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Foreword by Canon J.K. Mozley, D.D.





Twenty-five years ago Dr. P. T. Forsyth, in the preface to his greatest book, The Person and Place of Jesus Christ, called attention to the loss involved in the almost uniform character of the theological works that were translated into English. These, he pointed out, were rarely the work of scholars who, while recognizing the rights of criticism, yet preserved the positive Gospel. The situation has changed in many ways since 1909. The older theological Liberalism has largely passed away; the most arresting and influential doctrinal movement in Continental Protestantism is that which takes its name from Karl Barth; and British students of theology are no longer likely to imagine that every theologian of the first rank in Europe outside the Roman Catholic Church will most probably have given up the doctrines of the Trinity, the Incarnation, and the Atonement. Any such idea will seem truly extravagant to a reader of the English translation of Dr. Emil Brunner’s book, Der Mittler. For the sureness of its grasp and the lucidity and adequacy of its exposition of the Gospel of our Lord’s Person and Work there will be deep gratitude among all those who see no future for any Christianity except that which rests upon faith in Jesus Christ as the true and only Son of God, incarnate and atoning. I am the more glad to pay this tribute to Professor Brunner’s book, since there are certain points of importance in it, especially in respect of some of its negative judgments, where I cannot follow him. But such disagreement is in no way incompatible with a profound sense of the debt that all who revere the great names “Evangelical” and “Catholic” owe to Dr. Brunner. For the Christ of whom he writes is the Christ of the apostolic Gospel and of the historic Faith.


J. K. Mozley













Foreword by Prof. H.R. Mackintosh, D.D., Ph.D





It is well that Professor Emil Brunner’s great book on the Person of Christ has now been rendered into English. The service it has already done to theology and to the Church will thus, one may hope, be widely extended. While differing from his views at certain important points, I should find it hard to name any recent major work in its field which is comparable with The Mediator in direct relevance and power. Emphatically it is a book for the times. Alike for critical acumen and for reverent believing insight into the being and work of our Lord, as the Person in whom God is revealed, finally and decisively, it stands out conspicuously. The reader comes to feel that the Bible is behind this man’s argument.


Besides, the book is intensely interesting. Even those—and they will no doubt be many—who disagree with some of its main conclusions will find it hard to lay it down. They will be laid hold of by its manifest knowledge, sincerity, and glowing faith. The fact that Professor Brunner has for a number of years been a close but wholly independent theological associate of Professor Karl Barth will not, we may be sure, lessen the importance of his work in the eyes of all who wish to keep in touch with the most living theological movement of our time.


H. R. Mackintosh


New College, Edinburgh













Translator’s Note





The first edition of Der Mittler appeared in 1927; the second edition (unaltered) was published in 1932. The present translation has been made from the text of the second edition. The author has read the typescript and has made several valuable criticisms. In a few instances, at his suggestion, some slight alterations and corrections have been introduced into the text. The note on page 276 has been abbreviated.


Words which have become technical terms in the theology of Barth and Brunner can usually be understood from their context. The word “existential” (existenziell), however, which occurs frequently in the present work, is an exception. The term has been coined recently to describe a mode of thought which appeals not merely to the intellect but to the whole personality of the man who accepts it. “Existential thinking” means thinking in a way which involves one’s whole life. It means the attitude of one who is at every moment involved in the question at issue, that is, of one who is no mere spectator. “Existentiality” is the very opposite of all that is academic, abstract, or theoretical. We think “existentially” when we are conscious that for us matters of life and death are at stake.


In conclusion, the translator desires to express her gratitude to several friends who have rendered invaluable assistance in this work. She would offer her cordial thanks to Mrs. Margrieta Beer, M.A., Edwyn Bevan, Esq., D.Litt., LL.D.; and also to Professor H. R. Mackintosh, M.A., D.D., Ph.D., for his detailed care in reading the proofs, and for much generous help and criticism. The translator would also express her special thanks to Dr. Brunner himself for the courtesy and promptness with which he has answered the various questions sent to him in the course of this work. A final word of thanks is due to the clerical staff of the Lutterworth Press.


Olive Wyon













Preface  the German Edition





“God alone matters”: this is the one question which concerns humanity supremely. For it is this which gives meaning and significance to all other questions. For every human being, yesterday, to-day and for ever, this is the decisive question. It is of course true that if “religion” means the desire for God, and the feeling for and “awareness” of something divine and Eternal, then, in spite of much that seems superficial in the modern world, there is more religion to-day than there has been at other periods of world history. But the thing that matters supremely is not whether man is “aware” of, or has a “feeling” for “something divine,” but whether he knows God as the One who challenges him to decision. The question of God—in the form of decision—is the question of Christ. Religion, and an incipient “awareness” of the Divine, exists indeed in every part of the world, but there is only one “place” at which God challenges man to decision, because He Himself confronts man: Jesus Christ.


Possibly to-day few are willing to listen to this truth; perhaps, however, there are more than we in our desponding moods are inclined to believe. But it may be that the majority have never yet heard of this Christ at all. In any case, one who knows this truth has no right to hold his peace because he feels unworthy to speak.


It is the one task of the Church to proclaim this Name aloud to the world. The Church exists, through Christ, for this end. Whenever she forgets this, and forgets it to such an extent that instead of summoning men to decision (through this Name) she simply argues about Him, then she has ceased to be the Church; she has become like salt which has lost its savour and is only fit to be thrown away and trodden under foot of men. It is of course possible for a Church in this condition to accomplish an amazing amount of activity; but it achieves nothing; nothing happens. The Church is the salt of the earth wherever, and to the extent in which, she really knows this Name and makes it known to the world. Without this Name, inevitably the world will rot, and no social reform, no Church activity, however well-intentioned, can arrest the process of disintegration. There is only one element which can unconditionally oppose and arrest this process of corruption and preserve the Church from it: the divine seriousness of faith in Christ.


It is one thing to proclaim Christ to the world as this decisive factor; it is quite another thing to remind the Church of the paramount importance of this duty and to urge her to fulfil it. Whatever else may be the task of theology, this is certainly its primary duty. Hence, in spite of a sense of inadequacy, it is this which I am trying to express in the present work. I would have had no right to venture on this task were it not a mere restatement of old and well-known truth. I have nothing new to say; on the contrary, my main concern is to make clear that what is said here has been the faith of the Christian Church from the very earliest days. But I would not have had the courage to undertake this work did I not clearly perceive that this reminder is urgently necessary. Not only among the rank and file of the Christian Church, but also among the ecclesiastical leaders, this ancient and familiar truth is in danger either of sinking into oblivion, or of being weakened to such an extent that it is impossible to distinguish it from something different and wholly impotent. The fundamental reason for the impotence of the Church is her ignorance of the power of Christ. For she possesses and needs no other power than this knowledge. But the intellectual reminder, theological reflection on what the Gospel means and what it does not mean, is not itself this power. It is just as dangerous to underestimate the importance of this reminder as it is to attach to it extravagant expectations. The present work is predominantly intellectual; it is not intended to produce faith, but to make faith conscious, and to help it to steer clear of error. The work of theology is like that of those whose business it is to test food-values. It is the duty of the theologian to examine the spiritual “food-values” of the faith which the Church offers to the world in her proclamation of the truth—to distinguish the true from the false. The theologian is unable to do this if he does not know the taste of the genuine spiritual food; theology without faith is impossible. But the function of theology is to criticize and eliminate; it is not positively creative. It therefore requires a mass of intellectual activity which, when its subject matter is taken into account, may often seem like the profanation of a holy thing. Yet the reproach of profanation should be levelled not at the theologians but at those who make this work necessary, because they confuse the language of faith; those who—more or less deliberately—offer other “substances” in the guise of scriptural truth. Theological critical work is therefore not intended for edification, but, if it is done in the right way, it is most necessary and valuable. The Church needs to use theology as a check, in order to protect herself against “food-poisoning,” and against the acceptance of worthless and deceptive “food substitutes.” Theology cannot herself create the Divine Food of Life, but she can render yeoman service to the Church, and to the cause of God on earth, by exposing the poverty-stricken condition of Christendom.


The whole purpose of a reminder is to render itself superfluous. It is my sincere desire that as soon as possible this book will no longer be necessary; indeed, that people will hardly be able to understand why it was necessary to take so much trouble to say what every Christian knows; that the Church, as she proclaims the Name of Christ to the world, will do so with such mighty fervour, clarity, and conviction that she will convince the world. This clear reverberating sound, as of a trumpet call, does not echo through this book, but this should not be expected in a work of this character. For it is not itself a proclamation of the truth; it simply deals intellectually with the question of the content of the true message. This book does not set out to be “prophetic.” I would feel amply rewarded if it could be said that this is an honest theological book. This is, however, almost more than I dare to expect. For though there may be many honest books to-day, written by those who bear the name of theologians, can it be said that their works are really theological books?


Nor does this book claim to be a “doctrine of Christ.” In my opinion, the time is not yet ripe for this; in any case, I am not equal to such a task. I do not venture to offer more than an introduction to the subject. My friend Barth was certainly right when in his criticism of my book on Schleiermacher he reminded me that it is easier to see the mistakes of others than it is to lead forward oneself along the right path. And yet I believe that destructive work is not unnecessary, all the more because it would itself be impossible without at least some—however inadequate—knowledge of the new truth. So far as that particular book is concerned I retract none of my criticism of modern theology, although I admit that I regret a certain asperity of tone which often arises when a conviction is being gradually formed. Meanwhile the opposition has become so much deeper that this external asperity falls away of itself. The present book has grown out of that conflict with modern theology, and still more out of reflection on the message of the Bible, which is just as much the life-work of the preacher as it is of the academic teacher of theology. This book has come into being at the same time as another,1 which for external reasons was published first. The observation that “prolegomena”—with which the other work deals—cannot be rightly understood without at least some specimen of actual theological work, has induced me to bring out this second book on the heels of the first, although a delay of several years for further study and reflection would have been of great advantage to the present work.


This book is not intended to be a scholarly work in the actual sense of the word, and I would beg my readers to regard the few notes and quotations merely as elucidations and suggestions of the connection of the subject-matter of this book with the doctrines of the Early Church and of the Reformers; even in this sketchy form this work has grown much larger than I intended it to be. On the other hand, I hope that the intelligent reader will realize that what may strike him at first as constant repetition is the necessary spiral movement by which true theological work is carried out, since it has to show that there are not many “articles of faith,” but only one.


In conclusion there remains only the pleasant duty of thanking my fellow workers, above all my honoured friend and colleague, Gottlob Schrenk, for the unselfish and obliging manner in which he has always placed at my disposal his stores of knowledge and his valuable counsel; I would also express my gratitude to the faithful friends who once again have shared in the toilsome labour of correcting the proofs.


E.B.


Zürich







	1.  Religionsphilosophie (Oldenbourg, Munich).

















Preface to the English Edition





Positively I have only one thing to add to the Preface to the German Edition which was written seven years ago: that to-day I am more convinced than ever that the world needs nothing so much as the message of the Christ, and that the Church needs nothing so urgently as meditation upon this message. This translation is based upon the unaltered text of the first German edition; hence it contains no allusions to publications which have appeared since 1927. My last word must be one of grateful thanks to the translator, Miss Olive Wyon, whose skill and devotion I sincerely admire.


E. B.


Zürich















Book One

Preliminary Considerations




















Chapter 1

The Distinction between General and Special Revelation







Through God alone can God be known. This is not a specifically Christian principle; on the contrary, it is the principle which is common to all religion and indeed, to the philosophy of religion as a whole. There is no religion which does not believe itself to be based upon divine revelation in one way or another. There is no religion worth the name which does not claim to be “revealed religion” Further, there is no speculative philosophy of religion which does not endeavour to base its statements about God and divine Truth upon a self-disclosure of the divine ground in the spirit of Man. The issue is clear: either religion is based upon Divine revelation, or it is simply the product of the phantasy of the mind which desires it. The statement: “Through God alone can God be known” might be made equally well by a Christian, a Neo-Platonist religious philosopher, a Parsee, or a Hindu. For many of our contemporaries this is sufficient reason to declare that the general principle of relativity applies also to the sphere of religion. I do not intend to enter into any discussion of this problem of apologetics; the question with which we are here concerned is a preliminary question, and indeed it is one which, if it were answered in a satisfactory way, might even make all apologetic superfluous. The preliminary question is this: wherever the appeal is made to revelation, is the word “revelation” used in the same sense?


This question at once makes us aware of a striking difference. All living popular religions1 appeal to revelations; they feel it essential to be able to produce a large number of revelations, theophanies and divine oracles, miraculous incidents of all kinds, in which the divine and personal character of the supersensible world manifests itself in this temporal world. The whole cultus with its conceptions and its ritual action, in fact, its life as a religion, is based upon manifestations of this kind. The religious man believes that the reality of the object of his faith is guaranteed by the concrete character of such revelations. Through them he “knows” that his god, or his gods, are beings which have a personal relation with him and with his world.


The philosophy of religion, religious speculation, and the mysticism which is connected with this school of thought, have a different conception of the nature of revelation. In their origin, indeed, they might actually be regarded as a conscious corrective to the “primitive,” “falsely realistic,” “revealed” character of the popular religions. To this type of thought “revelation” does not possess this solid character of historic fact which, in the majority of cases, is nothing more than an illusion based on an overstimulated imagination, due to lack of rational knowledge of the world and primitive psychology. In the “higher” relation to God of speculation and mysticism, in the “religion of educated people,” revelation means rather the emergence of the eternal basis of all phenomena into consciousness, the perception of something which was always true, the growing consciousness of a Divine Presence, which might have been perceived before, since it was there all the time. Hence in this connection both revelation and religion are spoken of in the singular. Revelation as the objective element, and religion as the subjective element, are fundamentally everywhere one and the same; this is the “essence of religion,” and its basis, even when it cannot be recognized as such by man owing to the hampering limitations of his sense-environment. Fundamentally, indeed, there is only one religion, and the differences between the various religions are due simply to the precise individual form of that which is ever the same, a non-essential modification of the “essence” of religion itself. Revelation of every kind means that the eternal Divine Presence behind all phenomena shines through the phenomena; religion means—however dimly and imperfectly—the realization of this divine reality. Religion, however, is not fully developed until it is freed from the trammels of these accidental elements, that is, from all that is historical and contingent. Thus the idea of revelation as “primitive” man conceives it, in the sense of a characteristic divine and objective event, a fact which has actually taken place in the world of time and space, has here become transformed into knowledge, vision, the sense of a Divine Being which, although in itself it is active and creative, is yet at the same time in absolute repose; the manifestation of this Being is not based upon any actual historical self-manifestation in particular, but simply upon the fact that certain hindrances within the individual have disappeared; hence this “revelation” is based upon a subjective process—like throwing back the shutters and opening the windows that the light of morning may stream into a darkened room—upon the unfolding of the soul to the Divine Light, upon the attainment of the right degree of “recollection,” or “introversion,” or “solitude,” or “sinking into the Divine Ground,” or some other expression which is characteristic of religion of this type.


Thus, while it belongs to the very essence of the living popular religions that they should be based upon “special revelations,” it is of the very essence of religious speculation, religious idealism, and mysticism, to be independent of all special “external” revelations and, indeed, to regard them as merely subjectively determined forms of something different, namely, of the one fundamental revelation which is always and everywhere the same, a process freed from all the “accidents” of an historical process in time and space. The distinction is clear: on the one side are many revelations in the sense of actual incidents; on the other, a revelation which does not take place at all but simply “is”; on the one hand the idea of revelation is connected with definite events, on the other it means the consciousness of freedom from all that is actual in the sense of bondage to the world of time and space, from all external, “sense-bound” events; on the one hand revelation is “special”; on the other it is “general.”


The Christian religion2 belongs neither to the first nor to the second group. It is opposed to both and yet connected with both. In common with the popular religions it points to an actual divine reality, which has been made known in a definite particular way through an act of revelation. It is based wholly upon something which has actually happened, within this world of time and space, and indeed, to put it still more plainly, it is based upon something which has taken place once for all. By its very nature it is absolutely opposed to that saying of Fichte’s (which is an amazingly plain statement of the speculative and mystical idea of a divine “ground”): “It is the metaphysical element alone, and not the historical, which saves us.” In the Christian religion “salvation” is always indissolubly connected with an historical fact: with the fact of the Incarnation of the Divine Word, with the fact of Atonement by Jesus Christ. Although the time and space element, that is, the element of historical contingency, does not, in itself, constitute a revelation, yet the revelation upon which the Christian faith is based is founded upon this fact alone, and apart from it Christianity itself could not exist.


On the other hand, the Christian religion is equally opposed to all forms of popular religion, since it is not based upon a series of events, but upon one single event; moreover, it is fully conscious that this one fact of revelation, this event which took place once for all, is unique.3 ,Εφ ,ἅπαξ, once for all, this is the category to which the Christian revelation belongs. The Scriptures bear witness to this unique character of the Christian revelation—a revelation which can never be repeated. There is nothing accidental about the unique and unrepeatable character of revelation in the Christian religion; it is an integral element, or rather, it is not one element alone, but constitutes its very essence. The whole meaning of this revelation would be destroyed if it could be severed from this unique event which took place once for all. This means, however, that this idea of revelation, since it is of its very nature that it should be unique, is, essentially, entirely different from the conception of revelation in other forms of religion. The fact that this revelation4 has taken place once for all does not constitute an arithmetical difference, but a positive difference, a difference in quality. In its essence a revelation which, by its very nature, can only take place once, differs absolutely from a revelation which, also by its very nature, can necessarily be repeated an indefinite number of times.


In order to see this more clearly let us return to the conception of “special revelations.”


The fact that special revelations—as, for example, theo-phanies and incarnations—are said to have happened several times really means that nothing happened at all. The element which was repeated in each of these events was not final. A final event can only happen once. A final decision is made once, or it is not made at all. The serious nature of the decision can be gauged by the fact that inevitably the decisive event takes place once for all, and once only. A factor which recurs constantly belongs to the cyclic rhythm of Nature. Hence the mythological element—that is, the revelation which is frequently repeated—belongs to the realm of Nature. The essential rhythm of Nature is reflected in the recurrent type of revelation; the revelation-myth belongs to the sphere of natural religion. The myths of the Saviour-God who dies and then returns to life are typical of this kind of religion.


The distinction between the historical and the natural element lies in the fact that the historical event can only happen once; it cannot be repeated. But in history, as we know it, this absolute historical element does not exist; all that it possesses is the tendency towards that which cannot be repeated (Einmaligkeit). Just as Nature is not wholly without the tendency towards that which cannot be repeated, so also History contains some elements which recur. The distinction between History and Nature consists in the tendency to nonrepetition. The distinction is, however, not absolute; therefore History has an aspect of natural law, and Nature has an historical aspect. If some historical event could be proved to have taken place once for all, it would be an absolutely decisive event. Such an event, however, cannot be discovered within history; for if such an event could be discovered, it would be the end of all history, the“ fullness of time.” It is precisely an event of this kind which the Christian religion regards as revelation. Revelation means the unique historical event which, by its very nature, must either take place once or not at all. And it is only revelation in this Christian sense which contains this element of absolute and never-recurring actuality. Here the word “uniqueness” (Einmaligkeit) has its full and absolute meaning; the relative element which is implied when we speak of something which only happened once has been eliminated. Hence by revelation we mean that historical event which is at the same time the end of history, that is, an event which, if it really did take place, by its very force shattered the framework of history; in other words, that in fulfilling the purpose of history it ends it. Here, however, we can only speak of a special revelation in the strict sense of the word. For where the opposite takes place, that is to say, where revelations are frequent, there can be no valid revelation in the ultimate sense of the word. In each of these revelations what was said to have happened did not take place; for if it had actually taken place it could not have happened repeatedly. This point of view is supported by the fact that these “revelations” on which certain religions are based are not actual events. They are not Individual5 but General. They are myths which, in the strict sense of the word, can lay no serious claim to historicity. The mythical element eliminates historical reality from the actual event, and also prevents us from regarding the “revelation” as a serious decisive element; in both instances for the same reason.


Hence, in the last resort, the so-called “special” revelations of the various religions come to the same thing as the speculative assertions of the philosophy of religion and mysticism: namely, that revelation is merely an individual concrete instance of a general truth, or, in other words, the accidental incarnation of that Essence which reigns supreme beyond the confines of time and space, in the realm of eternal Being. The important distinction, therefore, is not that which exists between the Christian revelation and these mythological religions, with their recurring revelations, but the distinction between the Christian belief in the revelation which has taken place once for all, and this general kind of religion, with its conception of a general diffused type of revelation, and its non-historical outlook, since, in point of fact, the primitive type of religion tends either to be absorbed into this diffused type of religion, or into the Christian religion itself. More and more the distinction centres round one point, and the issue is clear: either the mystical, idealistic, ethical, general kind of religion (in all its various forms), which lays no claim to “revelation” in the concrete sense of the word, but which rejects such a conception of religion as “crude,” “unspiritual,” “sense-bound,” “external,” or the Christian belief in the unique revelation of Jesus Christ. Stated in this way, however, we can see that it is not correct to say that one claim to revelation is opposed to the other. A claim to revelation in the Christian, concrete, and at the same time absolutely serious sense is made only by the Christian religion. This may be regarded as settled without in the least anticipating any further conclusions. There is, however, a very sharp contrast between these two conceptions: the religion of general revelation, and the Christian belief in the unique and final revelation in the fact of Jesus Christ, a contrast which cannot be removed by any attempts at compromise. Attempts at reconciliation have been made, it is true; we shall be dealing with them in the next chapter; our first endeavour, however, must be to look steadily at the distinction itself, and then to keep it, as clearly as possible, before our minds


When the mystic, the idealist,6 or the Neo-Platonist speaks of revelation he means that contact between the Divine and the soul of man, that union between the infinite and the finite, between the Creator and the creature in the highest act of knowledge, in contemplation, intuition, in mystical experience, which by its very nature can take place anywhere and at any time; a “revelation” which, so far as it does take place, is independent of all the “accidents of history.” But the “Aristotelian” also who finds proofs of the existence of God in Nature, the adherent of a religion based on ethics and on reason, who bases his faith upon the moral order of the world or upon the moral law—all these also, in spite of other forms of difference, unite with the mystic and the idealist in affirming Fichte’s statement that “Man is saved by the metaphysical element alone, and not by the historical.” All have this in common: they present a united front against the conception of a revelation which claims to be final and unique, and thus, since they also base their faith upon “revelation,” they are one in the assertion that revelation is timeless and universal. It is of course true that the form of illumination or experience which they regard as a revelation of the Divine is not immediate, but that it is mediated to them through Nature and through history; nevertheless, so far as the content of the revelation is concerned, it is wholly detached from the time process; it is an act of direct contact with the Divine, with the eternal “ground of the soul.” For a revelation of this kind all “mediation through history” is regarded merely as an accidental element, as the “vehicle” of the revelation, as a stimulus, or a symbol. It is like the scaffolding which can be removed as soon as the building itself has been completed. It is like the teacher whom everyone needs, but whose usefulness is over as soon as the required knowledge has been gained. Hence it may even be regarded as necessary from the psychological point of view—since apart from it an experience of this kind cannot be attained; but by its very nature this knowledge, and the revelation upon which it is based, can easily be detached from the historical element. For it is “the metaphysical element alone and not the historical which saves.” To this category belong the contemplation of the Neo-Platonist, the knowledge of the “Ideas” of the idealist, the thought of the metaphysician who has arrived at the conclusion of his proofs for the existence of God, the moral postulate of the Kantian who grasps the Absolute in the moral imperative, as well as the faith of the simple adherent of the philosophy of the Enlightenment who bases his religion on “God in Nature and in the Moral Law”; moreover, to it also belong the vision and experience of the mystic who “released from images of every kind” sinks down into the depths of being, or the vision of the religious artist to whom the Infinite and the Eternal is revealed through his artistic inspiration, as, for instance, in the famous saying of Beethoven, “Music is a higher revelation than all wisdom and all philosophy.” This is why I summarize all these varieties of religion under the concept of “universal religion”: because the revelation upon which it is based is regarded as something universal in character, independent of the particular event, of a fact which has taken place once for all.


Christianity, and Christianity alone, is the absolute opposite of this form of religion. For the very existence of the Christian religion depends on vital connection with an “accidental” fact of history, with a real event in time and space, which, so it affirms, is the unique, final revelation, for time and for eternity, and for the whole world. In principle, therefore, its relation with God is not immediate but is mediated. Between the soul and God, between humanity and God, between the world and God, there stands a third element, or rather a third Person, who, although He unites man with God, yet equally maintains the absolute distinction between them; through Him alone that reconciliation takes place through which God reveals Himself: the Mediator. In the one form of religion it is claimed as fundamental that God reveals Himself directly to the human soul, in the other as fundamental that God reveals Himself through the Mediator. This is the fundamental distinction.


But this distinction is not simple. It is of course true that the “religion of universal revelation” excludes this faith. This, however, is not done explicitly and deliberately; rather in its own characteristic way, by its inclusiveness; that is, it regards the connection between the Christian faith and the Mediator—its insistence on the historical event which took place once for all in time—as a feature which, by its very nature, is merely a non-essential variety of the universal essence of religion or of revelation.7 In the Christian religion, so it is said, the universal religion, the “essence of religion” is specialized in such a way that in it the historical phenomenon of Jesus plays a certain part. But however well disposed this, religion without a Mediator may be towards this faith, with a Mediator, and however ready it may be to join forces with it, the fact still remains that the Christian religion feels that it is bound to protest against this misinterpretation. For here it can see nothing but two opposing points of view. For it is evident that there can be no connection between these two assertions: everything depends upon the fact—and “at bottom” everything does not depend upon the fact—that religion has a Mediator or it has not. For each side—if they listen to each other properly—only one of these statements can be true.


This does not mean, however, that the Christian faith altogether denies this idea of “universal revelation.” Over and over again a great deal of misunderstanding has arisen, even in the most recent theological discussion, through mistaking the first distinction for this second one.8 Certainly the Christian faith stakes everything on the fact of the distinction between it, as the faith in that fact of revelation, in the Mediator, and the religion of idealism and of mysticism which, in principle, does not see any necessity for a Mediator at all. But this does not mean that it is unable to discern traces of truth in all forms of religion and traces of God in all existence and in all thought. In point of fact the Christian religion does admit this.


It is impossible to believe in a Christian way in the unique revelation, in the Mediator, without believing also in a universal revelation of God in creation, in history, and especially in the human conscience. But, on the other hand, a believer in the universal revelation who is a Christian and believes in the Mediator, can no longer be an idealist or a mystic. This twofold point of view is based on the fact that the Christian believer regards “general” revelation as an indirect (gebrochen) form of revelation. In so far as the idealist and the mystic are aware of its existence they have the truth. But in so far as they do not recognize that it is merely an indirect (gebrochen) revelation and think that in it they have an authentic knowledge of God they are not in the truth. The recognition of the indirect (gebrochen) general revelation is the presupposition of the Christian religion of revelation, with its unique character.


Therefore the question is not whether from the standpoint of faith in the Christian Mediator it is possible to recognize a general revelation in nature, history, and in the soul of man, but how, that is, what revelation may here be taken to mean, and what it is not. From the outset, however, it ought to be quite evident that on this point there can be no question of a supplementary revelation. The relation between general and special revelation can never be complementary: as, for instance, that of a “basic revelation” or a “revelation of truth” (Tillich) as the foundation, and above that, like the second story in a building, the “revelation of salvation.” This certainly very closely resembles an existing definition of the relation between general and special revelation: that of the Catholic Church. The Lex naturae, natural life, natural ordinances, natural knowledge, natural theology, as the foundation; then, overarching the whole, the Kingdom of Grace, the Church, with its “revealed” truth. This graded scheme of a special revelation erected on a basis of general revelation destroys the significance of the fact of Christ and distorts the image of the “natural man.” If it is true that the decisive fact lies there, then it can be there and there only, and it cannot be divided into two stages. This division is, however, of the very essence of the Catholic conception, in which the structure of the Church is based upon the natural life of man, whereas theology is built up on the natural (metaphysical) knowledge of God; the good in man is completed by grace, and God and Man co-operate in the work of redemption.


If it is an actual fact that this event is unique, then its relation to a natural or general revelation can only be partial. Neither an absolute denial nor an absolute affirmation, but both at the same time, the Christian conception of a general revelation is in principle “dialectic.” What the “natural man” knows apart from Christ is not half the truth but distorted truth. No religion in the world, not even the most primitive, is without some elements of truth. No religion is without its profound error, an error which is of its very essence; no religion—not even in its “highest” form—is free from this perversion of the truth. So also there is no philosophy which is without truth—not even materialism—but also there is hone without a sinful distortion of the truth—even in its most religious and ethical form. Neither the magnificent develop-ment of the philosophy of religion in German Idealism nor the extraordinary increase of our knowledge of the non-Christian religions makes it in any way necessary for Christians to go beyond what the Reformers say about the relation between the “natural” and the Christian knowledge of God, that quandam sui numinis intelligentiam universis Deus ipse indidit … insculptum esse divinitatis sensum.… But: eandem notitiam partim inscitia partim malitia … corrumpi. The heathen know nothing distinct, stable or certain, but confusis principiis esse affixos ut Deum incognitum adorent (Calvin).9


The relation between Christianity and religion without a Mediator is therefore characterized by this, that the Christian faith, to which revelation is a unique, absolute, decisive fact, includes “general revelation” and “universal religion” as distorted truth within itself, as its own presupposition. Religion without a Mediator, however, tries to incorporate the Christian faith into itself, by the assertion that what the Christian regards as essential, that is, relation to a unique historical event, is a non-essential psychological and educational aid to faith which can be discarded when we have reached maturity. At this point the two views confront each, other in opposite camps; here there can be no reconciliation. Only one of these views can be true It is, however, beyond a doubt that the Christian faith in revelation, in this decided, sense, that is, as faith in a Mediator, has almost disappeared from the consciousness of our contemporaries, The Christian Church must bear some of the blame for this situation, not only on account of the weakening of its idea of revelation in the Catholic system (as has already been mentioned above), but scarcely less through its false interpretation in the orthodox emphasis on the Bible among Protestant Christians. Orthodoxy had placed the Bible itself, as a book, in the place which should have been reserved for the fact of revelation. It confused the fact of revelation with the witness to the fact. It was necessary that both should be connected, but orthodoxy made them identical. All the passionate interest which belonged to the unique event, to the Mediator and His act, was thus diverted from its true object and directed towards the scriptural testimony to it. Hence the destruction of the dogma of Verbal Inspiration,10 with its emphasis upon an Infallible Book, by the modern process of research in natural and historical science inevitably carried away with it the whole Christian faith in revelation, the faith in the Mediator. For in traditional Christian doctrine these two great forces, the infallibility of the Bible and the revelation of God in Christ, had been coupled together too closely. The fall of the one led inevitably to the fall of the other. This was caused by the Enlightenment.


At the period of the Enlightenment the religious sense, if it escaped the dangers of atheism and sensualism, driven out of its shattered fortress by loss of confidence in the Bible, found a refuge in the metaphysical, moral, and rational knowledge of God. Revelation—so long as the word was still used at all—became the self-manifestation of God in the notiones communes, in the ultimate axiomatic statements of metaphysics and ethics, out of which men tried to build up a rational doctrine of God. The influence of Kant—from the theological and not the philosophical point of view—only caused a slight change of emphasis, namely, the step from the metaphysical theology of reason in the Aristotelian sense, which included that of St. Thomas Aquinas and the philosophy of Christian Wolff, to an ethical theology of reason and a deepening of the a priori knowledge of God through reflection on the theory of knowledge. In the speculative Idealism of the post-Kantian philosophy, in the classical “German Idealism,” there arose that magnificent new formulation of the conception of revelation which reaches its highest and its culminating point in the religious philosophy of Hegel.


Two currents of thought here flowed into one: Revelation is the self-manifestation of the Divine in the depths of the human spirit. The old Platonic and Neo-Platonic thought of God, which had already dominated medieval mysticism, here reappeared, more vigorous than ever, reshaped and enriched by the “interior” spirit of Christianity, and by all the intellectual labour of later philosophy from the time of Descartes. With this, however, there was combined a second factor, springing directly from Christianity: the historical element. The “ideas” are not innate, in the sense of something already existing and “given,” as the thinkers of the Enlightenment regarded them, but they are becoming; the spirit is becoming, and the law of its growth is this: the self-manifestation of the Divine. The history of the Spirit is the history of revelation. Since, however, the Spirit only truly understands Himself, in His growth, in His history, this knowledge of the historical element as a growing revelation of God belongs to the divine revelation itself. The religious philosophy of history, combined with the historical philosophy of religion, constitutes the ultimate height or depth of knowledge, in which the consciousness of the Divine and the Divine’s consciousness become one.


It is not difficult to understand that for a time this dazzling new idea of the philosophy of religion could be confused with that which the Christian religion means by revelation. Do not both use the same terms; the incarnation of God in perfect humanity; the Eternal entering into time, in order that time may become eternal? Here it seemed as though at last the contradiction between general and special (historical) revelation had been overcome by the knowledge of the Idea translated into history. Philosophy and faith seemed at last to have found each other. But this unity was an illusion; again this can only be proved at the decisive point: uniqueness. Through the philosophy of Hegel history itself became a “universal.” All that was contingent or accidental in the necessity of the Idea was removed; even the apparently irrational element in history, the element of contradiction, was interpreted as an illusory contradiction through the genius of dialectic.11 A contradiction which can be mastered by thought is not a real contradiction, but only seems to be one. The irrational is only an element in the rationality of history, contingency, the accidental is only a factor within necessity and both are proved by the fact that the mind is able to think out rationally the course of history by means of the dialectical logic of history. Therefore, the connection with history is more apparent than real. The mind which comprehends the stages of history as necessary elements in development is by this fact of comprehension master of history, independent of the historical and particular. To him history is merely a picture-book, whose text he knows without the aid of the pictures; to him it means the Idea made concrete, hence there is nothing decisive about it. In its absolute and serious sense, there is no room here for the category of uniqueness. Here also the statement of Fichte that the metaphysical alone saves and not the historical, may be applied very aptly. The new element in the Neo-Platonism of Hegel is this, that it was able, or seemed to be able, to absorb history into thought as Plotinus and Schelling did with Nature. It is the victory of the universal in the realm of history, where hitherto thought had always been opposed by her adversary.


Thus we may say of the whole of the newer intellectual movement that, in so far as it had any religious depth at all, it varied the theme of a universal revelation in many ways, but it never strayed outside this realm of ideas. In Goethe’s Nature-Pantheism (or “Entheismus,” or whatever we may like to call it) there is a very evident revival of the ancient Hellenic idea of movement in harmony and balance. In Lessing’s Education of the Human Race (Erziehung des Menschengeschlechts), however, it seems as though a compromise had been effected between the Enlightenment and the Christian religion; in truth, Reason the Universal, is supreme. For in whatever way we are to understand more closely this divine “education,” in any case it is not more than a speeding up of the process by which the reason itself, even though somewhat more slowly, had attained by its own methods. But Herder’s understanding of the history of humanity, in spite of all its wealth of historical insight and understanding of the world of the Bible, does not leave this general sphere of Idealism. For Herder also—as well as later on for Hegel—revelation means the making concrete of the divine universal idea, as it is applied to Nature and the spirit of man. In these idealistic philosophers of history—here Schleiermacher as a philosopher must be included—there is only one element which is, properly speaking, Christian, because it is unique, and that is the direction of history. This is the non-Greek, specific element in German Idealism, in absolute contrast to Greek and Indian Idealism and to all kinds of mysticism: history is hastening towards a goal. This idea of a world history which will attain fulfilment is the Christian strand in the web of thought woven by German Idealism and later by Positivism. This idea is neither necessary a priori as a speculative foundation, nor a posteriori as something which springs out of actuality. It is faith without a foundation, because it is detached from its foundation; hence it has become something quite different: it is the illusory optimism of progress of the nineteenth century, the secularized form of Christian eschaiology. Because it has thus been torn away from the moorings of its basis in faith and has entered into the sphere of Idealism, it has been doubly transformed. It has lost its decisive character—it expresses a necessary idea of becoming; and at the same time it has also lost its twofold character: the idea of judgment has disappeared; its place has been taken by a constant approximation of all to perfection. This is the twofold result of the fact that history has been interpreted in terms of the universal, has become an Idea.


The religion of our classical writers, that of the poets as well as of the philosophers, is, essentially, not Christianity but this religion of general revelation, religion without a Mediator. Obviously, however, it has exercised a very definite influence upon the intellectual life of the present day, both inside and outside the Christian Church; and it has left an indelible mark upon theology. When a modern man is religious, when he says that he “believes something,” he means that he believes in general revelation. The idea of a special revelation, in the sense of an absolute connection with a unique event, is wholly unintelligible to him. In principle his religion has no Mediator. To him revelation means something timeless and general: the universal “miracle” of the natural order, the universal “miracle” of the moral law, of humanity, of morality, of thought and ideality; the general sense of the meaning of history as a picture-book to illustrate the text-book of ideas. To him the particular, in so far as he regards it as a revelation at all, is a symbol; that is, a universal element, timelessly true and shimmering through the veil of the particular. “The moral religious spirit is itself the great miracle, the divine in appearance” (Pfleiderer). Thus the modern man is a “believer” in this way, even when he thinks that he is a Christian.


Hence he may recognize differences in the revelational, or—and it comes to the same thing—symbolical value of Nature or History. Some symbols of Divine Eternal Truth are more transparent than others; there are certain peaks in the spiritual process of history at which the Divine can be more plainly discerned than at other times; there are personalities in whom the genuinely human element, and above all the religious element, possesses such power and such originality that in contrast to the general mass of mankind they stand out like the geniuses in the realm of art: heroes of religion, religious geniuses, whose experience can enkindle that of others; thus they serve others as “mediators” of religious knowledge and of religious experience.


But it would be a serious confusion of thought if we were to regard this idea as identical with that which we mean by a “Mediator” in the full Christian sense of the term. These stimulators of the religious life are, by their very nature, still only men. The “religious genius” is like genius in every other realm: he represents nothing more than humanity raised to its highest point—no less, but also no more. Therefore the significance of religious genius is not one of principle, nor is it decisive—that is, if we use the word “decisive” in a serious way. It does not matter whether we use the language of the Rationalistic period of the Enlightenment and speak of the “teacher” or “example” who mediates religious knowledge, or if we use the Romantic aesthetic terms of the nineteenth and the twentieth centuries, and speak of the “religious genius,” the “hero,” the “prophet,” from whose “religious experience” or “personality” the piety of others, less strong and original, is “kindled”—measured by the standard we have set up this does not matter at all. In each instance their significance is this: the religious teacher or hero aims at leading men beyond himself, at making the “pupil” independent of the “teacher.” By their very conception of their mission such men are not unique; they may constantly reappear in the course of history. One among them may perhaps be the greatest, the most dominating—if we can and desire to make comparisons at all. But this preferential position is relative—it is merely a maximum. Such a man is primus inter pares, and no intensification of the value of his qualities can make him anything else. He is, and he remains, separated as by a deep gulf from that which the Christian religion means by a Mediator. For he is and remains a man like other men; and this means that he is a sinner like other men. In the distinction between God and Man he stands as a man on the side of all other men. In the procession of seekers after God he may indeed be the leader; among those who pray earnestly, who plead with God for forgiveness and redemption he may be the noblest, the best, the most passionate and profound. But he is no more than that. Even the greatest religious genius cannot forgive sin, cannot reconcile man with God; but he himself has need of forgiveness and reconciliation. Thus even the greatest genius is essentially the same as the meanest mortal on earth, therefore he can never be the mediator. Religious hero-worship is still universal religion, the religion of general revelation, and is therefore in opposition to the Christian faith, in exactly the same way as every kind of idealism, mysticism, or system of ethics.


In irreconcilable, unbridgeable, fatal opposition! For in Christianity faith in the Mediator is not something optional, not something about which, in the last resort, it is possible to hold different opinions, if we are only united on the “main point.” For faith in the Mediator—in the event which took place once for all, a revealed atonement—is the Christian religion itself; it is the “main point”; it is not something alongside of the centre, it is the substance and kernel, not the husk; this is so true that we may even say: In distinction from all other forms of religion the Christian religion is faith in the one Mediator. There is no other form of belief which is, in this sense, faith in the Mediator, because no other form of faith knows and takes seriously the category of uniqueness (once-for-all-ness). And there is no other possibility of being a Christian than through faith in that which took place once for all, revelation and atonement through the Mediator. It is, of course, true that there are many respectable good pious people who do not believe in the Mediator. I would say all the good I can of them, but there is one thing which I cannot and ought not to say about them: that they are Christians. For to be a Christian means precisely to trust in the Mediator. But in truth, when we say this, we may well ask ourselves: Does anyone nowadays know what this means? What it means practically? What we thereby confess regarding ourselves and regarding God?


First of all, however, we must seek to secure this distinction against modern attempts to efface it; we must prove its existence, for everything in the Christian religion depends upon the clearness with which this is perceived, because only when this distinction stands out sharply and clearly is the significance of the Mediator taken seriously.







	  1.  By living popular religions I mean those which may also be called historical religions, that is, all religions which are not essentially individualistic—like genuine mysticism and “spiritual religion” of a philosophical character—but which are essentially social. In them the one thing that matters is the cultus and the “myth”; the individual can only be religious at all in so far as he shares in the worship and life of the community; on the other hand, mysticism and philosophically speculative religion—the “religion of the educated man”—equally definitely flees from social religious lite and seeks solitude.



	  2.  I am afraid lest the following observations may once more arouse the displeasure of Haitjema, who accuses me (in Karl Barth: Kritische Theologie, p. 109) “of beginning to operate with Faith, Revelation, the Word, as though they were impersonal entities,” in the spirit of a mere spectator. I am fully sensible of the force of this accusation, for as soon as we use comparisons in speaking of the Christian religion it is impossible to avoid “operating” in a certain sense with “fixed” conceptions. This danger can be avoided, of course, by renouncing this work of comparison altogether. Until now this has been Barth’s attitude—and with good reason—whereas I see clearly that this cannot be done if we wish to avoid the danger of gradually falling a prey to a kind of spiritual conservatism which may lead to obscurantism. Discussion with the thought of the day, with philosophy and religion is—it is true—certainly not the primary and most important task of theology; but we have no right, on that account, to neglect this duty altogether or to leave it to the next generation. Within this task, however—which Haitjema does not seem to understand at all—it is inevitable that we should employ certain fixed fundamental conceptions of Christianity. This does not mean that we regard the actual theological labour as already finished, but it does mean that this second duty cannot be discharged in any other way. From the second and third sections of this book, if not from the first part, it ought to become quite clear that I do not really regard those conceptions as “fixed,” and that it is unjust to reproach me as a mere spectator.



	  3.  Einmaligkeit (lit. onceness) is the word used by Brunner to express the exclusiveness of the Christian faith as a special revelation. “Uniqueness” is the nearest word in English, but it does not fully express the author’s meaning. “Einmaligkeit” means occupying a unique moment in time. “Un-repeatableness” is the real meaning. This sense I have endeavoured to give in paraphrase form, since the word Einmaligkeit occurs frequently in this chapter, and at intervals throughout the book. Where a noun was necessary I have employed “uniqueness,” usually suggesting that the real meaning is that of something which happened “once for all.”—TR



	  4.  The relation of this unique revelation to the wealth and variety of the revelations in Nature and in Holy Scripture will only become clear in the course of this whole inquiry. The Christian view of this relation is this: that that which took place once for all in Jesus Christ constitutes the truth of all other forms of revelation. The whole Bible witnesses to this Christ, and indeed this JESUS Christ, the Crucified and Risen One, to Whom the apostolic Eø’ ἄлαξ was applied.



	  5.  If, however, in contradistinction to this, Buddha or Zoroaster were held up as examples of religious personalities who were themselves revealers, the answer might be made that whenever Buddha or Zoroaster is cited as a historical personality and, therefore, as strictly unique, in each instance he is not regarded as a revelation, but only as the bearer of a word of revelation, or even of a merely philosophical doctrine. There is no έø’ᾰлαξ either in Zoroastrianism or in Buddhism. On the other hand, in the history of universal religion, incarnations always occur more than once, and are thus essentially mythical, non-historical. We can state, therefore, with absolute certainty that only within the sphere of Christianity can historical criticism become a decisive problem for faith; this is the distinctive feature of the Christian belief in revelation which distinguishes it from all other religions.



	  6.  We use the word “Idealism” (and Idealist) always—save where a special modification of the term is clearly intended—in the sense of “religious Idealism,” that is, in the sense of an independent interpretation of life and of God, and thus not—as for instance like Heinrich Barth—in the formal sense of philosophical reflection, which, in the perception of the crisis of reason, points to Revelation (in a Christian sense) and thus precisely does not construct a systematic independent structure of thought, but leaves it open.



	  7.  Recently this has come out most clearly in the religious philosophy of Scholz. His idea of religion is entirely mystical. But he also makes room for Christianity (always only in the form of Christ-mysticism, not of faith in Christ!) as a certain independent entity alongside of mysticism, which, however, he is only able to establish as a psychological variant. He says there are some people who feel a great need for authority and dependence, and they need the mystical mediator, Christ.



	  8.  It is a striking fact, how many opponents of the so-called “Dialectical Theology” have facilitated their criticism by insinuating that we reject every form of general revelation in natural history and in the spirit of man. Thus they have not understood that the dialectic of faith in particular is based upon the fact that man bears within himself traces of the Divine Image, though they are disfigured, it is true; these traces witness to the fact that originally the Creation was good, and thus reveals God. The question is not whether there is any general revelation or not, for if there were none no one would search after God at all, but in what sense, whether it is direct or indirect, thus whether the Christian revelation constitutes the highest point in this general revelation or whether it is something quite different—namely—the actual revelation itself.



	  9.  Institutio I, from Chapters III, IV, and V. Cf. the excellent work by Vossberg, Luther’s Kritik aller Religionen, from which we can see clearly with what genius Luther dealt also with the problem of Comparative Religion. The main lines of his criticism of religion, his comparison between the Christian faith and other religions are still valid for us to-day, in spite of our great advance in detailed knowledge of the religions of the world.



	10.  For the relation between the Bible and Revelation, see my Religions philosophie, especially pp. 76-80.



	11.  Thus the fact that recently Hegel has been acclaimed as the greatest “irrationalist” among modern philosophers is not absolutely false, though it is very misleading. Certainly in his dialectic he made room for the irrational element; the zig-zag line of his system is determined by the irrational element which he recognizes. But the Irrational is still finally mastered by Reason—by the system—dialectic is the means he uses, through thought to master even the Irrational.



















Chapter 2

The Obliteration of this Distinction in Modern Theology







This is the stumbling-block in Christianity: that revelation, the divine manifestation—that is, eternal truth and everlasting salvation—has to be connected with a fact which took place once for all, or—it amounts to the same thing—that we can never approach God directly but only through the Mediator. This stumbling-block is not only a difficulty for the intellect—as Kierkegaard’s teaching would suggest. It is true, of course, that to the Greeks the message of the Cross was foolishness. Pride of intellect revolts against the claim that truth lies outside the realm of reason. As reasonable people we are accustomed to see the criteria of truth within reason and to recognize its presence there alone. Reason is the universal arbiter to which we can and should appeal always and everywhere, in all men and in all circumstances. When witness is borne to revelation a doubt is raised as to the all-sufficiency of reason, and it raises it at this vital point by the assertion that God, the true and living God, cannot be known through the reason. It is not as though the reason, the ultimate court of appeal for our logical thinking, were not of divine origin. But for the very reason that it is of divine origin, it is not itself God and therefore cannot conceive God. How much less, then, can our clouded reason conceive God? Within reason the continuity of argument, the permanent logical order, is supreme. Even intuition which amounts to genius cannot be severed from this order, it merely carries it into regions which have hitherto been unexplored. But where this continuity of argument ceases, there reasonable thought ceases also, and a farther step must be taken either into sentimentalism, or faith. It is true, of course, that we can speak of a “faith in reason,” a faith, that is, which is based upon the possibility of thought itself, the belief that reason is valid. But this faith is, properly speaking, only another aspect of reason. Faith in revelation is absolutely different; it breaks through the intellectual process, and asserts that eternal truth is bound up with an event which took place in time. “Grace and truth came by Jesus Christ” (John i. 17)


Perhaps this statement would not give offence if it were intended merely as the expression of a complementary truth, which might be explained thus: beyond the truths known to reason there are others which cannot be attained by the reason; these, therefore, must be added by revelation. This is the Scholastic Catholic doctrine which has come to terms quite comfortably with philosophy of a certain kind. But the claim of Christian revelation goes further than this: through the revelation reason is placed in the wrong, namely, in all her attempts to comprehend and grasp the Divine which necessarily spring from reason, It is true, of course, that through revelation the reason, within its own limits, is at the same time confirmed. Faith is not that suicidal rigid sacrificium intellectus for which it is often mistaken; it does not imply the denial of the intellect as such, but only its limitation and control. But it is precisely this limitation which reason, or rather the rational man, does not like. Reason wishes to remain the supreme court of appeal. Reason does not wish to acknowledge the judgment passed on it by a unique fact. The will and the pride of reason rebel against faith.


Hence the real stumbling-block is not the theoretical paradox but the moral humiliation. The “Greek” scoffs at the Cross as “folly,” but the resistance of the “Jew” is far more violent, for he rebels against it with all the religious and moral intensity of his nature. Hence, in this instance, the humiliation of moral and religious self-sufficiency is much greater, because it is far more personal. In objective thought the point at issue is the theory, the impersonal intellectual concept. Here, however, the whole personality is involved; the Cross challenges the centre of personality, that is, its moral disposition. The admission of the fact of revelation, of the Mediator, includes complete personal surrender to God. Not until man makes this admission does he really lay down his arms; this is why he finds it so difficult to take this final step. Here it is the innermost line of self-defence which must be surrendered; here—and here alone—it is impossible to retreat any further. The Jews saw this very clearly; therefore they could not take the claim of Jesus to be the Christ as coolly as Pilate, the Hellenist. And wherever a man is earnest and serious in his striving after ethical purity and religious faith he also makes this discovery. This is why everything in Christianity pleases him save its Central truth—belief in “justification through faith alone” and reconciliation through the Mediator. Against this challenge human pride of reason rises in indignant revolt.


It does not matter whether this opposition to revelation be direct or indirect. Direct opposition comes from the side of the Rationalists; they frankly reject the claim that reason can be limited by some other element; quite openly and honestly, from the standpoint of those who believe in general revelation, they protest against the idea of a special revelation. The indirect opposition comes from the side of the speculative idealists and mystics who, indeed, use the actual term “revelation” (whereas the Rationalist prefers to avoid this word and to speak of a “rational” knowledge of God and of religion)—they may even speak of “Christ,” of “atonement” or “redemption,” of the “Son of God,” and indeed even of the “Mediator,” but all along they do not mean this unique fact, the personal reality of Jesus Christ; they are thinking in general and abstract terms; they mean the “idea” or “principle” of Christ which can, if necessary, be detached from the fact of Christ. Or they mean that mystical “Christ-experience” which is wholly independent of the historical Mediator and is possible at any time, the unmediated immediacy of contact with God, which they call a “Christ” experience, because it is regarded as identical with that which the Christian experiences—who, however, is in “bondage” to his connection with history; his experience therefore is a détour, whereas the mystical idealist goes “straight” to God.


All these varieties of opposition are easy to recognize when our attention has once been directed to the essentially unique fact, the Mediator. There is, however, yet another possibility of concealing this opposition which is difficult to recognize: this is the point of view which claims that the general revelation, which here also is opposed to the unique fact, is concealed behind something historical, behind the historical fact of Jesus. It is this which has really determined the course of recent theology. This point therefore requires special attention.


So far as the ordinary Rationalism of the Enlightenment is concerned the situation is quite clear. “That which the dogmatic language of the supernaturalists calls Christology forms no integral part of my system, for this consists indeed of a religion which Jesus taught, but not of one of which He Himself could be the Object” (Röhr).12 Behind the slogan “The Gospel of Jesus, not the Gospel concerning Jesus,” there always lies this ordinary kind of Rationalism. For the Gospel of Jesus, detached from His Person is a universal idea, an ethical religious truth, which bears within itself its own guarantee. Of recent years a good deal of injustice has been done to the older theology of the Enlightenment by interpreting its use of the word “teaching” in a purely intellectual way, in order to be able to draw a clear line of demarcation between orthodoxy and rationalism. As a rule what the adherents of the school of thought of the Enlightenment mean by the “teaching” of Jesus does not differ essentially from that which Adolf von Harnack means by the summary of the “Gospel” in his book on the “Essence of Christianity” (Wesen des Christentums13): The Fatherhood of God, freedom—or the “infinite value of the Soul”—and immortality—or “eternal life.”


Also we do an injustice to these older Rationalists if we think that they had no understanding of the significance of the Person of this Teacher. Only they were simple and straightforward in their conceptions, and when they meant “teacher” they said “teacher” plainly, and not “Son of God,” or even “God,” and when they meant “example” they said “example,” and not “archetype” or “revelation.”


They also, however, connected the Christian distinction between general and special revelation with the merely relative distinction between teacher and pupil, between the creative and receptive elements, between the exceptional genius and the ordinary man. But they did not attempt to conceal the fact that when they spoke of a “special revelation” they meant something quite different from the way in which the term is used by orthodox theologians of the old school, that is, they meant a mere modification of general revelation. “Since this is the position, the result is that only the natural revelation, or the manifestation of God, can be legitimately retained; this we can divide into two parts, a universal or general and a particular or special form of revelation. Our view of this particular form of revelation which, as such, is mediated differs widely from that of the older theologians; it is this:—it is that which is contained in the sum total of natural events, through which, by means of Divine Providence, some men above all others are awakened to the knowledge of the principles of true religion.” Among these men Jesus is regarded as the foremost example of this type, as the one through whom the religious education of the human race has made the greatest progress (Wegscheider).14


Fifty years of theological discussion would have been unnecessary if the clear distinction made by this early Rationalist had been maintained. Almost inevitably, in attempting to describe the theological discussion which gathered round this question, we feel that it is represented by the truly symbolical names of the simple and restrained Wegscheider on the one hand, and that of his contemporary, Schleiermacher—who was far more gifted than Wegscheider, and, from the religious point of view, far more vital and alive—on the other. On this point, however, Wegscheider was quite clear: he knew that to speak of “mediators” in the plural, or of “a mediator” simply as the primus inter pares, meant something quite different from the Christian distinction between general and special revelation. Within the sphere of general revelation (which as a good Rationalist is the only kind he can accept) he rightly makes a distinction between the a priori knowledge of God which everyone possesses, and the historical knowledge which, in principle, it is true, everyone might have, but which in actual fact some individuals possess earlier than others; these more advanced souls, therefore, as those who have discovered this general truth, become their leaders, teachers, and prophets. At the same time Wegscheider—and in this he is admirable—is quite clear in his own mind that the history of religion belongs to the realm of general “natural” revelation; for he knows that historical reputations are neither permanent nor based on principle, that even the greatest “teacher”—we would also add: the greatest “religious genius”—by the very urge of his interior life is always trying to make his hearers independent of himself, to point them away to the religious truth which he proclaims as that which is alone valid; hence that everything which at first appears new and mysterious, ad origines naturales et cognitionis humanae veram indolem revocanda sunt.15 He does not confuse this relative distinction which occurs within history with that absolute Christian distinction between the “natural” and the “revealed” knowledge of God.


It is, however, not difficult to understand that when the narrow and limited intellectualism of Rationalism had been overcome by the magnificent development of post-Kantian Idealism, when, above all, its lack of the historical sense was conquered by the mighty vistas of historical perspective opened up by Herder and the Romantic Movement, the idea arose that this new view of history had also bridged the gulf between general and special revelation. We have already alluded to the philosophers. Their position is clear, to this extent at least: it is obvious that their whole attention is directed towards the general or universal element in history, to ideas and principles; for instance they regard “Christianity” or “dogma” as a system of thought, never as a personal relation. In spite of all their expressions of reverence and admiration for the Person of Jesus, actually, and in principle, they do not regard Him as significant. But the situation was soon entirely changed by a man who was himself one of the most famous leaders in that movement which taught a new philosophy of history; at the same time he regarded himself as a Christian, and he was a theologian and an ecclesiastic: I mean Schleiermacher. After Rationalism and speculative idealism in its theological form (as “liberal or free-thinking theology”) had been driven off the field, it was Schleiermacher who blazed the trail for the theological thought of the nineteenth century.


One great mistake has been made in the estimate of Schleiermacher: his comparative hostility to the Rationalism of the Enlightenment has tended to conceal his actual affinity with it.


From the philosophical point of view, and from that of the general history of intellectual progress, the development from the Rationalism of the close of the eighteenth century, with its lack of the historical sense, to the Idealism of the nineteenth century, with its philosophy of history, means a great deal. But when it is measured by the Christian standard, with its distinction between reason and revelation, between a religion without a mediator or a faith with a mediator, its significance is nil. For it has no intention of turning from “general” to “special” revelation; its aim is merely to deepen “natural” religion, or the knowledge of God to be gained through mysticism and Neo-Platonic speculation, and, above all, to interpret history in terms of general ideas. The fundamental distinction remains; it is not altered in the very least.


This comes out very clearly in Schleiermacher’s Reden (Speeches). Although in them the attack on the intellectualist and ethical form of the general religion of the Enlightenment is striking enough, still it remains true that Schleiermacher himself represents religion in general, the “religion within the religions.” Only he seeks its origin not in intelligence and will but in feeling and intuition, in the uniting point of intelligence and will. Thus the new element in his thought is primarily only this new shade of emphasis in the conception of universal religion or of the “essence of religion.”


This new conception of religion, however, certainly led to some important results. First came the establishment of the thesis that essentially religion is not doctrine but life; secondly, that all life, and all religion, is individual in character. From one point of view this Romantic definition of the essence of religion was, to some extent, an advance compared with the earlier Rationalistic conception of religion and revelation—though it could also be proved to be a reaction—but the fact remains that Schleiermacher never swerved from the fundamental main view of the Rationalism of the Enlightenment: that the “essence of religion,” the “religion within religions,” is something “general,” and not “special,” that therefore there does exist a common “essence of religion” in which all religions share, in which Christianity also has a share.


This applies equally, of course, to every system of theology which—with or without direct connection with Schleiermacher—seeks to interpret Christianity as a modification or individual form of the general “essence of religion”; this is true even when it is stated that Christianity occupies a preferential position, that in it this general form of religion finds its purest expression. This attitude produces a characteristic view of the problem of toleration. Because we believe in the underlying unity of all religions, including the Christian religion, because we distinguish the different religions from each other only as modifications, as grades and varieties of this one general religion, therefore, in principle, we are tolerant, that is, we hold a relative point of view. Each religion is recognized as being in principle equally true and equally valuable, only the truth and the essential element in each is differently shaped and expressed, and is present in each individual form to a different degree. There are different grades of development and differing phases, and different individual forms at the same stage of development.


This is precisely Schleiermacher’s conception in his famous Reden (Speeches). At bottom the Christian religion is the same as any other religion, only it is more complete, and individually more definite and pronounced. This conception of religion does not suggest that there is any connection, in principle, with an historical event as a fact of revelation. From the point of view of practical psychology, however, the situation is different, that is, where we are not dealing with the actual essence of religion but with the means whereby it may be preserved and increased. For—and here a third idea is introduced—life can only be enkindled by life. This idea also is a general truth. It is true of all life, and therefore also of religion. Transferred to the religious sphere this is what it means: the individual needs religious stimulus from others. In religion—as well as in art and science—the richer can impart something to the poorer, and the less original mind is stimulated by the more creative mind. But the individual is not bound to a definite fact or to a definite person; he is simply drawn for the time being to the person who happens to be able to impart this sense of general truth. In the Reden people of this kind, who have the power of imparting the sense of the truth of religion in a special time and way, are called “heroes” or “mediators.” Naturally they exist in the plural, indeed there are an indefinite number of them, just like the “teachers” and “examples” of whom Rationalist theology used to speak. Correspondingly it is stated explicitly of Jesus that He never claimed to be “the only Mediator, the only One in whom the idea is realized.”16 He is indeed “until now”17 the most complete representative of the religious idea, but alongside of Him there are many others, and it is for each individual to find out from whom he gains most. Essentially Jesus represents not the Mediator, but the idea of mediation.


Secondly: just as there are several mediators, so also the service they render, like that of a teacher, is not permanent. For only those whose personal life is not sufficiently independent stand in any need of a mediator at all. In actual fact, however, the majority of human beings belong to the category of those who are thus dependent on others for religious stimulus; indeed, “every human being—with the exception of a few elect souls—certainly needs a mediator, a leader, one who will arouse him first of all from slumber and give him his first impulse in the right direction, but this stage of experience should not last very long, for every individual ought to learn to behold truth with his own eyes, and not through the eyes of another; he also ought to bring an offering to the general store of religion, otherwise he does not deserve a niche within the sphere of religion and, indeed, he will find that none is reserved for him.”18 Thus the connection with the “mediator” is psychological and educational, therefore it is relative, and is not based on principle; it is simply the stage for the beginner. In spite, therefore, of all Schleiermacher’s understanding of the historical element in religion, and of the significance of mediators, the religious conception underlying the Reden is never that of Christianity but that of general religion, and that alone. The relation between general and special revelation is exactly the same as it is in the works of Wegscheider, that is, in the Rationalism of the Enlightenment.


Schleiermacher never actually swerved from this fundamental conception of religion, but in his later years it is possible to detect a certain change of emphasis; probably he himself was not altogether conscious of this change, but it is this which makes the Glaubenslehre, the work of his old age, so contradictory. Here also he takes as his starting-point religion in general, the “essence” of religion, which is also the essence of the Christian religion. There is no room in the religious conception of the Glaubenslehre for any idea of connection with an historical fact. For in this conception the central element is immediate “feeling”; now a conception of this kind cannot be intensified by the knowledge of some particular fact which has actually taken place; on the contrary, it would only lead to confusion. For here also it is true that “Religion is not knowledge.” The “religion within religions” consists in feeling, or, to define it more precisely, in the “feeling of absolute dependence”; this is the “essence of religion,” even of the Christian religion. The relation of this general “essence” of religion to the historical faiths is here also, as it is in the Reden, to be determined by two general conceptions (which indeed had not been clearly worked out until now): (a) the conception of the stage of development, that is, through the degree of clearness or strength or purity of that “feeling” in which religion consists, and (b) the conception of the varied forms which this general “feeling” will take in different individuals in actual contact with life. There is only one religion, but this one religion passes through different stages of development, and it expresses itself—on the same plane of development—in various forms. Speaking of the religions on the highest plane of development, Schleiermacher says that here too the religion is the same, but it is differently “expressed.”19


With this general definition of the essence of religion there is connected a third idea—also a general one—that life can only be enkindled by life, that is, the idea that religion, like everything else which is alive, is historical. And this idea again is connected with that of individuality. Each religion has its definite starting-point, which, at the same time, determines its individuality. This too is a general idea, which is true not only of every form of religion, but also of the moulding of life by the processes of history—Schleiermacher gives as a special illustration that of positive law. The individual element in all life is given with its historical genesis. That is the positive element in history, the original and undesirable element in every form of life. This positive historical element—which, as has been said, forms part not only of all religion but of all law—is now further described as “revelation,” because in this newly emerging individuality a new element appears, something which cannot be explained simply from that which precedes it; because thus in it a new aspect of the universal life, and thus also a new window has been opened, disclosing further aspects of the Divine, the One. The individuality of each living religion is the same as its positive historical character, and this again is the same as its revealed character. Here therefore revelation is simply the mystery of the individualization of the universal, the mysterious entrance of the universal into existence, in the individual-universal element.


The Christian religion is no exception to this rule; it also is individual, that is, it is historically positive, and to this extent it is “revealed,” like all other forms of religion with which it shares the common element of the essence of religion or “religion within the religions.” In Christianity indeed, as in every positive form of religion, this essence is shaped in a particular way. But it arises out of the very nature of this conception of the essence of religion that what it brings forth is not this particular element, but the essence itself, that is, therefore, the element which Christianity possesses in common with all other forms of religion: the essence of religion itself. The particular aspect is the accidental element, although the Christian religion, like all other religions, only expresses this essence of religion in an individual and accidental form, in the positive aspect of history, and at the same time also within its limitations.


So far the line of thought has been clear and connected. None of the ideas which have been discussed go, in any way, beyond the framework of religion in general. The general conception of religion and revelation of the Rationalist school of thought has been replaced by that of the Romantic school. Even the element of historical positivism and individuality finds its place within it quite easily. At this point let us pause a moment to survey the general situation. The period of Rationalism with its lack of historical sense is over and the sense of the positive value of the historical element has been reawakened. But although on the one hand this new discovery is a fact of great significance for the intellectual progress of the world, on the other hand it must be stated quite emphatically that, measured by the standard of the distinction between religion in general and the Christian religion of revelation, it has no significance whatever. For this historical positivism itself is quite general in character, and has nothing whatever to do with the unique character of the fact of revelation. The Rationalistic conception of the importance of man as an individual has been replaced by the conception of man as an historical being, of humanity as a vast collective entity, extending in an unbroken line from generation to generation. The world of human life is now surveyed not only from the point of view of a mere cross-section, but from that of an extended line cutting through human history as a whole. It is this which constitutes the new element. From the Christian point of view, however, all that this means is that we are confronted with the spectacle of a humanity in need of redemption instead of an individual in need of redemption. From the Christian point of view even history itself is the object, and not the subject, of redemption. Neither humanity as an historical unity nor a solitary individual can produce revelation. In the last resort from the Christian point of view it makes little difference whether we speak of “history” or of “man.” In both cases we are dealing with something which lies on the manward side of revelation. The point of view of absolute Idealism, however, with its emphasis on the philosophical value of history, is entirely different. For it history is not merely the object but also, and at the same time, the subject of the redeeming revelation. Thus man, conceived as historical humanity and not in terms of individualism, possesses the power of revelation and redemption within himself From the point of view of the Christian religion, however, this is the meaning of “history”: it shows us a number of souls, a whole succession of needy souls, who stand in need of redemption. Idealism regards history quite differently; to it this long succession of those who need redemption constitutes at the same time, and as such, as history, redemption. The history of those who need redemption and the history of redemption itself merge into one. This is possible because the redeeming revelation is not something which enters into humanity from without, but something which develops from within, and unfolds with its development. Because man possesses, potentially, the redeeming idea within himself, it is possible for the history of humanity as a whole to be both the history of revelation and of redemption.


Man as a human being is the “sphere” in which the Idea comes to be historical and real. The religious emphasis on the value of the positive historical element is thus not opposed to Idealism; it is simply the same thing in a special form. And the uniting factor is individuality. The idea individually realized: this is the Idealistic conception of history. Thus in so far as idea and revelation agree (see above page 22) the appearance of the individual element in history means the actualization of the “revelation.” Since, however, the idea—that is, the essence of religion—is not connected with any individuality as such and is not fully represented in any individuality, the relation between the positive-historical element, that is, the individual representation of the Idea, and the Idea itself is symbolical. Revelation, therefore, is itself a symbol, that is, it is the universal expressed in a concrete and individual form.


Let us now return to Schleiermacher. So far his line of thought in Glaubenslehre (The Christian Faith) is in entire accord with that of the Reden and of the general historical theory of absolute Idealism. But now—in a famous passage in the Glaubenslehre (paragraph xi)—a curious and radical change takes place which destroys the significance of all that he has said hitherto. Schleiermacher here says plainly that the distinctive element in the Christian religion is this: that the Christian believer knows that through redemption he is related to Jesus Christ, and, further, that it is this particular element which constitutes the essential element in his religion. This conclusion represents the result of a twofold process. First of all, the conception “religion” has absorbed into itself an element which, although it is only supposed to give an individual character to the Idea, in reality does away with it altogether. Let me explain what I mean: if religion is not knowledge, but feeling, then to know about Jesus Christ and the redemption which He has accomplished cannot be a particular modification of religion. Secondly, if the distinctive element in the Christian religion, its particular character—here the special manner in which it possesses the essential element of religion—is the knowledge of Jesus Christ, then this knowledge cannot be at the same time the essential element itself. One or the other must be true; but both cannot be true at the same time. Either religion—even the Christian religion—is feeling, and then it is not knowledge: then it is impossible that religion should consist in the knowledge of an historical personality and an historical event. Or, on the other hand: the relation to that historical fact is in point of fact the Christian faith: then it cannot be religion in the sense of religion as constituted by feeling. Farther: either the relationship to Jesus Christ is the essential thing—and then it is certainly not an individual modification of a universal religion; or, on the other hand, the Christian religion is only a special variety of “religion” in general, an individual form of its essence, and then it is impossible for its individua1 or particular element to be at the same time the essential element. It is as essential to universal religion to be free from any connection with history as it is essential to the Christian religion to insist upon the fact that its basis and its life depend upon this unique historical event. Here again, one or the other must be true. Schleiermacher, however, turns this challenging question, with its demand for definite decision, into a compromise which includes both. The attempt to reconcile these two opposing ideas—this unedifying story of an impossible compromise which has nevertheless been fraught with such momentous significance—cannot here be dealt with in further detail. It led to the conception of Christ with which we shall be dealing in the following chapter.20


It is strange that Albert Ritschl, whose Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung (Christian Doctrine of Justification and Reconciliation) must be regarded as the second milestone in the theological history of the last century, although, quite rightly, he condemned Schleiermacher’s dependence on the idea of a universal religion, conceived in the spirit of the Enlightenment, did not perceive that he had built his own theology upon a similar general conception of religion. According to Ritsch’s view, this general conception of religion manifests itself most clearly in the Christian religion, but at the same time it is the ideal conception for all the non-Christian religions as well. But this is only possible because it does not contain any reference to an unique historical event. Here again, as in .Schleiermacher’s view, the distinction between a universal religion without a mediator and the Christian faith in the Mediator has been effaced. An acute theological critic of the Idealist and Liberal school once said of Ritschl, that he adorned a building constructed wholly in the Rationalistic style with a supernatural gateway.21 If this statement is supposed to represent Ritsch’s ultimate intention, it is undoubtedly false. Ritschl wished to break away from the idealistic speculative idea of universal religion and to return to the scriptural doctrine of a revealed religion. If we were estimating Ritsch’s theology from the historical and biographical point of view, we would lay great emphasis upon this intention. Here, however, we are dealing only with his actual completed and historical theological system; this being so, we can do no other than agree whole-heartedly with the severe remark which has just been quoted. The Ritschlian theology is a Rationalistic system clad in scriptural garments; indeed, it is a system which does all honour to the systematic ability of its builder, for it is an almost perfectly unified Rationalistic building of simple design.22


The reason why this was not generally realized throughout a whole generation (for only very acute and far-seeing opponents were able to perceive it clearly) is this: it was generally believed that historical positivism, as such, was a guarantee against any suspicion of Rationalism. Historical positivism, however, is itself a particular form of Rationalism; this has come out plainly in our study of Schleiermacher, and we shall be able to discern this still more clearly in Ritschl In order to understand the Ritschlian conception of revelation, the main features of the Ritschlian theology must be briefly indicated. The whole system is dominated by the idea of the moral purpose of humanity. Man needs religion, because he can only affirm himself morally in the world on the presupposition of a world order with a definite purpose. Hence the complete idea of God is that which expresses this moral idea of purpose in the purest manner. This idea, which is supposed to be the Christian conception, is that of God as “Love,” or perfect moral will and purpose. This conception of God is the postulate23; only on the presupposition of this conception can the world be conceived in terms of a consistent whole.


This idea of God further betrays its rational origin in the statement that “the Kingdom of God is the correlate of God’s love in so far as it is the association of men for reciprocal and common action from the motive of love”; the “Kingdom” is regarded as a perfect community based on reason, in which the religious and ethical activities of man are combined. In Ritsch’s view to conceive of the will of God as the purpose for which the world was created, and to think of the Kingdom of moral perfection as this end, mean exactly the same. This rational, one-sided view of the idea of God shows in the clearest manner how far removed it is from the Christian conception, in which the equal stress laid on the holiness, as well as on the love, of God suggests the mystery of the Godhead.24 The Ritschlian God is not mysterious. Rigid adherence to the moral idea of purpose means that man already knows all there is to be known.


It is, of course, well known that Ritschl protested with great energy against the introduction of metaphysics into theology. In so doing, however, he was thinking only of the ontological, speculations of the Hegelians; he had forgotten that there is also an ethical metaphysic, and he did not perceive that his whole theological system was simply a well-constructed system of ethical metaphysics developed along logical lines. Everything is deduced in the most rigid fashion from the idea of God as “Love,” and from the idea of the “Kingdom of God.” Revelation simply means the introduction of this idea of the Kingdom of God into history. Like every other discovery and introduction of an idea into history this also is something positive: a definite personal event. This personal event is the life of Jesus. The fact of revelation is held to consist in the life of Jesus, or even in Jesus Himself, in so far as in Him, on the one hand, the ethical idea of the Kingdom of God was founded, and, on the other, was personally exemplified.


“The ethical judgment of Christ, in the light of His vocation, leads inevitably to the religious judgment that He is the revelation of God”: this is the characteristic title of a chapter in Ritsch’s chief work. The claim of Jesus to be the Revealer of God is guaranteed by His moral fidelity to His vocation in relation to the divine purpose for the world. Therefore, He may be “judged as revelation”—whereas in the Christian conception of revelation the very possibility of judgment is excluded. In point of fact, however, it is not revelation at all with which we are here concerned but with something entirely different: namely, the historical introduction of the a priori idea, valid in itself, of the “Kingdom of God,” in the Kantian sense,25 Ritsch’s argument runs along the following lines: the purposive idea of the divine will (“Love”) is regarded as identical with the knowledge of God; therefore, since God cannot be conceived as other than this purpose, the will which wholly corresponds to this idea, namely, the will of Jesus, the historical person, is identical in intention with the divine will, and it is therefore possible to use the expression, the “Deity” of Christ. Historical Positivism and Phenomenalism, both these characteristic features in the theology of Ritschl, spring from the same root, that of ethical Rationalism.


In this conception of revelation the historical element has a twofold significance. The first point is: Jesus was the first to make this idea valid in history. The significant element in the event of Jesus is this, “that historically this Idea first received shape and form through Christ.”26 Obviously, this has nothing whatever to do with revelation in the Christian sense of the word. Every rational idea, and especially every ethical rational idea, at some time or another, is expressed for the first time. Indeed, to claim that Jesus was the first to give shape and form to this idea within the realm of history is a bold statement. For, firstly, this idea had been conceived long before He appeared, and secondly, He in particular never actually put this idea into words; historical critics are quite clear about this at the present time. Here, however, this is not the point at issue; the point we are considering is the establishment of the category under which Ritschl thinks of the concept of revelation.


The second positive historical factor is that of the effective representation of the Idea in history. Through Jesus—according to Ritschl’s theory—an historical movement arose, which was determined by that idea of the Kingdom of God, in which thus it attained historical reality. Both these ideas are summed up in the conception of the “Founder27 of Christianity,” or in somewhat more scriptural terms, the “Founder of the Kingdom of God.”


From this standpoint some of the most striking features in the Ritschlian theology become intelligible. If the “establishment” of the Kingdom of God means an actual historical movement—a “collective life,” as Schleiermacher calls it—that is, if the regulative idea of the significance of Christ consists in a causal scheme, then the historical impulse of the life of Christ is directly perpetuated in the movement which He called into being, and the way to share in this result is to participate historically in this great historical phenomenon, the Christian community. Ritschl himself, it is true, barely suggested the conclusion which must be drawn inevitably from these premisses, the conclusion, namely, that the predicate of Deity is transferred directly to the Christian community itself.28 One of his early pupils, however, did say this quite boldly: “The Deity of Christ appears throughout only in connection with the deity of His community. It does not apply to Him as an isolated personality; but as the starting-point of the new humanity” (Schulz).29 This is why Ritschl lays such great emphasis upon the fact that the individual can only receive forgiveness within the Christian community, for he claims that the Christian community is the actual depository of the redeeming activity of Jesus.


From this point of view Ritsch’s doctrine of “justification and reconciliation” also becomes intelligible in those very features which distinguish it so characteristically from the scriptural doctrine. Since God is “Love” alone, and it is impossible to speak either of His holiness or of His wrath, forgiveness, in the scriptural sense, cannot exist.30 Forgiveness is only another term to express the application of the idea of the divine purpose. “Forgiveness” means the way in which God overlooks the disharmony which has been caused by the fact that mankind has not cooperated with Him in His work and purpose, in the realization of the “Kingdom of God.” This disharmony consists in the fact that men do not know of that purposive will of God, and cannot therefore live in harmony with it. This disharmony is removed when men see that the divine will is a will of “Love” towards them, when the idea is banished from their minds that God could ever be anything else than “loving” will. Reconciliation with God is here a purely subjective process, based indeed upon the intellectual conviction that the wrong idea of God as Judge has been removed, and its place has been filled by the right idea that God is “Love.” Atonement is therefore the same in the subjective sense as is the introduction of the idea in the objective sense: the making valid of the divine purposive will of “Love.” When the individual is controlled by the right idea of God—that God is “Love”—instead of by the previous false idea that God is a Judge—then he is “reconciled” to God.


All this is logically conceived in rational ethical terms. The appearance of an agreement with the Christian religion arises from the introduction of the idea of historical positivism. That the idea is only historically effective from a definite point in time, and that it only reaches the individual through this historical medium, is indeed a quite general statement which in no way transcends the framework of moral idealism; in contradistinction to abstract Rationalism, however, there is here certainly a connection with the fact of Christ as an actual event.


Yet the content of this historical element is nothing more than the rational and ethical idea of purpose, only here it is clothed in definite historical garb. It is not the bare rational and ethical idea, it is the same idea clothed in historical personal forms,31 nevertheless it is no less rational and ethical; in principle it is not connected with history, but—like all ideas, as for instance those of science—it: is only effective in connection with history; “effective” that is, in a double sense: the individual always draws his idea from history, that is, from the living connection of those who bear the idea; and in the individual it only becomes actual because it is at the same time historically effective, that is, because it is used in actual practice. This idea of the historical effectiveness of the moral idea has thus taken the place of the scriptural idea of revelation, and claims to be identical with it.


But this apparent agreement with the Christian Faith can only be maintained by adding something else to it. The (rational-ethical) “Idea” as we have heard, was “first formed historically through Christ.” This is an historical statement, an assertion of priority, which not only has nothing to do with that which the Christian means by uniqueness, but is also in itself wholly untenable. Secondly, this idea is said to be perfectly represented by Christ in a unique way, and, it is claimed, this also guarantees the unique power of this historical impulse. But Ritschl himself is forced to admit that we are here concerned only with something gradual or quantitative; hence, as soon as his attention is drawn to the fact, he lays reiterated emphasis upon the element of priority, and the dependence on history which it involves. “If it could be proved that a second person had existed who was equal to Him in grace and fidelity … this person would still be historically dependent upon Christ, and would thus be formally unequal to Him.”32 Thus Jesus is only “the absolutely Unique Person” through His position of priority in history, as the “historical Founder of Christianity.” The final result of this line of argument is this: revelation in the unique sense has practically disappeared; it amounts to little more than an assertion of historical dependence which may be compared with the actual historical dependence of every mathematician of the present day upon Euclid. Further, it is just as impossible to render historical priority absolute as it is to make a mere difference of degree absolute, and reflection upon this historical dependence and the fact of priority is something so foreign to the moral and religious life of the individual that both on scientific and on religious and practical grounds this artificial structure is untenable as a purely constructive force.


A Christ who is merely primus inter pares is not the Christ who can be preached; further, the statement that Jesus was the first in history to give shape and form to the ethico-rational purposive principle of the “Kingdom of God” or the “Love of God” is not tenable from the scientific point of view. Historical positivism is a dangerous ally of faith. Theology, led by Schleiermacher and Ritschl into this path, could not remain at the stage at which they asserted that the historical element as such was absolute. Either it had to proceed further along the path of historical positivism and glide into the historical relativism of the religious historical school (Troeltsch), or it was obliged to return to the older Rationalism, which in its own way was solid. A third possibility remained, and this may have been Ritschl’s actual ultimate intention, the possibility of returning to genuine faith in Christianity as the revealed religion; in this connection, however, this possibility is not our concern; all that we have to do at this point is to lay bare the foundations of the theology which he actually worked out. The result of this theological system, which was constructed with so much acuteness and dialectical ability, and also with so much genuine Christian knowledge in points of detail, is this: that the historical Person of Jesus, from the point of view of ethical and religious humanity, is to a certain extent regarded as the foundation and the centre of the religious life (faith we cannot call it); inevitably this procedure provoked opposition both from the idealist and mystical side and from the Christian side.


Adolf von Harnack was Ritsch’s most influential disciple; in his teaching the spirit of Rationalism is far more evident than it is in that of Ritschl himself. To Harnack revelation simply means the Gospel of Jesus, the sum total of the moral and religious knowledge of the world and of life, conceived in terms of that which it contains which is “always valid,” although the historical form may continually change.33 It manifests itself therefore to everyone who “possesses an open mind and clear insight for that which is vital and alive, and a true feeling for that which is really great,” in such a way that he can “detect it behind the veils of time and history.”34 Here also then “we are not concerned to ask: What was the new element?” but “Was the message itself powerful and pure?”35 The Gospel—as Harnack himself testifies—is based upon these two elements: “God as Father, and the human soul, so ennobled that it is able to be united with Him, and is actually thus united.”36 “Not the Son, but the Father alone belongs to the Gospel as Jesus proclaimed it.”37


This statement is not to be understood only as a fact of history, it also constitutes the reason for faith. “No alien element may intrude.”38 There is Christian faith without a “Christology”; and it is precisely in the lack of any relation to the Person of Christ that the universal validity of the Gospel shines forth. It is universally valid because it does not include any confession of faith in an historical personality; hence “I cannot evade the issue by saying: ‘I cannot reconcile myself to the claims of Christology.’ ”39 Thus the Gospel is “simpler than the Churches want to make us believe, simpler and therefore also more universal and more serious.”40


But this clear ethical religious Rationalism was supplemented and at the same time somewhat disturbed by another idea, that of historical positivism. Firstly, Jesus was the first to think these thoughts and to proclaim them in such purity. “Nothing can alter the fact that this has actually happened.”41 Though particular elements in the message of Jesus may not be new, the message itself is certainly new in its clarity and simplicity.42 Because Jesus Himself knows that He occupies this unique position—that of priority in history, that of a discoverer—He calls Himself the Son of God. This favoured position in history, the fact that He is the first, becomes His Messianic consciousness.43 This rationalistic idea of priority (cf. the quotation from Wegscheider on p. 46) is further connected with another idea which also belongs to the theology of the Enlightenment: the thought of Christ as an Example; He is more than a prophet, for He has proved that He “exemplifies His message in His own person.”44 This is why we may still call Him “the Son of God,”45 for “He has not yielded His place to anyone else, and still to-day He gives meaning and a worthy end to the life of man.” For “He has been the personal realization and the power of the Gospel, and again and again we find that He is so still.”46 In particular, in this connection, emphasis is laid on the fact of His sacrificial death, from the general point of view of the truth that “the great progressive movements in history owe their very existence, and their vitality, to those who have laid down their lives for a noble cause.”47


What does all this mean-taken in conjunction with the previous denial, in principle, of any relation with the Person of Jesus? Nothing more than this: that here there is a vague recollection of something which the New Testament calls revelation, namely, a decisive unique event in contradistinction to the doctrine of a universal religion. But this vague recollection is placed alongside of the actual ethical and religious “Gosper”; it has no inward connection with it at all. It is an historical reminiscence, an historical value-judgment, which has no connection, and is not intended to have any connection, with the relationship between man and God. It does not belong to the Gospel: for “No alien element may be introduced into it.” The Gospel itself and the “faith” which corresponds to it have nothing whatever to do with this historical fact. The second element, however, the impressiveness of the ethical and religious example of Jesus, which supports the effectiveness of His teaching, and thus has become “the actualization and the power of the Gospel,” is indeed an important psychological and historical fact, but, again, it has nothing to do with faith itself. If it were otherwise, Jesus Himself would again become the object of faith and the centre of the Christian message; once more “ Christology” would have come into being, and the “alien element” would have once again “forced its way into Christianity.” Thus here also the return to Rationalism is complete, though it is not frankly acknowledged; the element of uniqueness has been replaced by the general doctrine of the “value of the things and energies with which we have to do.”48


The logical development of the historicism in the Ritschlian theology led to the rise of the religious-historical school. This school shows clearly that as an historical phenomenon Biblical history is not absolute, but that at the very most its preferential position is relative in character. Positive historical facts are therefore, as such, relative. Hence subjective religion also, “faith” in the general subjective sense, must inevitably, and in principle, be detached from historical facts. It draws its life from “revelation” it is true, but this “revelation” means the spirit of idealism and mysticism, a revelation which, at bottom and everywhere, is the same in all religions. It was therefore only natural that this school of thought should look back, beyond Ritschl, to Schleiermacher, and indeed to the logical and historical relativism of the Reden. Thus Schleiermacher—the Schleiermacher of the earlier period—became the theological leader of the religious-historical school. The essence of religion is “the Holy,” and this is an “a priori category” (Otto). Religion is once more conceived as a life which wells up from the depths of the human spirit manifesting itself in various forms. “Religion expresses itself historically in religions, which have much in common with each other, and yet are also as highly specialized and individual in character” as the physical forms of life. “Their generic uniformity, however, does not exclude (as in other aspects of the human mind) specific particular forms, but it includes them all.”49 Religion “is rooted”—so says the representative of the irrational theory of religion !—“in the instincts and depths of the reasonable mind itself.” Therefore the claim of the Christian religion to be the universal religion, the only true religion, is an error.50


The definition of the “essence of religion” in the theology of this religious-historical school does not concern us here; it is enough to know that once more men are searching for such a definition. Whether we define it as the irrational experience of the Holy (Otto) or as the experience of the Divine Presence (Troeltsch), whether we use the expression “religious a priori” (Troeltsch, Otto) or reject it (Scholz): in each instance it is religion in general which is meant, and its “essence.” This means that the idea of revelation is only used in the sense that it is the objective correlative of this general truth. “The whole of the world or God (sic!) can only manifest itself through itself, through the inward feeling and certainty of the whole and its being, which we call religious experience, and which we plainly feel as the presence of this whole within ourselves.” “This interior experience is described in the language of religion as revelation.” “This is the revelation as everyone can experience it and testify to it, which is peculiar to a real religious life.” Thus Troeltsch,51 the outstanding leader of this whole theological school, has formulated its essential common confession of faith. It is admirable in the frankness with which it expresses the renunciation of all that is specifically Christian, and in its recognition of general religion and revelation as the only form of religion.52


This clear statement of principle makes no difference at all to the secondary line of thought: concerning the part played by the historical mediators of this universal religion. We are already familiar with these ideas from the fifth Speech of Schleiermacher. Here modern thinkers return to his conception of the religious Hero or Genius, in order that they may thus maintain a certain connection with historical facts. In the same connection Troeltsch speaks of “intensified religious individuals,” “prophetic individuals,” whose “influence is of a supremely forceful kind.”53 At the same time, the defenders of this position are still more clearly conscious than Schleiermacher was himself of the relative character, variety, and impermanence of such mediators of religious experience. Finally they are all arranged in a series Under the conception which plainly enough leads back to the Rationalism of the Enlightenment: “Our religious teachers,” or, to meet the more aesthetic type of mind, the “classical representatives of religion,” are presented in a long series which extends from Moses through Jesus and Paul down to Bismarck. The recognition of very varied high-water marks in religion, of which Christianity is one, makes it from the very outset impossible to assign to the concept of uniqueness, or indeed to the fact at all, any decisive position. On the contrary, it is clearly stated by such thinkers that the theology which is based on facts is based upon a misunderstanding, since true revelation is entirely independent of such accidental matters as events. In its essence this means the return—after the long détour by way of Ritschl—to the conception of the one “essence of religion,” which always remains the same, and is present in one religion equally as much as in another, although some religions may express this in a purer way than others.


Thus after the impossible attempts at a compromise made by Schleiermacher in his later years, and by Ritschl, modern theological thinkers have returned to the conception of religion and revelation peculiar to Idealism; in this connection it is a matter of no importance whether this teaching is stamped with the imprint of Hegel, Kant, Fries, Schleiermacher, or Schelling. Along these lines theology has established a connection with the convictions of the European educated man—in so far as he is not without religion at all—and the effort is being made to regard theology as one branch of general religious science and thus of general intellectual culture.


One point alone has not yet been clearly perceived: it is not fully realized that it is impossible to combine the Christian Faith with this belief in a universal religion, with this relative conception of religion itself; men have not yet perceived that on this question there can be no compromise; we must choose one side or the other; there is no middle path. But this lack of clarity arises out of the very nature of the case. For the fact which the Christian regards as absolutely essential—the unique final fact, the Mediator—is, just as naturally, regarded as non-essential by the believer in “general revelation.” Again, while the Christian regards “faith” as a relation to that unique event, the “fact of redemption,” the event which constitutes the Christian revelation, the believer in “general revelation,” on the other hand, regards this precisely as a misunderstanding; he thinks it means confusing the real religious element with “rigid dogma,” and regards it as an over-intellectualization of religion itself. Thus he tends to explain this insistence on the central fact of Christianity either as a return to a forensic type of theology, or as a psychological symptom of the desire to depend on authority (Scholz). Thus here one faith confronts the other; the belief in “general” revelation, religion without a mediator, the faith of mysticism and Idealism, stands over against the religion with a Mediator, the faith of the Scriptures and of the Christian Church. The one thing this proves is that a theology which refuses to admit the existence of this contradiction is not Christian.
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Chapter 3

The Modern Conception of Christ







“We may certainly assert with confidence that at no period in the history of the Church has the significance and influence of Jesus Christ within the Christian community ever been greater than it is to-day. This is due in part to that increased emphasis on the cultivation of personality introduced by the German Renaissance of the eighteenth century and the Romantic movement; in part, however, it is also due to the intensive labour which the theology of the nineteenth century has expended upon research into the life and the self-consciousness of Jesus, the results of which have been imparted to the Christian community in general through teaching and preaching.”54 These words of a modern theologian, although not uttered for this purpose, could not express more plainly the change which has come over the religious situation. For that which he regards as the reason for the great significance of Jesus Christ within the Christian community might be considered, if it were measured by the standard of the fundamental opposition between the Christian religion and religion in general, as an argument leading to the opposite conclusion. For when we are concerned with the “cult of personality” in the Romantic sense, or with scientific “research into the life and the self-consciousness of Jesus”—when the main tendency runs along these lines, and there is an ardent interest in these questions—it is evident that, from the point of view of the Christian faith, Jesus Christ is regarded as of no importance.


The observation which is formulated in this quotation can scarcely be attacked, only we would draw from it exactly opposite conclusions. It is literally true that during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries there has been an extraordinary activity in the study of Jesus Christ from the point of view of the “cult of personality,” and of “scientific research into His life and His self-consciousness,” Interest in a Jesus of this kind is all that is left when Jesus Christ has no longer any decisive message to give us. A growing interest in this Christ “after the flesh” coincides with a decreasing understanding of the “Christ in the flesh.”55 When therefore we note an increase of this kind of interest within the Christian “community,” that is, within the Church, this simply means a proportionate disintegration of the Church, if, that is, by the “Church,” we mean the fellowship of those who believe in Christ.


In earlier days it was usual to make a distinction between believers in Christ and unbelievers. To-day, however, looking at our period as a whole, and not at the exceptions, we may say that the distinction is now simply between those who admire Jesus and those who despise Him—the indifferent belong to the latter group—or between those who are full of enthusiasm for Jesus and those who hate Him. This change of emphasis in the distinction is the point at issue, not the various possibilities of decision which may be adopted within the new formulation of the problem. The distinction between those who admire Jesus and those who despise Him, between those who are enthusiastic about Him and those who hate Him, is merely relative, for it is a distinction based on an estimate of a human being. An estimate of a human being—even if he were the most important personality in the history of the world—is, in principle, a matter of no importance. No personality in world history affects me personally. When Jesus is discussed from this modern point of view, the very fact that this point of view is adopted makes the question which used to be asked—Yes or No?—meaningless; it has been replaced by an endless multiplicity of varying conceptions. There can only be one conception of Jesus Christ: for apart from this He could not be the Christ at all. But the opinions which may be held about Jesus merely as a man are countless; they coincide with the various points of view from which a human life may be studied. This statement is borne out by the modern literature on the subject of Jesus. What an immense variety there lies between the Socialist picture of Jesus drawn by a writer like Kautzky and Oscar Wilde’s representation of Jesus as the One who has discovered and given shape and form to the beauty of suffering; between the humanistic picture of Jesus given us by the Liberal theologians and Schopenhauer’s parallel between Jesus and the Buddha, between the reverent admiration of Goethe and Nietzsche’s anti-Christian ravings, between the complacent Lives of Jesus produced about the middle of last century (which venture to give a description of a more or less flawless development of Jesus, and thus to explain Him in a human way) and the “Christ-myth” of a man like Drews, for whom the historical figure of Jesus recedes into the mists of mythology. There is scarcely one of the leading minds of the century which has not his own particular conception of Christ—for how could anyone be a leader in European thought without offering his own interpretation of the most important fact in the history of Europe?—and yet all these views, whether positive or negative in their conclusions, are only variations on one theme: these writers do not believe in Him. For it is as impossible to believe in a mere human being as it is to see a sound or to handle a thought. They all see the “Christ after the flesh,” not the “Christ in the flesh.”


In saying this I do not mean either to deny or to affirm that these modern interpretations have seen something historically real, or that they have even rediscovered it. We shall be dealing with this question in another connection. It may quite well be true that our historical knowledge of Jesus has thereby been essentially either increased or corrected; but this would not in the least alter the fact that we may still know less of Jesus Christ than ever. All the distinctions between these views within their own sphere of reference take place on this side of the boundary line between faith in Christ or unbelief. For they are all distinctions within the human sphere. It makes no difference whether we regard Him from the social-ethical or the individual-ethical point of view, whether we take as our criterion and highest point of view His attitude towards culture, towards art, towards life, towards fellowship and Nature, or His piety, His consciousness of God, His knowledge of God, His life of prayer: the boundary of humanity is never transcended, it is merely an exploration of possibilities within the human sphere.


The same may be said of the endeavour to comprehend the personality of Jesus. In our speech personality means two things: both the totality and the depth of human existence. We cannot deny that in the period in which we live, and indeed in this century as a whole, there has been an unprecedented attempt to understand and represent the personality of Jesus in both senses of the word: in the totality of His appearance in the contemporary world of history, and also in the innermost secrets of His nature, the growth and the being of His mental, moral, and religious personality. There is indeed a whole literature on the question of the self-consciousness of Jesus, the inmost point of human spiritual existence. It is, of course, obvious that in all this the main task and the chief point is the effort to understand the religious personality, in contradistinction to the interpretation of Jesus current at the period of the Enlightenment, when, as a rule, people were quite satisfied to regard Him as an ethical Teacher and a moral Example. Indeed, one eminent theologian of recent days has taken the interior life of Jesus as the proper object of the interest of Christian theology. But, whatever may be said about all these endeavours, with their countless shades of opinion, in any case, from the very outset, there is one thing which can be said without beating about the bush: all these endeavours have, nothing at all to do with the Christian problem of Jesus Christ. They all ignore Him. The personality of Jesus, even when this) is interpreted in a very interior and spiritual way, with all due regard for the moral and religious importance of this question, is, in this statement of the problem, always the “Christ after the flesh,” who, as such, stands outside the sphere of faith and its interests.


Again, it is the same when we approach the problem from the point of view of historical interest in the personality of Jesus, or of the existence of Jesus, or of the Gospel of Jesus. “Whoever has a fresh and living power of grasping the reality of living things, and a true sense of that which is really great must see it”56—that is, the Gospel and the figure of Jesus, and “the question of the testimony of Jesus to Himself cannot be insoluble to anyone who will examine our Gospels with an open mind.”57 This judgment corresponds to the general principle laid down by the same theologian: “What we are and what we possess—in the highest sense of the word—we have and possess through and in history, only in that, however, which has produced results within the historical sphere.” In point of fact, the human sphere is historical, and the historical sphere is human. So far as we are human beings at all we are capable of understanding history. It is quite true that we only need “a living insight into all that is vitally alive,” even in order to accept Jesus as an historical personality, even in order to understand the self-testimony of Jesus, in this general human sense. Only we must be quite clear in our own minds that when we speak of “seeing” or “meeting” Jesus in this way, we mean something entirely different from that which is implied in that mysterious scene in which, for the first time, a disciple made this confession: “Thou art the Son of the Living God!” and Jesus answered: “Blessed art thou, Simon Bar-Jonah, for flesh and blood hath not revealed it unto thee”; we mean a “seeing” and a “hearing” of a different kind from that suggested by the words: “he that hath ears to hear, let him hear; to you it is given to know the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven, but to them that are without all things are in parables.”


In principle all that lies on the historical human plane is accessible to every human being. But, for this very reason, this historical interpretation of Jesus, however true and profound it may be, differs entirely from that of the witness of Christ in the New Testament, which, according to its own evidence, can only be gained through the special grace of vision which has been, “illuminated by faith.”


This “figure of Jesus” which forms the object of so many historical, biographical, psychological, humanitarian studies is on the same plane as that “personality” of Jesus (to which allusion has just been made). All these representations of Jesus are as far removed from the Jesus Christ of faith as the mystery of God is removed from the intellectual conception of God, as “general” revelation (which is really no revelation at all) is removed from “special” revelation, as the Word of God is distinct from moral and religious humanity. This interpretation of Jesus is an explanation in general terms; this does not mean that it is a universal empirical fact, but—as we have just heard from the lips of an excellent historian—that it is everywhere possible. This is precisely why it is not the interpretation offered by faith. Within humanity as such there is no faith, only the relation of immanence, the acceptance of another as essentially on the same plane as myself, an interpretation within that comprehensive whole, which is always and everywhere present, of reason, or Nature, or general revelation; essentially this is interpretation in terms of history.


Within this sphere there are of course heights and depths, peaks and depressions, masses and leaders, heroes and hero-worshippers, geniuses and average human beings, independent and dependent personalities. And just as in every chain of mountains there is always one peak which towers above the rest, so we must admit that even among the leaders of humanity there must be—at least from a certain point of view—one who stands out above all the rest. Hence in all this modern talk about Jesus discussion centres round this question: whether, and in what sense, properly speaking within what dimension and from what point of view Jesus may be regarded as the highest point attained by humanity. Within these possibilities there is, of course, a maximum; this is represented by the well-known testimony of Goethe in his old age (in his conversations with Eckermann), in which he says that in the Gospels we catch “the vital reflection of a certain majesty which radiated from the personality of Christ, an influence as divine as any manifestation of the Divine which ever has appeared upon earth. If I am asked whether I feel I can—whether it is in accordance with my nature—to offer Him reverent worship and homage, I reply: Certainly! I bow before Him as the divine revelation of the highest principle of morality.”


Note that significant phrase: “whether it is in accordance with my nature.” It indicates both the knowledge and the organ through which this knowledge is received: human nature, the nature of Goethe, understood wholly in the sense of the spiritual nature, of the deepest humanity. We must also note that the speaker goes on to say: “Does someone ask me whether it is in accordance with my nature to worship the sun, again I reply: Certainly! for the sun is likewise a revelation of the highest, and it is indeed the mightiest force which we children of men can perceive.” This is not an irrelevant quotation, introduced at this point simply as an example of Goethe’s “paganism.” No, I quote it simply in order to show in what category Christ is placed, and regarded as a Revealer: it is the “natural light,” the category of general revelation, explicitly defined as such both as to object and subject. Both the content and the recipient of the revelation are regarded in a general light, although of course the revelation is not manifested everywhere to so high a degree. Revelation is a symbol, Christ is the supporter, the representative, of a general principle, like many others, only more complete than many of them, perhaps the most complete of them all; these other men are, however, still “divine revelations of the highest principle” just as He is.


The preoccupation of the nineteenth century with Jesus, as has already been suggested, has also led to quite different results: it has been emphatically denied that Jesus is the One who has done most to shape and influence the general moral life of man. In spite of all the admiring homage which has been paid to this figure of Jesus, some have been offended by the picture of the “uncultivated Asiatic” (Naumann), or with Nietzsche they have made Him responsible for the slave revolt of the herd-man, for the ethic of retaliation. On the other hand, others, who were nearer to the Christian Church, have supplemented the testimony of Goethe on the religious side by laying special emphasis upon His leading position in the realm of religious knowledge; they point out that it is not only moral but, above all, religious force which radiates from Him towards us in incomparable majesty, and further, that He was the first to give us these standards which have now become our own, the first discoverer of the ultimate general truths, religious principles, and norms. But all these variants, however instructive and valuable they may be, however true—or untrue—have nothing to do with the faith in Christ of the Bible and of the Church. Even the most enthusiastic panegyric about Jesus, the most ardent expression of homage, the recognition of Him as the highest of all religious revelations, does not necessarily imply that the speaker has the faintest spark of real faith in Christ. For all such expressions still belong to the sphere of general revelation, to the sphere of humanity, with its outstanding leaders in thought and life.


The names used to describe these outstanding personalities vary greatly; this is especially true of the highest of them all: the personality of Jesus. People speak of “heroes of religion,” of “mediators,” of “great souls,” “elect souls,” “prophets”: or, if they wish to single out Jesus as the One above all others, they speak of His uniqueness, of His nature as One who is “more than prophet,” as the Revealer. They use the name which the New Testament uses for its testimony to Him: He is the “Son of God,” the “Redeemer,” the “One who atones”; indeed, some even venture to go so far as to speak of the “Divinity” of Christ. Words are free, and we cannot forbid their use, but we must not allow ourselves to be misled by them. We must not allow the use of language to confuse the categories of our thought. Everything depends on whether these Christian expressions mean what they were coined to express, or whether they simply denote a description of the highest summit which can be attained within the sphere of humanity. If the latter supposition be true, then essentially—in spite of the use of the highest Christian terminology—the creed which these words imply differs no whit from that other point of view, where people do not use these expressions because they respect their meaning. On the whole, in this connection the “children of this world,” for obvious reasons, use plainer language than the theologians. A great part of the theological history of the last century represents the labour of filling old wineskins with new wine, but the wine was offered as if it were old. When a man’s real belief in Christ consists in regarding Him as leader, hero, the primus inter pares, the highest point in the history of religion, the loftiest peak in the moral and religious history of humanity, he would do better, for the sake of simplicity and truth, to renounce the use of the terms Christ, Son of God, Redeemer, Mediator, Reconciler, for all these terms mean something quite different.


Hoc est Christum cognoscere, beneficia ejus cognoscere. The way in which Christ is regarded comes out very plainly to-day in the way in which His “achievement” is considered. For obvious reasons on this point the modem conception is still more vague and more varied than it is in relation to His Person. For the modern “cult of personality” demands that first of all we should simply look at a great personality, seek to understand Him, and rejoice in the picture before us, without inquiring about any possible effect or influence He may have exercised; this means that the aesthetic factor is an important element in the modern conception of Christ. Thus Goethe uttered that amazingly clear and beautiful estimate of the Person of Jesus, but whether he would have returned an equally clear answer to the question: What is the beneficium of this Christ? what is the significance of this Christ? seems more than doubtful. That question is not asked. “Disinterested approval” (Kant) is an end in itself. If, however, this question is asked, then the answer which is given is that which corresponds to the conception of personality: the answer of history. Jesus Christ is one of those events which—to use Harnack’s phrase—have really “produced results.” Thus Jesus has initiated a new period in the history of the world, He is the Founder of the Christian religion. As we look back into the past58 we can, to some extent, measure His influence, His achievement as a fixed and settled thing. This subject has received a great deal of attention, and has given rise to endless discussion. Whereas some thinkers, above all the great German Idealists, and the great historians of the Romantic School, regarded this movement inaugurated by Christ as an immense advance, indeed, as the decisive entrance into the final phase of spiritual development (Hegel), others came to the exactly opposite conclusion; in their opinion, Christianity was the plague-spot in the history of the world. Of late years the tendency has been to regard Christianity less as the cause of this historical epoch and. more as its characteristic product, and Jesus Himself is more or less ignored.


Taking into account the infinite variety of possible positions which He between these two extremes, I must confine myself to the statement that all these differences lie entirely outside the sphere with which Christianity is concerned. The Christian faith has just as little to do with the influence of Jesus on the history of the world as it has to do with His historical personality. It is not interested in the “Founder of Christianity,” nor in His influence on history. For historical results are always capable of being interpreted in two different ways. The Christian believer, as such, has no “historical interest.” For that which overcomes the world, the growth of the “Kingdom of God,” with which he is concerned, is hid from the eyes of the world. Whoever cleaves to Christ from the historical point of view does not cleave to Him personally, but in an aesthetic manner, as a spectator, not as a participant. The beneficia Christi of which faith speaks are such as could not possibly be inserted into any historical reflection. That the Person of Christ has had an influence on the course of world history more beneficial and more enduring than any other fills the believer neither with elation nor with misgiving. All this lies entirely outside his formulation of the problem. Hence statements like the following have nothing to do with the Christian interest in Jesus: “Upon the path of the spiritualization of the ancient religion He was not the first, it is true, but He was the One who brought the process to completion” (Keim)59; “the redeeming word which guarantees true personality, enduring vital energy, and lasting peace, was pronounced first of all by the Son of Joseph” (A. Meyer)60; “Jesus only brought to completion what the best men before Him had desired” (Weinel)61; “as the author of the perfect spiritual and ethical religion Jesus is above all other men” (Ritschl).62 For all such opinions are historical estimates, the kind of remark made by a student of history, statements indeed which no one but a student of history would venture to make at all, and which therefore are only of interest for those who are seeking historical knowledge. They are observations about historical priority, influence on history, and comparative originality; they may be perfectly correct, but so far as the central significance of Christ in the Christian religion is concerned, they are wholly irrelevant. The question “Who founded the Christian religion?” is one for the historian; it does not concern the Christian; indeed, it is only of interest for the historian. In the language of Christian faith this conception does not find a place. To confuse this historical interest and this historical point of view with the Christian point of view is a bad μετάβᾰσις είς ἄλλο, an intellectual confusion which a theological thinker ought not to allow himself to perpetrate.


Many modern thinkers, however, do not think of the influence of Christ in terms of world history. They mean a “personal” influence. We are not now thinking of the influence of the “Gospel of Jesus” as the modern man understands it, for this can be detached from the Person of Jesus. Nor do we mean, to use the words of Weinel,63 that “Jesus was able to offer solutions to the ultimate questions of life which apparently have not yet been transcended … solutions which have a redemptive force for the people of the present day, just as they had for human beings many hundred years ago.” The point with which we are here concerned is the statement of this same modern man, after he has detached the Gospel from the Person of Jesus as a general truth, about the personal influence and significance of Jesus. The first thing is the general statement that a universal moral and religious truth is only effective when it is presented in the actual life of an individual. That Jesus is the embodiment of His own teaching, that in Him the abstract Word took concrete form, that He “is the personal realization and energy of the Gospel, and is still felt and known to be such.”64 Such a view may even be described as a statement of the “Incarnation of the Word,” but do not let us be misled, for this modern point of view has no connection with the Johannine doctrine of the “Word made flesh.” For the Logos is the mystery of God, manifested only in His Incarnation. But the “Word” in this modernistic sense is a general truth, a “solution of ultimate questions,” which is not necessarily connected with the Person of Jesus. Here the “Incarnation” belongs wholly to the sphere of human history; moreover, it is a process which, apart from Jesus, has always taken place, and is still taking place, wherever pure goodness and nobility of soul radiate from a human life. It is not as though this truth could not be known apart from the figure of Jesus, or were ineffective apart from Him; it simply means that nowhere else is it so clearly visible because nowhere else is it presented in such a concrete form, or manifested so perfectly in a human life.


This is what the modern man, so far as his attitude towards Jesus is one of respect and reverence, prizes in Him: this unique, or almost unique, congruence of life and teaching, this perfectly proportioned moral and religious humanity, as the most effective way of arousing a similar disposition in others. It is the contagious power of example, or—to use a rather less didactic expression—it is the personal “communication of life,” which at this point alone in human life attains such purity, elevation, and matchless force. The validity of these moral and religious truths is indeed guaranteed by these ideas themselves; but for us feeble and imperfect human beings, who suffer from a thousand hindrances of one sort and another, something more is needed: we need someone, so to speak, to five out these ideas before our eyes. It is, of course, true, that this is not quite the way to put it. For how can a human being live out before others that God is Love, or that I ought to do good, to do the Will of God? But the proof by the analogy of human example is far more powerful than any reasons which may be adduced from the educational and psychological point of view. The moral reliability of a person increases to an infinite degree the credibility of his teaching. In itself His message can be detached from His Person. But, from the practical psychological point of view, His own life is a powerful factor, which also helps to increase its influence.


There is no need to labour this point any further. For in this realm of reverence for Jesus we are now in the purely relative sphere, with its educational and psychological point of view. Here the central interest is the power of religious and ethical stimulus. It amounts to no more than this, for truth itself does not depend upon personal factors. This psychological law of the relative co-operating factors does exist, however, in which instruction through visible illustration is so much more effective than abstract teaching in the moral and religious sphere, as is the case in other spheres of knowledge. Here we see the working of the principle that the idea which is clothed in flesh and blood is, practically, vastly more effective than the abstract idea, in spite of the fact that so far as the essence of the matter is concerned the idea is exactly the same. This law of psychological mediation determines the difference between the Gospel as a doctrine and the Gospel as it is formulated in the Person of Jesus; to those who “admire” Jesus this difference constitutes the personal significance of Jesus.


Thus so far what has been said does not really apply to His Person but to His teaching. In principle it is only the teaching, the truth itself, which is the redeeming element—whatever this expression may mean; but, practically and psychologically as well as historically, personality is a factor which greatly strengthens the influence of the teaching, thus it is itself “redeeming,” it unites the soul with God, it acts as a reconciling, mediating factor. This process is conceived in such a way that the connection with the Person is not necessary or unconditional, and the personal element declines in proportion to the strength of the interior life of the person concerned. The distance between the productive and the receptive elements is relative; there are degrees of approximation until complete assimilation has been attained.


Here the thought is the same as that expressed by Schleiermacher in his fifth Speech, where he says that religious heroes in general are needed so long as we are not strong enough to stand on our own feet. But even if we were to get as far as this, the historical fact would still remain that we are historically conditioned by Jesus, because He is the One who initiated this historical-religious movement.


Further, it is only possible to compare the Christian religion (that is, what in this sphere of general religion is regarded as the Christian religion) with other religions on the basis of this specifically modern assumption. What Jesus is to the Christian, Buddha is—even if only approximately—to the Buddhist. What the Gospel is to the Christian that, approximately, the doctrine of the Bhagavadgita is to the Hindu. On the other hand, the modern conception of Jesus and of His significance makes a definite distinction between the Christian religion and the history of religion in general impossible, even when such an endeavour is made. Here Christ is not the decisive fact, in the absolute, serious sense. For His teaching is here regarded as a general truth towards which history has been moving, and is still moving, apart from His Person altogether. From the historical point of view no turning-points are absolute; they are all relative. If the truth which Jesus brought is not really new (and if the teaching of Jesus is regarded solely from the point of view of general truth it is not wholly new), if all that is new about it is its complete purity, power, and simplicity, then also it follows that its influence on the world cannot be regarded as the decisive event, but only as one very important event, perhaps, comparatively speaking, as the most important among other similar events. Lessing’s idea of the education of the human race according to which the divine guidance of world history consists in the fact that the process of development has been speeded up and furthered by means of unusual personalities and events, and by the appearance of Jesus in particular, may be an intellectualistic and almost a pedagogical conception, but in principle the modern conception goes no further.


For an event to belong to the “wholly other,” in principle, .would be an event in “super-history”; it would belong to that kind of history whose end lies outside history altogether; it would be absolutely final and unique. The issue is clear: either this fact is unique and absolute, or it is only relative; either we are confronted with an absolutely incomparable new fact, or rather a new category which transcends history and is thus no longer history at all, the fulfilment of time in the midst of time; or it is something which is within the sphere of history, and which therefore can only be distinguished from the historical sphere in a purely relative sense. Between religious and moral humanity, and revelation in the Christian sense, there is no middle way. Even the highest stage of humanity is only another grade removed from that of the average man, and is only a relative distinction; it is therefore not the turning-point, the decisive point—not even if it is the highest—but only one point in the general line of development which is formed by all.


Further, this presupposes that what we call “redemption” is itself continuous with the need for redemption, that it is possible to step from the one to the other. This is actually the presupposition which underlies the German Idealistic philosophy of history. The whole of the historical process is the history of redemption, of the growing Kingdom of God. Just as when someone wakes in the morning, between the first moment of waking and the state of being fully awake there is an infinite series of continuous stages of becoming awake, so the whole of history is an awakening of humanity, within which Christ is the “moment” when humanity is fully awake. This “moment” is called redemption, the Kingdom of God. But within this process there is no real change, all flows on evenly and without interruption. The state of non-redemption merges naturally into that of being redeemed.


Thus the history of Christianity is embedded in the general history of thought and of religion. The truth that breaks forth in the Gospel of Jesus is not new truth which did not exist before that time, it was truth which had always existed, the immanent purpose of world history; but this purpose did not become clear and visible until Christ came. The differences between distinct and indistinct vision are, however, only relative. Hence the differences between the power of the distinct truth and that of the indistinct are also relative. If then Jesus exercises a redeeming influence as an historical personality, world history as a whole also exercises a redeeming influence. It is the stream which leads to the goal of redemption, even though there may be places where the stream flows more slowly on account of obstructions in its path, and others where it flows swiftly and unhindered.


If, however, the transition from the need of redemption to redemption itself is continuous, there can be no thought of a antithesis. For every historical “moment” contains already an admixture of redemption and that which needs redemption; then that which needs to be overcome and the force which overcomes it no longer stand in opposition to each other; they form a connected series, at the lower end of which stands the complete need of redemption, and at the upper end perfect redemption. This idea of continuity, characteristic of the Idealistic interpretation of history, is the presupposition which lies behind the modern view of the so-called “redemptive” influence of Jesus.


The same applies also to the individual. If Jesus is the most perfect incarnation of the moral and religious ideal, then His influence can only consist in the intensification of the movement which is already present towards the ideal. He is only taken into account as a dynamic, and therefore relative, factor. For all that is dynamic is relative. It strengthens, intensifies, furthers, brings the hour of decision nearer, but it is not itself the decisive factor. For if it were, I would be bound absolutely to it, I would have an attitude towards it which would be entirely different in principle from my attitude towards all other historical events, which can indeed never relieve me from the decision but can only bring the decision more or less near. All that is historical is a help to me for the time being, a means of stimulus, a means of education; it is never something decisive. The decisive step must be taken by me alone, and in order to do this I must look away from all that is historical. Then it comes to this: God and the soul, the soul and God, No one else can take my place. Thus an historical event may be a significant factor in the course of my development, so significant that in our loose way of speaking we may even call it “decisive,” but in the ultimate sense of the word it is not. For this could only be the case if everything were to depend on the fact that this one thing has taken place, if my salvation and the salvation of everyone else were to depend on the fact that this has happened and only on this, the one absolutely decisive fact. No reasonable man, whether Christian or non-Christian, ever asserts anything of this kind of any historical event in the sense of universal humanity, or of religion in general, or of its highest achievements.


But this is exactly what the Christian religion does claim for Jesus Christ. It is precisely this that Christianity means by “uniqueness” and the Mediator, and it is on this account that it is impossible to fit these conceptions into the modern interpretation of Christ. To the modern man they seem arrogant, intolerant, and unworthy of free human beings. This is not the meaning of the modern talk about “uniqueness”; it also is intended in a relative sense. It is indeed admitted that Jesus is a Reconciler, but only in the sense that He helps me to be that which He is Himself. In principle He is on my side, determined that sooner or later I and all other men shall overtake Him. His significance for me consists solely in the fact that what I and all other men have, or should have, He possesses in fuller measure, and that He has it in the way in which we ought to have it. Therefore He can go on communicating His life to us until the difference between us has been effaced. The presupposition for the possibility of His influence consists in the fact that what He gives I already—even if in a very humble way—myself possess. His uniqueness is that of the primus inter pares, and for that very reason it is not absolute but relative, not the decision itself but a help towards a decision. In the end it comes to this: all that the modern man expects from Jesus is assistance. Hence, in principle, it is true he is independent of Him, but practically—and for the moment—he is dependent upon Him. Hence in principle Christ is on our side, and He can only so far be regarded as Redeemer to the extent in which all that is historical is at the same time redemption and in need of redemption.


It would not be necessary to give so much attention to this idea, in itself so simple, were it not for the fact that here too modern theology, in its fatal endeavour to be modern and Christian at the same time, has rendered the simple contrast infinitely complicated by its gift for producing a complicated tangle. It is quite clear that the modern conception of Christ, both of the Person and of the Work of the Redeemer, is no mere formulation of the ancient truth of the Scriptures and of the Church, but is something absolutely different; the difference is just as great as that which exists between general and special revelation. But modern theology, in so far as it is not “Liberal theology,” which openly confessed its opposition to the faith of the Scriptures, has tried to conceal this fact by stating that it only desires to set aside certain undesirable formulations of ancient dogma, but that it does not touch the centre of the Christian faith itself. All that I now have to do is to show briefly that behind the language used by modern theology, which is modelled as far as possible on the language of the Bible, there lies simply this general modern conception of Christ, which is a contradiction of the Christian conception.


Once more, of course, it was Schleiermacher who was the most successful of these interpreters who have thus transformed the meaning of the leading ideas in Christian thought. At the same time we must admit, in all fairness to him, that in the depths, of his heart, in his Glaubenslehre he really had the intention of directing the attention of his own romantic period away from religion in general to the Christian faith in particular. But he had not calculated the cost of this transformation. He did not go far enough; so, although he intended to go further, he remained on this side of the river he meant to cross. It is, of course, true that in his later work he no longer speaks (as in the Reden) of Jesus as one amongst many, as one of the “heroes of religion.” On the other hand, he still maintains that Jesus can only be regarded as a subject of religion, as a religious personality. Thus he still retains the fundamental view of the Enlightenment and of Idealism, which regards Jesus merely as one of the representatives of piety, of religious humanity, even if one of the foremost, who thus in principle stands on our side, who is therefore not a new category but simply the highest point attainable by humanity.


In order, however, to describe Him as the Unique One, Schleiermacher invented a new expression to describe this maximum point, which at least appeared to suggest a new quality: the archetype. Jesus is the archetype of the religious man, through the absolute energy of His consciousness of God. In itself, indeed, it is quite possible to imagine that this expression does really imply a new category or a new quality, possibly that which Christian doctrine means by perfect humanity, which, as such, could belong only to the Son of God. But even this presupposition is lacking in Schleiermacher. This doctrine of the “archetype” in Christ is connected with his idea—an impossible one for the Christian faith—of a continual approximation of the historical to the ideal, which includes the possibility of an absolute maximum.


Within the Christian sphere of knowledge this possibility does not exist, because sin is not something which can continuously be set aside, nor is sinlessness the disappearance of a last relic of sin; it would be nothing less than the absolute miracle of a new creation. Therefore, from the Christian point of view, there can be no continuous approximation to that maximum, as is possible and even necessary in Schleiermacher’s conception of sin and history. Hence for him the existence of a maximum of this kind, of the “archetype,” does not imply the slightest break in the continuity of the history of humanity. It is produced simply by the intensification of the tendency which is itself placed within humanity, and consists in an ever more complete approximation to the goal. In other words, in the Christian religion the sinless human being means the miracle of an absolute new creation; but for Schleiermacher it means only the attainment of the final end of human development by a speeding-up process.65


The conception of the Work of Christ corresponds exactly with that of His Person, Here also in principle Schleiermacher cannot go further than the point which he reached in the Reden, where he spoke of “mediators” in the plural: they are stimulators, men who awaken the religious feeling in the hearts of others. Now in the very nature of the case an absolute stimulus is an impossibility. It contradicts the whole line of argument. For the greater the self-activity the less need there is for stimulus. Thus the one who stimulates others must, to the extent in which he is effective, make himself superfluous. This is what is said in the Reden, where the idea of stimulation is carried to its logical conclusion. In the Glaubenslehre (The Christian Faith), however, there arises the inconsistent conception of an absolute stimulation; for nothing less than this lies behind the much-discussed idea: “reception into the absolute potency of His God-consciousness.” The nearer the Christian comes to this state the more unnecessary does Christ become to him. If he is really taken up into the absolutely potent God-consciousness, then he becomes an ideal (archetype) like Christ and needs Christ no longer.


Here the whole construction of Schleiermacher breaks down. On the one hand, in order to elevate the Work of Christ to the level of His Person, out of the sphere of the relative, he is obliged to speak of an absolute influence, thus of an absolute transference of religious power. This leads, however [because it is thought out directly, according to the causal law which here forms the frame work], to the equivalence of cause and effect, so that the Christian himself becomes what Christ is. On the other hand, Schleiermacher certainly desires to preserve the union of the believer with Christ and the permanent preeminence of Christ This he only succeeds in doing by a sudden leap from the causal relation of the stimulation to another: to the relation of faith, as dependent on the Word of God, which proclaims that in Christ God speaks forgiveness.


He cannot develop this idea, however, since to do so would destroy the whole edifice. His whole Christology is built up upon the causal schema, that is, upon the equivalence of cause and effect, by means of the famous statement: “we are all conscious that approximations to the state of blessedness which are present in the Christian life are based upon a new common life, brought into being by God, which works against the common life of sinfulness and the unhappiness which it produces”—this was the only possibility on the basis of Schleiermacher’s conception of religion and of his theological method of regress. If redemption means having religion, then indeed we must strive to get as much religion as possible; then the significance of Christ can be no more than the imparting of this absolute amount of religion. But this gives rise to the contradictory statement: the historical-dynamic element is, by its very nature, relative, yet absoluteness is here predicated of it. If, however, this is predicated, then through this communication of energy the Christian becomes equal to Christ—and this is a conclusion which no Christian theology will tolerate for a moment.66


The state of absolute redemption, in the sense of something which can be actually seen and handled in experience and corresponds to the absolute redeeming cause, contradicts both the facts of real experience and the Christian creed. This unhappy result can only be concealed to some extent by being broken off at either end, as is attempted by Schleiermacher’s doctrine of the New Birth, by means of all sorts of distorted compromises. The basis of all these difficulties is this, that Schleiermacher is trying to combine the Christian doctrine of Christ with his idea of general religion inherited from the Enlightenment and the Romantic Movement. He desires to do this by using for the Person of Christ the general conception of “heroes of religion,” and for His Work the general religious conception of “stimulation” or “communication of energy,” but in order to connect both these ideas with Christian doctrine he tries to lift them up to the sphere of the Absolute. It is impossible, however, that this should succeed, since from the very outset both are relative magnitudes. This is the fundamental inconsistency in his doctrine of redemption through Christ.


So far as Ritschl is concerned the situation is not so very different. The difference between his view and that of Schleiermacher consists essentially in this: that he exchanges the formulae of Schleiermacher, which correspond with Schleiermacher’s mystical conception of religion, for those which agree with his own rational and ethical conception of religion. For him also Christ is simply the ideal (archetype) of piety, the subject of religion. But he emphasizes more strongly than his predecessor that Jesus is the historical pioneer, the Founder; this can be done because from the outset the ethical idea has a closer connection with the life of history, with the community, and also a closer affinity with the Christian message than the mystical point of view. Thus the peculiar element in Jesus is this, that in Him the divine purposive will, the direction of the will towards the “Kingdom of God” is perfect, and this in a twofold sense: perfect in knowledge—and thus in the word He proclaimed—and perfect in His life and will as an individual. Ritschl finds this expressed above all in His moral and religious fidelity to His vocation, in the fact that He finds “in the End of God His own personal realization as well,”1 and that He realizes this practically in life. His death and His sufferings mean that in them we see most clearly expressed the perfect devotion of Jesus to His task, and His perfect power of overcoming the resistance of the world.


:


But this leads to a second point: Jesus, as the “Founder of the perfected spiritual and ethical religion,” is definitely superior to all the rest of mankind.2 “Since as the Founder of the Kingdom of God in the world, in other words, as the Bearer of God’s ethical lordship over men, He occupies a unique position towards all who have received a like aim from Him, therefore He is that Being in the world, in whose self-end God makes effective and manifest after an original manner His own eternal self-end, whose whole activity therefore, in discharge of His vocation, forms the material of that complete revelation of God which is present in Him, in whom, in short, the Word of God is a human person.”3 Hence we can speak of the “Deity” of Christ.


The historical position of privilege, as the first, and the graduated position of privilege, as the most perfect representative of that which all men ought to be, are thus gathered up in the credal expression—borrowed from the usage of the Bible and the Church—of the Deity of Christ. It is not difficult to understand both that protests were made against this misuse of a word which in the language of the Bible and of the Church meant something entirely different, and also that Ritschl defended himself against these attacks. For, since to Ritschl the ethico-rational idea of purpose and the being of God mean one and the same thing, since all that can be said about God is in Ritsch’s thinking abstract and not personal—a “value,” not a “Being”—so it is entirely in line with the whole argument of his system to attribute to the first founder of this idea, from the historical and complete point of view, the predicate of “Deity.” Then, however, the further logical inference could not fail to be drawn (see above, p. 62) that the predicate of Deity should be transferred from the first point of the historical series also to the next, that is, from Christ to the Christian Church. The “Deity” (and in this we see clearly the independence of the idea from all that is positively historical), once it is conceived in this way, is not dependent on the fact that it once took place at a certain point in time, nor on the perfection of its personal form. As the concrete form of the idea it is possible to be graduated, and in this graduated form it can be applied in an infinite number of ways to all that is historical. It is the “manifestation of the divine” of which Goethe used to speak.


That Ritschl believed that these ideas really did represent the meaning of the witness to Christ in the New Testament was certainly an error which could be proved, and in the endeavour to prove this both the adherents and the opponents of the New Testament faith were arrayed against him on the ground of scientific truth.


Ritschl’s conception of the “Work” of Christ corresponds exactly with his conception of the Person of Christ. Indeed, scarcely anything need be added on this subject. For the Work of Christ—according to Ritschl—consists precisely in this, that He “formulated this idea within the sphere of history,” “established” the Kingdom of God, “founded” Christianity, and in so doing, so far as individuals enter into the current of this historical movement, Christ “redeems” or “reconciles” them. Both simply mean this: that in them also the same idea is operative, since it leaves no room for other false ideas, and thus elbows out of the way all the purposes which are determined by these false ideas, and in so doing it draws them also as co-operative forces into the same historical movement. “The progressive incorporation of the world into this final purpose and aim,”4
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