appeal to thegospel, pietists, mystics, and romantics will run from a distorted,corrupt, and inhumane world to ask again only for the “Source,”looking again to the “alabaster jar of ointment of pure nard”(Mark 14:3). They may again look to this religious cult as beingfar more important than the “poor” whom we in any case haveamong us always. The truth lies in neither. In the “special formof the love for God” a new life is visible, not a life of isolation, buta life of involvement in the deep divine philanthropy that hasonce for all appeared in history. In the environment of thismystery, no one can go far wrong. Neither side will be neglected,not God, not the neighbor. And no reactionary spirit gives us anyright to divide the great mystery into fragments, and to let ourfull obedience become a tension between primary and secondary accents.

One aspect of the horizontal-versus-vertical discussions is the protest against “splitting” reality into two levels, the this-worldlyand the other-worldly. There is steady opposition to a view ofGod’s transcendence that places him outside the world in a waythat requires us to seek and to worship him detached from theworld. It is a view that suggests the real world is the higher world,beyond ours. Thus we are led to flee from or reject the world inwhich we actually find our home.

The word “supernaturalism” is sometimes used to typify this “splitting” of the worlds. “Supernaturalism” unfortunately carries many senses, but in Robinson’s Honest to God (1963) it wasgiven a fairly specific meaning. For Robinson supernaturalismwas a spatial image — the “God up there” — suggesting a distantbeing, a super-being, whose existence could be demonstrated (ordisproven, as the case may be). Robinson suggested that onecould rightly ask whether this God-concept is nothing more thana projection of our own spirit. It was this God-concept he had inmind when he spoke of the “end of theism.” Tillich agreed: “theprotest of atheism against such a highest person is correct.”Robinson was declaring bankrupt the “splitting” of reality thatposited another world which made this one unimportant andlured us away from concern for the acute questions of life withinour horizon.

It is clear, however, that flight away from reality within our horizon really has nothing to do with what transcends it. We canspeak about transcendence in a way that drives us into our worldas well as away from it. Paul, for instance, has a reality behindthis world in view precisely when he talks of our struggle onearth (2 Corinthians 10:5; Ephesians 6:12). Here, in fact, liesthe touchstone for the question of whether a flight from the worldor involvement in the world is demanded.

I recall Kuyper using the metaphor of a curtain to sharpen our concern for this world: “If once the curtain were pulledback, and the spiritual world behind it came to view, it wouldexpose to our spiritual vision a struggle so intense, so convulsive,sweeping everything within its range, that the fiercest battle everfought on earth would seem, bv comparison, a mere game. Nothere, but up there — that is where the real conflict is waged.Our earthly struggle drones in its backlash.” Kuyper is not splittingup reality with the phrase “not here, but up there.” He was certainly sensitive to a tension in this. He recalled how he once hadbeen tempted “to slide off into Baaders theosophic stream, entranced by its hypnotic spell and tempted by its ethical force.”But the vagueness of it all could not interest him for long; itsattraction paled as Kuyper was brought back to the biblical realityof the “background” behind our horizon.

Only a superficial thinking will connect world-flight with faith in the reality of a spiritual background to this world. Itmay be that sheer spiritual inertia holds our vision within theboundaries of our earthly horizon, robbing us of the sense oftranscendence. It happened with the disciples who came backto the Lord with excited talk of what had happened to them.But the Lord told them what he had seen in the background: “Isaw Satan falling from heaven” (Luke 10:18). And so their earthlyvictory was given a meaning deeper than they had known (Luke10:20). Stephen, too, saw what no one else could see; and what hesaw in the background had fundamental point for what washappening on earth (Acts 7:56). The final book of the Bible isfull of apocalyptic language that carries insight and warning,comfort and perspective for life within our horizon. It uses language that makes Kuyper’s own colorful battle-metaphors soundtimid. The point is this: the transcendent, the background toearth, is what gives events on earth their profound importance.

To anticipate the future stimulates concern for this world. But it does raise problems about the relationship between theeschaton and the time of the present. Johannes Weiss andAlbert Schweitzer saw the eschatological perspective as being central to the New Testament message, but saw it as voidof any mandate for action in our time. But dialectical theologysaw it otherwise; the dialectical theologians read eschatologyas being vitally relevant. Barth’s remark has often been repeated:“If Christianity be not altogether eschatology, there remains in itno relationship whatever with Christ” (Romans, 1963 ed., p. 314).

Early on in dialectical theology, the transcendent was said to illuminate the whole of human existence; but history itself, onits way toward the future, was not really talked about much.At that time, Ranke’s word characterized the relationship betweeneschatology and history: “Every epoch is God’s epoch.” Althausseparated eschatology from all notions of “the end of history”;eschatology had nothing to do with an end to time. In this he wasakin to Windelband, who telescoped the telos, the goal and end ofthings, into the experience of the present. So history, en routetoward the future, got short shrift. But Althaus, like Barth, latercame to recognize a greater importance in ongoing history. In hisDie letzten Dinge of 1933 he stoutly insisted that eschatology hadeverything to do with the horizonal line of history. Here he wasreacting to Bultmann’s “eschatology of the moment” in whichthe future is completely absorbed into the moment of personaldecision here and now.

Barth showed signs of some afterthought in the volume of his Church Dogmatics that came out in 1940. Here he admittedthat he had earlier failed to take adequate account of the actualcoming of God’s kingdom in his concentration on the “farsidedness” of the kingdom (CD II/1, p. 635). He acknowledgedthat he had missed the real point of Romans 13:11 (“Salvation isnearer to us now than when we first believed”) in a one-sidedly“supra-temporal understanding of God” (ibid.). Time, he nowemphasized, is not empty; it participates in the presence of God,and this gives ethics a new importance. We must not, he said, leteschatology lapse into a mere religious experience of decision. Ifwe do, we deny the real meaning of history.

At this point, Barth is parting ways with Bultmann’s understanding of eschatology. In 1926, Bultmann wrote an article (in Zwischen den Zeiten) about the eschatology of John’s Gospel.Here he contrasted the existential, vertical relationship which ispresent in the events of the here and now with what he called thedramatic eschatology that has to do with events at the end oftime. The process of history as it moves toward the end-time isalmost wholly ignored in Bultmann’s view. And he has stuckconsistently to this eschatology of the present moment. He concluded his book on eschatology with a discussion about the meaning of history. His view is crystallized in this remark: “. . . Do notlook around yourself into universal history; you must look intoyour own personal history. Always in your present lies the meaning of history, and you cannot see it as a spectator, but only inyour responsible decisions. In every moment slumbers the possibility of being the eschatological moment. You must awaken it”(The Presence of Eternity. History and Eschatology, E.T. 1957,p. 155). Faith, then, is really a vantage point outside of historybecause, as Herbert Butterfield also agrees, every moment isan eschaton.

Dorothee Solle launched her sharpest criticism against Bultmann’s penchant for taking faith out of the realm of history and for reducing existence to an individual experience. For, as she said,with this the question of history’s meaning simply fades away,and with it the hope of the Christian. (Ernst Bloch attackedBultmann on this same count.) As a result, life is “de-politicized” and history is left to its barren fate. Solle pleads instead for aconcrete vision for all of human history. She agrees with Metz’sstatement: “In order to get at human existence we must avoidbeing totally existential.” The meaning of real life in this worldand its history must be our central concern, Solle insists. And,ironically, she says that the move from the existential to thepolitical is really to follow through consistently from Bultmann’sown view. What she means is that human existence has a widerspread than individual existence in the moment of the here andnow. What is at stake is life in the world as we move towardthe future. If we are to be truly earnest about concrete life inour world, we must avoid flight into transcendence or into thefar future. But we must equally avoid flight into the individualexistential situation. Flight of any sort is ruled out.

There is clearly a sturdy tradition within the church that supports Solle’s admonition about the importance of historyand the significance of what happens every tension-filled andresponsibility-laden day within our horizon.

Once, this sense for the significance of earthly life was affected by a kind of eternalizing of the real events: the crucially important decisions were made in eternity. The decisions,then, were made “before” time with the effect that earthly historywas not the arena where crucial decisions were made. Idealisticchristology — the Christ of the Christ-idea or the Christ-symbol —saw the work of Christ as basically irrelevant, at most an illustration of what was eternally valid. The eternal emptied history ofits significance, and this undermined the importance of whatactually happened in Christ’s ministry on earth.

This formed the background to Cocceius’ conviction that actual forgiveness could not occur until the event of the crossactually took place in history to remove the barrier of guilt. Cocceius’ viewpoint worked its way into nineteenth-century theologyvia the theology of the history of salvation. And it is strong in suchviews as that of Oscar Cullmann in his polemic against Bultmann(cf. Cullmann, Salvation in History, E.T. 1967). It is seen as wellin the Dutch scholars Herman Ridderbos and Hendrikus Berkhof.

The renewed awareness of history led naturally to the question of history’s future, and to the question of how human decisions are incorporated into the once-for-all decision that was made in the cross and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Concern aboutearthly events, not in the abstract but in their brim-filled reality,was charged with urgency by the needs, threats, corruption, anddehumanizing of life around us. Thus it led to a new thematizingof theology — expressly, the Theology of Hope. When Moltmannsbook with that title was first published and a great deal of discussion was aroused by it, some wondered how anything newcould be involved in it. After all, hope is a self-evident biblicaltheme and had been part of theology all along. But the theologyof hope, nonetheless, sent disturbing new waves into theologybecause it focussed so concretely on the process of history; it waseschatological without being futuristic.

Though we are mentioning Moltmanns book in the context of Solle’s critique of Bultmann, we do not mean to put Molt-mann and Solle in the same bracket. Solle sees in Moltmann toomuch of a “mythology of apocalyptic promise” for her liking. Butthere is some common ground. They both stress the importanceof history and the inadequacy of an individualistic, existentialisticexperience with no real bond with the moving stream of our fulland real life together in history. For Moltmann, history is givenits central meaning through a grounded expectation. Is humanlonging merely a postulate, a utopian desire, or is there a “basisfor expectation”? Moltmann believes there is a basis for hope.Hope has its foundation in the cross and resurrection of Christ.Christ has broken life open for the future: “Christianity stands orfalls with the reality of the raising of Jesus from the dead byGod” (Theology of Hope, E.T. 1967, p. 165).

Precisely here lie profound and far-reaching consequences for our concern about the world and its history. For the risenChrist is the Lord. Christian eschatology implies, as Moltmannsays, a “responsibility of hope in our worldly plans and actionsof today.” Eschatology is above all “the medium of Christianfaith, the keynote by which everything else is harmonized, theray of light heralding the expected new day in which everythingnow is waiting to be fulfilled.” Being on the way, reaching outand waiting for the new — this gets a growing importance andurgency in a direct coupling with all those facets of the NewTestament in which the city of God and the new earth arepromised by the God of hope (Romans 15:13). Again and again,Moltmann confronts existentialist theology with the criticism thatit has no eye for the broad ranges of history, that it sees life onthe precipice of eternity only in one’s individual encounter.

Genuine hope, he contends, implies that the hopeful stretch themselves out, in tension and longing, for what is still to come;and this manifests itself in protest and rebellion against all thestructures of this world that impede the fulfilment of hope, andagainst any tendency to rest in the status quo of our time. Whatis called for in this theology is not a vague appeal to the future,not a tranquilizing utopian vision, but an eschatological urgeto action.

The future-oriented theology of hope is allied with a new reflection on the essence of human nature — man’s ec-centric posture, his openness, his readiness for new possibilities. In this connection we meet the name of the Marxist philosopher ErnstBloch. Bloch had been deeply impressed with the dynamic of theHebrew-messianic expectation of the future. This future orientationdid not imply, for him, a theistic faith or the reality of God.Indeed, theism actually threatened hope because it set history’sfuture in God rather than in the hands of men. A perspective onGod as Creator and Redeemer discredits what men do; the divineapocalypse signifies a leap into the future in which humanproductivity and creativity have no role. Bloch sees this discrediting of human agency in Augustine and, later, in a moreradical way, in Barth, especially in Barth’s commentary on Romans.God’s No to man and the world only touches the edge of thehuman sphere and then in the form of a declaration of waragainst all human activity.

Bloch’s criticism is no trivial criticism of religion; he means it to be a positive contribution to human life. Hope must beliberated from the shackles of theism and be set loose as a stimulusto relevant expectation of the kingdom. (Cf. Bloch, Atheism inChristianity, E.T. 1972.) Thus, “only an atheist can be a goodChristian,” he writes, because an atheist knows there is “no Godup there” who releases men from their responsibility. This is acriticism that echoes those of Feuerbach and Marx.

The difference between Bloch and Moltmann is very clear. But Moltmann, the Christian, accepts Bloch’s critique as a challenge to stress the dynamic of the future-directedness of life.This appears in his conviction that the eschaton is more thana mere unveiling of what has really already happened inredemption.

Discussions about eschatology have frequently focused on this notion of “unveiling.” Is “unveiling” the right category underwhich to think about the eschaton? Is the end an flpo-kalyps, alifting of the curtain behind which our reality is now hidden?Moltmann sees a danger in thinking about the apocalypse inthese terms. In fact, the eschaton “does not illuminate a futurewhich is always somehow already inherent in reality” (Theologyof Hope, p. 85). It is more like a creation out of nothing, aresurrection from the dead.

But the notion has, nonetheless, taken a large place in eschatology during the last while. We meet the “unveiling” motifin W. Kreck (Die Zukunft des Gekommenen, 1961) and in H.Berkhof, who talks about the future as an “extrapolation of whathas already appeared in Christ and the Spirit” — and of “the experiences that we have with God in our own world and time”(Berkhof, De Christelijk Geloof, 1973, p. 545). We find thesame motif in Karl Rahner. Eschatology, he writes, is in the finalword christology. Anything in eschatology that cannot be read asa christological expression is mere “fortune-telling and apocalypticism” (Theological Investigations, IV, E.T. 1966, pp. 323ff.).

Pannenberg, too, is interested in the “unveiling” motif. When he talks of the “real revelation events” of the future, he immediately adds: “The end events bring nothing decisively new,nothing that was not already present in the resurrection of Jesus,”and what was complete in him does not have to be completed(Basic Questions in Theology, II, p. 44). And, finally, Barth hasa strong word about “unveiling.” For him the end-time will indeedbe a disclosure and not of a second, different reality. “On thecontrary, it is already the one reality which here and now stillencounters us in concealment, but there and then will make itself known, and will be knowable and known without concealment” (CD IV/3/2, p. 489).

Moltmann does not want to deny the fact that an unveiling will occur. And of course this would be unwarranted from thepoint of view of the New Testament; for the New Testament isemphatic about the significance of all that happens here and noweven while it points, often in urgent warning, to the future (cf.2 Corinthians 5:10; Galatians 6:8). But. says Moltmann, “Therevelation of Christ cannot then merely consist in what has already happened in hidden ways being unveiled for us to see . . ·”(Theology of Hope, p. 228). He becomes more emphatic when hesays that “the expression unveiling for revelation must be dropped,and in its stead revelation must be conceived as an event thattakes place in promise and fulfilment” (ibid.).

Moltmann’s view runs parallel with Bloch’s thoughts. For Bloch, too, denies the ‘‘unveiling” motif as he meets it in the“it is finished” of Christian faith. The Christian notion that “itis finished” means that the future can be only a disclosure of whatis already present (Atheismus, p. 190, E.T. Atheism in Christianity,1972, p. 195). Of course, Bloch sees this as a “theistic” weakness.For Moltmann the “unveiling” motif implies that everything important happened in the past, and that the church now must onlycontinually remember this past and in its light look forward tothe coming disclosure of what is really present now, even thoughhidden. It means there is nothing basically new that lies ahead inthe future. God’s revelation in the future will not, then, be the“beginning of a new and different future,” but only the “disclosure and true interpretation of the ongoing reality ” Revelationdoes not give us a trumpet call to hope; it only puts us “under thespell of remembrance.” This, says Moltmann, is not a vision of anew possibility, not the promise of a new thing created out ofnothing, and, for that reason, not a meaningful summons to struggle and protest in our time.

Moltmann has been criticized for the heavy accent he places on the newness of the future, and especially for the implicationhe sees in it for what must be done by us in the present time.Has he not minimized the importance of what has happened“once-for-all”? And does he not suggest that the realization ofthe eschaton lies in our hands, within our horizon? And, insteadof a “realized eschatology,” does he suggest an eschatology thatmust yet be realized? Moltmann responds to such suggestions witha touch of irony. The decisive significance of the newness of thefuture, and the dynamic for the present implicit within it, doesnot entail a future without a foundation laid in the past. Thecross and resurrection were God’s incursions into the worldwhich evoke our tension-filled expectations for the future. In fact,after his Theology of Hope, Moltmann never gave signs of lapsinginto some form of optimistic evolutionism. His book The CrucifiedGod came out in 1972 (E.T. 1974), and in it he shoves asideevolutionism and futurism. He has been asked whether, in movingfrom Hope to the Crucified God, he turned off the “Bloch music”and listened again to an “eschatology of the cross,” stopped singing “the Hallelujah chorus of Easter and began the penitencehymns of Good Friday.” But Moltmann insists that he has notchanged his thinking; the theology of hope was an eschatologyof the cross from the beginning. It was a theology of the risenCrucified One.

Remembrance need not spellbind us, but it is undeniably a remembrance of the death of Christ. This remembrance makes hoperealistic. The cross means that the hope created by the resurrectionis concretely tied to “its mobilizing vision.” Here — with hopefounded in the cross — Moltmann feels a keen kinship with J. B.Metz, whose “political theology” also accents the “remembrance”of the cross. Precisely because of what the church remembers, itexcludes the possibility of quietism. For the cross and resurrectionopen up the future to men and set them on the way toward thefuture in an active anticipation. Life and the world now comeinto the light of their real meaning. Life is now no longer “amere waiting room in which one sits around until the door isopened to God's office.” Rather, we are now summoned to dowhat is promised for tomorrow. But for that reason there can beno Prometheus-like struggle; for the powers that are at worknow are the conquering powers of the coming age (Hebrews 6).

Christianity must mobilize the powers of the future. It must mobilize them so that we can bring something of the future intothe personal, social, and political realities of the present time. Thefuture has a liberating power that must now be engaged.

The notion that the liberating power of the future contains a call for political action has occasioned some criticism. We couldeven say that it has inspired some mistrust, a fear that it couldlead to humanizing and horizontalizing of faith. Η. E. Todt, forinstance, recalled that, according to the New Testament, man“does not have the potential, not even with faith, to bring in thekingdom of God” (cf. Todt in W.-D. Marsch, ed., Diskussioniiber die “Theologie der Hoffnung” von Jurgen Moltmann, 1967).Todt sees a chiliastic component in Moltmann’s talk of liberation,a tendency to overestimate mans ability to realize in history whatis promised for the future. This reminds us of earlier eschatologicaldiscussions in which Barth put the question to the religioussocialist movement: “Can we then erect forms of the kingdom ofGod?” There is, in the fear of horizontalism, a suspicion of theugly head of pride, and an inflated estimate of Christian powerin our movement toward the eschaton.

The discussion of the Christian's labors in connection with the eschaton gets more complicated whenever quietism is disavowedat the same time as horizontalism is signalled as a threat. We feelthe tension in A. van Ruler as much as anywhere. He vehementlysets himself against horizontalism, but does so in connection withhis own ideals of a theocracy. Theocracy, he believes, reveals the“right correlation" between eschaton and history. A genuine concern for humanity is mandated by the eschaton. For the LordGod is most interested in the social life of men; he offers thesocial ideal (Van Ruler, Theologische Werk, 1961, VI, p. 45).Therefore the church, with its message, is the mediator betweenthe gospel and the world. It has “enormous pretensions" to besure; but the church does not annul the worldliness of the world.Rather it summons the world to its highest potential. Van Ruleruses the boldest expressions he can find to spell out the worldlyconcerns of the Christian community. He talks about “synergism"and speaks of the Reformation as being “radically and totallymariological." He objected to the title of H. Rerkhof's book,Christ, the Meaning of History; it is man, he said, who is themeaning of history (ibid., pp. 67ff.). Van Ruler was fascinatedwith the “deification" of man as a pneumatological category; andthis “deification" entails a kind of synergism in which men becomefellow judges of the world, a radical worldliness, and even “selfredemption" (ibid., I, 1969, pp. 230f.). Van Ruler lived into theReformation denial of the meritorious worth of human works; butthis did not permit him to minimize the importance of humanactivity. Indeed, he accented its importance to the full. And thisis all bound up with his vision of theocracy. Eschatology is per sesecular; what Communism envisions as history's route to theeschaton of world revolution is child's play compared with theChristian vision. Faith has limitless hope for the world.

This passionate call to world-concern brings Van Ruler into the spirit of Moltmann, and of J. Verkuyl (cf. Verkuyl, TheMessage of Liberation in Our Time, E.T. 1973). There is nofinicky arrangement of accents, no making sure that we give justthe right accent to eschatology and the precisely correct accentto the world of the present. For Van Ruler the eschaton is notmerely the appearance of what has already been redeemed; itis the unheard-of new thing, the consummation of the wholehistorical process in which all the life of this earth is taken along.This is the “most decisive perspective offered by Reformed theology.” And man himself is, in a certain sense, the purpose of it all:the structure of love is ‘not theocentric, but anthropocentric”(op. cit., II, 1971, p. 143). This was Van Ruler's thinking as of1969: the church has everything to do with the world and all thathappens in it. “Concern for the world belongs to the essence ofthe church. And that concern is gospel-mandated. For the gospelis the gospel of the kingdom” (ibid., p. 102).

But it was the same Van Ruler who at the same time attacked horizontalism — sometimes gently, sometimes in wrath. His distaste for horizontalizing the gospel in no way reflects aturning away from his premise: he is not opposed to the vitality,the concern, or the synergism that characterizes horizontalism.He is not opposed to its worldliness, certainly not to Christianparticipation in the world. What he is against is the substitutionof human work for the work of God. Dorothee S5lle is one ofhis targets. He rejects the “exclusive concern” for the politicaland social, and he vigorously opposes any Christian call to transform the world that is “wholly and exclusively directed to thislife and this world,” which is to confuse historical with redemptive movement.

His polemic against horizontalism is not a subtle way of retracting his own world-oriented theology. Van Ruler is againstisolating world-concern from the gospel of salvation. He does notwant to go back to the notion of salvation as a primary concernand worldly needs as a secondary concern. He does not want tobalance off neatly the spiritual and heavenly against a less-important worldly. But he surely is opposed to a reduction of thespiritual to the earthly.

Understandably, Moltmann has responded to such critiques, explaining that he never intended a triumphalistic conquest of theworld; and evolutionism and pride were not in his intentions.God’s kingdom has not been put in man’s hands; the world doesnot move naturally into God’s kingdom. God’s kingdom is entirelyhis own. Moltmann makes a distinction between the future andthe advent; it is one thing for history to move toward its destiny,but it is another for the kingdom to come in the parousia. TheChristian waits for the advent. There is an anticipation of thefuture only in the sense of waiting for something new that isproclaimed by the New Testament. Here we are not in the category of a self-evident movement “out of the inner tendencies ofthe present time.” But there is a proclamation that “comes intothe present time.” And with this, there is ground for creative andmilitant hope within our history.

Movement into the future does not happen by way of the inner dynamics of history; we cannot build for the future unlessthe future itself is given. For this reason, Moltmann agrees thatthe future we hope for is not “identical with the results of ouractivity; all our activity is ambiguous just as we historical creatures are always ambiguous.” But since the future is coming fromGod, our activity can never be in vain. None of this, however,can justify a defeatist or quietist attitude toward life. We maydisclaim hubris and reject evolutionism, but this does not mutethe appeal for obedient action. Nor does it discourage hope forconcrete new events within our horizon, short of the eschaton. Inthis vein, we can understand Moltmann’s lament at the loss ofcreative elan that comes with readiness to give up on the world,a faith without hope. He wants to rise above the dilemma: eitheran eschaton that only unveils the meaning of the past or a titanicstruggle in a Marxist sense. We might mention J. M. Lochmanat this point. Lochman, who found a home in Basel after leavingCzechoslovakia in 1968, also contends that grace may never bean excuse for quietism. We may rightly be offended by theMarxist Prometheus complex (Prometheus, says Lochman, isMarxism's greatest saint), but this should not tempt us into anunbiblical reaction, standing unemployed along the way in thestyle of the disciples (Matthew 20:7), waiting for what the Lordalone will do in his future.

In spite of the differences with respect to the future as a mere unveiling, Moltmann is not all that far from Barth. Moltmann recognizes that Barth is too complex to be typed as atheologian who sees no newly creative event in the eschaton.Barth, he knows, teaches more than a sheer noetic event, a futurethat is new only to the observer. Barth is not immunized againsta genuine promise for the new future by the “It is finished”motif. When Barth spoke against what he called “the pan-eschatological dream” he did not mean to minimize the importanceof the future; what he did intend was to emphasize that “theOne hoped-for” sets the church beneath his present Lordship.Barth too, no less than Moltmann, warned against escapism,against a “flight of thought into heaven.” Here, too, there is apossibility of hubris, of overestimation of our own work. Theworld around us, as it stands before our eyes, says Barth, shoutsto us that we have no reason for hubris. The life under sin,typified by death, marked clearly on every battlefield, in everyprison and every asylum, sends the message: This life is not yetthe redeemed existence. Nonetheless, to be alert to the littlelights ignited along the way as signs of the coming kingdom isnot a forbidden option. For in this life, expectation and serviceare bound together as a way of proclaiming the great light:"To hope is to work, and only thus is it true hope” (CD IV/3,pp. 937ff.).

Both Barth and Moltmann radically reject Bloch's critique of theism as a God concept that excludes human activity. Thepicture is totally different. Without trust in God protests againstinjustice and the struggle for justice are crippled. There is noplace for anthropocentrism, not in the century of Auschwitz andHiroshima. And there is every reason to be critical of a kingdomhope that promises a future without God. There is every reason,too, for rejecting a waiting-room quietism that, as tribute to divine majesty, squeezes human action out of the scene for fear ofGod's jealousy. Barth puts it this way: The construct, "God iseverything, man is nothing,” as a description of grace "is notmerely a ‘shocking simplification' but complete nonsense” (CDIV/1, p. 627).

Dilemmas always are a source of polarization. We quickly go over to simplistic either-or's (e.g., individual piety or humanconcern) in which the fulness of truth is torn apart. And in theatmosphere of false polarities, we often stop listening to eachother and lose our ability to understand each other's words. Withthis, irritation and pique poison the theological discussion.

But it is striking and, at the same time, reassuring that the clear intent of the gospel comes through even in the midst oftheological polarization, especially when all the parties intendto be faithful to the gospel.

The old tensions between concern for personal salvation and concern for the world provide occasion for searching out theimplications of the gospel. The same is true of the contrast between so-called political theology and mysticism. It is sometimesfeared that even a theology with so splendid a label as "theologyof hope” loses sight of the individual and his salvation, andturns hope into a new form of human activism. Helmut Thielicke,in this connection, criticizes "political theology” on the groundsof its christology, not on the grounds of its concern for the affairsof this world. In this christology, Thielicke thinks, Jesus is viewedas a model of human activity in such a way that the issue of hisdivinity evaporates. He sees this as a natural upshot of a christologythat has concern only with man and his world. Jesus becomes asubstitute for an absent God. Transcendence is lost, in this view,and man tends to transgress his limits in order to replace thelost God. Naturally, in the mind of ‘political theologians’’Thielicke’s fears are misplaced. For, they say, what they wantis not to replace the gospel, but to trace its bearing on worldlyaffairs. This leads us to say that the problem for Christian theology lies in the manner in which the work of man is integratedinto the work of God.

The discussion goes on, however, to ask about the concrete bearing of the gospel on life. With this, we encounter very deepdifferences. The question of how the gospel bears on politics isan old one, and it is far more than an interesting theoreticalproblem. Rather, it is one that touches on man’s life in his concrete world. And we are dealing with real people, not just imaginary cases. Pannenberg rightly warned against the “stupor” ofenthusiasm for distant revolutionary heroes in far-off places whileordinary work needing to be done here and now is ignored.

In the midst of many discussions about the theology of revolution and nonviolence, transformation and concrete changes,we encounter many options. (Cf. L. Smedes, “The Ethics of Violence as a Last Resort” in H. Kuitert, ed., Septuagesimo Anno,1973.) But the possibility of various options leaves life in tension.Uncertainty can lead to an ill-considered use of the gospel tosupport specific causes or it can, on the other hand, lead to anew indifference to the gospel. Even the accent on hope doesnot pave a way out of this impasse. And if it does not show thatthe gospel’s speech about liberating power has concrete meaning,it could end in fruitlessness. But the promising factor is that thevery problems encountered in the discussion compel us to recognize the clear thrust of the gospel.

It is important, in this connection, to note the equally timely discussions about the consummation, particularly in reference to whether it is an immanent or a transcendent event.Rahner has put the question in these terms, somewhat parallelwith Moltmann’s distinction between what can be anticipated inhistory and what must be expected as an intervention into history (futurum and adventus). The decisive question is whether wecan anticipate the kingdom of God within this world in a realisticsense. We hardly ever meet an absolute denial of the possibilityof the kingdom of God within history. Vatican II itself spoke ofa this-worldly anticipation: “Thus the end of the age has alreadycome to us, and the renewal of the world is irrevocably begunand can be anticipated in a real way within our time.” But thisanticipation is present, for Vatican II, in the church. For thechurch is that which is “given a real, be it incomplete holiness.”So Vatican II did not mean that we experienced a foretaste of theconsummation within the alienated and corrupt life of humanity.Nor did it mean to identify the presence of the consummation withthe groanings of creation for liberation from our bondage to thisperishable life.

But the council did speak in other settings about our anticipation of the future in life outside the holy church. In the Constitution on the Church, we read that the laymen of the church are empowered to bring the gospel into daily life, into both thefamily and society. The people are children of promise, and theyought not cluster their hopes around their private and innerlives, but rather live them out “through a continuing transformation of life, through struggle against the worldly powers of darkness and the evil spirits, including those within the structures ofearthly life.” Rahner discerns in such statements a revolutionaryposture and a strike against the tendency of the church tosanctify conservatism and all that suggests religion as the “opiateof the people.” It is regrettable, says Rahner, that “the will to conserve has become for us the cardinal virtue of life” (Rahner,Theological Investigations, X, E.T. 1971, pp. 242ff.). He sees inCatholicism a special sympathy for the structure of Christianhope. In the Protestant doctrine of justification the importantelement is the forensic relationship in which the sinner is liftedout of his sinful status as a person, but without a real presenceof grace in life. The Catholic view allows for a more immanentconsummation of Christian experience. God’s absolute self-giving,which is the transcendent side, is immanent within the creature.And therefore the consummation is both transcendent and immanent; both are aspects of the one consummation. Seeking thatwhich is above does not reduce but rather magnifies our dutyto build a more humane world. This is the kind of thinking thatRahner finds encouraging in the council. Rahner insists that nomatter how “probingly and carefully” we do our human work,whatever progress takes place in an improved structuring ofhuman society is of “highest importance” for the kingdom of God.

Rahner summarizes the question by asking whether the new earth “from above” descends into a “neutral” territory of an unredeemed and untransformed world or whether it is “built bymen” (ibid.). This is a question that haunts the relationship between Marxism and Christianity. It pervades the issue of whetherChristians are really prepared to take this present world seriously.Is the world merely the raw stuif for the exercise of our personalChristian virtues or is it the arena for realizing actual goals withinthe world? For Rahner a persistent difference exists betweenhistory and consummation (both in the personal and social sense).There remains within the social humanization of life a place for“radical conversion.” Rut there is no radical discontinuity betweenthem. Much rather, the present life is “radically significant” —history itself moves toward the future of God and this fact dissolves the dilemma between history and the kingdom of God.

Rahner reveals a fascinating similarity to Kuyper in all of this. It was Kuyper who talked about the eternal hope as a“hidden germ of life, the basic significance of things” within theworld. And he called Christians to the task of bringing into realitysome of the glory and honor of the New Jerusalem. He spoke ofthe “connection between this life and the life to come” (Kuyper,Gemeene Gratie, I, pp. 458ff.). This was not a horizontalizingof the gospel. Kuyper certainly did not suppose that the kingdomwould come through an evolutionist dynamic within the worldthat would break through finally as the kingdom of Glory. Buthe did see that the hope of the kingdom to come gave an eternalvalue to this earthly life and to our human work.

The continuity between the present and the future also intrigued Bavinck. “Everything that is authentic, noble, just, pure,lovable, and of sound repute in creation . . . will be broughttogether in the future city of God, but renewed, recreated, andraised to its highest glory. The material is already present in thisearth” (Bavinck, Gereformeerde Dogmatiek, IV, p. 702). Bavinckand Kuyper were fighting an other-worldly spirituality, and wereespecially concerned with the problem of the cosmos and itssignificance in relation to eternal life. The present discussionsare oriented more to the relationship between the movement ofhistory and the transcendent origin of the time to come. Thediscussions therefore tend to focus on the temporal horizon; thequestion has to do with our responsibility for this present timewhere justice does not dwell and our hope for the new earth ofthe future wherein justice will dwell (2 Peter 3:13). That is,current discussions do not touch on Kuyper’s “life-germ” of eternitywithin the world or Bavinck’s earthly “material” from which thefuture kingdom will be fashioned, but rather on the hurly-burlyof human life as it moves on its way toward the future of God.Here we confront the question of man on his way in the serviceof the future kingdom, a service to this tragedy- and injustice-infected world as we anticipate the world to come.

The passionate protest we have seen in our time against defeatism and quietism, against an irrelevant consciousness of transcendence and against a hope for the future that is cut loosefrom affairs of our world, is not a secularized estrangement fromthe gospel. That it is interpreted as a secularized gospel must becharged to the carelessness with which the protest is often made.Sometimes the appeal for this-worldly responsibility is soundedwithout the kind of qualifications that MoJtmann, for instance,applies. So, very understandable reactions are evoked, reactionsthat also fail to honor the connections between the gospel andhuman responsibility for the world.

Naturally enough, the theological discussions find their way into congregations. There the impression is created that theologians are offering an inner-worldly salvation that lies in our ownhands. And with this the suspicion is evoked that the real Christian expectation of God’s future, when God himself will make allthings new and provide a new Jerusalem that comes from heaven(Revelation 21), is being undermined. To counter this suspicion,we are reminded of the biblical themes about human calling andresponsibility. We are reminded of the victory theme of the NewTestament — the disarming of the powers (Colossians 2:14) andthe new creation that has already come. But this is counteredwith the reminder that the New Testament also speaks of a “notyet” which renders all triumphalism inappropriate. We are reminded too of our daily experience which stifles optimism aboutour own future; the disarmed powers still have amazing power.

Discussions within the Reformed Churches of the Netherlands are typical of the tensions Christians feel with respect to the this-worldly and the other-worldly aspects of faith, and to therelation between man’s earthly work and the redemptive acts ofthe transcendent God. At a synod assembly in 1971/72, thequestion took this form, among others: What does the Biblemean when it says that the new Jerusalem will “descend fromheaven”? Here the transcendent-versus-immanent theme is crystallized: Can we legitimately speak of a realization of the kingdomwithin our earthly history? On the sidelines a discussion wasopened between assembly delegates and members of the theological faculty of the Free University. From this discussion emergeda consensus, set in a series of themes.

1. The meaning of history is defined by God’s redemptiveacts for the redemption and renewal of our world. Man, with hishuman responsibility, is implicated in his acts. This is why thechurch calls all men to faith and conversion.

2. The fulfilment of salvation-history lies beyond the presenthorizon of our existence. Therefore, Christian discipleship has thecharacter of a pilgrimage.

3. The revelation of God’s salvation does not take placeoutside the context of our earthly knowledge and experience, butit is also true that God’s acts are not confined to our field of knowing and working.

4. In our world, life is heavily burdened with evil. This putsfaith in tension and struggle. But God tells us that he will oneday triumph powerfully over the forces of darkness. . . . Thus,without fatalistically accepting the evil of the world, we are encouraged to persevere in the struggle to appropriate his salvation.

5. We encounter outside the church manifestations of humanity that often put Christians to shame. We believe that thesefragmentary snippets of human goodness are somehow relatedto the saving work of God. This does not undo the fact that onlythe gospel of God’s grace in Jesus Christ is the revealed way forthe whole world to be saved.

The assembly received this statement and used it to express a general consensus on two points, as stated by the synod:

a) The fulfilment of salvation-history lies beyond our presentearthly existence and will occur in the day of Christ.

b) The church has the mandate, with the gospel of God’sgrace in Jesus Christ that was entrusted to it, to call all mento faith and conversion in which a conscious, personal faith-relationship with Christ is discovered.

Certainly a brief churchly declaration like this does not answer all the explicit and implicit questions. But space is createdby it for further reflection on the concrete significance of thelordship of Christ for the struggles of this earthly life. It leavesus open for the terribly serious business of life in our world.Life is too serious to permit flight from it. And when men likeBonhoeffer speak of the “deep this-worldliness of Christianity”they do not mean to de-eschatologize the gospel. To become“this-worldly” is not to empty the future of its radical characterof “beyond this world.” What it does do is close the door to flightinto the “beyond.” It tells us that such a flight is a caricature, nota profile of Christian hope. The summons to “this-worldly” livingis a response, as Rahner puts it, to “God’s redeeming love for theworld in all its dimensions” (op. cit., Ill, E.T. 1967, p. 48).

Our ongoing struggle can give us a longing for a consensus that the source and power of our human action lies within thelove that God has for this world. It is his enormous philanthropy(Titus 3:4) that blazes the way into the future that he prepares.With this the deepest intention of our human action can betested. And as we are confronted again and again with the message of his love, we can be liberated from caricatures of thegospel that could otherwise release Christians from responsibilityfor justice and mercy. On the route of faith and action, alongwith hope, we see that the gospel we believe is far removed fromthe picture of a future without bearing on the present, a heavenlyhope without concern for the neighbor and his world. We canbreak through caricatures, and when we do the light will alwaysshine through all our fabricated dilemmas and appear as thelight of men to the glory of our Father who is in heaven(Matthew 5:16).


8. Concern for the Faith

NO ONE WHO HAS LIVED CLOSE TO THE CHURCH DURING THE LASTseveral years will be surprised at the title of this final chapter. Perhaps he will recognize in it something of his own doubts abouttheological trends. There are symptoms of concern everywhere,and they touch on deep and central issues. Some of the problemshave sneaked up on people, catching them unprepared; many oftoday’s problems seem foreign to all their experiences with thefaith. Some people feel betrayed, threatened with a loss of something profoundly important. For Protestants, it is tied to a fearthat the complete trustworthiness of Scripture is somehow beingsubverted. For Catholics, it is related to a loss of respect for theauthority of the church as the last word for questions of faith.In both places, people have a feeling that theologians are takinga critical attitude toward the church’s past, that they are breakingcontinuity with the church of all ages and its universal and undoubted Christian faith.

We seem to have set out on a path without knowing where it will lead us. This suspicion is not limited to any one communion; it is present in almost every denomination. Everyproblem that one church encounters has its parallel in otherchurches. A familiar example of the sorts of questions that haveplagued evangelical churches is the set of questions that clusteraround the creation and fall of man. Some people are sure thatnewer interpretations spell a clear threat to the faith and arereason for concern and alarm. Others, after early hesitation, havebecome convinced that, as long as we continue to confess Godas Creator and the reality of human rebellion and guilt, alongwith the utter need for God’s grace, we can fit the newer interpretations within the church’s faith.

We have labelled the unrest as concern for the faith. This concern is for more than the dogma of scriptural authority or, asin Rome, for the dogma of papal authority. It reaches out fromthese basic matters into a large complex of beliefs that seem tohave become unglued as a result of watered down authority.And some of these issues touch the heart of the church.

One does not have to be boxed into dead orthodoxy to share this concern. It is true that dogma can become petrified, andfaith can be hardened into a legalistic network of beliefs. Butit is also true that the mystery of Jesus Christ is part of thechurch’s dogma. Dogma is a living reality within the house ofGod; here it sounds as the love song of the congregation. Concernfor dogma is concern for faith. The task of theology is to helppreserve the doxology of dogma. This is why unrest about dogma,concern for the faith that was once-for-all delivered, is the moreunsettling when theology seems out of tune with the faith of thechurch. Reassuring people about the good intentions of theologians does not set them at rest; they know it is a matter of truthand not simply of good intent.

We cannot trace out all the components of concern for the faith within the churches. What we will do is point out someareas of unrest and concern within theology itself. Uncertainty isalways the companion of those who search out new ways. Andtheology has embarked on many new directions. There is tensionin theology as new ways of interpreting the old dogmas conflictwith traditional ways. We will look at some of the conflicts thathave caused concern for the faith.

One area of tension that has been with us for several years, and remains one of the most difficult, is the effort to reinterpret dogma.

Everyone understands that the faith needs to be interpreted. But is there something more afoot than an interpretation of thefaith? We have always known that the faith has to be understoodin the light of its origin, its content, and its implications. Butmany suspect that current reinterpretations involve somethingmore dubious than this. That their suspicions need not be wellfounded is seen in that reinterpretations of the faith have alwaystaken place whenever we try to confess the faith within thecritical moments of our own time. The message of the gospel isunderstood in new generations. Even this causes a certain amountof tension. For the question always arises as to whether the newform has preserved the old message intact or whether the content itself has undergone transformation, in part or as a whole.

What the faithful want to know is whether reinterpretations of the faith preserve continuity with the faith of the fathers. Thoseconcerned to keep the faith alive in new forms, meanwhile, tryto assure others of their convictions that the continuity is intact.Reinterpreting the faith of the church is, in fact, an effort topreserve the deepest intentions of the church when it formulatedits dogmas, and to revive that original faith in new expressions.

Of course, ours is not the first century of reinterpretation of dogma. The nineteenth century was busy with it, even morecritically than ours. And when theologians were critical ofChalcedon and the Apostles’ Creed, they also claimed to be doingnothing more than piercing to the true intent of the faith, recapturing the essence of the Christian faith. Both Protestant andCatholic modernism claimed to be only reforming the antiquatedconcepts in order to preserve the essence. It is the memory of thiskind of reinterpretation that causes concern today. For it is areminder that reinterpretation can be an honorable label for aless than honorable affair.

Some suggest that reinterpretation is more dangerous than outright criticism of the faith. The former can soothe the churchinto supposing that it is still in touch with the true faith while infact a profound shift has taken place under its nose; a break withthe faith has occurred under the camouflage of reinterpretation.Thus, the issue is always: Are we dealing with the creation of anew meaning or only with a new way of pointing to theold meaning?

The tensions exist in the church because the work of reinterpretation has not gone on in some ivory tower. It touches the lives of people for whom the church and its faith are the heartof life. And it is carried on by theologians whose heart is just asclose to the center of the church. Sometimes, this very factcauses intense problems, especially if their reflections bring themto conclusions which they deeply believe are in line with the traditional faith. (To recall some names of the older days, we mightmention Berenger of Tours with his reformation of transub-stantiation, Gottschalk with his doctrine of predestination, andGalileo with his view of the relation between Scripture andscience.) There have been others who, out of integrity, declinedthe option of continuing within the church under the guise ofretaining the essence, though not the form, of the old faith. Afamous example is Allard Pierson of the nineteenth century. Hefinally concluded that he could no longer believe in the doctrineof vicarious redemption; so he wrote to the congregation he hadpastored for eight years, accounted for his convictions, and resigned his office. He saw no way of translating his opinions withinthe framework of the church's faith, and had no desire to urgethe church to expand its parameters of toleration. Pierson wassometimes called the enfant terrible of modernism; he was oneof the few who decided on their own that there was no placewithin the church for their convictions. Most modernists wereconvinced that it was their convictions the church ought to preach,that only thus could the faith be liberated from its orthodoxconfinement.

The Pierson affair illustrates how the problem of reinterpretation of the faith can strike deep into the vitals of the church. There is often more afoot than a new, somewhat refined mannerof expression. And there is more than a simple development ofdogma, a kind of organic growth, an unfolding of the truth fromthe implicit to the explicit. If this is all there were at handeveryone would recognize reinterpretation as an enrichment offaith. The question, for many, is whether we are dealing not witha new manner of expression but with a new faith, a faith withties somewhere other than that which was “once-for-all delivered”to the church for all times (Jude 3; 1 Timothy 6:20).

Reinterpretation of the faith usually assumes a fundamental distinction: the distinction between form and content, betweenthe formulations of dogma and the truth that is expressed inthose formulations. The question is whether the church can workwith this distinction. It has been a burden for the Roman CatholicChurch, whose doctrine of papal infallibility might, on firstthought, provide minimal room for reinterpretation. Nor doesit seem flexible enough for making dogma more understandableto new generations. After all, truth formulated infallibly ought tobe relevant for all times. The more striking, then, is the fact thatreinterpretation of dogma has been going on intensely withinRoman Catholic theological circles in a deep awareness of thehistorically conditioned character of the church's speech. SinceH. Boulliard made a distinction between the affirmation (truth)and the representation of truth (its form) some thirty years ago,the process has gone on apace. Resistance to it came almost immediately. Some saw it as a relativizing of truth, and were sure itwould undermine the certainty of faith. They were convinced thatthe Holy Spirit was involved not only in affirmation, but ingiving truth its verbal form. But even after the first official protest was sounded in 1950 (in the encyclical Humani Generis), theproblem was not washed away. The same complex of problemswas evident in 1965 when the encyclical Mysterium Fidei usedthe same arguments against reinterpretations of the doctrine oftransubstantiation that had been used fifteen years earlier.

The question of the criterion for judging between form and content was bound to come up in this connection. The church,it was said, expressed its intentions in these particular words, andnot other words, so therefore the form cannot be touched withouttouching the content expressed in it. As a matter of fact, thedistinction between form and content was used only after webecame conscious of the difference between the wider horizonsof our knowledge and the narrower limit of earlier generations.In any case, it was not a simple task “to make a clear distinctionbetween what was essential and unchangeable in the faith andthe church and what is only the external form or time-boundexpression and therefore can be changed with no loss of content”(Cardinal Alfrink).

Hence, an uneasiness haunts all talk about the time-bound character of older formulations, about antiquated concepts and“the garments” of thought (Schillebeeckx) worn in previous times.Profound questions cling to the project of reinterpreting the faith,questions having to do both with the church’s continuity withits own confession and with personal faith experience. Personalfaith gets involved with all sorts of questions — the doctrine ofthe eucharist, christology, eschatology (especially in relation tomodern crises). For instance, one’s personal hope seems affectedwhen theologians appear to de-liberalize the biblical teachingsabout eschatology. What the latter comes down to is the questionof whether the things the church always taught about the futurehave lost their original literal sense. And so, again, the questionis raised whether there is not much more loose in the church thana simple distinction between form and content.

The urge to reinterpret dogma is occasioned in part by the rise of problems that earlier generations were wholly innocentof and to which they could therefore hardly have given an answer. This is involved in the way the Council of Trent treatedthe dogma of original sin and the way this dogma has beenreinterpreted in the light of later discoveries about man and hisorigins. Was there some way of distinguishing Trent’s unchangeable “affirmation” from its changeable “representation”? Well, theproblems remained, and with them a general sense of the legitimacy of reinterpretation. The challenge was that of finding ahermeneutic for reinterpreting the affirmations of the church.

Questions like these came, not from those whose commitment to the church was notably weak, but from committed Catholics who wanted precisely to maintain their witness to unchangeable truth through the changing times. When John XXIII opened the Second Vatican Council, he said something that relates tothe whole question of reinterpretation. “This certain and unchangeable doctrine, to which we must be faithful, ought to bestudied and expounded with methods appropriate for our time.For we must distinguish between the inheritance of faith itself,or, if one prefers, of the truths contained in our holy doctrine,and the manner in which these truths were formulated, naturallyin the same sense and with the same meaning.” At the openingevening, a group of German bishops gathered and discussed thePope’s statement with enormous enthusiasm; Hans Kung, whospoke for the bishops, seized on it with particular zest. ThePope’s words were hardly “revolutionary,” of course. He setclear limits and made sure that the “ever the same” of the churchsounded clearly through all he said. But he made the distinctionbetween content and form respectable, and even spoke of itsnecessity. This was certainly notable.

Putting the task of reinterpretation on the agenda no doubt showed the influence of Cardinal Bea. But it also showed theinfluence of others, like Karl Rahner, for instance, who nevertired of speaking about the difference between the “method” andthe “content” of the church’s speech. Men like these were notcriticizing the affirmations of the past. They meant to cover animportant aspect of the infallible dogma.

Further discussions, however, brought theologians face to face with the very question of infallibility; surely, it was held bysome, we cannot have a revision of infallible utterances; “the infallible utterances of the church’s teaching office” are “off limits”for Catholic theologians (M. Lohrer). We may talk of interpretations, but not of revisions or corrections. But others contendedthat all the formulations are always temporal, inadequate, andlimited. This is the way Karl Rahner, first, and then Hans Kungtalked. As they talked of the limited character of their church’sutterances Catholic theologians also began thinking about Catholicism’s relationship to other churches. If one’s own statements aretime-bound, and in a certain sense limited, we become awarethat others may really be committed to the same truth whichboth of us express only in part. Hence, without wiping out thedifferences, we may be able to have converging interpretations ofthe one truth. Thus spoke men like Kung.

Dogma-historical studies of the councils like Chalcedon and Trent added fuel to the fire. The time-conditioned aspect ofchurchly statements became very evident. But at the same time,the difference between correction and interpretation became fuzzier. What are we dealing with? Are we touching only on “technicalconcepts” and “scholastic niceties”? If so, then we need not worryabout corrections. Or, is our sensitivity to the horizon problemleading us into actual criticism of statements of faith? If so, thenthe disquiet among the churches cannot be shoved aside as morestubborn conservatism.

The problematics involved in the interpretation of dogma climaxed in a very important debate about the infallibility of the Pope and his statements of dogma. For years this most sensitivematter was never discussed. But now it has surfaced in the nameof the church’s responsibility as it faces the future in a new age.The question was often discussed as to which statements, amongj! that the previous popes had made, were infallible. But thatthe Pope spoke infallibly was never doubted in public. All thischanged when Hans Kung set papal infallibility itself on theagenda in his book Infallible? first issued in 1970 (E.T. 1971).This book was the forerunner of an extended discussion in whichthe contention that had been made with respect to other dogmas,namely that the truth always comes to us in the stream of historyand is expressed in fallible, inadequate forms, now was appliedto papal statements. Paul’s word about our partial knowledge(1 Corinthians 13:12) became a sort of proof-text. “All churchlyformulations of the faith are fragmentary,” and concepts appearin them that certainly “do not participate” in infallibility. Suchnotions as these were out in the open, notions that called fordelicate distinctions, and were certain, as Rahner said, to createuncertainty about the very content of the churchly teachings.

The question of whether we are dealing with criticism or only interpretation now became obviously relevant. In fact thisquestion arose in response to earlier books by Kung, such asStructures of the Church, 1962 (E.T. 1964), and The Church, 1967 (E.T. 1967). But now the issue was sharper and morecritical. The First Vatican Council (1870) spoke about thechurch’s need, for its own well-being, of the enclave of infallibility. The enclave was created by the Holy Spirit in the formof irrevocable, infallible teachings which are lifted above alldiscussion and criticism.

But Kung called for a hard look at the actual history of papal statements in which error was, as a matter of fact, mixed withtruth. He wanted complete honesty and integrity. (He wrote abook called Truthfulness: The Future of the Church, 1968.) Hasthe time not come, he asked, for a “genuine demythologizingand de-ideologizing of the church’s teaching authority?” Thechurch is, Kung insisted, indefectible. But this does not require,as a conditio sine qua non, that its teachings are infallible northat the church’s path is marked by irrevocable statements. Weshould rather think in terms of being guided and sustained bythe Spirit as he leads us through the valleys of possible error.“The church is sustained in the truth in spite of the possibilitiesof error.” For this reason, it puts its trust in the promise of theHoly Spirit who was given to lead the church into all truth. Kungtalked in the same vein as Bavinck did and as the Belgic Confession does: the church is preserved by God as it walks amidenemies (Article XXVII).

Kung was greeted by a sharp attack from none other than Karl Rahner, who, along with others, published a criticism ofKung’s book, InfallibleP Rahner publicly asked the sensitivequestion: “Is Kung still Catholic?” And he answered by sayingthat Kung should be treated as a “liberal Protestant” for whomneither the Scriptures nor the councils were binding. Kung wasclearly hurt by Rahner’s frontal assault; after all, in his thoughtabout the historical conditionedness — and relativity — of dogma,he had identified closely with Rahner himself. It was hardlyunderstandable for Kung, then, that Rahner turned on him.

For many, it had been Rahner himself who disturbed the church by his rather free and uninhibited use of the distinctionbetween content and form of churchly definitions. His own distinctions seemed to carry crucial consequences in their wake, ashis views of creation and evolution and of the plural origin ofman seemed to demonstrate. The Council of Trent, after all, hadall but excluded the possibility of a plurality of human origins;

and the church in 1950 emphatically spoke against the polygenesis of man on the grounds that only monogenesis could be harmonized with Trent’s doctrine of original sin and its exegesisof Paul’s statement that all have sinned in Adam.

Rahner waded straight through traditional interpretations, and raised many questions in Catholic minds. In 1971 — in themidst of the infallibility debate with Kung — Rahner found himself accused by Cardinal Hoffner. And Kung appeared on Germanradio to ask ironically: “Is Rahner still Catholic?” His answerwas that it would be utter absurdity to doubt it.

Without going into the background of Rahner’s criticism of Kung, we might recall his remark to J. B. Metz back in 1968 —prior to his dispute with Kung. He said that, while for twentyyears he had gained the reputation of a progressive theologian, henow found himself having to defend the truly central and traditional positions of the church. He believed, he said, that he hadnot changed, but that others had. He saw himself standing withinthe church, defending it against radical opposition. And the foes,as he saw them, were touching issues on which the church stoodor fell. He did not have Kung in view at the time. He had hiseye on what he called un-Christian views against which a clearNo needed to be said — probably he had radical forms of secularization in view. But we cannot help wondering whether, later,Rahner did not suspect that Kung fit the label of desacralizer.Only in some such way can we account for the intensity of Rahner’s response to Kung’s views. In any case, the unrest createdby the Kung-Rahner debate is an example of concern for the faith.

We sense the growing concern in Jean Danielou. During the Second Vatican Council he was (along with Henri de Lubac)one of the most visible representatives of the “new theology”There he spoke earnestly about the historical limitations of thechurch and about the cultural garments in which the faith isclothed. He appealed to the church to untie itself from Aristotelian philosophy and seek contact with modern modes of thought.In 1968, however, Danielou said that he was concerned aboutthe apparent loss of the objective, definitive, and absolutelanguage that has come about because men now doubt the abilityof human reason to have objective knowledge of the truth.

Getting clear focus on the backgrounds and motives behind the tensions is very difficult. But we can see quite clearly thatthe problem of interpretation is at the center all along the line.

The question is one of limits: where does reinterpretation of the past slide over into critique of and break with the past? Atthe present stage of discussion, the question is being askedwhether Kung is reacting against a straw man, whether he hasinterpreted the real intentions of Vatican I correctly. It is asked,for instance, whether Vatican I ever meant to assert that it wasimpossible for the church to err. Might it not be that the councilnever intended an absolute unchangeability of dogmatic formulas, but only to say that the Pope’s magisterial judgment, whichwas, in any case, inexpendable in situations of conflict, wasthe last and final word? (Cf. A. Houtepen, Onfeilbaarheid enhermeneutiek, 1973, pp. 342, 349.)

We may ask whether the problems that Kung has raised would be any different if Vatican I had intended only to saythat the Pope’s final word of judgment was beyond appeal. Itseems to me that Kung’s questions would be essentially the same.They are aimed, not at whether “infallible statements” are possible or justified, but rather at the problem implicit in all that thechurch, in its historicalness, says. Thus, he is saying that nothingis beyond appeal. Even the Pope’s judicial pronouncements wouldbe in question. For Kung, what is at stake is whether Christ theLord is the one final judge.

Protestant churches are occupied with the same problem. Confessional Protestant bodies, in particular, have felt the tensionbetween current theological reflection and the confessions of thechurch from earlier centuries. The question of how to makecontact with modern thought is the main cause of the tension.For the Gereformeerde Kerken (Reformed Churches) of theNetherlands, the tension surfaced dramatically back in 1926around the name of J. G. Geelkerken and the actions of theSynod of Assen. The struggle that began then has continuedwithout interruption until the present moment. It concentratedon the interpretation of Scripture, though, as now, it took thechurchly form of the question of one’s commitment to the confessions of the church. At the Synod of Assen, the questionfocussed on the “utterly obvious” literal intention of the biblicalaccount of the creation and fall of man. (I have given a ratherfull account of the dispute in my book, Holy Scripture, E.T. 1975,and will not enter into detail here.) It is enough to point outthat the question of whether the Bible speaks “literally” or“symbolically” — the question raised at Assen — has been considerably broadened since then. New questions have arisen thathave to do with the further development of science and withthe hermeneutics of the Old and New Testament, especially withrespect to Genesis 3 and Romans 5. These questions run on paralleltracks with the problems the Catholic church faced in the confrontation between the church’s teachings about creation and thetheory of evolution. The difference between them is that, fortyyears afterward, the Gereformeerde Kerken officially abandonedthe decisions made at the Synod of Assen. For Roman Catholicism,given its doctrine of the church, a decision to annul a priorchurchly definition is unthinkable. But for the Reformed churches,with their doctrine of the church and its dogma as a form ofhuman confession, it was not unthinkable, in spite of the tensionsthat such an action creates, tensions that are inevitable becauseof a desire to maintain continuity with the church’s confessionsalong with a calling to cope with the development of humanunderstanding in an honest manner.

The Synod of Assen had declared that a “literal” interpretation of the “speaking serpent” was required by the confessions of the church. When this decision was retracted the commonconviction was that the retraction in no way estranged the presentchurch from its confessions about the creation and the fall ofman. The consensus was that the unity of faith was not broken.The synod stated in a mood of doxology that it discerned “withjoy that all the members of the synod were committed to theconfession that God created man good unto a fellowship of lovewith him, but that man in arrogant disobedience rejected and rejects this fellowship, that all of mankind is estranged from him,has fallen into the bondage of sin, and can be rescued onlythrough God’s gracious intervention.” It would be an exaggeration to say that everyone in the church shared this joy, but it istrue that the conviction prevailed that, in the midst of remainingdifferences of opinion, there was no radical break with the past,and that shifts in interpretation are not the same as rejectionof the authority of Holy Scripture. This helps explain why thediscussions since then have not been submerged, and why theolder issues keep rising in the background of newer problems.We can only be glad when concern for older questions staysalive. They are related to many aspects of Christian faith andconfession, and it can hardly be claimed that they have beenclarified to everyone’s satisfaction.

I have the sense that many, including theologians, feel themselves caught in a web of uncertainties, what with questions posed from the corners of modern biblical studies, consciousness of therelativity of human thought, the problems of modern science,and the broad question of the limits of our horizon. Even moreimportant is that differences arise as to what, after all, is centralto Christian faith. When Catholics discussed the hierarchy oftruths, the question of which were central to faith always hoverednearby. And the same question haunts the Protestant world. Butit is precisely here, when people sense that the center may beaffected, that it is obvious that all seeking of the truth involvesunrest and concern.

We will now proceed to review some important theological discussions that have been most directly involved with the reinterpretation of unquestionably central issues of the faith. Wehave in mind the quest for a responsive interpretation of thechurch’s confession of Jesus Christ. This quest is interlocked atmany points with our interpretations of the church’s past confessions to which both Catholics and Protestants are committed.The definition of the natures and person of Christ at Chalcedonis a clear instance.

We should not be surprised that, in connection with the christological questions raised in recent times, the confession ofthe trinity also gets involved. We cannot deal with the faith asthough we could divide it up neatly into compartments (loci) ofdoctrine. We are dealing always with basic questions, whetherearlier or later ones, that affect the preaching of the whole gospel.I will not pretend to do more than provide some orientationwithin certain phases of the quest that strike me as particularlyimportant. In doing this I cannot help sensing that, whatever unrest and concern such quests provoke, our interest in them issustained by an expectation that the bond between seeking andfinding (“Seek and you shall find”) will not fail us. Without thishope, theology loses its primary stimulus.

The confession of Christ’s genuine humanity has become a focal point for modern christological discussion. Modem christol-ogy is dead set against any sort of docetism, any tendency thatshaves anything away from the Lord’s humanity. It is as thoughtheologians want once and for all to undo the damage that ancientdocetism did to the church’s appreciation for the manhood ofJesus Christ. Naturally, the emphasis on Christ’s humanity can

give the impression that theologians want to reduce Christ to humanity. We had the same concern when theologians “rediscovered” the humanity of the Scriptures, a concern that theywere reducing the Holy Scripture to a human book.

It is not forgotten here in the Netherlands that it was Jan Hendrik Scholten — the father of Dutch modernism — who devoted his inaugural address at the University of Franeker (in1841) to the dangers of docetism. Could it, then, be likewise truethat current stress on Christ’s humanity and the dangers of docetism arises from a basically modernistic trend? Could the attack on docetism really stem from a thinking that has no sympathy for the great mystery of the Word becoming flesh and noconcern to keep alive the church’s confessions of him “in whomthe fulness of God dwelt bodily” (Colossians 2:9)?

Such suspicions are unnecessary if only for the reason that the church itself has expressly confessed the true humanity ofits Lord. This is not only true of Chalcedon, but of the Reformed confessions as well. Does not the Belgic Confession putit as sharply as any? “Our salvation and resurrection,” it says,“depend on the reality of his body” (Article XIX).

Modern stress on the true humanity of Christ is not validated only by the church’s confession. It is proper just because thehumanness of Jesus has frequently been minimized in the church;the faithful have often concentrated wholly on the other side ofChalcedon’s statement, the true divinity of Christ. Docetism hasalways crept into the church with subtlety, not so as to lead toan outright denial of the Lord’s humanity, but to minimize it.Moltmann remarks that “a mild docetism runs through the chris-tology of the ancient church” (The Crucified God, E.T. 1974, p.89). Bavinck thought he discerned some docetism in both RomanCatholic and Lutheran churches — in distinction from the Reformed, which he thought kept the balance intact between confessions of Christ’s divinity and humanity (Gereformeerde Dog-matiek, III, p. 298).

But why does theology consider docetism a threat in our time? And why is Roman Catholic theology suspect above others?Whether Catholic theology is still tied to docetic tendencies of theearlier days (as Bavinck saw it) is not really to the point. Whatis to the point is that exegesis of the New Testament is givingintense address to the biblical witness which sets Christ’s humanity so vividly before us. It is turning again to the confession thathe emptied himself and became a servant of man as a man(Philippians 2:8).

Understandably, then, sayings of Jesus like that in which he disclaims knowledge “of that day or that hour” (Mark 13:32)have become newly relevant to the discussion. Theologians havelong had trouble with such explicit self-limits of Jesus; theirproblems with it led many to rephrase Jesus' words as meaningthat he could not divulge the day or hour. Modem theologians(Rahner, Schillebeeckx, A. Vogtle, H. Riedlinger, to name a few)have pointed to these words as decisive against docetism; if Jesusanywhere prohibits a docetic view of himself it is here. Jesus'limited knowledge was cited in the days of Roman Catholicmodernism by A. Loisy in his plea for unprejudiced exegesis. Andwhile Loisy's view was criticized by men like Maurice Blondelas a humanizing of Christ, the words themselves have kept comingback on the agenda. Jesus' admission of limited knowledgeplayed a large role in the papal condemnation of modernism; itseemed to undermine the Catholic conviction that Jesus enjoyedthe “blessed vision'' from the beginning of his life. And Catholicsheld that this vision gave Jesus power to know the past, thepresent, and the future perfectly.

This tradition had other problems with the biblical portrait of Jesus — his dread in Gethsemane, and his learning of obedience(Hebrews 5:8). So, in our time, a more unprejudiced approachto the New Testament picture of Jesus has emerged. Catholictheologians began to reckon with the background to traditionalexegesis, and recognized there a tendency to approach the NewTestament from a dogmatic viewpoint extracted from Chalcedon,particularly from its confessions of Jesus as “truly God.'' Theaccent on Jesus' humanity was seized by men like Deodat deBasly as opening the possibility for a psychological study of Jesus.His ideas were answered in an encyclical, in 1951 (SempiternusChristus Rex). Here the possibility of a psychology of Jesus wasendorsed, but with one qualification: it could not assume thatthe humanity of Jesus was an independent subject. This would bein conflict with Chalcedon. And shortly thereafter the uninterrupted “blessed vision'' enjoyed by Jesus was given fresh affirmation in the encyclical, Haurietas aquas. We must not think ofJesus as “truly man'' without keeping the “truly God'' in view:“how can anyone who confesses that the Word became fleshsuggest that there is anything that the Wisdom of God does notknow?” Jesus' admission that he "did not know” is interpreted ina way that does not allow for genuine ignorance: the Markstatement is interpreted in the light of texts from Johns Gospel.Thus we find that Gregory I, who in the fifth century began theinterpretation of "not knowing” as a "not making known,” castshis shadow over the official Catholic exegesis of our time. It is nothard to understand why resistance to it keeps growing as theologians seek to do fuller justice to Jesus' humanity. They areconvinced that respect for that humanity must be pursued thefull route, with no turning back.

The New Testament profile of Jesus comes to the forefront in the current stress on his true humanity. We find frequent references to his human dread and to his experience of God-forsakennessat Calvary, for instance. Rahner strongly criticized what hecalled "piecemeal psychology,” and meant by it a tendency toignore the fact of Christ's bitterly real pilgrimage as a man. Tomake too much of the "blessed vision” easily leads to a hereticaldenial of Christ's passion. The gospel gives us no tolerance here;it confronts us with Jesus' "consciousness of questions, of doubts,with the experience of learning and being surprised, and with theinner conclusions of one who had gone into deadly God-forsakenness.” These are voices that echo the Reformation; Calvinhad no problem acknowledging Jesus' limits (cf. Institutes, III/XVI/12) and Luther denied that Jesus had complete wisdomfrom the moment of his birth.

Tensions are still apparent, however, as we see in Rahner's view that Christ, his limits notwithstanding, had a "foundationalinsight” into things, an insight that is not the same as an infiniteencyclopedic store of information. He remarks that Christ, in hishuman development, consistently drew on what he knew "imGrunde” (fundamentally) (Rahner, Exegese und Dogmatik, 1962).But this only seems to raise the same questions that Rahnerhimself had asked.

Tensions are evident in many areas of Catholic christology, especially in so far as it sticks close to the Council of Chalcedon.For at Chalcedon the vere Deus was stressed as strongly as thevere homo, and, more importantly, both natures were united inone divine person. The big question of how these two naturesare related keeps protruding into the discussions, especiallywhere docetism is sedulously avoided. It has been claimed thatdocetism cannot be rejected in all seriousness as long as wemaintain the two-natures doctrine, for in it the human natureis always overshadowed and given second place to the divine.If this is true, it is surely out of tune with the New Testament.The New Testament never gives the impression that when Jesusspeaks only “one part of his person is speaking” or that “whathe is saying might not be entirely true to the whole of his person”(J. McIntyre, The Shape of Christology, 1966, p. 85). “It wasleft to later apologetic to invent subtleties” (ibid.). The two-naturesdoctrine, in spite of its function in warding off docetism, seemsto betray an inner antinomy. This was seen in the definitions ofthe two natures found in the letter that Pope Leo wrote toFlavianus just before Chalcedon. Leo speaks of acts that areobviously divine acts and others that are clearly human. One mustask whether such distinctions do not inevitably draw a shadowover the human Jesus. And is not the history of this dogma aproof that the two-natures doctrine just does not give us a chanceto dispel the shadow?

Not surprisingly, a Greek term from sixth-centurv christology still haunts christological discussions in our century. I refer toanhypostasis, a term first coined by Leontius of Byzantium. It istranslated as the “impersonality” of Jesus’ human nature. Whatmay now look like a subtle and strange theologoumenon was afocus of sharp dispute in the Middle Ages. (Cf. H. A. Oberman,The Harvest of Medieval Theology, 1963, pp. 251ff.) Anyonetempted to smile indulgently at theologians’ games should remember that it was the church's confession that gave rise to thequestions. For Chalcedon poses the question of whether the unityof Christ’s person can be understood in any other way than bysaying that Christ’s humanity was an impersonal humanity. It maysound strange to say, in view of the modern perception of whatit is to be human, that he who was like us in all things shouldnot have had human personality. But if he had two natures, howcould he be an integral, unified person except by having onlyone person, and that the divine person?

Long before the term anhypostasis became a critical object of discussion in modern Catholicism, D. H. Th. Vollenhoven hadsparked a debate in the Gereformeerde Kerken by branding itas monophysite. It tended, said Vollenhoven, to negate the genuinehumanity of Jesus, a negation that the Reformed Confessions didnot tolerate. He was in turn accused of Nestorianism by V. Hepp,the dogmatician of the Free University. Nestorianism, the namegiven to the notion that there really were two persons in Jesus,was equally intolerable. (Cf. my extensive discussion of this debate in The Person of Christ, E.T. 1953, chapter 12.) Vollen-hoven’s view was a common-sense observation that an impersonalhuman nature was not a complete human nature. I recall that, atthe time, I wrote that we should be more precise as to what wemeant by “person”; but Hepp insisted that we were dealing notwith definitions but with a matter of profound consequence forthe church. His complaints were the same as those levelled againstde Basly by Roman Catholics; in questioning the two-naturesdoctrine, it was said, de Basly was introducing Nestorianismthrough the back door.

The question keeps coming back as to whether the notion of impersonal humanity is not entailed in Chalcedon’s two-naturesdoctrine, even though the term “impersonality” never gainedstatus within the church’s dogma. If so, it raises the further question of whether Chalcedon itself does justice to the humanity ofour Lord. If Jesus was not a human person, does it not followthat Jesus of Nazareth was really no more than an instrumentplayed by the divine Logos? (This is a point raised by Oberman,op. cit., p. 253.)

We must also note that the term anhypostasis has earned considerable praise. Those who admire it do, of course, take painsto cleanse it of docetism. Barth, for one, wrote a letter to Thumey-sen, in which he said that the doctrine of anhypostasis could wellbe replaced in its “candle-holder.” We must, said Barth, take agood look into the old dogmatics and find out what “impersonality”is all about; it was hardly a “terrible doctrine.” Others defended“impersonality” while at the same time rejecting Nestorianism.Their point was always that the humanness of Jesus was unitedto the person of the Son of God and cannot be abstracted from him.

This interpretation has much in common with a distinction that Η. M. Relton made between anhijpostasis and enhypostasis(A Study in Christology, 1929). But the push against anhypostasisonly became stronger as it seemed more obviously to suggest thatJesus was not, after all, fully human. For even enhypostasis, as aneffort to say that Jesus’ humanity was rooted in the personality ofthe Word, left him without human personality. Donald Baillie(God Was in Christ, 1951) was appreciative that anhypostasis wasa tool to combat Nestorianism. Nonetheless he saw anhypostasisas a poor indicator of Jesus’ identity. H. Berkhof sees a “neo-monophysitism” lurking in anhypostasis, making Jesus’ humanitya costume for his real divine self (De Christelijk Geloof, 1973,p. 303). But Berkhof thinks this was against the intent of Chal-cedon. And so, once again, we meet the problem of interpretation.What did Chalcedon — one of the most crucial conciliar declarations in the history of the church — really mean to confess abouthim who is the heart and source of faith?

Its bad treatment at the hands of the nineteenth-century critics brought out strong defenders of Chalcedon. The defensefocussed on the need to interpret Chalcedon in terms of itsintent within the specific historical situation. One aspect of thesituation was the double threat coming from Nestorius on oneside and Eutyches on the other. Chalcedon intended to maintainthe biblical faith in the face of threats from these two oppositedirections. Barth insists that Chalcedon was not a captive of aparticular ontology, and was not interested in a metaphysics ofnature (human nature, for instance) that had nothing to do withJesus’ saving impact. Barth pointed to the ‘positive meaning of theformula.” He was sure that modern theology had broken with thechurch’s ancient confession and substituted a totally differentvision out of an honor it felt for the very “being of God in revelation” and for “the realism of the biblical relevation: the Word ismade flesh.”

Brunner thought very differently. He saw Chalcedon as introducing mythology into christology, or at least teaching metaphysical redemption. Bultmann’s response to the doctrinal basis of the World Council of Churches was in the same mold. “JesusChrist as God and Savior,” he said, “smacks of a metaphysicalnotion that has little in common with the New Testament witness to Christ as the Messiah, the Son of David, and the Sonof God who was obedient to the Father.” The New Testamentis not interested in Christ’s nature, Bultmann argued, but in hissaving effect. So, again, we see resistance to ontology and apreference for a functional christology.

Oscar Cullmann, Bultmann’s untiring opponent, does agree that the New Testament, unlike “later Greek speculations aboutsubstance and natures,” is interested in the history of salvation.“Therefore, in the light of the New Testament witness, all merespeculation about his natures is an absurdity. Functional Christology is the only kind which exists” (Christology of the NewTestament, E.T. 1959, p. 326). The New Testament does not“give information about how we are to conceive the being of Godbeyond the history of revelation . . .” (ibid., p. 327).

On first impression, we might suppose that Cullmann is as opposed to Chalcedon as Bultmann is. But this is not the case. Hewas criticized by Father Bavaud, who objected to the notion ofa functional christology, and by P. Gaechter, who thought a functional christology was a form of modalism. But Cullmann answeredthat he was one with Chalcedon. The New Testament, indeed, bearswitness to the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, not to Christ’sbeing God independent of his revelatory and saving significance.But this is not to say that the New Testament is in conflict withontology and certainly does not rule out a preexistent Christ.When we ask the New Testament who Jesus is, we do not get aword about his divine nature; we hear about his work. But, Cullmann says, Chalcedon is a later reflection about the natures ofChrist. It is a reflection Cullmann considers an “absolute necessity,” but it is not exegesis of the New Testament. The exegetelimits himself to functional christology, and resists identifyinglater christologies, like that of Chalcedon, with the New Testament christology. Chalcedon, however, “corresponds to what theChristology of the N.T. presupposes” (“The Reply of Prof. Cullmann to Roman Catholic Critics,” Scottish Journal of Theology,1962, pp. 36ff.).

An unresolved problem still remains. The church meant to found its confession of Christ on the New Testament. It did notmean to separate dogma from the New Testament in the sharpmanner that Cullmann does in his answer to the charge of heresy.The problem of ontological versus functional christology still challenges us. The contrast has a modern sound; it may be a symptomof a general distaste for abstractions and a modern penchant forwhat is functional, operational, and existential. More to the point,however, is the way Chalcedon describes the joining of the humanand divine natures in one person. Pannenberg speaks of Jesus,as he appears in Chalcedon, as “bearing and uniting two opposedsubstances in himself. All the insoluble problems of the doctrine oftwo natures result from this conception” (Jesus — God and Man,E.T. 1968, p. 284). Hans Kung, in a similar vein, says that classicchristology is oriented to Greek metaphysics and gives an ontological interpretation of the incarnation and divine Sonship(Menschwerdiing Gottes, 1970, pp. 661AF.).

In dealing with the problem of the unity of Christ, we tend to talk as though there were two separate components that hadsomehow to be joined. This is especially true if we abstract theproblem — even though only in thought — from the saving actionof Christ. No one would suggest that the theologians of the two-natures doctrine saw the saving significance of Christ’s work asanything but a living reality. Still, as they dealt with the theological problem of the union, the historical work of Christ and hishistorical revelation were set aside. This is evident in the latermonothelite controversy — the controversy about whether therewas one or two wills in the Savior. Did the decision made atConstantinople (680) — that there were two wills — correspondwith the Christ-profile of the New Testament? The New Testament, after all, speaks of Christ’s will and the Father’s will (asseen in Gethsemane), but never of two distinct wills operating inJesus. The point is that in such discussions the single living person of the biblical Jesus, in all his revelatory activity, seems tobe somewhere in the background.

It is striking that most theologians set limits to their criticism of Chalcedon. Pannenberg, for instance, has no objection to the vere Dens et vere homo; it is, he acknowledged, “an inexpendable expression of Christian theology.” The criticism is focussedwholly on the two-natures doctrine, on the two-sidedness thatseems to disrupt the personal unity of Christ. Thus, the questionis posed as to whether we might better stick with the way inwhich the earthly, human Jesus appears on the scene in the pagesof the New Testament.

In current christologv, we often meet a distinction between a christology “from above” and a christology “from below.” Thechristology “from above” stands for classical christology whichmoves from the divine Son, the second person of the trinity, whoassumes human nature when he descends from heaven to earth.This christology is sometimes also called incarnation christologyor even descendence christology. The Son descends from above,from his exalted preexistent status in heaven. This is the christology, says Pannenberg, of the ancient church; but he says it isalso the christology of Barth and Brunner and others. From thenewer exegetical studies, however, comes a christology “frombelow.” It is formed out of the givens of the New Testament,the history of Jesus; here the experience and discovery of themystery of God in the flesh is prior to dogmatic reflection. Rahnerand Cullmann call this approach that of the history of salvation.It is more inductive than deductive, more exegetical than dogmatic. Rahner thinks this method makes for a better missionaryand pedagogical approach, since it makes christology existentiallymore credible. From below: this means that the earthly Jesus, inhis life and death here below, looms before our view. We followhim in his earthly pilgrimage, and come, as we follow, to theamazing discovery of the mystery of his real identity. His life isnot set within the framework of his deity and his preexistence;it is read off the pages of the Gospels, and is understood as itcomes to us from them.

We must ask whether the distinction between christologies “from above” and “from below” is a real option. At least weencounter unusual complications in regard to the question. Pan-nenberg, for instance, criticizes christology “from above” becauseit beclouds the real manhood of Jesus by its deductive preoccupation with the Godhead of the Son. But he hesitates a bitin the midst of his analysis. Though he opts for a christology“from below,” he also grants a relative legitimacy to a christology“from above.” The old christology is not sheer error; there is truthin it. But our way has to be the way of a christology “from below”;only in this way can we ask about his deity without submerginghis true humanity.

Rahner is less dogmatic. The “descendence christology,” as he calls it, is present in the New Testament — in John’s prologue, forinstance, and in the christological hymns. But this “descendencechristology” was set within a specific framework, the category of thetrinity. It begins with the Logos and his preexistence rather thanwith an experience with the crucified and risen Lord. “God has become man”: christology “from above” can interpret this only on thebasis of the “axiom” of ancient christology, not on the basis of anexperience with the biblical Jesus. So he admits the legitimacyof the ancient christology. The church, from its earliest days, hadto deal with christology in the manner that came to expression inthe Council of Chalcedon.

But the christology “from above” contains the danger that the connection between soteriology and christology is submergedinto the problem of how two natures can be united in a singleperson. It creates the impression, what with all the concern abouttwo natures, that in Jesus Christ we are dealing with an ontological problem in its own right, cut off from the work of savinghistory. We seem to be coping with a metaphysics of Jesus ratherthan with the saving ministry of Jesus. The confession “Jesus isGod” does not guarantee orthodoxy; it can easily be construed ina heretical monophysite denial of Jesus’ manhood. The initial andaccurate Christian intuition is to reject this heresy as a caricature.But intuitions are not theologically adequate. So christology’stask is not to repeat the ancient formulas, but to dig out theirtrue meaning so that misunderstanding can be avoided. And this,it is said, can be done today only by way of a christology“from below.”

Otto Weber is preoccupied with the same set of problems. The christology “from above” that dominated the earlier centuriesended up in objectionable metaphysical intrigues (cf. Weber,Grundlagen der Dogmatik, II, 1962, p. 23). It forgot that Godcan be known only through what happens “below” the heavens.Yet, Weber refuses to opt for a christology “from below” as thealternative to a christology constructed from the movement ofthe Son from heaven to earth. He fears that a christology “frombelow” may slice away the truth of the reality “from above.” Andhe asks whether the current interest in a christology “from below”is prompted by oneness of mind with the New Testament or bythe modern quest for the historical Jesus.

Weber recalls that Luther appealed to the humanity of Jesus countless times as he wrestled against the “theology ofglory.” But Luther never set himself aloof from the old churchdogma. Naturally, Luthers allegiance to classic christology depends on his interpretation of Chalcedon. And Luther’s understanding of the ancient counsels has been the source of a lot ofscholarly debate. W. Joest, in his study of Luther’s christology,has said that Luther never bothered his head about the metaphysical problem of the unity and distinction of the two natures.His approach to the ancient definitions was uncritical, thoughhe held on to them (W. Joest, Ontologie der Person bei Luther,1967). Joest’s judgment is very understandable, especially as wenote how Luther on occasion warned about speculation concerning the two natures. “Christ is not called Christ because he hadtwo natures,” Luther wrote. “What has that fact to do with me?He bears this glorious and comforting name because of his workand his office; what he did provides him with the title.” Lutherhere is responding to the way “the Sophists have put Christthrough their mills” (A. Hamack, History of Dogma, VII, p. 2).

That Luther held with the ancient formula is due not to a metaphysical concern, but to a desire for continuity in the church’s faith.

The continuity must indeed be preserved. We must keep continuity even as we criticize abstractions in the older christology.Even in remarks like Melanchthon’s famous word about knowingChrist, we recognize a desire to stay within the historical faith.To know Christ, Melanchthon said, was to know his saving acts;to know him is not the same thing as to have a correct view ofhis natures and the method of his incarnation. Yet, Melanchthondid not scuttle the ancient christology; he merely side-steppedits dangers.

There is a place for marvelling at the mystery of the union between the divine and human natures, even for that mystery byitself, apart from the work of Christ. And to marvel at the “fromabove” in and with the appearance of Jesus whom we meet “frombelow” gives an opportunity of reinterpreting the creed withoutbreaking with it. This means that we do not deal with a“descendence-christology” that is set apart from the history ofJesus to become a metaphysical problem in its own right, a problem of how two different substances could be united.

The church’s path, like that of the disciples, is the pathway of ongoing discovery — right through all the misunderstandingsand misjudgments made along the way. It is this discovery-experience that the New Testament relates from page to page.All the vital decisions of the church’s preaching are made inconnection with its discovery of Jesus “from below.” For in thechurch’s preaching the saving significance of God’s wonderfulacts in Christ are set before the listening congregation. We aretalking about the discoveries of Christ’s glory (John 1:14), thathe is the Holy One of God ( John 6:69), that he is the word oflife, experienced by seeing and tasting it (1 John 1:1). We aretalking about experiences like those of Nathanael who, overcominghis skepticism, finally had to “come and see” and so to find (John1:47, 50), and of Thomas who, after his bitter disappointmentand doubts, discovered reason for a doxology (John 20:28).

These discoveries were not made by speculating about an abstract notion of preexistence and a coming “from above.” Norare they made by sacrificing the intellect at the two-natures doctrine, as if one had first to get this doctrine straight and onlythen enter into an experience with the Father.

In these matters, the church has a lively fear of speculation. Speculation works in this way: it uses the “from above” truthto construct an objective doctrine of Christ that is then loanedout for further deductions, in which Christ’s work of salvation isset in the background, if not neglected altogether. Pannenberg isoff the mark when he typifies the christology “from above” as adoctrine by which the believer sets himself “at God’s standpoint.”The intention was quite different, as Rahner, Weber, and Molt-mann recognize. Moltmann is right in saying that we are not takingnecessarily a divine standpoint if we try to “follow the way of theSon of God in the world” (The Crucified God, p. 89). There isonly an apparent conflict between the christology “from above”and “from below,” and if we assume it is a real conflict we willbe forced into the dilemma that Bultmann posed: “Does Jesushelp me because he is the Son of God or is he the Son of Godbecause he helps me?”

We might illustrate the problem posed by the “from above” or “from below” antithesis by noting John’s prologue, which hasfrequently been cited as a case of christology “from above.” Theprologue, it is claimed, begins with the a priori category of a preexistent Logos and only then speaks about the Word who becameflesh (John 1:14). Ridderbos counters this suggestion by saying thatJohn’s real point is not the revelation of the Lord who, at a givenpoint, appears in the form of the person of Christ. The gist of theprologue is that here the Logos is interpreted from the vantagepoint of all that had already happened in Jesus Christ before theeyes and ears of the writer. The gospel is a witness of what people had seen, heard, and touched. There is no a priori christologyhere at all. The view of the eternal Word is a view “from below,”from the vantage point of human vision, human search, and humandiscovery in the history of Jesus. Barth sees the situation similarly;the exegesis of the fourth-century confessions, he believes, was“basically on the right track” and managed to speak of the eternalWord without falling into metaphysics.

The matter of a christological framework or scheme comes up in many recent studies of classic christology, especially thatof Chalcedon. The question is whether the schematization intowhich classic christology fits the revelation of Christ harmonizeswith the portrait of the New Testament. Sometimes, while acknowledging that Chalcedon was not trying to dispense a metaphysics, theologians stress the danger of where Chalcedon can lead.

Korff, for instance, warns about drawing conclusions like anhypos-tasis, duotheletism, and even the famous extra-Calvinisticum from the definition given by Chalcedon. This is a legitimate concern that we do not abstract the question of Christ’s person fromhis work and thus get bogged down in the problem of the unityof his distinct natures. Even those who respect the motive withinthe post-Chalcedon developments will admit to the dangers.

Keeping our eye open for abstractions, we can then locate the connections between the church’s confession and the living, concrete portrait of Jesus found in the Gospels. And then we canpreach the living Lord in the church. This does not mean thatfair criticism of the ancient confession is out of order. But rightat a time when so much attention is given to a reinterpretationof dogma, it is helpful to recognize that the form given to christol-ogy at Chalcedon was not tied to metaphysics, at least not in thesense that the church was trying to teach an official metaphysics inits confessions. The accusation that the church was really tryingto put over a certain metaphysics is not really a sincere effort topurify the church’s tradition and to preserve our continuity withit. Some theologians of our time want a christology that is nolonger ontological, no longer turns the living reality into the“thingness of a two-natures ontology,” but rather is a “functional,personalist christology.” But we must ask whether the juxtaposingof these two categories — “thingness” and “personalist” — arereally helpful (cf. H. Ott, Die Antwort cles Glaubens, 1972, p.257). It certainly gives a simplistic picture of what happened atChalcedon. It assumes that Chalcedon pretended to provide acomplete and exhaustive summary of the biblical teaching aboutJesus Christ. And it forgets, quite unhistorically, that Chalcedondid not intend that its formula be abstracted from the total profile of Jesus Christ that was known and confessed at that time.

The specific formula cannot be plucked loose from the whole confession of the church at a given period. What Rahner saysabout the “self-transcendence of every formula” is relevant here;for the formula points to a specific feature of dogma that happenedto be in the crucible at a given moment. This is why it is misleading to speak of Chalcedon as the high point or climax of theconfession of Christ. Korff puts it this way, and he was understandably impressed with the threats to christology that wererife at the time. But it is wrong to suggest that Chalcedon is thefinal stopping place for christological understanding, as thoughit perfected every thought and said everything that could besaid. If we assume that Chalcedon is the end of christologicaldiscussion we are likely to isolate the confession and lose sightof its place within the fulness of New Testament revelation. Setapart from its place within the total confession, Chalcedon canvery easily be interpreted as a cold and negative statement (asHarnack did), as a metaphysics, or a speculation on the questionof how two different natures could be united in Christ. In short,it can be taken by itself and twisted into an independent formulathat has lost touch with the living Savior.

We can overestimate Chalcedon by seeing its “negative definition” as a final focus for the mystery of how Jesus could be God and man in one person (F.W.A. Korff, Christologie, I, 1940,p. 197). The mystery of Christ is then the theoretical problem ofhow two very different natures could be united. And Chalcedon’sformula is seen as putting the mystery in sharper focus, limitingit, finalizing it, and thus setting limits to further progress inunderstanding. Over against this notion, we should see furtherprogress in christology, not as transgression of the limits setby Chalcedon, but as growth into the full possibilities of preaching Christ.

Chalcedon has entered little into the preaching of the church. This is understandable in view of the polemical orientation ofits creation. More, the Chalcedon confession is hardly knownwithin the churches. If anything from Chalcedon has gottenthrough to the churches it is the phrase “true God and true man.”The disputed sections, about Christ being known “in two natures,unmixed and unchanged, undivided and unseparated” and yet“brought together in one person and one essence,” are hardlyknown. The confession “true God and true man” is encountered inpreaching, not as a dualistic metaphysical notion, but as an echoof Thomas’ discovery: “My Lord and my God.” The tradition offaith experienced the time-bound language of Chalcedon as anabstract ontology far less than has theology. The reason for thisis that Christ is preached from the Gospels; and therefore whatever the church set in difficult formulas cannot be the final wordor highest word, because it is not the language of preaching.

I suspect that the “difficult” language is made more difficult by treating Chalcedon unhistorically. That is, it is judged withouttaking into view its real intent. If we keep its intention in mindwe can understand how the preaching of Christ avoids dualismwithout any sense of breaking with Chalcedon. Preaching is intouch with the revelation of the mystery — not the mystery ofhow we can solve the problem of a metaphysical union, nor themystery of whether Christ had two wills or one, but the mysteryof godliness that is seen “from below” and is seen so deeply thatit takes the wind out of all human speculation.

In times when the church is concerned about the faith, restless about the church’s dogma, and confused about what is really going on among theologians, talk about Chalcedon couldgive the impression of another alienation from the church’sconfession. It is worth remembering then that any fixed definitioncan fossilize, especially if the definitions are no longer understood. Indeed, we should remember that no definition is adequate. Calvin was keenly conscious of this; he refused to fightabout words. He recalled the differing use of language by thedifferent councils, especially the semantic problems Greeks andLatins had with each other, and agreed with Augustine’s comment that the church’s words are pressed out of the poverty ofhuman speech (Institutes, I/XIII/5). Augustine’s reserve was,for Calvin, a hint that we should not too quickly put a label onpeople who do not swear by the same words that we use. Hehad the word anhypostasis in mind. Calvin was willing to buryany set of words as long as the faith is alive. He was not lapsinginto semantic defeatism; he was only recognizing that the distinction between heresy and orthodoxy is not tested by conformity with certain words. Orthodoxy is maintained only inconformity with the truth that the church had in mind when ittried to state the truth in its inadequate formulas. If we graspthis, our perspective on the church’s confession of the mysteryof him “in whom the fulness of Godhead dwelt bodily” will besafe. And it will not be preserved as a theoretical problem, whichtheology has the task of solving, but as a message given to thecongregation that lives by this mystery and the grace that itreveals (Colossians 2:9, 11-15).

Modern christology has wanted to avoid dualism, especially any dualism that conflicts with Chalcedon’s own statement aboutthe “one and the same Christ.” Schillebeeckx, for instance, doesnot like expressions such as: “Besides being man, Jesus is alsoGod.” The word “besides” is misleading, he thinks, because thedivinity must be seen in the humanity of Jesus, not alongside of it.The mystery of Christ’s person must not be sought somewhere“behind” or “under” the man Jesus, but precisely in him. Christhimself said: “He who has seen me has seen the Father.” He wouldnot be the revelation of God for us if God appeared alongsideof him, as though his divinity had to be revealed in a “divinenature” alongside his own human nature. “The man Jesus ishimself the presence of God, and anyone who sets his divinity‘beside’ Jesus opposes the whole of Christian tradition.”

Rahner works with similar thoughts. He recalls the notion of Duns Scotus, that the primary motive for the incarnation wasnot the bearing of human guilt, and that therefore we can thinkof the incarnation apart from the fall of man. This view, Rahnersubmits, was never condemned by the church, so we may see thelarge context for the incarnation as the total process of creativeevolution without fear of being judged heretical (Theological Investigations, V, E.T. 1966, pp. 184f.). In an interview with Eber-hard Simons (cf. Simons, Zur Lage der Theologie. Probleme nachdem Konzil, 1962), he pleaded for a new christology that wouldtake anthropology into account. He wants to bring christology outof its isolation and set it in the context of a universal revelation thatis coexistent with human history. But he does not want to sacrificethe uniqueness of the contingent revelation in Christ; he onlywants to recognize its place within a universal revelation. Thereare shades of Teilhard de Chardin here; we are dealing againwith the relation between Christ and creation, Christ as the firstand the last, in whom all things are reconciled (Colossians 1:20).

Clearly, Chalcedon is not merely an interesting, if complex, chapter in the history of interpretation. It stays within the focusof theological discussion because we need to keep working atthe best way to understand the mystery of Christ. At Chalcedonthe mystery was formulated in the “true God-true man” languagein the midst of a polemic struggle that concentrated on thenature of the union between the two. Later, the task of thecouncil was abstracted from its place within a large setting,abstracted too from the context of preaching and the life of thecongregation. Hence, it hardly came to the attention of peoplewithin the churches. The problems that arose in relation toChalcedon were so profound and often so broad that some peoplepreferred to avoid the whole challenge of reinterpretation. Andthey sometimes did this out of their concern for the unchangeabletruth which seemed to be threatened by reinterpretation of theancient formula. Trying to reinterpret the church’s confessionfrom the viewpoint of new images of man, whether in phenomenology or existentialism, looked like a rejection of the confession.

There is unrest about the church’s dogma, concern for the church’s faith, in this reaction to reinterpretation. The tensionssometimes muffle the doxology of the church, the doxology thatought to unite us and bring to light the deepest meaning of thedogmas. We cannot take refuge in a mere repetition of the formulas as a way of setting the concerns at rest. What Augustine saidabout human words is to the point here: we do not speak asthough we can say what ought to be said, we speak only “because we cannot be silent.” His comment does not give warrantto relativism, but it does remind us that the reality alwaystranscends our words and thoughts and is never fixed withinthe grasp of human formulations. This is why we are urged togo on toward greater understanding of all the dimensions of God’slove in Jesus Christ (Ephesians 3:18-21).

The preaching of the church, in every new age, challenges us to give our answer, in our time, to the question that echoesfrom the neighborhood of Caesarea Philippi (Matthew 16).Preaching cannot be a repetition of the dogma of the church, notthe dogma of two natures, nor any other in which the churchfocussed on a single aspect of the faith in order to point to thewider dimensions. Dogma, even that of Chalcedon, cannot encapsulate the tradition of the history of Jesus Christ. If we thoughtit could, we would miss genuine orthodoxy, the orthodoxy thatis expressed in the doxology or, if not, is not worthy of thename orthodoxy.

When Bavinck wrote that theology, at least for the time being, can do no better than to maintain the two-natures doctrine (Gereformeerde Dogmatiek, III, p. 288), he was suggesting that thecoagulation of the church’s speech in historical formulations hasno real meaning unless it is taken up into a living confession thatlater believers can carry with them into a still deeper understanding of it. The perspective of Thomas’ confession — “My Lordand my God” — must prevail through all our thinking and all ourreinterpretations. Indeed, all reinterpretation should be tested bywhether it can participate in this confession.

Certain words Jesus spoke have played a large role in recent christological discussions, words that have always been importantin preaching. We have in mind such words as these, reported byJohn: “He who has seen me has seen the Father” (John 14:9).

Philip’s request, “Show us the Father,” received a question in reply: “Have you been with me so long and not known me?”Philip’s wish to get to the depth and height of Jesus’ identity ismisplaced in view of the fact that he had lived close to Jesus formany months. And Jesus’ answer, therefore, has unique significance. To see Jesus is to see the Father.

We have seen Jesus’ truly surprising words interpreted in amazing ways. They are used by Bishop Robinson in Honest toGod (1963) and by Paul van Buren in his The Secular Meaningof Christianity (1963), for instance, as indicators that all ofchristology should be defined in terms of the man Jesus. VanBuren understands Jesus to be telling Philip that he should notlook but confine his concern to Jesus. He wants to read Chalcedonin this light too: if the Word has actually become flesh, we canunderstand the Great Commandment simply as meaning that weshould love our neighbor after the model of Jesus in his freedom.Hence, Chalcedon really means that Jesus is the model of freedomand love.

It is utterly clear that van Buren missed the point, not only of these particular words, but of the entire Gospel of John. VanBuren was not merely rejecting dualism. Nor was he merelysetting aside questions that ignore the man Jesus and probe intoregions totally unknown to us. Van Buren’s notion of transcendence is congenial only to a wholly secularized Christianity,which in turn simply ignores the real problems that the ancientchurch wrestled with. It is not hard to understand why peoplewho thought in this vein found themselves attracted to Arius,against whom the ancient church had to defend the deity ofChrist, even though, when the chips were down, they movedback from him (cf. N. Pittenger, Christology Reconsidered, 1970,p. 8; Pittenger in responding to M. Wiles, “In Defense of Arius,”Journal of Theological Studies, 1962).

It is in such discussions as these that we feel how tortuous the process of reinterpretation can be. It is full of tensions. Andwe also see how the prejudices of one’s own time control reinterpretation of the past. But not even such extreme forms asRobinson and van Buren should tempt us in reaction to rejectthe effort. To do so would be to commit an historical error; wesimply cannot avoid the fact that the ancient formulations weretime-bound. But, more seriously, we would miss the connectionbetween the confessions and contemporary preaching. It is thechurch’s preaching that is really at stake. It was for the sake ofthe clarity of the salvation message that the church wanted,with its confessions, to focus attention on the voiceless lamb whoopened the door to the possibility that men, like the Eunuchfrom Ethiopia, could meet him in preaching and go on theirway rejoicing (Acts 8:35,39).

We have noted the danger of isolating the questions that orbited around the person of Jesus Christ. To isolate the questionof his natures, for instance, from the total biblical picture couldlead to the assumption that Christ’s natures, and especially thepossibility of uniting his two natures in one person, were self-evident and not a mystery. But isolation of this question was notpossible for any length of time, in any case, for the overpoweringportrait of the Gospels came back to prevent an abstract definitionof the “union” from being the only truth about Jesus. The gospelpicture kept calling us back to the concrete life of Jesus within theconfession of the unity of his person.

The history of theology, nonetheless, presents us with various questions which seem to flow quite naturally from Chalcedon andwhich therefore compel us to deal with them. One of the mostcompelling questions lies in the thought that, while we indeedshould pay attention to the concrete life of Jesus, we must doso within the perspective of his deity. From this has come thequestion of God’s impassibility. It seemed to be implied inChalcedon that the “true God” who was united with “true man”could not suffer. It was a view of God that avoided anthropomorphic traits. This brought back past echoes of older controversies about so-called theopaschitism (the suffering God); ithas to do with the terribly profound question of how the “trueGod” was involved in the sufferings of the man Jesus. I discussed Barth’s views about the passion of God in my book, TheTriumph of Grace in the Theology of Karl Barth (E.T. 1956);and when we spoke together about my book, on a visit to Baselin 1954, Barth immediately urged that we talk about “the question of theopaschitism.” From this conversation, and also fromwhat he later wrote about my book in the Church Dogmatics,I became quite convinced that Barth was hardly one of thosewho had only a christology “from above.” I think Pannenberg iswrong in interpreting Barth’s christology as defined “from thestandpoint of God.” Right at the point of the suffering of ourLord, Barth most clearly does his thinking about the mystery ofthe atonement from the givens of the New Testament witnessand not from any a priori notion of the inability of God to suffer.The theology of the cross and God’s participation in the passionof Christ — in whom God was present reconciling the world tohimself (2 Corinthians 5:19) — dominates Barth's thoughts. Barthsaw no way to divide up the work between the “true God" andthe “true man," leaving God out of the experience of passion.Rather, it is in Jesus Christ that the “final depth of the beingof God" is recognized (CD II/1, p. 588).

By seeing God himself involved in Christ’s passion, though in an unfathomable way, Barth stoutly rejected any “conflict" inGod, a notion that he thought bordered on blasphemy. Now thatGod is revealed here, as he truly is, without any horrible confrontation of “God against God,” there can be no “conflict norany self-contradiction" (CD IV/1, p. 186). Here we can answerthe question of whether God capitulated to the powers of eviland somehow abdicated from his Godness. The answer is thatGod, far from abdicating, maintained and revealed his deity inthe most living way precisely in the passion of this man as hisonly son. Therefore, what was involved was not just an importanthistorical event, but the very redemption of the world with God.Hence, Barth’s sharp position against the kenosis doctrine of thenineteenth century (the notion that God set aside his divineattributes in order to be incarnate): God revealed his divineattributes precisely in this way and is, indeed, God just in this way.

The church has always had an intuitive grasp of how impermissible and impossible it is to isolate and divide the life of Christ. We see it in Ignatius, in Augustine, in Luther, Calvin, andBarth, as well as in many English-speaking theologians. It wasLuther especially who wanted to say that in Christ God wasactually present, and that Jesus was not simply the instrumentof God, nor the proclaimer, and certainly not a mere illustrationof how God works; Luther spoke of the “crucified God." Anselmwould never have spoken this way. Asked whether the doctrine ofthe two natures did not make God somewhat peripheral to thesufferings of Christ, Anselm said that questions like this werebom of misunderstanding, for the divine nature cannot suffer.Still, we confess Jesus Christ as one person in two natures. “Sowhen we say that God experienced limits or weakness, we understand that to refer, not to the dignity of his (divine) nature, butto the weakness of his human nature." Boso, who asked thequestion, was not satisfied. For, after all, Christ was God's beloved Son and God had led him into this passion. Anselm’s answerstood pat, and we still have the impression that it is just a littletoo clear to be wholly credible.

Something about this clear and neat solution keeps raising doubts. I think that Bavinck was wrestling with this very notionwhen he remarked that the Scripture often speaks of Christ’sdivine nature as the subject of humiliation. Further, he remarkedthat the church fathers often expressed themselves in this vein.This was one of those comments Bavinck made now and then,touching on difficult matters without working them out further.But it serves to underscore his awareness that some things cannot be given simple solutions, no matter how logical they appear.We can speak too clearly about some things, and in our wishto be clear miss the depths and heights of the matter. We maykeep Paul’s word in mind: “But we impart a secret and hiddenwisdom of God. . . . None of the rulers of this age understoodthis; for if they had, they would not have crucified the Lord ofglory” (1 Corinthians 2:7,8).

Not surprisingly, Romans 8:32 always comes into consideration in discussions about God’s involvement in the sufferings of Jesus. God’s being for us is set in the context of God’s action.“He who did not spare his own Son but gave him up for us all,will he not also give us all things with him?” God’s involvementis indicated in a unique way. (It was he himself who spared nothis own Son. We should keep John 3:16 in mind here, as well asthe parable of the unrighteous tenants in Matthew 21:33ff., andthe word about the only beloved Son in Mark 12:6.) Paul’spoint — perhaps made in recollection of Abraham’s sacrifice ofIsaac —is this: if God did all this, the other gifts to us becomesimple in comparison, embraced as they all are in the sacrificeof him than whom, in Calvin’s words, nothing “was more precious or excellent.” Nothing could demonstrate God’s love moreclearly, said Calvin, than this unhesitating involvement right tothe uttermost limit.

Here we confront a divine sacrifice, a divine giving-over which, as Η. N. Ridderbos puts it, is not “an impersonal decree,behind which God is hidden as the Great Unknown,” but ratherGod is seen as the “one who offers, who gives himself.” Goddoes not give something, skimpingly, but “sacrifices his own beloved Son into human forsakenness.” For Paul, nothing could bedeeper, more revealing, and more real — and therefore it is filledwith awesome perspectives.

The divine “giving over” — how often have we not tried to set this crucial dimension of God’s act into some sort of exegetical ordogmatic formula? “Giving over” comes up in contrasting contexts in the Bible. Paul speaks of it in a judgmental sense inRomans 1:24-28. Judas gave Jesus over to his enemies. It is, asBarth noted, not a mere semantic accident, this “giving over.”But the interesting thing is that divine and human actions arecoupled in it, and in this way the “for us” dimension becomesapparent in this action of God.

In an earlier work, I mentioned Stauffer’s notion of “the law of reversal” in the relationship between the acts of man and theacts of God (cf. E. Stauffer, New Testament Theology, E.T. 1955,p. 207, and my The Providence of God, E.T. 1952, p. 100). The“law of reversal” is a mystery that comes to view in the life anddeath of Jesus as nowhere else. The word “law” is, obviously, nota fortunate choice, but Stauffer means to indicate God’s teleologicalaction which is effective straight through human sin. There isno way to make a clear separation in our thought between thehuman and divine acts. The New Testament can speak emphatically about human involvement in the course of Jesus’ suffering.“You denied the Holy One.” “You killed the author of life.”“You crucified” Jesus (Acts 3:14,15; 2:36). And, in the greatcontrast: God raised him from the dead (Acts 3:15). But Paulcan speak of God’s act in “giving over” Jesus to the cross. Paulis not unaware of the history of Jesus’ pathway to the cross; whatPaul wants to say is that it was “for us.” This act of mercy isintertwined with the human darkness, and on the way to theshocking unveiling of human guilt the light is shed on the mercyof God (Acts 3:36).

In 1971, H. Wiersinga wrote a doctoral dissertation on the doctrine of atonement (De verzoening in de theologische discussie)which provoked a heated controversy. The discussion focussed onthe relationship between the human events surrounding the lifeand death of Christ and the saving mercy of God in redemption.Wiersinga stressed the human action that brought about Christ’sdeath, as well as the human response to his death. There could,of course, be little controversy about this; the New Testamentis plain enough about human guilt in connection with Christ. Wemay forget or minimize human involvement by concentrating onthe divine action at the cross. But, following the New Testament,Christ’s passion cannot be segregated from human implication.To do that would be just as absurd as to ascribe some creativevalue to the sorrow in reaction to Christ’s death that was saidto have overcome the generations of the earth.

Questions arose with respect to God’s act and Christ’s own self-offering, and centered on the substitutionary atonement.Romans 8:32 became a key passage: “He who did not spare hisown Son but gave him up for us all. . . .” Wiersinga wrote: “Godgave up his own Son; Jesus gave himself up to death; and he wasthe victim of other men.” Put all these together and you have acomplex problem of understanding. Wiersinga wrote that therewere “more dimensions to the relationship between Jesus’ suffering and our reconciliation” than one-sided dogmatic theorieswould sometimes suggest. And he was particularly concernedabout aspects of our doctrine of “substitutionary atonement” thatbecloud the realities of reconciliation.

The doctrine of substitutionary atonement has seen hefty debate quite often. Dorothee Solle and Helmut Gollwitzer hada spirited argument about it in the sixties (cf. D. Solle, Christthe Representative, E.T. 1967, and H. Gollwitzer, Von derStellvertretung Gottes, 1967). Solle contended that substitutionaryatonement is a caricature of what the Bible means by substitution. Why Solle reacts as strongly as she does is not hard to figureout. She is sharpest when she opposes Karl Barth for stressing thatChrist’s salvation lies in its having happened “/or us” but “withoutus” (Solle, op. cit., pp. 88ff.; cf. Barth, CD IV/1, p. 249). Thereis indeed a decisive point of view involved.

Solle sees a real danger in this, the danger of objectifying Christ’s substitution, turning it into a fact that is independent ofour response, an event that has its full significance in and byitself. She especially opposes the notion that Christ stands in ourplace, rejected in place of us sinners, as Barth put it. She seesin this a kind of disqualification of human responsibility; manis represented here, she thinks, as a creature without will, withouta genuine relationship to Christ, and therefore shorn of responsibility. This is the part of Solle’s analysis that Gollwitzer rightlybranded as a caricature.

When Barth says that Christ’s suffering is “God’s act for us” he does not mean that Christ is a kind of ersatz offering. He isconcerned with the crucial dimension that Paul indicates in thejustification of the ungodly (Romans 4:5) and in Christ’s dyingfor us while we were yet sinners and enemies (5:8,10). There isno vacuum of relationship between us and Christ in this. But itdoes have to do with the revelation of radical grace. The “without us” does not mean that human beings are set out of God’ssight; it only opens the door to grace, to sola gratia. Gollwitzercompares Solle’s protest to the old Socinian objection to substitutionary atonement on the ground that it appeared to negatehuman worth; but, says Gollwitzer, they thought this only because they stumbled over their own interpretation of an exclusive atonement as a causal-mechanistic event that was playedoff wholly irrespective of us.

Wiersinga does not take Solle’s route. He explicitly affirms the radicality of Paul’s “when we were yet sinners . . . Christ diedfor us.” The problematics of the atonement lie, for him, in afear that the “for us” dimension becomes isolated and objectified,and thus becomes an atonement without real effect on people.The explains why the problem of an effective atonement hasplayed such a large role in the discussion. This is odd, it wouldseem, since effective atonement is a tautology; we cannot circumscribe the atonement in the simple categories of objectiveor subjective.

Solle thinks of substitution as an objective thing, completed in a way that makes human renewal and reconciliation superfluous. But when we hear this we can recall that Paul, in thecontext of God’s atoning act in which he “made Christ to be sinfor us,” immediately calls man to be reconciled in the name ofChrist. Paul did not see this call as a threat to the justificationof the godless, nor an overshadowing of his proclamation ofsalvation “by grace alone.” He did not think the summons to bereconciled was a synergism that had to be brought in as anafterthought. But he did not take man out of the picture either.Salvation was completed, and yet the reality of the cross wastaken up into the ministry of reconciliation (2 Corinthians 5:18).

Earlier discussion focussed on the direction of the atonement: was it directed toward God or toward man? Was God turnedabout by the achievement of Christ or was the renewed andreconciled man turned about? Gradually this antithesis was seenas unreal. But it still appears, at least implicitly, in considerationof the dimensions of the passion in which our guilt was borne andcarried by the Lord. This is why, in my judgment, we should besensitive to the dangers that Solle fears, and respond to them, notby rejecting the doctrine of substitution, but by distinguishingit from any juridical game and from all calculation in which thejuridical beclouds the gracious action of God. There is only oneway to go, and that is the way of understanding how preciselyin the substitution of Christ all human alibis are eliminated. Inview of the cross — with its utter darkness — and in view ofRomans 8:32, there is no possibility for thinking of substitutionaryatonement as if it were a mechanical ersatz that does not reallytouch us. If this misconception is closed off, not only in dogmaticsbut in the actual life of the congregation, then faith can point tothe substitution, total and radical as it is, and see the new creature in Christ embraced within the radicality of this rejection ofthe Son of Man.

The discussion centering around Wiersinga’s views is carried on fully “from beneath,” in the context of the mystery and strangeness of the cross. Wiersinga wants to let the mystery be a mystery— that of human guilt and the room God gives to human rebellion.We could also think of the mystery of how God allowed hisAnointed to go into this way of forsakenness and rejection. Thisstrikes me as a hint of the depths of Romans 8:32, not as atheoretical problem, but in respect to Paul’s amazement at theChrist “given over” for us. In this environment, human alibi isforbidden. Walking in the footsteps of the Lord is not an addendum, but is embraced by him whose healing comes through beingcrucified and dead to sin and alive to righteousness (1 Peter 2:24).

Anyone who fails to respect this bond between us and the vicarious atonement has lost the ability to grasp the reality of reconciliation. The New Testament speaks about the possibility of“crucifying the Son of God afresh” (Hebrews 6:8). If we areunsettled by this word — or by Pascal’s remark about the agonyof Christ lasting till the end of the world — we probably needto reconsider the terrible possibility of crucifying Christ “afresh.”What seems to be suggested here is a “possibility and reality” —in a constant vice-versa relationship (Hebrews 6:4-6) — in whichgrace and reconciliation are an “objective” point of departurewith an uncertain result. The possibility may or may not berealized. The “possibility” of rendering the cross of no effectafter the heavenly gift, after the good Word of God and the advent of the powers of the coming age, is the possibility that hasbecome an impossibility. It is the possibility that guilt might notbe undone that has become an impossibility to one who knowsthe Christ who covers his own forgiven guilt.

We might well be shocked at the relationship between justification and sanctification after this. It is not as automatic as we might think. The shocking reality is hinted at in Gollwitzer’swords: “He sets his affairs in fearsome ways into the hands ofmen, his disciples and his church.” Here alibis become lame, andexcuses are out of order. We may present excuses on the premisethat human action is only secondary when it comes to reconciliation. But they will not hold water. And the only way to pull therug from under human alibi is to keep hold of both a genuinelysubstitutionary action of Christ and the necessity of the newcreature in Christ.

I have had occasion to mention that Barth frequently speaks of the ‘passion of God” but never of the “death of God” (TheTriumph of Grace in the Theology of Karl Barth, p. 307). And Isaid that this seemed to me a kind of holding back from theconsequences of his own thought. Barth remarked in a conversation with me (in 1954) that he was not that interested infollowing this thought through to its possible consequences. Hewas concerned with the actual involvement of God in the sacrificeof his own Son; Christ was not merely an earthly instrument of atotally other God. God himself is present, not in weakness thatpermits men to suffer without hope and perspective, but in thesovereignty of his love. He was giving himself! This is why2 Timothy 2:13 has such point here: “He cannot deny himself”(2 Timothy 2:13). The older theology gave the right answer,Barth insisted, to the questions of whether and how far God theAlmighty can lie, deny himself, sin, or die. Barth said we shouldnot speak of God as though we were playing games with general concepts about “ability.” The notion that “God can do everything” can turn God’s power into powerlessness. Barth writesabout what God cannot do as a form of God’s “abundance andperfection.” In response to my questions, Barth wrote that we werein agreement about God’s involvement in the sufferings of Christ,and that “christologica! thinking must always be a matter of theperfection, apprehension, understanding, and estimation of theperson who according to the writers of Holy Scripture discloseshimself as the crucified and risen Son of God and Son of Man”(CD IV/3, p. 175).

This is where crucial decisions are made in our theological considerations. And they must not be made according to whatwe know beforehand to be likely or possible, nor on the basisof a theory of God’s impassibility — or, for that matter, his abilityto suffer — nor on the basis of a logical deduction from the doctrine of Christ’s two natures. The decisions must follow fromour sensitive awareness of God’s own involvement along the waythat he sacrificed his own Son. Here he is himself: “God gives . . .himself, but he does not give himself away. He does not give upbeing God in becoming a creature, in becoming man” (CDIV/1, p. 185).

Modern theology has set itself against the notion of divine apathy. This is true, not only with respect to God’s involvementin the passion of Christ, but with his compassion, his empathy, hisfeelings for human suffering. In England, the thought of divinecompassion surfaced markedly after the First World War; herethere was talk of “the suffering God” as theologians wrote abouthis concern and compassion. (Cf. L. J. Kuyper, “The Sufferingand the Repentance of God” in The Scottish Journal of Theology,1969; and K. J. Woolcombe, “The Pain of God” in The ScottishJournal of Theology, 1967.) We meet it also in K. Kitamori’s contention that Western theology gave the doctrine of God a badorientation with its philosophical notions of divine unchangeableness (Kitamori, Theology of the Pain of God, 1966). Heascribes this to the fact that Western views of life and death aredominated by life and happiness. Lacking a feeling for the tragicin life it is easy to gloss over the suffering compassion of God.He suspects that this has influenced our understanding of God inimportant ways: “To overlook this decisive matter means a misfortune for the church in the entire world.”

The Bible, of course, is full of incidents in which the compassion of God is revealed. In the Old Testament, God is involved in human life, his affections are stirred, his emotions aroused. Weneed only recall the pain felt by the Spirit (Isaiah 63:10) and theaffliction he felt in people’s affliction (Isaiah 63:9). The NewTestament speaks of the inner mercies of God (Luke 1:78) asthe light of Christmas, which shines through all the miseries ofhumankind. This is the light prefigured in the story of Jonah.Jonah was quite willing to let a godless city die, but God lookson that city with its 120,000 children with compassion. It is theinner life of God, which is open to us in all its depths. “I amGod and not a man’ (Hosea 11:9), and this means, not that God has no inner life of compassion, but precisely that he does.And on this basis, we too are summoned to follow him in thesurprising pathways of compassion (Luke 6:36) and to new lifestyles that we put on as a new garment (Colossians 3:12). Divinecompassion is the model for human emotional response to life(Romans 12:1).

The biblical witness to God's inner movement has had steadily more influence on theological thought, taking over fromspeculative notions of an unmoved essence. There are connections between the questions of the suffering God in the passionof Christ and concern about divine involvement in all humansuffering. Both are reactions against the notion of divine apathy.But this has meant that the question of theodicy has crept intothe picture. We may have given up on justifying the ways ofGod; we may have come to see that it is man who needs justifying.But the question has persisted: how can we conceive of God'srelationship to human misery?

Barth contended that ordinary efforts at theodicy paled in view of the cross of Christ. He said this, however, in the conviction that what is involved is not a theoretical answer to theenigma of evil as such, but an answer of faith. For Moltmann,too, the question of theodicy is not merely a terrifying questionfor theoretical thought. But the way in which it is answeredreceives a special form. The title of his recent book, The CrucifiedGod, makes it clear that he approaches theodicy and the problemof suffering within the context of the suffering of Christ. Moltmann, in speaking of the cross, is concerned with the union ofGod with the suffering, the oppressed, and the lost among allmen — hence, not just with the older problem of the union ofGod with the suffering human nature of Christ. So, for Moltmann, the cross is the answer to the general theodicy question.

He does not let the general theodicy question pale. And here he parts with Barth. He takes the question, which foratheism is answered by God's nonexistence (“The only excuse forGod is that he does not exist" — Stendhal), and finds the answerin God's existence as the God whose being is revealed in theGod-forsakenness of Christ. God's being is expressed in earthlysuffering, not in an “uninvolved heavenly holiness." The atheisticprotest is rendered mute by the theology of the cross. For theGod of the crucifixion manifests himself to suffering peoplethrough his own suffering. He displays himself in forsakenness.Not even the resurrection dissolves the reality of forsakenness; itunderscores it and triumphs over it by opening the door of lifeto the future.

Moltmann is talking about a deeper concept than divine compassion. He is working with a consistent, thoroughgoingcrucifixion theology. He coined the word patri-compassionism,as a twist on the old patripassianism. Compared to the old formof patripassianism Moltmann's probing goes much further. “Hehumbles himself and takes on himself the eternal death of thegodless and the forsaken, so that all the godless and forsaken canexperience communion with him” (The Crucified God, p. 276).And here the older efforts at theodicy are ruled out, for now it isclear how man is taken “into the life and suffering, the deathand resurrection of God” (ibid., p. 277). Thus, a “post-Auschwitztheology” is possible after all. For the abstract questions of theodicyfall away in the shadow of the event of the cross. The crossis “the beginning of the trinitarian history of God,” a history inwhich God is so completely absorbed that the fourth word fromthe cross could aptly read: “Why have you abandoned yourself?”

Moltmann asks Barth whether the cross really does touch the very being of God and, if so, whether we do not need a revolutionin our concept of God. It is true that Moltmann’s thoughts aboutthe conflict within God are not reflected in Barth. For Barth, whois no less turned off by the notion of divine apathy, draws alimit that he refuses to cross. Moltmann, on the other hand, goesbeyond Barth's limit and sees the cross as the key to God's participation in the suffering within the whole world. It is the resurrection that tells us that the solidarity of God with suffering inthe cross is not an isolated instance, not a powerless solidarity.Barth drew back from drawing this conclusion, and refused touniversalize the event of Good Friday. And he refused to admitto a conflict within God, a God-against-God event, even thoughhe resisted the portrait of an apathetic God who merely watchedChrist suffer.

Almost everyone who has worked at a theology of the cross has groped his way very warily. But Moltmann goes beyond theboundaries into the thesis of the suffering God and the conflictwithin the God who was forsaken. To refuse to go this whole routewith Moltmann must not mean a retreat to the apathetic God. VonBalthasar, on reviewing the whole problem, concluded that everyhuman formulation is found wanting. One gets the impressionthat Moltmann, in driving through to the bitter end of thoughtabout the suffering God, has not had von Balthasar’s reserve.

The questions we are discussing here have played a part in no one’s thought more existentially than in Bonhoeffer’s. He putintense stress on the “powerlessness” of God in the theology ofthe cross. God is with us in weakness, Bonhoeffer liked to say.He confessed that he became speechless at the way God’s redeeming and liberating acts touch on our lives, for it was a way,not of the God on high, but of the God in the depths, the pain,the hurt, and the humiliation.

And so, ideas that at first hearing sounded paradoxical and foreign compared to traditional views of “God the Father Almighty” have found their way into common theological currency.God’s weakness — this is the way of thinking about God in ourtime. There have been justifiable cautions uttered, too, cautionslest we play dialectical games with the concepts of power andweakness. Gollwitzer speaks to this point when he remarks thatthe ordinary believer experiences what feels like the weaknessof God, but what he wants to hear is the power of God; and hisconcern is bitterly serious, for he wants God’s power and not hisweakness to be the last and conclusive word (cf. Gollwitzer, Vonder Stellvertretung Gottes, p. 123). He warns against “accentingthe weakness of God, for this has the look of fantasy, a romanticgame of paradoxes.” Is it possible that Bonhoeffer too was bitterly serious about the power of God and that it was for thisreason that his whole life and thought were dominated by what heexperienced as the weakness of God?

We think again about Barth, who was as centered as anyone on the theology of the cross and wanted as much as anyone to letthe cross dominate his theology, and who, in thinking of humanweakness, could write: “But God is not weakness, neither in partnor in whole, but real Power” (Dogmatics in Outline, E.T. 1949,p. 47). The apostle Paul refuses to be caught in a dialectic ofpower and weakness; for the powers of evil have been disarmedat the cross by the power of God, even though his power lookslike weakness in man’s eyes (Colossians 2:15). At the same time,Paul brings thoughts together that astound us on first hearing:the foolishness and weakness of God. Paul is not throwing outwords for shock effect, or dealing with theological subtleties forthe sophisticated reader. He speaks out of a sense of wonder atthe reality of the cross, a reality that offends human logic andcounters all natural expectations of divine power. This is thefoolishness and weakness that fascinated Luther; to him theunique and amazing thing about God's actions is that theyshowed his weakness to be strength and his foolishness to bewiser than human wisdom. Calvin thought that the word “foolishness” was a concession, a kind of irony in the face of humanarrogance. There is truth in these approaches to the languageof “weakness,” but we must let Paul's words point the way tothe light that comes into darkness. For in the face of this weakness, the high priests and scribes were compelled in spite ofthemselves to make a witness: “He saved others, he cannot savehimself” (Matthew 27:42).

Taking the word “weakness” seriously, as contemporary theologians do, inevitably raises questions. Van Ruler, for instance, says he is not impressed with sharp-witted theologians who locate God's power in the weakness of the crucified. But he finds atruth in it, nonetheless. For God can indeed go that far: “Hecan let himself, in his Son, move into powerless forsakenness,”into a “divine impotence on the cross.” Van Ruler’s qualificationis that the cross is not mere weakness, but is the power of salvation. And so Van Ruler is not far from Barth and Bonhoeffer. “Thedivine rule is fashioned in the style of suffering. Even the omnipotence of God takes the route of love's work of transformation.His power is at once saving power and weakness” (A. vanRuler, Ik Geloof, 1969, p. 124).

Thus it is that we encounter various expressions, all of them inadequate, and all of which need qualification to ward off misunderstanding. Interpretations, for this reason, are never dead-end.Each one is open to new insights. Trying to avoid empty notionsof transcendence and facile notions of supematuralism, wecounter with insights that come as a shock to many. But theycome as a shock because they express what the heart alreadyexperiences of the emptiness of many older concepts that nolonger are in touch with reality (cf. Η. M. Kuitert, The Necessityof Faith, E.T. 1975). In the environs of Jesus Christ, we are conscious of both transcendence and closeness. It is a transcendence,however, that is not an empty transcendence. And it is a closeness that reveals that God's answer transcends even our highestconcepts. If we keep this transcendence in view, we will not beeasily shocked by the protests against misconstrued “theism” andempty “supernaturalism.”

Considering the changes in christology during recent years, we will not be surprised that the doctrine of the trinity has alsomet with fresh approaches. The question here, as in christology,is whether the old formulas can still be understood. If the ancientdefinitions are no longer understood, they have become mereobjects of belief that are agreed to without sensing any significance in them for life. The church’s language in setting forth thetrinity is as full of difficulties as was its language for the personof Jesus Christ. It spoke of the one God in three persons andthree persons in one God. The formula had to be defended andexplained as the church confronted the radical monotheism ofboth Judaism and Islam, on one hand, and tritheism on the other.Always, the incomprehensibility of God was confessed alongwith the trinitarian definition. But one could not resort to God’sincomprehensibility in explaining the words we use. For instance,how God could be one when he was also three persons was anatural question.

In speaking of God the church has always talked of him as a person; it could hardly speak any other way as long as it addressed God in prayer. But at the same time, in dogmatics, theterm “person” was reserved for the three persons. The semanticproblem has always been acutely felt. Some have spoken of it asan insoluble problem. We can hardly talk of three persons withoutoffering some explanation. For when modern people think ofpersons they think of individual, discrete beings. So dogmaticssometimes speaks of three distinct subjects — rather than of persons — that exist in personal relationship with each other.

Warding off tritheism, however, does not assure us that our confession will be clear. The church always took it for grantedthat it would not be understood as teaching that there were threeGods. Indeed, explicit tritheism was never more than a marginalthreat to the church, so it.felt no great urgency to be clear onthat point. But it tended to forget the kind of impression that itswords made on people outside the church — within it too forthat matter. They sounded strange and paradoxical, and gave theimpression of a doctrine that one simply had to accept as coming“frfcm above” and handed down in the church’s own odd language.But the Belgic Confession interestingly explains that we know thepersons of the trinity “as well from the testimonies of Holy Writas from their operations, and chiefly by those we feel in ourselves” (Article IX). This is a remarkable statement; we know this doctrine by what we feel of the work of the trinity in ourselves. But do people “know” the difficult terminology in thisway? The words are not all that simple and unambiguous. Andthis is why problems arise which can only be answered interminology that is an understandable witness to what one believes. Theology has made nuances and distinctions that havenever been taken up in the church’s preaching. Who today, withinthe congregation, grasps the meaning of filioque, over which Eastand West split asunder in 1054? And who can explain the difference between the ontological and the economical trinity?

The difference between the ontological and economical trinity is the difference between the inner being of God and the trinityas revealed in historical acts. The distinction has not gone downwell in our day, mostly because it represents more talk aboutwhat God is in himself, cut off from his revelation. Gollwitzer hasemphatically labelled all talk about “God in and by himself” asspeculation. E. Jiingel responds to this by saying that God’s being lies in becoming (cf. Gottes Sein ist im Werden, 1965, pp.112f.). God, he says, wants to be to human faith what he actuallyis. The tension between him and Gollwitzer seems apparent. Butit appears that Gollwitzer is concerned with how God is disclosedin his revelation, and has to come to terms with questions thathave always been implicit in the doctrine of the trinity. Hismeaning is pretty much expressed in Otto Weber’s contention“that God discloses himself to us as he is in himself through athreefold revelation and ... he is that which he discloses himselfto be” (O. Weber, Grundlagen der Dogmatik, I, 1955, p. 410).So there is no pushing back a God behind revelation. Rather wenote a recognition of the genuineness of a revelation which excludes speculation just because “God who is reveals himself aswho he is” (ibid., p. 399).

The distinction between the ontological and economical trinity was used by the church in its effort to combat modalism. Modalismis the teaching that God is revealed in his actions in the modeof the three persons; hence, God is trinitarian only in his progressive stages of revelation. Modalism’s attraction lay in its clearopposition to tritheism. It laid a strong stress on the unity ofGod (God as Monarch) and in doing so underscored the biblicalwitness to his oneness (cf. Deuteronomy 6:4; Mark 12:49;1 Corinthians 8:4; James 2:11, etc.). It read the New Testament language about Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, then, as expressionsof how the one God appeared to the world in his saving work —the Father in creation, the Son in redemption, and the Spirit insanctification. Its biblical overtones explain why modalism has always been “virulent” (L. Scheffczyk, in J. Feiner and M. Lohrer,eds., Mysterium Salutis, II, 1967, p. 166). Barth remarked thatmodern theology is a reversion back to modalism in fear oftritheism.

Our problem with modalism obviously cannot be its appeal to revelation. The Heidelberg Catechism itself answers the questionof why we name God as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, by sayingthat this is how he revealed himself in his Word (Lord’s DayVIII). The problem is that modalism sees the trinity as onlymodes of revelation. And we must ask, as Barth did, what theword “only” means.

We meet the same question in functional christology, which is a parallel with the functional notion of the trinity. (Cf. I.Hermann, Kyrios und Pneuma, Studien zur Christologie derPaulinischen Hauptbriefe, 1961.) Schillebeeckx says that functional christology is modalistic in the same way that classic modalism is. When H. Berkhof published his book on the Holy Spirit,he raised the question in some readers’ minds whether he wasnot modalistic. Berkhof suggested that the formulation of “oneessence and three persons” compounds rather than resolves theproblem of the trinity. He perceived a large gap between themodern sense of “person” (person as a self-conscious individual)and the older theological concept of person. Modems almost haveto see “three persons” as a three-God notion. The result is thatthe expression “three persons of the trinity” is a source of confusion rather than a formula of unity. So Berkhof proposes: “Thetriune God is not made up of three persons: he is himself aperson who meets us in the Son and in the Holy Spirit.” Heprefers to say that the words Father, Son, and Holy Spirit haveto do with God’s actions as he came to us in saving history. Thisis not modalism, he insists, because modalism is a denial of thereality of God’s being in revelation; it posits a contrast betweenrevelation and reality. According to modalism, God only appearsto be Father, Son, and Holy Spirit; the revelations are reallycostumes or masks. In contrast to modalism, Berkhof insists that“We may believe that he is as he comes to us in his revelation”(Berkhof, The Doctrine of the Holy Spirit, E.T. 1966, pp. 109ff.).

In his later work, De Christelijk Geloof (1973), Berkhof develops his thoughts more fully, but the basic polemic is the same. He is still against the idea of an abstract God-in-himself, andposits the revelational trinity over against speculative views, thusdissolving the distinction between a revelational and ontologicaltrinity. He still stays clear of the modalistic notion that the threemodes of revelation are “only” modes; indeed, he stresses evenmore that revelation is of the essence. “The triune events revealthe essence of God and steer us to that essence.”

It may be that this concentration on the revelational trinity reflects precisely what the doctrine of the trinity intended.To say this is not to gloss over problems by putting the bestpossible color on the ancient formula. It is to try to do justice tothe necessary task of getting at the real intention of ancient dogmasas we try to reinterpret them. No matter how foreign to us theterminology may seem, the intention of the doctrine is clearenough. And it coincides with revelation in a way that rules out thenotion of “only” revelational, as if revelation does not disclosethe reality. If we honor the intention, we can find a point of contact between the doctrine of the trinity and the life of the averagecongregation. For the congregation is responsive to the fact that itlives under the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God,and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit. Realizing this, it knowsthat it is in touch with the reality of God in each case, and thereality of his salvation that is “with you all” (2 Corinthians 13:13).

True enough, there is a danger that the connection between the doctrine and the revelation may be clouded over. This happens in dogmatics when we begin talking about God in general,about his essence and attributes, and only later begin speakingof the trinity. In this way, the confession of the trinity lookslike an afterthought, an appendage, be it a necessary one, to themore crucial “general” doctrine of God. Rahner is one theologianwho points to the problem created by a two-track dogmatics:the dogma of the “one God” and the dogma of the “triune God.”Isolating the dogma of the trinity in this way, says Rahner, is notright. And we might ask whether abstract notions of God do notbegin with the general doctrine of God rather than with thetrinity. The question is pressed on us when we read statementslike this one, from Bavinck: with the trinity, he writes, “farfrom its being a metaphysical concept or a philosophical speculation, we are at the heart and essence of the Christian religion”(Gereformeerde Dogmatiek, II, pp. 343f.). Rahner is sure thatseparating the doctrine of God in general from the doctrine of thetrinity has brought serious consequences with it. As it is, if anyoneconcluded that the doctrine of the trinity is false, he would stillleave the largest part of religious literature unaffected. This wouldcertainly be true of much medieval discussion about the essenceof God. But it should be noted that the Belgic Confession alsobegins with the one God and his attributes and only thereafterspeaks of the trinity. Is there here, too, an abstract idea of God’sunity and uniqueness, at the beginning, and only then an acknowledgment of the riches of the trinitarian revelation?

We have only given a hint of the complications that the history of dogma has experienced, in its defenses and polemics, in its formulas and its search for ways to avoid abstractions andspeculations, always without losing sight of the fact that revelationdiscloses reality. We have seen enough to conclude that weshould be cautious before we brand reinterpretations of the trinityas modalism. We should be cautious precisely because in thestress on the revelational trinity there are perspectives for understanding the real intent of the traditional terminology. And thereare clues for avoiding classic modalism at the same time thattritheism is shunned. And, with this, there is a greater possibilityof keeping the confession of the trinity in touch with the congregation, with preaching, with the sacraments and the benediction.

We began this last chapter by talking about the church’s concern for the faith. We did not use words like “disturbed” or“alarmed.” In many churches there is alarm and people are disturbed. And theology ought not keep itself above the disturbances people experience, as though it has all wisdom andcan work with the truth above the heads of people in the congregation, as though it can afford to be unconcerned about theanxieties of the plebeians of faith. Theologians do not like churchlyauthorities who think of themselves as “guardians of the holyplace,” who model themselves after “cherubim and sphinxes keeping motionless guard at some pagan temple.” But theology likewise should not pretend to be an unmoved guardian of the truth.As a matter of fact, theology shows little sign of serene immobility.There is restless searching going on, a groping for ways to understand the gospel more clearly. We should not expect too muchfrom theology; it will at best only give us incomplete knowledgeand inadequate understanding. If we forget that theology isalways going to be partial, travelling along the way without everarriving finally, we will be upset by theology’s continued movement, and others will be alarmed and disturbed by it, seeing itas a threat to established truth. But those who long ago stoppedexpecting finality from theology, and are not intimidated by thefact that theology is on the move, have their own temptation;they can, after a while, lose their courage and lapse into skepticism. We are reminded of Lessing’s famous remark about searching for the truth: “If God held all truth in his right hand andin his left the everlasting striving after truth, so that I shouldalways and everlastingly be mistaken, and said to me, ‘Choose,’with humility I would pick the left hand and say, ‘Father, grantme that. Absolute truth is for thee alone.’” It is no wonder thatthis little parable has fascinated so many people through theyears. Even if they do not make Lessing’s choice, they find theprospect of search encouraging in a time in which there is somuch confusion, uncertainty, and division in the theological arena.

But, conscious as we are of the unrest and the hesitations, the zigzag lines and the self-corrections, we not only are experiencingthe limitations of all theological thought, but are receiving signals that theological unrest is part of the quest that has beengiven to the church of all times. It is the quest for a deeper andricher understanding of the unsearchable riches of the gospel.On this route, which has many travellers, each with his owncares, defeats, and discoveries, we also stand before anotherpossibility: the correlation between seeking and finding. Thelight comes in the form of a promise: “Seek and ye shall find.”This promise can be the stimulus to new courage and tonew service.
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