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Lecture Notes T-500

Neo-Orthodoxy: Karl Barth
Charles W. Allen

Among Protestants, Karl Barth is perhaps the most influential, most defiant, most exasperating theologian of the twentieth century—all of these at once.

I cannot begin to list the number of theologians I’ve met who, like me, have at first dismissed him as utterly incoherent, reactionary, authoritarian, irrelevant, etc., only to find themselves returning to at least some of his key insights.

This, I think, is the most interesting point: that he keeps getting rediscovered by people who could never be called “Barthians,” by people who could never simply echo what Barth says without criticizing him sharply, but who find themselves instructed by him even when they cannot agree with him.

Many of his key moves can be found in the emergence of liberation theologies. And despite his patriarchal tone and, I think, utterly indefensible views on male/female relations, even feminists have found new ways to read Barth (though often against himself).

Indeed, one of the most intriguing gay theologians draws many of his arguments from Barth and Thomas Aquinas, only to arrive at conclusions both would find shocking.

I am not surprised that many conservative Protestants have turned to Barth, but I continue to be amazed at the number of these more subversive theologians who continue to admire him.

One reason for this peculiar appeal is summed up by Langdon Gilkey, who himself is much more a disciple of Tillich than Barth, an enthusiastic advocate of religious pluralism and dialogue. 

[What is most intriguing] is his startling originality and along with that his incredible “nerve” or theological courage. You never know what he is going to say about an issue until he says it …; and when he says it, it always comes as a vast surprise. Further, without a visible tremor, he will charge ahead against the entire history of theology, the vast battery of orthodoxy—and act as if what he says is not only obvious but orthodox! His reputation among those who have not read him is that of the champion of orthodoxy. On the contrary, over and over he turns the orthodox tradition on its head, delights in seeing traditional symbols with an utterly new eye … and in arguing endlessly and with unequaled erudition, how all the important authorities back him up! The vitality, creativity, originality and “guts” of this man are breathtaking.

Barth “turns the orthodox tradition on its head”—that is a key phrase. It actually comes from Karl Marx, who said he had turned Hegel on his head. 

It means neither a full-scale rejection of your heritage nor picking and choosing from it as you please. Instead it means wrestling with your heritage in its entirety, looking for what it was struggling to say but never quite succeeded in saying, and then re-stating that insight as best you can, using its own language in new and startling ways.

This is by no means the only way to do theology, but if you don’t at least occasionally give it a try you’re not being responsible.

Barth’s writing often comes across as forbidding and negative—one of his most famous essays is entitled Nein! (“No!”). And he always seems to be saying “No” to somebody or some idea, especially if it seems obvious and reasonable.

He would not like this comparison, but think of a certain kind of Zen master who keeps telling you you’re wrong, or hitting you with a stick, every time you try an answer that makes sense.

The comparison is not entirely misguided, for like Zen enlightenment, Barth considers God’s self-revelation to be an event that happens to us, that is never subject to human control, that invites us to understand it yet defies every effort to grasp it, that is radically inclusive just when it sounds most exclusive.

All the “No’s” are there precisely because Barth wants to say that God is more gracious, more welcoming, than we can ever imagine.

That is the side of Barth that keeps bringing me back to him, even though I can never be a Barthian.

To keep Barth from being too subject to my control, I suggest we let his nay-saying organize some of the key themes of his thought. I’ll proceed more or less chronologically with Barth’s “No” to liberalism, Barth’s “No” to inerrancy, Barth’s “No” to Nazism, Barth’s “No” to natural theology, Barth’s “No” to “religion,” and finally Barth’s “No” to saying “No.”

Barth’s “No” to liberalism

As I’ve said Protestant liberalism began in the 1800s as an attempt to reformulate the core of Christian faith in ways that would not conflict with contemporary scholarship. There is nothing necessarily wrong with this, as long as it does not become an excuse for avoiding conversation, but that is often what happened.

Schleiermacher, for example, held that Christian faith might be completely re-stated in terms of the believer’s states of consciousness, though he himself did not go that far.

But this opened the door to Ludwig Feuerbach’s charge that belief in God was nothing but a projection of our own wishful thinking onto a cosmos that might well be utterly indifferent. Followers of Schleiermacher had trouble explaining how their position was any different from Feuerbach’s.

That was one problem with liberalism. Another was its tendency to equate the Gospel with what were taken to be the highest achievements of the surrounding culture. 

Jesus Christ’s message was considered identical to the values of a white, upwardly mobile European (or North American) male at the beginning of the twentieth century.

That is probably too sweeping, but it was how things began to look to Barth, as he began his parish ministry in a small Swiss town.

For Barth a turning point came in August 1914, when, he says, 

Ninety-three German intellectuals impressed public opinion by their proclamation in support of the war policy of Wilhelm II and his counselors. Among these intellectuals I discovered to my horror almost all of my theological teachers whom I had greatly venerated. In despair over what this indicated about the signs of the time I suddenly realized that I could not any longer follow either their ethics and dogmatics or their understanding of the Bible and of history.

As far as Barth was concerned, the liberal Protestantism in which he was trained had sold out. It had come to a dead-end, and so he began to cast about for a different approach.

He found it while reading the works of Soren Kierkegaard and while wrestling with Paul’s letter to the Romans. In 1918 he published his results in a “commentary” on Romans that is said (I forget by whom) to have fallen like a bombshell on a playground of theologians.

From Paul and Kierkegaard Barth claimed to have learned that God was “Wholly Other”; there is an “infinite qualitative distinction” between God and us. 

God is God and we are not. And if that is so, then God’s revelation to us will always look absurd.

‘To be known directly is the characteristic of an idol’ (Kierkegaard). So new, so unheard of, so unexpected in this world is the power of God unto salvation that it can appear among us, be received and understood by us, only as contradiction … To [the one] that is not sufficiently mature to accept a contradiction and to rest in it, it becomes a scandal—to [the one] that is unable to escape the necessity for contradiction, it becomes a matter for faith.

For the early Barth the absurdity of this revelation, while it was good news, could never be rendered reasonable or fashionable. It was a clear “No” to liberal attempts to domesticate it.

While the later Barth found this early reveling in paradox and absurdity to be overstated, he did not retreat from an insistence that revelation cannot be tamed.

Barth’s “No” to inerrancy

Barth wanted to let what he called “the strange world of the Bible,” or “the language of Canaan,” speak on its own terms.

But he repudiated fundamentalist and conservative attempts to defend a doctrine of inerrancy, precisely for the same reason that he repudiated liberalism. It was another attempt to domesticate God.

The doctrine of Biblical inerrancy was just a backward-looking brand of liberalism.

For Barth the Word of God is above all God’s self-revelation in Jesus Christ which encounters us in the words of Scripture. But the words of Scripture remain fallible, broken efforts, and sometimes the living Word must address us as much in spite of the author’s words as because of them.

“When I am named ‘Biblicist’,” he said, “all that can rightly be proved against me is that I am prejudiced in supposing the Bible to be a good book, and that I hold it profitable for [people] to take its conceptions at least as seriously as they take their own.”

Barth’s “No” to Nazism

Hitler’s rise to power, in a Germany that had been devastated by WWI, brought new hope to millions. Many Christian leaders welcomed this as the work of God’s providence, especially since the Nazis were so anti-Communist and stood for family values.

Some “German Christians” went so far as to believe that through Hitler God was now calling the German people to a new destiny.

Given Barth’s reaction to his professors in WWI, it is no surprise that he refused to be taken in this time either. (Paul Tillich wasn’t taken in either, but we’ll talk about him next week.) Barth’s opposition to Nazism may be due as much to his Swiss nationality as to his theology, but the reasons he gave were, not surprisingly, completely theological.

Against the German Christian movement, and a state-controlled church, he helped organize a dissident organization known as the “Confessing Church.” Soon afterwards he was forced to resign his post and leave the country, spending the rest of his life in his native Switzerland.

In 1934, the Confessing Church drafted the Barmen Declaration, which was heavily influenced by Barth. Here is a key passage:

Jesus Christ, as he is testified to us in Holy Scripture, is the one Word of God, whom we are to hear, whom we are to trust and obey in life and in death.

We repudiate the false teaching that the church can and must recognize yet other happenings and powers, images and truths as divine revelation alongside this one Word of God, as a source for [its] preaching.

Statements like this are sources for the charge that Barth is an exclusivist, insisting that God’s self-revelation happens only in Jesus Christ and nowhere else. His position is somewhat more complex, as we’ll see, but I don’t think he would want to be rescued from that charge. So I won’t try.

In any case, here is where one sees exclusivism in its best light: repudiating any compromise with oppressive powers, exposing them as idolatry.

And it raises an uncomfortable issue for all of us: As long as people are capable of almost incomprehensible cruelty, and all of us are, it is impossible for people of faith to be nice to everybody. At the very least, you will sometimes have to say something that will sound “exclusive” to somebody.

So if you find Barth’s brand of exclusivism uncomfortable, remember that some types of exclusivism are inescapable.

And remember that Barth was also accused of being a universalist—that’s an odd form of exclusivism.

Barth’s “No” to natural theology

It’s really no surprise to say at this point that Barth had no patience with natural theology, that is, with an attempt to establish a credible concept of God based solely on looking at or thinking about nature independently of God’s self-revelation.

To start there would be to replace the living God with a human construct, a God-concept of our own making, which would take over our thinking and leave no room for the living God to speak.

One of Barth’s colleagues, Emil Brunner, nevertheless tried to introduce a very modest natural theology, trying to find some slight point of contact between Christian faith and secular humanity.

Barth’s answer was his famous essay, Nein! Antwort an Emil Brunner (“No! Answer to Emil Brunner”). Even the most modest natural theology will take over if used as a starting point.

Barth’s “No” to “religion”

Barth often contrasted genuine faith with “religion.” “Religion” represented a human effort to reach “up” to God, not a response to God’s reaching “down” to us. 

Or sometimes “religion” represented a scholar’s attempt to isolate something called “the religious,” from the various traditions of the world, so that all these traditions became nothing but dispensable illustrations of something more generic.

Barth rejected this meaning of religion too, since it was another disguise for natural theology. Instead, he insisted, God “does the general through the particular,”
 and only through the particular.

Many critics would point out here that it is a gross caricature to describe other faith communities as simply trying to reach up to God, when they do not usually see themselves that way.

Barth’s defenders usually respond that Barth’s contrast between religion and revelation was aimed mostly at Christians, and that he just did not give enough attention to how that contrast would play out in an interfaith dialogue.

Barth’s “No” to saying “No”

It is often said that Barth has a tendency to toss things out the front door only to let them back in through the back door. That is not true of everything—he never let Nazism back in—but it does seem true some of the time.

For example, he eventually decided that he had been too hard on 19th century liberals. Some of what they did was actually constructive and at least faithfully motivated.

While he repudiated natural theology, he eventually made room for a theology of nature that starts with faith in Christ.

He also rediscovered in St. Anselm the logic of faith seeking understanding, and he reinterpreted Anselm’s very opaque “ontological argument” as a confession of faith: the person who has met God in faith discovers that the question whether or not God exists is no longer a serious question.

Perhaps the most interesting reversal is his move from God as “Wholly Other” to God as wholly one with us.

Here he is, speaking of the movement he and his friends founded (I won’t even try to edit the patriarchal language): 

It was preeminently the image and concept of a “wholly other” that fascinated us … We viewed this “wholly other” in isolation, abstracted and absolutized, and set it over against man, this miserable wretch—not to say boxed his ears with it—in such a fashion that it continually showed greater similarity to the deity of the God of the philosophers than to the deity of the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob ….

But did it not appear to escape us by quite a distance that the deity of the living God—and we certainly wanted to deal with Him—found its meaning and its power only in the context of his history and his dialogue with man, and thus with his togetherness with man? … It is precisely God’s deity which, rightly understood, includes his humanity.

One of Barth’s teachers, Harnack, had in Barth’s eyes reduced the Gospel to middle-class sentiments about the “Fatherhood” of God, the “Brotherhood” of “man,” and the infinite value of the human soul.

But it is not Harnack but Barth who eventually winds up saying (again with no editing):

On the basis of the eternal will of God we have to think of every human being, even the oddest, most villainous or miserable, as one to whom Christ Jesus is Brother and God is Father; and we have to deal with him on this assumption. If the other person knows that already, then we have to strengthen him in the knowledge. If he does not yet know it or no longer knows it, our business is to transmit this knowledge to him. On the basis of the knowledge of the humanity of God no other attitude to any other kind of fellow man is possible.

There is so much more that can be said of Barth. I still find him just as exasperating, but that seems to be how Barth wants us to find him. So I keep returning to him, and I encourage you to do the same.

I know of at least one remark that Barth made that I agree with wholeheartedly, and I’ll use that remark to conclude: “If there are ‘Barthians’, I myself am not among them.”
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