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PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS.
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encounter Karl Barth. For many, because of the forbidding mass of
his writings, Barth is understood only as he is mediated through the
concerns of other theologians. In the course of my own theological
education, the ambiguity with which Barth has been received by those
in the evangelical tradition has long intrigued and interested me.
This thesis has grown out of that particular interest and is an
attempt to clarify the issues by examining Barth and the evangelical
response to him. The concept of “nothingness® suggested itself as an
area for closer study by virtue of the comparative lack of attention
it has received in Barth studies and of a particular, pastoral
interest in how the very real power of evil is to be thought of and
expressed in the contemporary situation.
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humour is not to be trusted, I am able to report that Professor
Newlands has proven to be eminently trustworthy and that supervisory
sessions have shown yet again that theology is “the happy science’.
To Desmond and Betty Wright of Milngavie I owe profound thanks for
their gracious and unstinting hospitality which exceeded all my
expectations. Memories of their kindness and of Tannoch Loch will
long remain in my mind. Finally I record with gratitude the
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Herculean labours of Phyllis Cathrow and Winifred Hughes in
deciphering my handwritten script and transferring it to the
typewriter and especially to Andrea Coates for the final draft and
presentation of the work. Without the aid of these friends this work
would have been much the poorer.

Nigel G. Wright Ansdell,
Lytham St Annes.
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The use of abbreviations has been kept to a minimum and the majority
of references in the text are cited in full with the exception of
the standard and recognised abbreviations and the following.

C.D. Church Dogmatics by Karl Barth Trans. Eds. G.W. Bromiley and
T.F. Torrance (Edinburgh 1956-1975) Volumes I-IV

RGG Religion in Geschichte und Gegenwart (Tibingen 1961)

SIT Scottish Journal of Theology
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ABSTRACT OF THESIS

In pursuing its object the thesis commences with a brief sketch
of Karl Barth’s theological development and some leading and
controlling themes in his theology. Aspects of his theological
contribution are examined before an assessment is made of Barth as
an evangelical theologian. In the second chapter an attempt is made
to chart some theological responses to Barth using a selection of
nine evangelical theologians. A pattern of initial hostility leading
into gradual assimilation is discerned before attention is given to
particular loci of the debate between Barth and evangelicalism, the
most considerable of which is deemed to be Barth’s reputed
Universalism. The attempt is made to rjéond to Barth’s concerns in a
positive way.

Chapter three focuses on the relationship between Barth and
Pietism and seeks to illuminate the extent to which he was both
indebted to and critical of this phenomenon which has clear
parallels with evangelicalism. From this study emerge particular
concerns to do with the difference between Christians and
non—Ch;istians and the place of individualism and subjectivity in
the Christian scheme. Suggestions are made concerning a fuller
doctrine of the Holy Spirit.

In chapter four a specific examination of Barth’s doctrine of
nothingness is made as a way of anchoring the general approach of
preceding chapters. Barth’s distinctive contribution is listened to

and an evaluation made which leads to an alternative statement
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deemed to be more consistent with Barth’s fundamental theological
approach.

.In conclusion the argument of the thesis, that Barth is an
evangelical theologian who needs to be taken with the utmost
seriousness although not followed at every point, is summarised. The
thesis concludes with some programmatic reflections for the future
of evangelical theology which takes into account the findings of the
thesis, including the addenda to chapters two and three on “Barth

and Anabaptism” and “Barth and the charismatic movement .



THE THEOLOGY OF KARL BARTH

However ultimately we may choose to evaluate Karl Barth, there
can be no doubt about the magnitude of his theological contribution
in the twentieth century. By those sympathetic to him, Barth is seen
as one of the greatest theologians in the history of the church(l)
and as the initiator of a new Reformation, a theological Copernican
Revolution in which theology was recalled to its true position of
revolving around God, rather than requiring God to revolve around
nan.(Z) Coming to grips with Barth is, however, no easy matter. With
an estimated written output of some twelve million words(3) and with
something like ten months solid work required to read (let alone
understand) the Church Dogmatics(4), the student is faced with a
forbidding task. Add to this Barth’s own understandable strictures
on those who comment on him without adequately reading him(5) and
the recognition that there is “a tradition of amateurish comment on
Barth',(ﬁ) and it can be understood if there is some hesitation

about offering any summary of Barth’s theology. However, since for

(1) H. R. MacKintosh: Types of Modern Theology (London, 1964) p.252
(2) Herbert Hartwell: The Theology of Karl Barth:An Introduction
(London, 1964) p.179 '

(3) pavid F. Ford in S.W. Sykes: Karl Barth: Studies in his
Theological Method (Oxford, 1979) p.200

(4) A.B. Come: An Introduction to Barth’s Dogmatics for Preachers
(London, 1963) p.9
(5) In the preface to Otto Weber: Karl Barth’s Church Dogmatics
(London, 1953) p.8
(6) S. W. sSykes: Karl Barth: Studies of his Theological Method
(oxford, 1979) p.l12




(a)

the purposes of this work it is necessary to identify the leading
concepts around which there is agreement or disagreement and to
highlight certain issues which are integral to this thesis, the
task, impossible possibility though it might be, to borrow a

well-worn phrase from Barth, must be attempted.

What here follows begins with a sketch of Barth’s background and
the main outlines of his theological progress. It continues with an
attempt to understand a number of the basic and controlling themes
of his thought which decisively influence his whole approach to the
theological task before outlining some of the particularly creative
aspects of his contribution. These sections will involve attempts to
chart some of the criticisms of Barth which have been made and the
progress of some “theology after Barth®, before concluding with an

assessment of him as an evangelical theologian

The background to Barth’s theology.

Eberhard Busch has given students of Barth an invaluable tool for
understanding the course of his life and the context for his
work.(7) When Barth began his long and extraordinary full life in
Basel on May 10 1886 he was already the product of generations of
pgéors and theologians on both sides of his family. His father,

Johann Friedrich Barth, was himself a theological professor and

(7) Eberhard Busch Karl Barth: His life from letters and
autobiographical texts. (London, 1976)




would in time occupy a chair in Bern, financed by a theologically
positive (or conservative) group.(a) The earliest theological
influences on Barth were thus conservative ones in both family and
school and it was only with his university education that against
the wishes of his father, he moved into the tradition of liberal
protestantism.(g) After an initial period of study in Bern, he chose
to continue his education first in Berlin under Adolf von Harnack,
the 1liberal historian of church and dogma, and then under the
systematic theologian Wilhelm Herrmann in Marburg. Herrmann he
described as ﬂggg theological teacher of my student years” and
claimed that his influence was an abiding one. (10) ‘I soaked
Herrmann in through all my pores'.(ll) On completing his theological

examination in 1908 he was able to say:

In the end it proved that in contrast to the tendencies of my
grandfather and my father, I had made myself a committed
disiple of the "modern" school, which was still dominant up to
the time of the First World War, and was regarded as the only
school worth belonging to. In it, according to the teaching of
Schleiermacher and Ritschl, Christianity was interpreted on
the one hand as a historical phenomenon to be subjected to
critical examination, and on the other hand as a matter of

inner experience, of a predominantly moral nature(lZ)

Barth was to continue in this theological line (“religious

(8) ibid. p.9

(9) ibid. p.40

(10) Karl Barth Theology and Church (London 1962) pp.238-9
(11) Busch op cit p.45

(12) ibid. p.46




individualism and historical relativism')(l3) during one year as

assistant to Martin Rade, editor of Christliche Welt, and then,

having been ordained in November 1908 by his father, for two years
as assistant pastor in Geneva, 1909-1911.

It was during Barth’s major pastorate in Safenwil, 1911-1921
that he was to undergo a theological revolution. During this period
Barth identified himself with the socialist struggle of the workers
in his parish and came under the influence of religious socialism
through the teaching of Hermann Kutter (1863-1931) and Leonhard
Ragaz (1868—1945).(14) Other events and influences were to have
decisive and life-long impact wupon him and the theological
pilgrimage Barth underwent at this time was shared with his friend

Eduard Thurneysen, pastor of the nearby village of Leutwil.

A major blow to Barth’s confidence in liberal theology was
struck on August 1 1914, the day the first World War broke out. On
that day, ‘ninety-three German intellectuals issued a terrible
manifesto identifying themselves before all the world with the war
policy of Kaiser Wilhelm II... among the signatories I discovered
the names of almost all my German teachers (with the honourable
exception of Martin Rade)'.(ls) For Barth the discovery that the

religion and scholarship of his revered teachers could so easily be

(13) ibid. p.51
(14) ibid. p.75-76
(15) ibid. p.81



changed “into intellectual 42cm cannons’ was devastating, an ethical
failure which indicated that “their exegetical and dogmatic

presuppositions could not be in order”. Thus:

a whole world of exegesis, ethics, dogmatics and preaching
which I had hitherto held to be essentially trustworthy, was
shaken to the foundations, and with it all the other writings
of the German theologians.(16)

What Barth perceived at this time was the extent to which theology
had become wedded to German culture, at the same time he was thrown
into confusion by the extent to which European socialism abandoned
its internationalism and swung into line with war hysteria.

In the midst of this confusion Barth, through his friend
Thurneysen was strongly influenced by the message of Johann
Christoph Blumhardt (1805-1880) and his son Christoph Friedrich
Blumhardt (1842-1919). After a visit to the younger Blumhardt at Bad
Boll, April 10-15 1915 his thinking took on a decisive new
direction, that of “hope” and a new concern for ‘the essentials” (17)
and particularly with “the question of according God a place of
central importance'.(lS) Oout of the spiritual crisis through which

Barth was passing emerged a desire to “get serious with Goa”.(19)

These new and disruptive elements coincided with a further

(16) ibid. p.81
(17) ibid. p.86
(18) ibid. p.87
(19) A. B. Come op cit p.34



preoccupation arising out of the practical demands of the pastoral
task and particularly an issue which would overshadow the whole of
Barth“s life work, that of preaching. Preaching, Barth discovered
had to be radically concerned with God(zo), but how can the preacher
speak of God? In searching for the answer to this question the ‘key
phrase” was to be uttered by Thurneysen in 1916. “What we need for
preaching, instruction and pastoral care is a "wholly other"
theological foundation”. This new foundation was not to be found in
the liberalism which has its origin in Schleiermacher, nor in the

religious socialism of Kutter nor in a return to Kant or Hegel.

In fact we found ourselves compelled to do something much more
obvious. We tried to learn our theological ABC all over again
beginning by reading and interpreting the writing of the 01d
and New Testaments more thoughtfully than before. And lo and
behold they began to speak to us - but not as we thought we
must have heard them in the school of what was then “modern
theology . They sounded very different on the morning after
the day on which Thurneysen had whispered that phrase to me
(he had meant it in quite general terms). I sat under an apple
tree and began to apply myself to Romans with all the
resources that were available to me at that time. I had
already learnt in my confirmation instruction that this book
was of crucial importance. I began to read it as I had never
read it before. I wrote down carefully what I discovered point

by point. I read and read and wrote and wrote.(21)

Barth had stumbled into “the strange new world” of the

(20) ibid. p.90
(21) ibid. pp.97-98



Bible.(zz) Having done so he discovered that knowledge of God stands
at the beginning of the theological task and not at the end of a
process of human reasoning. In the Bible we find ‘not the right
human thoughts about God but the right divine thoughts about men’ so
that the Bible takes us out of °~ the old atmosphere of men to the

open portals of a new world, the world of God'.(23)

Barth had undergone his own Copernican revolution and would now
bring vast creative resources to bear in urging that same revolution
upon the theological scene in general. Already within his own
experience we see the outlines of his line of attack in the emphasis
on the otherness of God, the place of the Bible, the pretentiousness
of religion, God“s contradiction of man. Barth began to apply
himself to the outworkings of these insights in the first edition of
his commentary on Romans which was written in 1918 and published in
1919. In time the one thousand copies of the first edition were sold
but by this time Barth’s thinking had advanced to the degree that a
second edition could only be a completely're—written commentary. It
was this work which would have profound repercussions on its
appearance in 1922. 1Its impact is difficult to conceive in
retrospect but its effect upon a theological world with a minimal

“otherworldly” content was explosive.(24)

(22) The phrase comes from the title of a lecture given by Barth 6
February 1917. ibid p.101

(23) ibid. p.101

(24) A. B. Come op cit p.43



Romans expresses the “dialectical”’ phase of Barth’s development,
the attempt to express in manifold ways, by constant assertion and

counterassertion, the Godness of God. Barth’s concern is to stress

that God is the Wholly other, the one who precipitates in man a

crisis, who exists as the limit of man’s existence, but who at the
same time as being beyond man is also with him. It makes much of

Kierkegaard’s concept of the infinite ‘qualitative distinction

(25)

between man and God’. Barth’s concern appears to be in an

abundance of negative assertions, to demolish any self-confidence
man may have before God in order to assert the sovereignty of God

himself. Later he would write:

In an attempt to free ourselves both from these early forms of
one-sidedness, especially from that of Pietistic and Liberal
Neo-Protestantism, and also from the unsatisfactory
corrections with which our predecessors had tried to overcome
them, we took the surest possible way to make ourselves guilty
of a new one-sidedness and therefore to evoke a relatively
justifiable but, in view of the total truth, equally
misleading reaction, involving all kinds of protests and
opposition to even the Justifiable aspects of our own

concern. (26)

Barth shows himself however not to be content with merely saying
‘No“. The ensuing years were to give him opportunity to develop
along more constructive lines. In 1921 he was appointed to the chair

of Reformed theology at the University of Gottingen and began to

(25) Karl Barth: The Epistle to the Romans. Trans. by Edwyn C.
Hoskyns (Oxford, 1933) p.10
(26) CD II: 1 p.634




wrestle in earnest with this task. “We had taken on responsibilities
which we had not known about while we were simply in
opposition'.(27) Specifically this meant coming to terms with Calvin
and the Reformed tradition, a not uncongenial task as Barth had been
nurtured in Calvinism and had already unconsciously moved back in
this direction.(28)

Thus, while duriné this period Barth came to be associated in the

editorship of Zwischen den Zeiten with a cluster of innovative

theological voices, including Friedrich Gogarten, Emil Brunner and
Rudolf Bultmann, he was in fact moving in a direction which would
eventually lead him in a quite different direction. Lecturing on

Calvin caused Barth to discover the Reformers as a whole.

In GOttingen things changed almost at a stroke. Barth now felt
that his previous theological view was really a
pre-Reformation position, “somehow in a corner along with
nominalism, Augustinianism, mysticism, Wycliffe etc. It was
not itself the Reformation but nevertheless the Reformation
later sprang out of it.” “Only now were my eyes properly open
to the Reformers and their message of the justification and
the sanctification of the sinner, of faith, of repentance and
works, of the nature and the limits of the church and so on. I
had a great many new things to learn from them’. At that time
‘I "swung into line, with the Reformation" as they used to
say’, not uncritically but certainly with special
attention.(zg)

From this point on, while still characterised by dialectical

(27) Busch, op cit p.126
(28) ibid p.129
(29) ibid. p.143
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thought-forms, it is more apt to see Barth’s theology developing as
a theology of the Word. From 1924 onwards(30) Barth’s independence
could be seen in a growing and unfashionable interest in dogmatic
theology. He was fascinated by Heppe’s Dogmatics in which in spite

of its being a summary of the older orthodoxy

I found a dogmatics which had both form and substance, which
was oriented on the central themes of the witnesses to
revelation given in the Bible, and which could also explore
their individual details with an astonishing wealth of
insights... I found myself visibly in the sphere of the church
and, moreover, in the sphere of an academic discipline, which
was respectable in its own way.(31)

Yet even at this point, Barth’s concern with dogmatics was seen as
having Christian preaching as its primary object,(32) and it was
precisely this focus that was intended to preserve the dogmatic task
from falling into the scholasticism of the old orthodoxy.

In 1925 Barth moved to the University of Minster. His concern with

dogmatics issued in the publication in 1927 of Christliche Dogmatik

im Entwurf. In the event he remained dissatisfied with this work,

seeing it as a “false start” because of its existentialism that is
its attempt to find in anthropology a pbint of departure for
theology.(33) Before Barth could apply himself to the Church

Dogmatics one further element of his theological development needed

(30) ibid. p.153

(31) ibid. p.154 See also Heinrich Heppe Reformed Dogmatics (London,
1950) p.v.

(32) ibid. pl55

(33) CD III: 4 xii
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to fall into place by means of which he could emerge out of his

philosophical “eggshells”.(34)

In the preface to the second edition of his book on Anselm Barth
indicates that in it he was working with ‘a vital key, if not the
key, to an understanding of that whole process of thought that has
impressed me more and more in my Church Dogmatics as the only one
proper to theology'.(35)

Through his work on Anselm Barth was able to lay hold of an
epistemological and theological method which was foundational to his
further theological work. God gives himself to be known by faith and
this faith is not established by anything outside of itself but is
its own proof. God himself is the author of our own knowledge of
him. But as God is himself truth there is a valid noetic rationality
which corresponds to his ontic rationality and which it is our task
to seek.(36) The task of understanding is one which requires the
persistent application of intellectual powers and prayer(37) and a
movement from implicit understanding to explicit understanding.(38)
Faith involves cognition and the starting point for this is in the

objective reality of Jesus Christ.(39)

(34) Torrance op cit pl32. Karl Barth How I changed my mind ed J.D.
Godsey (Edinburgh, 1969) p.44 '

(35) Karl Barth: Fides Quaerens Intellectum (London, 1960) p.ll

(36) ibid. p.52, p.170

(37) ibid. p.41

(38) ibid. p.15f

(39) ibid. pp.19, 22




(b)

(1)
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With this insight published in his 1930 work on Anselm, Barth
was free to attempt again a comprehensive Dogmatics using this
theological method. The basic insights and impulses which were to
shape Barth’s theology were by now assembled(40) and whereas there
is a clear development in Barth’s thought from this time onwards, it
is within the framework hammered out up until this time. The first

volume of the now more modestly re-named Church Dogmatics was to

appear in 1932 and further volumes were to be his major

preoccupation for the rest of his life.

Leading Themes in Barth’s Theology

With the insights gained from tracing Barth’s theological
pilgrimage thus far, we are in position to explore more fully the
material content of his thought and specifically of the Church
Dogmatics. This will be done firstly by examining some of the
overriding themes which determine the whole course of his

theological method and secondly by giving attention to specific

dogmas.

The word of God as the source and criterion of theology.

According to Barth, the task of Dogmatics is not to dictate to the

church what she may or may not believe, but to verify the faith of

(40) Robert McAfee Brown in the preface to Karl Barth: Credo
(London, 1964) p.viii '
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the church which exists independently of it and to serve the
proclamation of the church by helping it to give careful attention
to its content.(4l) As such the dogmatic task is to be pursued in
penitence, obedience and prayer, in other words, as an act of
faith.(42) The criterion of dogmatics as of preaching is the Word of
God itself, that is the event and reality of God’s revelation which
is known in three forms existing in indivisible unity, the preached
Word, the written Word and the revealed word.(43) 1n the 1last
analysis, the Word of God is Christ himself who is the one in whom
revelation is made objectively known.(44) Holy Scripture is seen as
witness to Christ, (the O.T. as expectation and the N.T. as

recollection,)(45)

which while containing merely human words is able
to be in its contextual meaning by the miracle of God the Word of
God to us.(46) Likewise the proclamation of the church as it serves
God“s Word is also, by the miracle of God, God’s word. (47) Therefore
in the Word of God, there is an objective source of authority which
is mediated to the church by the Holy Scriptures and to which the

church is called to be subordinate in order that she herself may

experience freedom under that Word.(48)

(41) CD I pl4, Karl Barth Dogmatics in Outline (London, 1966) pp.
12-13

(42) CD I:1 pp.21-23

(43) CD I:1 pp.88-124

(44) CD I:2 p.l1ff

(45) CD I:2 p.481-483

(46) CD I:2 p.513

(47) CD I:2 pp.743

(48) CD I:2 696ff
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Barth abandoned work on his Christliche Dogmatik because he had

come to the understanding that the truth ébout God, the universe and
men would only be gained from God himself.(49) It is this belief
that leads Barth to deny that God can be known in any other way.
Anything which has its basis in man whether anthropology,
philosophy, religion or culture is excluded as a source of
theology.(so) This explains Barth’s life-long antipathy to natural
theology with its (in his perception) attempt to build theology on a
alternative basis to the Word of God, his hostility to liberal
Protestantism which roots itself in general anthropology and reduces
religion to a purely human possibility,(Sl) and to Roman Catholicism
which seeks to merge the action of God with that of man, depriving
him of his freedom and incorporating him into the existence of the
Church.(sz) On the other hand Barth’s theology of the Word is also
to be distinguished from the older Protestant orthodoxy which had
moved into a “stiffening” in the understanding of inspiration to the
extent that the Word of God and the Scriptures were completely
identified and God deprived of his freedom.(53) Barth’s concern
throughout is to preserve the freedom of God in his revelation. He
refuses to allow any other basis for theology than that of the Word
of God and although philosophy and science may be allowed aplace as

servants of the revelation of God they should not be allowed at any

(49) CD I:2 pp.lff

(50) H. Hartwell: The Theology of Karl Barth:An Introduction p.43
(51) CD I:1 p.38

(52) CD I:1 p.40

(53) CD I:2 p.522
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point to master it.(54)

The Church Dogmatics bears eloquent testimony to Barth's
understanding of the Word of God. It is a massive dialogue with the
Bible’s witness to revelation displaying great inventiveness and
variety in its use of the text.(55) Few theologians in the history
of the Church have used the Bible so consistently as has Barth and
his own often emphasised wish was to be judged on the basis of his

faithfulness to the Scriptures.

Jesus Christ as the Centre of theology.

According to John Thompson:

In (Barth’s) theology there is no Christology as such: on the
other hand, it is all Christology. By this we mean the
following. It is an interesting but a significant fact that
there is no such thing as a section on Christology as such in
the whole of Karl Barth’s writings. Yet it is Christological
through and through. This is due to the fact that Barth’s
theology as a whole and in every part is determined by its
relation to Jesus Christ, his being and actions, so that one
cannot detach any aspect of it from its Christological
basis. (°6)

(54) CD I:2 p.715, Credo pl84

(55) David H. Kelsey: The Uses of Scripture in Recent Theology
(Philadelphia, 1975) p.39 :

(56) J. Thompson: Christ in Perspective in the Theology of Karl
Barth (Edinburgh, 1978) p.l
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Since Jesus Christ is the mediator between God and Man in
literally every respect and the objective source of the knowledge of
God, Barth seeks to bring the whole of dogmatics into relation with
him. Jesus Christ is the Word of God, the point at which God has
revealed himself to man and therefore he is to be the point of
departure for all theological statements. Dogmatics is fundamentally
Christology.(57) Furthermore this is to be understood concretely. It
is not the idea of Christ but Christ in his historical reality who
is the revelation of the Father, a reality which is mediated to us
by means of a story focussed in the incarnation.(se) Thus the
movement in Barth’s theology is from the particular to the general,
from the concrete to the universal and Barth’s entire theology is an
attempt to operate from this centre outwards.(sg) It is here that
God himself has given himself to be understood in a way which man
can understand and which means that God can be spoken of

meaningfully not by means of an analogia entis that proceeds from

man to God but an analogia fidei which proceeds from God to man on

the basis of God s own self-disclosure in Christ, the possibility of
which is itself grounded in God. The implications of this for
Barth”s method are considerable. He does not seek to proceed from
general principles established outside revelation and then applied
to it but from within the revelation itself establishing a

‘metaphysics of the Gospel story”’ andd insisting that ‘all

(57) ¢D I: 2 p.123
(58) CD II: 1 p.6l
(59) Hartwell, op cit p.23
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statements about the nature of God be "cashed" in biblical
terms'.(60) Equally, Barth does not feel the need to justify God at
the bar of natural theology or philosophy. The possibility of God is
to be deduced from the reality of his revelation, thus he discusses
the Word of God in its three-fold form before going on to discuss
its knowability.(®1) The whole theological scene is thus to be
viewed from the reality of God’s “lowering himself into time” in

Jesus Christ. (62)

(3) Grace as the theme of theology.

Barth himself was unwilling to concede that any one idea could
be regarded as the key to his theology, but it is difficult to avoid
the conclusion that ‘grace” is the consistent idea behind his
thought.(63) Barth himself would be happier to say that grace is the
inescapable conclusion to which we are drawn through reflection on

the concrete reality of Jesus Christ and is thus an a posteriori

rather than an a priori. The God who has revealed himself in Christ
has shown himself to be gracious(64) and there is no other God than
this God, therefore grace must be central in all God’s works.

According to Hartwell, grace:

(60) D. F. Ford: ‘Barth’s Interpretation'of'the Bible’ in S. W.
Sykes op cit pp 61,63

(61) CD I: 1, p.187 See also Hartwell op cit p.25

(62) CD II: 1 pp 61-62

(63) This was G. C. Berkouwer s point in The Triumph of Grace in the
Theology of Karl Barth (ET London,1956) Barth discusses this in CD
v: 3,1 pp 173-176

(64) CD 1IV: 1 pp 79-92
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explains the concrete form and content of his teaching, his
exclusive emphasis on revelation as the revelation of God’s
grace in Jesus Christ, the wholly christological character of
his theology, the pre—eminence given in his Church Dogmatics
to the doctrine of the Trinity, his opposition to any kind of
man-made or man-owned religion as well as his teaching on true
religion as the work of God“s grace, and the uncompromising
rejection of natural theology, leaving no room for any kind of
synergism for any operation of grace alongside nature, making
on the contrary “not nature but grace” the leitmotiv of his
theology...further it is on account of God’s grace that in
Barth’s theology the initiative is always with God, that it is
always God who in Jesus Christ acts first in virtue of his
grace, be it in election, revelation, creation, reconciliation
or redemption, so that man can always only acknowledge and
accept what God has done and is still doing, for him and to
him in Jesus Christ and therefore can only show his gratitude
to God in praise and thanksgiving by his obedience to God’s
command. { 65)

The theme of grace thus impinges upon the whole structure of
Barth's theology. It may also explain von Balthasar’s description of
him as a ‘God intoxicated man’ () and also the frequent criticism
that Barth is fundamentally uninterested in man outside of this

particular circle.(67)

Barth’s “objectivism” and “actualism’.

Hartwell draws attention to two further characteristics of Barth’s

(65f Hartwell op cit pp 171-172
(66) Quoted by D. F. Ford in Sykes op cit p.197
(67) R. D. Williams: “Barth on the Triune God” in Sykes op cit p.192
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way of thinking - his ‘objectivism® (or ‘historicism’) and his
‘actualism’.(68) For Barth (in contrast to Bultmann) the
objectivereality of the event of Jesus Christ is crucial. It is not
at men’s disposal nor of his making but it inescapably affects him.
God is able to be objective for man because he is antecedently
objective to himself in his trinitarian life.(69) Thus for Barth the
incarnation, cross and resurrection are all to be seen as objective
events established by God himself, even though in the case of the
resurrection, they may at points exceed men’s historiographical
capabilities.(70) Our gaze is once more directed to the historical

process in which the saving acts of God have taken place.(71)

With the word “actualism” Hartwell signifies Barth’s
concentration on God“s action leading him to emphasise the dynamic
nature of the essential elements of the faith. ‘God continually
gives and man continually receives'(72) Barth does not deal in
“static” categories but understands the work of God in terms of a
constant becoming in which, as examples, the Word of God needs
constantly to become the Word of God by the free action of the Holy
Spirit,(73) and the church of Jesus Christ needs constantly to

become the church.(74) This ties in with Barth’s understanding of

(68) Hartwell op cit pp 27-37
(69) CD I: 2 pp 1 ff"-

(70) CD III: 2 p.443

(71) CD IV/1 pp 247-248

(72) Hartwell op cit p.33
(73) I: 1 pp 143 ff

(74) 1IV/2 p.6l17
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the grace and freedom of God. God is in no way obligated to men, it
is only in his grace and freedom that he has given and continues to

give himself to us in Jesus Christ.

Having pursued some of the overarching themes characteristic of

Barth we now turn to an examination of his theological creativity.

The Creative Contribution of Barth’s Theology

While adhering to the supreme authority of Scripture Barth shows
immense respect for the church’s creeds as a secondary authority,
regarding them rather as parents whom we are to honour.(75) Hence he
is concerned to listen carefully to the church’s tradition and to
pass through it to fresh theological statements rather than go
around it. Barth’s achievement is not to be seen solely as a renewed
attempt to listen to the Bible but also as an attempt to listen to
what others have heard from the Bible in previous generations of the
church’s history thefeby according to the church’s tradition a
renewed significance. He often finds himself in agreement with the
tradition, occasionally wants to rehabilitate certain words and
concepts and on rare but significant occasions feels the need to set
the tradition firmly aside, as in the case of natural theology. He

strongly opposes mere ‘confessionalism®, the defensive repetition of

‘the tradition.(76) His creativity is seen in his ability to rework

(75) Barth Dogmatics in Outline (London, 1966) p.l3
(76) Busch: op cit p.478
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old themes in fresh ways on the basis of the leading themes upon
which we have already touched. The purpose of this section is to
highlight some areas where he distinctively contributes to talk

about God.
Revelation and Trinity

Barth, as we have seen, recalls theology to the task of thought
about God whose revelation in Christ is entered into by faith. He
roots the whole concept 6f revelation in the Triune God in a way
which invites us to see the doctrine of the Trinity at the head of
theology not as something simply to be read off from biblical texts
but as rooted in the very structure of revelation and disclosing
God’s identity.(77) God’s Word is God himself in his revelation and
in this ﬁe perceive that he reveals himself as Lord and is, in unity
and yet distinction, Revealer, Revelation and Revealedness.(78) For

Barth it is fundamental that only God can reveal God. “God reveals

‘Himself.He reveals Himself through Himself. He reveals Himself'.(79)

We are introduced to God as Lord in revelation three times. God
unveils Himself to men. He does so by being God a second time in
historical temporal terms through Jesus Christ who is the objective
possibility of revelation. He is Godhthe third time through the Holy

Spirit, who is the subjective possibility of revelation, in his

(77) €D 1/1 p.311
(78) €D 1/1 p.293
(79) CD 1/1 p.296
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specific coming to us.(80) God is this because he is free to impart
himself to us. Moreover, what God shows himself to be in his
revelation he already is antecedently in himself. He is the one Lord
in threefold repetition and exists in indissoluble unity in his
three distinctive modes of being (Barth prefers this expression to
‘persons”’) as Father, Son and Holy Spirit.(Sl) So for Barth the
doctrine of the Trinity is to be firmly rooted in the structure of
revelation and revelation is itself a possibility because God is the
Triune God who inlhis son is ‘free® for man and who in his Spirit

can make man “free® for God.(82)

Barth’s teaching that what God is in revelation he is
antecedently within himself is of crucial importance. The Father can
be Father to us ad extra because he is already Father ad intra to
the Son. Likewise the Son is able to be the revealing Son for us
because he already is the Son in the trinitarian life ad intra.(83)
This leaves Barth with something of a problem when it comes to the
Holy Spirit. In revelation, the Holy Spirit is the one who effects
revealedness in man, but he can hardly fulfil this rdle within the

Trinity. Barth solves the problem by seeing the role of the Spirit

ad intra as the communion of the Father and Son and thus he can be

in revelation the act of communion between God and men.(84)

(80) cD 1/1 pp 315 ff

(81) CD I/1 p.350

(82) CD I/2 p.33; pp 204-205
(83) CD I/1 pp 394f, p.4l4
(84) CD I/1 pp 470-471
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Barth’s understanding of the correlation of God ad intra and his
revelation ad extra leads him to think about God in the concrete
terms of the historical revelation rather than in abstracts
determined elsewhere and imported into the revelation. God is to be
understood through his act and his being is in his act.(85) The
effect of this is not least to enable Barth to make the doctrine of
God interesting, stripping it of the abstractions with which it is
normally surrounded and summing up the divine perfections in terms

of God’s freedom and his loving.(86)

Election

This same Christological method led Barth to a recasting of the
doctrine of election to rescue it from the forbidding overtones it
had gathered for itself in Augustinianism and Calvinism. Election,
Barth argues, is good news, it is the sum of the Gospel.(87) God in
the freedom of his grace elects himself in Jesus Christ to be God
for man and in Christ also elects man for himself. For Barth Christ
is the correct starting place for the doctrine of election. There is

behind him no hidden will of God (pace Calvin) nor any decretum

absolutum which separates God and Christ,(88) but only the decision

of God before space and time revealed in Christ to be gracious to

(85) CD II/1 pp 257 ff

(86) CD II/1 pp 272 ff, 297 ff
(87) CD 1II/2 p.3

(88) CD 1I/2 p.1l1l1
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man and the choice of the Son to be obedient to grace.(89) Jesus
Christ, then, is both electing God and electing man. In Christ God
has determined man’s lot for himself and his own life for man and in
this way the double predestination of Calvinistic theology is
reunderstood in positive terms. (90) Likewise, the supralapsarianism
of high Calvinism is reinterpreted as the primordial decision of
God, not to elect some and deny others, but to elect himself for man
and fallen man for himself in christ.(91) 1t is this element which
gives to the doctrine of election its importance since all other
considerations flow from this primordial determination of grace.
From this point Barth goes on to speak of the election first of the
community and then the individual. It is for this reason also that
the doctrine of election is seen by Barth to belong to the doctrine
of God, and not for instance, that‘of providence. It belongs at the
head of a work of theology, it is the very heart beat of theology
and in Barth’s work assumes great significance in placing “eternal,
free and unchanging grace as the beginning of all the ways and works
of God-”.(92)

According to T.H.L. Parker, by reworking the Reformation
doctrine in this way “Barth has transformed the scene from severity
and even gloom into a place of joyfulness and light. He has brought

about a miracle that even Capability Brown could not achieve - he

(89) €D I1I/2 p.101
(90) CD II/2 p.l67
(91) CD II/2 p.143
(92) ¢D 11/2 p.3
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N
has made the sun shine on the scene'(93) That not evd&body agrees

with him is something to which we will return.
Creation and creature.

Already we have seen Barth’s willingness to recast the

traditional structure of dogmatics in accordahce with his particular

- insights. He has dispensed with the normal prolegomena in accordance

with his view that dogmatics must begin and proceed with the reality
of revelation rather than seek to establish revelation on some
‘natural” basis. He has removed the doctrine of God from its
speculative context and has placed God“s purpose in election, and
thus the doctrine of reconciliation in prospect, at the head of his
work yet with its concrete manifestation in Christ. He now turns to
the doctrine of creation, but even here moves away from the
traditional approach which involves a treatment of the doctrines of
creation, man and sin as independent loci in a way which sets the
scene for the doctrine of Christ. Instead he begins once more with
Christ and seeks to understand creation, the creature, providence
and evil in the light of Christ. In doing so he finds it unnecessary
to discuss the question of origins and relocates the “sense of a
beginning” in God’s election and in the incarnation.(94) Jesus

Christ “is the Word by which God has fulfilled creation and

(93) T.H.L. Parker in A. Richardson (Ed). A Dictionary of Christian
Theology (London,1969) p.272
(94) cD III/1 p.3, p.42 See also D. F. Ford op cit p.70
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continually maintains and rules it'.(95) The creation narratives,
conceived of as sagas, serve to illuminate the relation between
creation and covenant. The first creation account with its
culmination in the divine sabbath, indicates that creation is the
external basis of the covenant and the second that covenant is the
internal basis of the creation. The goal and meaning of creation is
thus the culmination of God’s covenant in Jesus Christ.(96) creation
exists for the sake of reconciliation. It is for this reason that
God allows creation to be- outside himself. In the course of his
exposition of the sagas Barth locates the image of God in man in the
capacity of man for partnership, as male and female. It is in
genuine confrontation with God and as a genuine counterpart to his
fellows thét man is to be distinguished.(97) The image of God is not
then to be seen as a quality of man, but as co-humanity, which,
itself reflects the covenant relation between God and man{?8) and

indeed as analogia relationis the relations within the Trinity.(99)

Barth’s doctrine of Man proceeds along the same lines already
observed. Man is to be understood in the light of Jesus Christ who
is the authentic man and reveals human nature in its original and

basic form.(loo) Jesus Christ is both unlike us and like us. He is

(95) €D III/1 p.28
(96) CD III/1 p.219
(97) CD III/1 p.184
(98) CD III/2 p.298
(99) CD III/2 p.220
(100) CD III/2 p.52
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like us in being man and unlike us in being also true man. Humanity
is to be defined by Jesus Christ.(lol) It is in this way that
theology becomes theanthropology since the knowledge of man is
implied in the knowledge of God. In corresponding to the image of
God the being of man is to be a being in covenant and is determined

by God for life with God and in encounter with others.(loz)

Christology and Reconciliation.

Barth’s most mature work is to be found in his fourth volume on
reconciliation. This is an amazing and complex weaving together of
themes which while embracing new material, reworks and extends much
that has gone before it. Christology, soteriology and ecclesiology
are all here woven together in an ‘unusually beautiful
structure'(103) as Barth lays aside the tradition which treats them
independently. Since God’s being is his act and his act is his
being, the person and work of Christ cannot be separated as they
imply each other.(104) christ’s true deity is not denied but rather
to be perceived in the obedience and condescension which led him to
the cross; the Lord became a servant and the Father’s awakening him
from death and his resurrection are the recognition and

manifestation of his deity.(los) In this action Jesus is the judge

(101) CD III/2 p.43

(102) CD III/2 p.203

(103) John D. Godsey: Karl Barth’s Table Talk (Edinburgh, 1963) p.9
(104) CD II/1 p.128

(105) €D 1V/1 p.157
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who in displacing us is Jjudged in our place and thus fulfils the
priestly ministry of atonement and reconciliation.(106) But Jesus is
also true man and in a parallel movement to his condescension as the
Son of God who goes into the far country,(107) he is also the Son of
Man who is exalted as royal man, the servant as Lord.(lOS) As such,
and as representative man, he “comes home”. In this he fulfils his
kingly office, (109) Barth thus combines the doctrine of the two
natures with that of the two states , humiliation and exaltation,
which he sees as simultaneous events. He further succeeds in
recasting Christology in an historical rather than a speculative
mould, discerning the person of Christ in the events of the cross
and the resurrection.(110) pe goes on to discern in the unity of
Godhood and Manhood in Jesus Christ the prophetic office. Christ is
seen in his prophetic office to be the Light of Life and the Victor.

He is the true Witness.(lll)

Barth’s doctrine of reconciliation is a wonderfully creative
interweaving of the traditional themes of the two natures, the two
states and the threefold office. He adds to this themes which add
further to the texture of the tapestry. Only in this section does he

believe the Fall of Man and sin can be rightly understood. Men can

(106) CD IV/1 pp 211 ff
(107) cDp 1v/1 pp 157 ff

'(108) CD IV/2 p.3

(109) CD 1IV/2 pp 20 ff
(110) ¢cp 1IV/2 p.21
(111) ¢p 1Iv/3:1 pp 38 f£, 165 ff
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know themselves as sinners only in the light of grace and so within
the framework already summarised the sin of man, his pride, sloth

and falsehood are exposed in the light of Christ’s humiliation,

(112)

exaltation and truthfulness. In positive correspondence to

these Barth places the benefits of reconciliation-justification,

(113)

sanctification and vocation, which are subjectively realised by

the Holy Spirit in the gathering, upbuilding and sending of the

(114)

Christian community and in the being of the Christian as faith,

love and hope.(lls)

Barth himself acknowledged that his systematisation in the
volume on reconciliation was an arbitrary one.(lls) In such
systematization there is always the danger that an important element
may be missed because it does not fit neatly but it represents

without doubt his finest work.

Politics, Ethics and Church

Throughout his life Barth was in constant interaction with the
realities of life. As a young pastor he involved himself with the
socialist struggle of. the workers in his parish. As a university

professor he perceived from the beginning the implications of Nazism

(112) D IV/1 pp 358ff, CD IV/2 pp 378ff, CD IV/3:1 pp 368f£f
(113) CD IV/1 pp 514ff, CD IV/2 pp 499ff, CD IV/3:2 pp 481lff
(114) CD 1IV/1 pp 643ff, CD IV/2 pp 614ff, CD IV/3:2 pp 68lff
(115) Cp 1Iv/1 pp 740ff, CD IV/2 pp 727£f, CD IV/3:2 pp 902ff
(116) Godsey, op cit p.13
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and was a leader in the Confessing Church and in the framing of the
Barmen declaration in 1934. He was deprived of his professorial
chair in Bonn because of refusal to conform to the totalitarian
demands and expectations of the state. After the war he aroused much
controversy because of his hostility to anticommunism and to nuclear
rearmament. For much of his 1life he was against the current of
prevailing opinion. It is no surprise then that Barth devotes
considerable attention to ethics and understands them to be
indissolubly linked to dogmatics. Knowledge of God is obedience to
God.(ll7) For Barth ethics were to be understood, consistent with
his actualism, as God’s command. He reversed the traditional order
of Law and Gospel on the basis that only in the Gospel could man
receive knowledge of himself as sinner and that Law was to be
understood, as he saw it understood in the Bible, as the form of
man’s response to the goodness of God within the covenant. It is
significant that his first section on ethics in the Dogmatics
follows the doctrine of election.(lls) Barth selected the category
of “command” because it not only safeguarded God’s freedom but moved
ethics out of the realm of the general into that of the particular,
out of the abstract, into the concrete and personal(llg) and
specifically, into the realm of Jesus Christ. God does not give us a

general command which we then have to apply to ourselves but makes

(117) CD 11/1 p.26
(118) CD II/2 pp 509ff
(119) CD 11/2:609



31

his specific and total demand upon his.(120) Ethics then must be
conceived Christologically. We are called to hear Jesus Christ in
the obedience of faith and to live in the freedom which he gives in

the Holy Spirit.(121)

This same concern for Christological actualism is to be
perceived in Barth’s understanding of church and sacraments. His
thinking led him increasingly to view the church in congregational
terms as that which is formed in ‘the event of its assembling” and
to move away from episcopal and synodical forms of church
governnent.(lzz) He came to advocate a break with the Constantinian

Corpus Christianum and a radical appraisal of the practice of

baptism.(123) He rejected arguments for infant baptism as inadequate
and his progress towards ‘responsible’ baptism, already in process

in 1943 in his book Die Kirchliche Lehre von der Taufe!l24) vwas

carried further in Church Dogmatics IV/4, the fragment on baptism.
In it he indicates that he has moved decisively not only towards
responsible baptism but also towards a non-sacramental understanding
of the act which signals a similar (although undeveloped) approach
to the ILord’s Supper.(lzs) The goal of baptism is to point beyond

itself to God’s act of reconciliation in Christ and has meaning in

(120) CD 11/2 p.664

(121) CD 11/2 p.780

(122) Busch op cit p343

(123) ibid. p.320

(124) ET The Church’s Teaching on Baptism trans. by E.A. Payne
(London, 1948)

(125) CD 1V/4 pp IX-X
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that it corresponds to the divine act.(126) At the end of the day
Barth ends up nearer to zZwingli than to any other theologian on this
issue. From one who was deeply wedded to the Reformed tradition and
was able to follow Calvin very closely, this is further indication

of Barth’s independence of thought.

Some theological response to Barth.

It is hard to overestimate the significance of Karl Barth for
20th Century theology whether in the agreement or disagreement
provoked by his work. One may regard Barth as ai20th Century Church
Father or see his work as “the stricken, glorious hulk of some great
Dreadnought© to be dismembered and where possible salvaged and
exploited,(127) but it is ‘clear that he cannot and will not be
ignored and that it is only ‘by working through Barth and not by
going round him that a pathway exists to constructive contemporary
theological endeavour'.(128) The truth of this has been recognised
in a way which surprised and gratified Barth himself, by the
attention which has been accorded to him by Roman Catholic
theologians of the calibre of Hans Kiing, Hans Urs von Balthasar and
Henri Bouillard. Criticism has not, of course, been in short supply
at any stage of Barth’s career. It has been and is asserted that

Barth’s rejection of natural theology goes too far and is based upon

(126) CD IV/4 pp 71-72

(127) R.F. Roberts: ‘Barth’s Doctrine of Time” in S.W. Sykes op cit
p.146 :

(128) S.W. Sykes op cit p.16
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a misunderstanding of Aquinas® analogia entis, that he errs in

reversing Law and Gospel, that he is guilty of Christomonism, that
Christ is abstracted from his historical humanity, that he lacks a
doctrine of creation or of the fall, that in emphasizing grace he
does despite to nature, that the material order is subsumed and
disregarded, that he is guilty of universalism, enthusiasm and
ethical illuminationism. Barth is certainly not beyond criticisms
and it will be the task of this work to examine some of them
especially those emanating from representatives of the evangelical
tradition. Those who would criticise Barth do however have problems.
Barth’s dialectical method of doing theology can be misleading. It
is not easy to take account of everything that he said since there
is so much of it and important sections might be ignored leading to
misinterpretation of his true intention. Barth himself, although
having secured his basic theological approach by the time he began
the Dogmatics, does develop significantly over the period of writing
the Dogmatics giving rise to precisely this possibility. G.W.

Bromiley notes:

Many of the fashionable complaints about Barth dissolve on
closer material acquaintance with his actual statements; for
example, that he finds no truth outside revelation, that he
subjectivizes the gospel, that he makes faith too cognitive,
that he finds no place for obedience, that he gives scripture
only a spasmodic existential role and allots it no controlling

function.(lzg)

(129) G.W. Bromiley: Introduction to the Theology of Karl Barth
(Edinburgh, 1979) p.248
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However, more recent trends in theology have found inspiration
in Barth’s understanding that God is known in his revelation in the
concrete event of Jesus Christ. Barth himself progressed
significantly in his understanding of God between Volumes I and IV
of his Dogmatics, sufficient to prompt the observation that he needs
to be read backwards on this matter.(130) R.p. williams discerns
this progress as a npvemenﬁ towards a greater sense of plurality
within God as Barth develops the notion of God“s becoming in CD IV
and therefore goes beyond the more limited discussions of the
Trinity given in CD I/1 in the context of revelation. Williams finds
Barth moving towards a more satisfactory doctrine of the Holy Spirit
in the unwritten CD V The Doctrine of Redemption, but as he did not
live to complete his life’s work it remains for others to construct
a revised model of the Trinity, a task accomplished most effectively

so far in Jiirgen Moltmann’s The Crucified God. (131)

These works extend the dynamic which led Barth to speak of the
humanity of God on the basis that the God who is made known in Jesus

is not to be thought of apart from this man. Jesus of Nazareth is in

(130)The observation is that of Dr J. Thompson at the centenary
conference on Karl Barth at Oxford, September 1986

(131)R.D. Williams: “Barth on the Triune God”, in S.W. Sykes op cit
p.184,pp 176-177. God’s being in becoming is also the theme of
Eberhard Jlingel’s The Doctrine of the Trinity. God’s Being is in

Becoming (Edinburgh and London, 1976) esp pp 89-108.

For Moltmann’s development of Barth’s idea of the death of the
Living God see The Crucified God (London, 1974) pp 201-207.

H.P. Owen$ draws attention to the “holy mutability’ of God according
to Barth in Concepts of Deity (London, 1971) p.103
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the beginning with God in the sense that “from all eternity God’s
self-differentiation as Son or Word is directed towards the human
and worldly object of election, Jesus of Nazareth'.(l32) Barth moved
from his early emphasis on the infinite qualitative difference
between man and God to a position which, without retreating from his
former insight, saw that the deity of God also included his
humanity.(l33) Barth appears to mean by this, not the eternal
existence of the man Jesus of Nazareth, but God’s “free affirmation
of man” in his sovereign and free election of man for himself in
Christ and of himself to be man’s “God, his Lord, his compassionate
Preserver and Saviour to eternal life”,(134) The implications of
this progression for the way we think of God are considerable, but
equally it affects our understanding of the value and significance
of man and the world. We are thrust into thinking of this suffering
of God in Christ in history and in his eternity and of the
importance of that for the impassibility of God. The cross has the
most far reaching implications for our understanding of the very
nature and being of God who is able to endure it.(l35) Profound as
these themes are, it is possible here only to indicate them as one
of the ways in which the foundations laid by Barth are being built

upon by his successors.

(132) R.D. Williams op cit p.178 See also CD II/2 p.96

(133) Karl Barth: The Humanity of God (London, 1961) pp 45-6
(134) ibid. p.51

(135) Moltmann op cit p.4
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Karl Barth as an evangelical theologian

With this heading we draw to the close of this summary and to
the core of the matter to be explored in this study. How is Barth to
be evaluated as an evangelical theologian? Inmediatély we encounter
a problem of definition since the words “evangelisch” and
“evangelical’ carry different senses in German aﬁd English. That
Barth was evangelisch in the German sense is a matter of plain fact.
He was by birth, conviction, profession and education a member of

the Reformed Protestant tradition. His own understanding expressed

in his work Evangelical Theology was as follows:

The theology to be introduced here is evangelical theology.
The qualifying attribute "evangelical" recalls both the New
Testament and at the same time the Reformation of the
sixteenth century. Therefore, it may be taken as a dual
affirmation: the theoloqy to be considered here is the one
which, nourished by the hidden sources of the documents of
Israel’s history, first achieved unambiguous expression in the
writings of the New Testament evangelists, apostles and
prophets: it is also, moreover, the theology newly discovered
and accepted by the Reformation of the sixteenth century. The
expression "evangelical", however, cannot and should not be
intended in a confessional, that is, in a denominational and
exclusive sense. This is forbidden first of all by the
elementary fact that "evangelical" refers primarily and
decisively to the Bible, which is in some way respected by all
confessions. Not all so called Protestant theology is
evangelical theology. Moreover there is also evangelical
theology in the Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox worlds, as
well as in the many later variations, including deteriorations
of the Reformation departure. What the word "evangelical" will
objectively designate is that theology which treats of the
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God of the Gospel. "Evangelical"™ signifies the "Catholic",
ecumenical (not to say conciliar) continuity and unity of this
theology. Such theology, intends to apprehend, to understand
and to speak of the God of the Gospel, in the midst of the
variety of all other theologies and (without any value

judgement being implied) in distinction from them. This is the
God who reveals himself in the Gospel, who himself speaks to
man and acts among and upon them. Wherever he becomes the
object of human science, both its source and its norm, there
is evangelical theology.(136)

Barth, then, understands himself as an evangelical theologian, not
just a Protestant one, because his concern is to speak of the God of
the Gospel in continuity with the Bible and the Reformation. Whether
others have understood him likewise and whether they have considered
him to be consistent in this task, we will have to consider further.
For the moment, and by the way of interim assessment, we will
conclude this section with a summary of points that will be useful

as we progress.

(1) Barth is totally committed to the authority of the Bible

Theology has to do with revelation and revelation is
definitively witnessed to by the Bible hence the Bible is central
and supreme in the life of the church and its authority cannot be
usurped either by human reason or the church’s tradition. The church

has the task of speaking God“s Word in the language and realities of

(136) Karl Barth: Evangelical Theology (Edinburgh, 1963) pp 75-6
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today but cannot accommodate to any higher authority than the Bible,
because there is none. However, once embraced by faith the knowledge
of God is eminently reasonable because God himself is reason and
truth. Both tradition and reason find their place in submission to
God’s Word but it is the Godness of God in his revelation which is

suprene.

(2) Barth holds firmly to the historical and objective nature of the
revelation of God in Christ

He affirms the historical truths of the virgin birth, the
crucifixion, the resurrection of Christ and his appearances, and the
ascension. He has no interest in demythologizing these events or in
reducing them to the internal and private world of the religious
subject. From first to last of his theology he is concerned to
assert the primary objective and historical nature of revelation
within which human subjectivity can find its place of relative

importance. He is no theological reductionist.

(3) Barth respects the historic statements of the orthodox faith
and the Reformation )

He is not an innovator in the sense that he wishes to go beyond
the historic faith of the church. He proves himself to be a creative
innovator when it comes to expressing again what he hears in the

church’s tradition. Even so, the creeds function only as a secondary
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authority and are themselves subject to the primary authority of
God s Word. Where a conflict is perceived Barth does not hesitate to
remodel 'the tradition, but the intention is essentially a
conservative one which aims at leading the church back to the
springs of its 1life in Christ. This includes for Barth taking
seriously such typical evangelical concerns as the wrath of God as a
form of his love,(137) the substitutionary work of Christ(138) and
the motif of atonement as satisfaction albeit rendered by God rather

than to him in doing that which is satisfactory to remove sin.(139)

(4) Barth is preoccupied with the task of preaching

The task of dogmatics is to serve the preaching ministry of the
church. He does not see theology as an abstract pursuit but as one
directly related to the pastoral and proclamatory work of the
church. It is therefore a responsible science. It is also a
persuasive science in that by the exposition of the inherent
rationality of Christian truth on its own terms and on the basis of
its own presuppositions it has far more power to persuade than an
apologetic which takes as its starting point the premises of

unbelief.

(137) CD 1IV/1 pp 220-221
(138) ibid. p.230
(139) ibid. p.254
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(5) Barth is an implacable opponent of all forms of theological

liberalism.

This was manifestly true in his "Romans’ days but remained true
throughout as he engaged the work of his contemporaries in the
course of his theological output and took issue with the modern
heirs of Schleiermacher. CD IV has a constant, although veiled
dialogue with Bultmann running through it. So widespread has Barth’s
judgement on nineteenth century liberal theology become that it is
now possible to speak of a “Barthian captivity” of liberal theology.
Towards the end of his life, Barth envisaged that the theological
task could be enterprised in many different ways but insisted on the
need for it to remain free, that is, not bound to patterns of
thought alien to revelation.(140) Barth’s supreme charge against
Neo-Protestantism is that it reduces all theology to a form of
anthropology so that Jesus becomes the crowning Keystone in the arch
of our thinking instead of being understood as God become man. The
way theology must follow is that from God to man not man to
Gog. (141)

On the basis of these theological characteristics we contend that
Barth is to be regarded as an evangelical theologian of the first
rank. That this Jjudgement is no isolated one may be seen from two

further quotations:

(140) Godsey op cit p.13
(141) T.F. Torrance op cit pp 60-61
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We should see Barth first of all as an evangelical theologian.
Whereas in his earlier phase he was heavily influenced by
Kantian and existentialist philosophy, when he embarked on the
Church Dogmatics he broke with this philosophical heritage
desiring only to be a theologian of the Word of God. In his
later years, Barth had no compunction in describing his
theological position as ‘evangelical® but by this he meant
neither a rigid adherence to the letter of Scripture nor a
belief in inerrancy. Instead, he thought of himself as
evangelical in the classical sense - committed to the gospel
of reconciliation and redemption, the message that we are
saved by the free grace of God alone as revealed and confirmed

in Jesus Christ.(l42)

What Shakespeare is to English literature and Mozart is to
classical music, Karl Barth is to Christian theology today.
Any-one still unfamiliar with Barth today must be judged
theologically illiterate! But what I like most about his
theology is that it is evangelical to the core, for it is
utterly faithful to the Gospel and its message of the
reconciling love and grace of God in our Lord Jesus
Christ. (143)

(142) Donald G. Bloesch “The Legacy of Karl Barth® in TSF Bulletin
Vol.9 No.5 (May-June 1986) p.6

(143) T.F. Torrance ‘Karl Barth: 1886-1986° in TSF Bulletin Vol.10
No.l (Sept-Oct 1986) p.4
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Evangelicalism and Karl Barth

Definitions: Broad and Narrow

Evangelicalism is a broad but recognisable tradition. As is
indicated by Barth himself(l) its source is in that interpretation
of the Christian faith expressed in the Reformation and summarised

under the headings sola scriptura, sola gratia, sola fide, but its

subsequent course has followed many divergent contours. At the time
of the Reformation variant forms of evangelicalism were already to
be found outside the mainstream in the radical Protestantism of
Andreas Bodenstein von Carlstadt and of the evangelical Anabaptists
of Zirich. Some would argue that the various Anabaptist groups were
only partly indebted to the Reformers for their impulse and for the
rest drew upon older mediaeval renewal movements.(Z) In the course
of the centuries the original Reformation divides of Lutheran,
Reformed and Anglican were qualified by the emergence of the
Arminian-Calvinist controversies, the growth of Puritanism in
England and Pietism in Europe, and by the extension of the free
church - state church, paedobaptist-believer baptist tensions. In
the seventeeth century the Wesleys represented an interesting
amalgam of Anglican and Pietist (Moravian) influences and from them

are to be traced the holiness emphasis of the nineteenth century and

(1) see above pp 36-37
(2) See for example Leonard Verduin: The Reforme;s and their
Stepchildren (Exeter, 1966) pp 13-15 "
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the charismatic of the twentieth, with their stress on realised
communion in the knowledge of God. The more recent evangelical
tradition has been strongly influenced by such British theologians
as James Denney (1856-1917), James Orr (1844-1913), T.M. Lindsay
(1843-1914) and P.T. Forsyth (1848-1921), the influential American
voices of Charles Hodge (1797-1878) and B.B. Warfield (1851-1921)
and the Dutch theologians Abraham Kuyper (1837-1920) and Hermann

Bavinck (1895-1964).

Historically, within the evangelical tradition, there is
considerable diversity but one which is given cohesion by its
loyalty to the leading tenets of the Reformation. Seen in this
breadth there is no great difficulty in perceiving Barth to be an

outstanding figure within this tradition.

A peculiar feature of 20th Century British-American
evangelicalism, however, and one which is integral to this thesis,
is the tendency to see evangelicalism not so much as a broad
tradition as a conservative party within Protestantism, which is
marked by fidelity to evangelical doctrines in an age of
declension.(3) This tendency is distinguishable in the differing
uses in German and English of the words ‘evangelisch® and
“evangelical’. British-American evangelicalism is at this point
reflecting its own struggle with liberal Protestantism and is deeply

marked by the Modernist-Fundamentalist debates of the early

(3) James Barr: Escaping from Fundamentalism (London, 1984) pp 156-7
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twentieth century at which time walls went up and a siege mentality
developed amongst many evangelical Christians resisting the
encroachment of modernism.(4) The heirs of fundamentalism prefer to
denominate themselves as ‘conservative evangelicals®, thereby
distancing themselves from the negative and reactive attitudes which
came to be associated with Fundamentalism while retaining the
positive commitment to fundamental doctrines.(s) Those doctrines may

be summarised as follows:

Evangelical Christians are thus marked by their devotion to
the sure Word of the Bible: they are committed to the inspired
Scriptures as the divine rule of faith and practice. They
affirm the fundamental doctrines of the Gospel including the
incarnation and virgin birth of Christ. His sinless 1life
substitutionary atonement and bodily resurrection as the
ground of God’s forgiveness of sinners, justification by faith
alone, and the spiritual regeneration of all who trust in the
redemptive work of Jesus Christ.(6)

Critics of conservative evangelicalism point out that the
religious conservatism of the movement reflects not simply
theological conviction but an ‘intellectual structure’ which
‘aspires to hold itself close to the traditional positions of the

mainstream churches, considering that these traditional positions

(4) G.G. Bolich: Karl Barth'and Evangelicalism (Downers Grove, 1985)
pp 35-40

(5) Bruce L. Shelley: 'Fundamentalism' in New International
Dictionary of the Christian Church (Exeter, 1924) pp 396-397

(6) carl F.H. Henry: 'Evangelical” in ibid p 358-359
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would have remained totally satisfactory if they had not been
spoiled by deviation into "modern"™ theology and biblical
criticism’(7) such an ‘intellectual structure’ is not altogether
open to the normal processes of rational debate and charitable
dialogue. Thus James Barr can characterise conservative

evangelicalism as maintaining:

(a) a very strong emphasis on the inerrancy of the Bible, the
absence from it of any sort of error;

(b) a strong hostility to modern theology and to the methods,
results and implications of modern critical study of the
Bible;

(c) an assurance that those who do not share their religious
viewpoint are not really “true Christians”® at al11.(8)

In his two books on Fundamentalism Barr has been accused of
‘battering away on the heads of conservative believers” and of being
“venomous” . (9) One may indeed suspect that he is trying to exorcise
his own demons in his writing, but he comes by no means far of the
mark by distinguishing between an honourable, evangelical tradition
with its own perceptions and consistent theology and a conservative
mentality which actually threatens that position while claiming to
represent it.(lo) Where he does fail is in the undiscriminating way
in which he assumes all of whom he writes can easily be comprehended

within the terms of his definitions.

(7) James Barr: Fundamentalism (London, 1977) pp 8-9

(8) James Barr: ibid p.l see also p.9

(9) Clark H. Pinnock: The Scripture Principle (London, 1985) p.227
(10) James Barr: Escaping from Fundamentalism (London, 1984) p.157
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The fact is that evangelicalism, even “conservative
evangelicalism®, is a broad spectrum of views more in the nature of
an affirming coalition that a monolithic uniformity. Granted this,
it perhaps comes as no surprise to discover that Karl Barth has been
variously perceived by evangelicals and the purpose of this chapter
is to describe those perceptions and reflect upon them. The
intention is not only to seek through this process a better
understanding of Barth but also to view this as a heuristic exercise
which will disclose the main loci of debate within evangelicalism.
Barth, it will be argqued, is viewed ambivalently precisely because
he touches on those matters which are significant to evangelicals
and the element of attraction or threat he represents relates
directly to the varying evangelical responses to those matters. This

accords with William C. Fletcher:

It seems to me to be that precisely because his thought runs
so close to the position of mainstream Christianity Barth
represents the most formidable threat to the Church today. Or
else he is no threat at all, but marks the much needed turning
point in the history of modern theology.(ll)

Obstacles to Interpretation

Before proceeding to a review of some of the evangelical
interpretations of Barth, it is necessary to indicate something of
the gap between Anglo-American evangelicalism and Karl Barth which

has hindered interpretation.

(11) william C. Fletcher: The Moderns (Grand Rapids, 1962) p.155
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The Language Barrier.

It is self-evident that Barth wrote in German and that this
should constitute a barrier to all but the most fluent German
speakers. The work of translating the Dogmatics as a whole began in
the 1950s (with the exception of an earlier translantion of CDI/1 in
1936) and was completed in 1969. Add to this the complexity and bulk
of the Church Dogmatics and it ought not to be suprising that a
mature assessment of Barth would take some time to find expression
in the English-speaking world or that Robert Jensen could indicate
that “almost nothing of what people have spoken of in America or
England as "Barthianism" has much to do with the thought of the man

from Basel”.(12)
The Transition Factor

Barth nowhere hid the fact that he perceived his theology as a

theologia viatorum but he did express the hope that he might be

judged on the basis of his later theological work and not his
earlier. He has not always been accorded this courtesy. The Barth of
the Dogmatics although the same as that of Romans has nevertheless
changed significantly in his theology and yet this transition factor
has frequently gone unrecognised and has consequently obscured

understanding. Barth’s dialectical method of doing theology is one

(12) Robert Jensen: God After God (Indianpolis, 1969) p.6
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which is apt to mislead through overstatement of the point he wishes
to make. To find the balancing remarks which will make sense of his
true point of view requires a knowledge of the fuller scope of his

work.

Cultural Distance

There can be no mistake that the cultural distance between the
kind of church life known to Barth and that of British-American
evangelicalism is immense. Behind much that Barth says is a
tradition of debate which is not always immediately clear to a
reader from a different background. There is a marked absence in the
Dogmatics of debate with English-speaking theologians and thus the
bulk of Barth’s ongoing dialogue with the church’s tradition is
within the orbit of Continental theology and philosophy. To enter
fully into Barth requires penetration of what for many

English-speaking thinkers is another world.

The Caricature Problem

Barth was bracketed from the 1920°s as a ‘neo-orthodox’
theologian, along with Brunner, Bultmann, Tillich and the Niebuhrs
with the results that the essential and immense distinctions between
their approaches to theology were obscured. The issues are clarified

by Bernard Ramm: “In some instances a neo-orthodox theology is but
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an orthodox theology with a neo-orthodox corrective and in another
instance it is a liberal theology with a neo-orthodox

corrective”.(13)

These, and other, obstacles to interpretation will be evident in
the reviews that follow.

Evangelical Interpretations of Barth

This section must of necessity be selective. The method to be
followed will consist of an examination of nine evangelical
theologians® appraisal under three headings indicating the spectrum
of option. The three headings are Reformed Hostility, Sympathetic
Criticism and Cautious Assimilation. Interim comments will be kept
to a minimum and will deal only with incidental points postponing
evaluation of the main themes of evangelical interpretation until
the following sections where other commentators will also be
included. Before embarking on the task, it is necessary to indicate
a line of approach which, while not uncritical, does not fit easily
into any of the above categories. Barth has had an abiding and ready
reception from an early date among certain evangelical theologians
and it is no accident that the two editors of Church Dogmatics, G.W.
Bromiley and T.F. Torrance, are in the evangelical tradition,
Bromiley in particular being closely identified with conservative

evangelicalism. Probably no other theologians have done more to make

(13) Bernard Ramm: Handbook of Contemporary Theology (Grand Rapids,
1966) p.89
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Barth’s work available and to further its impact in the
English-speaking world. For Bromiley Barth is no less than “the
great Church Father of Evangelical Christendom, the one genuine
Doctor of the Church the modern era has known...only Athanasius,
Augustine, Aquinas and Calvin have performed comparable services in
the past, in the search for a unified and comprehensive basis for
all theology in the grace of God'.(14) Torrance would agree with
this seeing him as “the greatest figure in Christian theology that
has appeared for decades’(ls) and asserting ‘no one who really gets
inside Barth’s thinking and has learned to follow him in his
persistent and profound enquiry into the Truth of God can remain
unchanged or unmoved, or be ungrateful'.(16) Torrance has in
addition consistenly developed his own theological thinking from a
Barthian base. The contribution has been extended by a further
scholar standing in the evangelical tradition, John Thompson in his

work on Barth’s Christology.(17)

Thompson indicates his own
perspective: ‘The writer finds himself more in agreement with Barth
than his critics and has himself only rarely and briefly entered a
critical caveat. It is his belief that Karl Barth’s contribution to

this central theme and so the whole of theology has been outstanding

and is most relevant to the current debate on who Jesus really was

(14) preface to CD IV/4 p.vi

(15) T.F. Torrance Karl Barth: An Introduction to his Early Theology
(London,1962) p.15 ’

(16) Torrance ibid p.10

(17) J. Thompson: Christ in Pperspective in the Theology of Karl
Barth (Edinburgh, 1978) '
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and is.'(ls) These writers are representative of others in the same
tradition who have readily occupied the same ground for many years
and the following citation of conservative evangelical writers needs

to be seen against that backdrop.

Reformed Hostitity

Cornelius von Til

Much of the suspicion concerning Barth in evangeliéai Eircles is to
be attributed directly to the interpretation of Barth offered in van
Til’s writings,(lg) the titles of which indicate clearly his line of
approach. It is significant that van Til was writing in 1946 and
therefore had to confine himself to Barth's earlier writings. His
basic proposition is that the dialectical theology of Barth and
Brunner is the new enemy of the Reformed Faith. “This enemy comes in
the guise of a friend; he is all the more dangerous for that. The
Theology of Crisis acts as a fifth-column in orthodox circles'.(zo)
While employing the language of orthodoxy, Barth is actually no
different from the modernists for while he may trim off the evil
branches of modern Protestantism he has “steadfastly refused to deal

with the stem and root from which these branches have sprung'.(zl)

(18) ibid p.vii
(19) Cornelius van Til: The New Modernism (London, 1946) and
Christianity and Barthianism (Philadelphia, 1965)

(20) The New Modernism pp 3-4
(21) Ibid p.366
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That root is the modern philosophy of Kant, Kierkegaard and
Heidegger of which van Til finds abundant evidence in Barth’s
theology and the presence of which entirely vitiates anything Barth
may have to offer.(22) Barth was wedded to Criticism and such a
theology has no possibility of being Christian.(23) van Til
perceives the presence of modern philosophy in Barth’s “activism’
and finds in Barth’s statement that God’s being is in his act a
denial of a “self-contained ontological Trinity'(24) and with that
the denial of every other fundamental Christian doctrine.(zs)
Dialectical theology is thus to be distinguished from modernism
which places God at man’s disposal.(26) van Til indicates in his
later book that his estimate of Barth remains the same after further
study and a more complete statement of his theology.(27) His urgent
purpose continues to be to warn believers that in Barth they have

‘new wine in old bottles’.(28)

Dialecticalism is a basic reconstruction of the whole of
Reformation theology along critical lines. A Calvinist should
not object to Lutheranism in Barth; there is no Lutheranism
there. A Lutheran should not object to the Calvinism in Barth;
there is no Calvinism there. An Arminian should not object to
the calvinism of Barth’s doctrine of election; there is no
Calvinism in it. A Calvinist should not object to the

(22) 1bid 365-366

(23) Ibid p.42

(24) Ibid p.3

(25) Ibid p.5, p.7

(26) Ibid p.3

(27) christianity and Barthianism p.vii
(28) Ibid p.2 '




53

Arminianism in Barth’s universalism; there is no Arminianism
in it. A Reformation theology reconstructed along the lines of

modern critical principles is not a Reformation theology in

any form.(zg)

To read van Til after reading Barth is to be struck by two
completely different atmospheres. For all van Til's criticism that
Barth is wedded to modern philosophy, it is Barth who reflects a
preoccupation with scripture and van Til who appears to be taken up
with philosophy, despite all his apparent contempt for it. What is
even more striking is the fact that van Til appears not to
understand Barth or even to want to. To affirm, for instance, that
Barth denies the ontological Trinity can only be described as a
serious misjudgement in the light of Barth’s affirmations in CD I/1
and throughout the Dogmatics. Barth’s own estimate of The New
Modernism was that it made out ‘I was possibly the worst heretic of
all time”(30) and he affirmed in amazement that he could not
recognise himself at all in it,(3;) perceiving only a wilful
caricature.(32)  von Balthasar’s comment that van Til's

interpretation is ‘fully grotesque'(33)

comes as no surprise,
although it is perhaps surprising when van Til receives equal

criticism from other Reformed theologians. Berkouwer added an

(29) The New Modernism p.366

(30) Busch Karl Barth p.380 See also CDIV/2xii

(31) G.C. Berkouwer: The Triumph of Grace in the Theology of Karl
Barth p.388 p.l1 .

(32) G.W. Bromiley: Karl Barth in Creative Minds in Contemporary

Theology Ed. P.E. Hughes (Grand Rapids; 1969) p.52
(33) Quoted by Berkouwer op cit 386
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appendix to the English-language edition of his book to disassociate
himself from van Til.(34) He urged that criticism of Barth should be
based on “legitimate and war