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      Preface


      
        In its broad sense, theology may be defined as the intellectual reflection on the act, content and implications of Christian faith. Theology describes faith within a specific historical and cultural context, and therefore it is unashamedly a contextual discipline. Because of its contextual nature, theology poses an ongoing task. The fundamental Christian faith-commitment to Jesus as Lord and to the Triune God revealed in Christ is unchanging, of course. Yet, the world into which this confession is to be brought is in transition. Theology serves the church in each generation and in each cultural setting by assisting the people of God in reflecting on and applying the one faith of the church to the world in which contemporary disciples live and engage in ministry in Christ’s name.


        Consequently, theology must move among three poles—the biblical gospel, the heritage of the church and the thought forms of the contemporary world. It employs these three in seeking to articulate the unchanging confession of Jesus in a changing context and thereby to speak to the issues of succeeding generations.


        Theologians in the twentieth century, like their forebears in every generation, have taken up the challenge posed by their discipline. In this volume we attempt to wade through what we perceive to be the main current of theology in this century. To this end, we survey the prominent theologians and theological movements of the recent decades. Yet these persons and movements did not arise sui generis nor in isolation. Therefore this volume attempts to move beyond objective survey to interpretation. Our desire is not merely to offer a synopsis of key thinkers and their thoughts, but to tell a story, the story of theology in a transitional age.


        We see the twentieth century as an age of transition from so-called modern culture, inaugurated by the Enlightenment, to postmodern culture. Scholars are far from agreed on the meaning of postmodern as a cultural epoch, but almost no one sees the present or the future as simple extensions of those cultural forces set in motion by the Enlightenment. The twentieth century has not seen the full flowering and fruition of modernity but its erosion and decline. The acids of modernity have turned against modernity itself in such movements as existentialism, the new physics, feminism and deconstructionism. As none before, this century has given rise to anxiety over humanity’s place in the universe, an anxiety revealed in new searches for transcendence, for a source of meaning and hope beyond the self-enclosed world described by Enlightenment science and philosophy. We see twentieth-century theology as the story of theology’s struggle along with culture through this transition from modernity to post-modernity.


        We believe that one significant theme that provides an interpretive tool and a means for bringing to light the unity and diversity of theology in this transitional century is the creative tension posed by the twin truths of the divine transcendence and the divine immanence. This is, of course, not the only possible interpretive key to twentieth-century theology. Nevertheless, we are convinced that the interplay of transcendence and immanence as a central theological concern has contributed greatly to determining the specific path that theology has taken over the last hundred years.


        The impetus to this book lies with Dan Reid, reference book editor at InterVarsity Press, who envisioned an edited volume of essays dealing with the significant theologians of the century. His original idea quickly developed into a dual-authored interpretive treatment of the subject. Since we serve in two quite different academic contexts, we have been concerned throughout the writing of the book that it be useable in both the graduate seminary and undergraduate liberal arts contexts.


        In addition to Dan Reid and the people at InterVarsity Press, our thanks go to a number of other people. Our educational institutions provided immeasurable support. Stan’s work transpired during his transition from the North American Baptist Seminary in Sioux Falls, South Dakota, to Carey Theological College and Regent College in Vancouver, British Columbia. Roger’s involvement was made possible in part by a six-month sabbatical granted by Bethel College, St. Paul, Minnesota. Secretarial services were provided by Joy Huisman at the North American Baptist Seminary, Elaine Dickinson and Beverley Norgren at Carey Theological College, and Janine McFarland of Bethel College. Helpful work such as checking references was provided by teaching assistants Marsha Moret Sietstra at NABS, Gerald Deguire at CTC and Tom Douglas of Bethel. And above all we each owe a debt of gratitude to our families, who patiently bore with us over the two-year gestation period of this literary “baby.”

      

    

  


  
    
      INTRODUCTION:

      TRANSCENDENCE AND IMMANENCE AND

      MODERN THEOLOGICAL HISTORY


      
        At its best Christian theology has always sought a balance between the twin biblical truths of the divine transcendence and the divine immanence. On the one hand, God relates to the world as the Transcendent One. That is, God is self-sufficient apart from the world. God is above the universe and comes to the world from beyond. As the Hebrew Scriptures so forcefully declare, God dwells in heaven. “God is in heaven and you are on earth,” writes the Preacher (Eccles 5:2). And the seer reports seeing the Lord “seated on a throne, high and exalted” (Is 6:1).


        On the other hand, God also relates to the world as the Immanent One. This means that God is present to creation. The divine one is active within the universe, involved with the processes of the world and of human history. Paul emphasized this truth in his well-known speech to the Athenians in the meeting of the Areopagus. God “is not far from each one of us,” he said, “‘For in him we live and move and have our being’” (Acts 17:27-28). The related theme of God’s Spirit present as the sustainer of creation is repeatedly sounded in the Old Testament, especially in the wisdom literature (such as Job 27:3; 33:4; 34:14-15; Ps 104:29-30). And Jesus himself credited the natural processes such as sunshine and rain, the feeding of the birds and the beauty of the flowers to the agency of his Father (Mt 5:45; 6:25-30; 10:29-30).


        Because the Bible presents God as both beyond the world and present to the world, theologians in every era are confronted with the challenge of articulating the Christian understanding of the nature of God in a manner that balances, affirms and holds in creative tension the twin truths of the divine transcendence and the divine immanence. A balanced affirmation of both truths facilitates a proper relation between theology and reason or culture. Where such balance is lacking, serious theological problems readily emerge. Hence an overemphasis on transcendence can lead to a theology that is irrelevant to the cultural context in which it seeks to speak, whereas an overemphasis on immanence can produce a theology held captive to a specific culture.


        The theology of the twentieth century, flowing as it does out of that of the nineteenth, offers an interesting case study in the attempt to balance these two aspects of the relation of God to creation. In fact, the see saw of transcendence and immanence as a significant focus provides a handle for grasping the unity and diversity of the central current of theology that flowed through the century. More specifically, the major theological proposals of this era indicate the instability introduced when transcendence and immanence are not properly balanced. As if in the ongoing course of theological history the twin truths of the divine transcendence and immanence are seeking their own proper equilibrium, twentieth-century theology illustrates how a lopsided emphasis on one or the other eventually engenders an opposing movement that in its attempt to redress the imbalance actually moves too far in the opposite direction. The attempt to reestablish an equilibrium in the face of one-sided emphases, therefore, provides a helpful vantage point from which to narrate the story of theology in that century.


        Twentieth-century theology did not begin with the dawning of the new century, but rather both sometime before and sometime after the changing of the calendar from December 31, 1900, to January 1, 1901. Strictly speaking, of course, the century was inaugurated at the stroke of midnight that night. Technically, therefore, the theology of the new century began as a continuation of the basically optimistic, this-worldly mindset of the old, which emphasized the divine immanence—God at work in the world and in human affairs.


        When viewed from the perspective of the flow of historical events, however, the twentieth century did not begin until the second decade of the 1900s. The unleashing of “the guns of August” in 1914 sounded not only the opening volley of World War 1 but also the death peal of the nineteenth-century world. The intellectual ethos that has characterized the 1900s was ushered in by this catastrophic event, for the First World War shattered the optimistic world view developed during the previous centuries and gave birth to the intellectual and cultural gloom prevalent during the years since 1914.


        In many ways the theological agenda of our century has also been determined by the aftermath of that world-changing event. The theology of the century began with an attempt to start anew out of the ashes of the war, which devastated not only Europe but also European cultural theology. Thus it is no surprise that the theology of the new century arose first as a protest against the central themes of its nineteenth-century predecessor, including the emphasis on immanence so important for the Western mindset since the Renaissance. The theological story of the century, therefore, begins with a rebirth of the focus on transcendence, as Karl Barth and others asked again whether there was a word from the God of heaven that could be heard in the aftermath of war.


        Rather than being an aberration, a minor setback in the upward march of history, as the theology of the preceding centuries would want to suggest, World War 1 was a portend of things to come. The decades since the unleashing of the war machine in central Europe have witnessed repeated and ever-worsening conflicts. The military confrontations of the century have not only taken their toll in loss of human life, but also in loss of cultural life. Despair has steadily advanced across the intellectual landscape, permeating Western culture and leaving its mark on theology as well. So significant a role has war played in the century that when taken as a whole the theology of the 1900s has been overshadowed by the question of whether we can deal with the succession of conflicts—military, political and sociological—that have buffeted our world. Such a situation eventually dashes all lingering hope, not only the hope of finding God within the world but even the hope that the voice of God might still come to us from above.


        In the midst of the general cultural despair of our postmodern world, theologians in the last decades have continued to engage in their task, sometimes by recapturing the sense of immanence characteristic of the modern era, sometimes by searching for the Transcendent One. Despite their heroic efforts, by century’s end theology, which began the journey of the last hundred years as “the happy science” of Karl Barth, had moved almost uncontrollably toward the unhappy cul-de-sac of deconstructionism.


        Whether the events of the twentieth century will have marked the end of theology can be answered only by the twenty-first century. In any case, the lesson of the theology of the era is becoming clear. A lopsided theological edifice—one that is built on an inherently unstable foundation, whether the foundation be a one-sided emphasis on transcendence or on immanence—cannot be “fixed” simply by renovation, by adding the missing element. On the contrary, the theological construction engineer must start again from the ground up. For when the foundation is improperly laid, no cosmetic changes will lead to a durable structure.


        The theology of the twentieth century began in 1914. Yet its story takes us back even farther, to the epoch that preceded it, out of which and in reaction to which the theological mind of the age emerged. As a result, the theology of this century is best understood when contrasted with the outlook of the nineteenth century, against which, chastened as it was by decades of human strife and conflict, it so vehemently reacted. Nineteenth-century theology, in turn, finds its historical context within the changes inaugurated by the great revolution in Western intellectual history, called the Enlightenment. Our story, therefore, begins with the Age of Reason.

      

    

  


  
    
      
    


    1 THE ENLIGHTENMENT:

    The Shattering of the Classical Balance


    
      THE WAY CHRISTIANS THINK ABOUT GOD, THEMSELVES AND THEIR WORLD WAS PERMAnently and irretrievably altered by an era in Western intellectual history commonly known as the Enlightenment, which marked the completion of the transition from the ancient to the modern eras. Through its challenging of authority and its emphasis on personal faith, the Reformation contributed to the movement out of the medieval world. But what was merely in embryonic form in the sixteenth century took full shape first in the Enlightenment.


      No longer were thinkers willing to accept the old dogmas merely on the basis that they belonged to the received system of church doctrine. The light of reason possessed by each individual dethroned the ecclesiastical hierarchy as the foundation of authority. No longer would simple appeal to classical theological formulations be sufficient to settle intellectual debates. Now thinking individuals wanted to be convinced that what they believed was reasonable. No longer were the trendsetters of culture interested in elaborate arguments of seemingly unreasonable doctrines—such as the Trinity and Christ’s substitutionary atonement—bolstered by appeal to biblical texts and the decisions of church councils. The intellectuals of the Enlightenment sought to streamline religious affirmations to those universally discernable and carrying positive moral import. Because this era so thoroughly upset both the foundations and the orientation of Christian theology, Christian faith since the Enlightenment has never been, and can never be, the same. So monumental is the importance of this era that there can be no simple going behind the Age of Reason. Christians ignore the Enlightenment only to the peril of theology. Ignoring the great changes it inaugurated only can lead to the privatization of faith, the “ghettoizing” of Christianity and the loss of the Christian voice in modern society.


      A primary change brought by the Enlightenment lies in its effect on the classic quest for a transcendent-immanent theology. This era set the stage for a far-reaching alteration of the older attempt at reaching a balance between the twin truths of the divine transcendence and the divine immanence.


      The patristic era came to a climax with the grand proposal of perhaps the most influential Christian theologian of all time, Augustine, bishop of Hippo. Augustine’s theology served as the standard and paradigm for all Christian theologians from his day through the Middle Ages and well into the Reformation era. Although theologians differed sharply with each other on the details, all shared a basically similar world view derived to a great degree from the heritage of Augustine.


      The outlook common to these otherwise quite different eras of Western history emphasized the ordering of reality, with God at the apex, followed by the angelic hosts. Humans found their place “a little lower than the heavenly beings” (Ps 8:5), yet above the animate and inanimate things in the world.


      From his lofty, transcendent position above the world, God became intimately involved in history, the theologians added. He had predestined the elect to salvation and had entered human affairs repeatedly and sporadically, but supremely in Jesus Christ. And God continued to be operative in human lives by his direction of the flow of history, but especially in the church and through the imparted grace connected with the activities of the church.


      The Augustinian balance was honed and tuned in the Middle Ages, only to be reformulated in the Reformation and by the Protestant scholasticism that followed. Yet through all the tinkering this balance continued to favor God’s transcendence, while seeking to avoid slighting the divine immanence. The great Gothic cathedrals that mark the high point of the Middle Ages bear silent witness to the nature of the theological synthesis, the medieval balancing act between God’s loftiness and God’s presence with its definite tilt toward transcendence.


      
        The Period of the Enlightenment


        In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the balance developed by the theologians of the Middle Ages and honed by the Reformation was permanently and radically disrupted. A new cosmology replaced the older hierarchical ordering of reality. And with this change, the balancing of transcendence over immanence was reversed.


        These two centuries form an explosive era in Western intellectual history, commonly referred to as the Enlightenment. The genesis of the Enlightenment lies in the early seventeenth century, perhaps sociopolitically in the Peace of Westphalia (1648) that ended the Thirty Years’ War, and intellectually with the work of Francis Bacon (1561-1626).


        Bacon stands at the beginning of the Age of Reason—marking the transition from the Renaissance to the Enlightenment—in that he was one of the first modern scientists. Even though he did not place mathematics at the center of natural knowledge as did those who came after him,1 Bacon emphasized the method of experimentation. And he employed the fledgling scientific enterprise not only as a way of understanding the universe, but also as a means of ruling over nature. In this way he laid the foundations for modern technological society.


        Historians point to the closing years of the eighteenth century as the end of the Enlightenment era. The Age of Reason had virtually run its course by the time of the publication of Immanuel Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason (1791). This book marked both a culmination of, and an effective challenge to, many of its presuppositions. Above all, Kant weighed the primacy given to rationalism and empiricism—the elevation of the powers of human reason and the emphasis on sense experience—characteristic of the era, and the German philosopher found them wanting.

      


      
        The Enlightenment Human


        Despite the imprecision concerning the exact dates of its genesis and demise, historians agree that the Enlightenment carried profound and lasting importance for the development of modern Western culture. Building on the Renaissance, it signaled the victory of a fundamental change in outlook that marked a final break with the medieval mentality2 and paved the way for the modern era.


        One central, fundamental change in outlook reflected in the Enlightenment was the development of a paradoxical, even seemingly self-contradictory, understanding of the human person. This era brought an elevated status to humans and an elevated estimate of human capabilities. The Enlightenment placed humans, not God, on center stage in history. In contrast to medieval and Reformation thinking, which viewed people as important largely insofar as they fit into the story of God’s activity in history, Enlightenment thinkers tended to determine the importance of God in terms of his value for the story of their own lives.3 God, then, was shifted from his lofty position in the heavens, to which the gothic cathedrals had pointed, to the world of human affairs.


        To humanity’s elevated status was added an optimistic anthropology. The era attributed greater intellectual and moral abilities to humankind than traditional theology, whether Catholic or Protestant, had been willing to acknowledge. Its optimistic anthropology was evident in the Enlightenment understanding of the role of human reason in the knowing process.


        Prior to this era, divine revelation was consulted as the final arbiter of truth; the task of human reason was to seek to understand the truth given through revelation. The maxim attributed to Anselm governed the quest for knowledge: “I believe in order that I may understand.” In keeping with this principle, the function of human reasoning abilities was to demonstrate the rightness of revealed truths and to reconcile experience with the understanding of the cosmic drama given by the Christian faith.4


        In the Enlightenment, however, human reason replaced externally imposed revelation as the arbiter of truth, for reason now determined what constitutes revelation. Anselm’s thesis was turned on its head. The newer mindset could be characterized as declaring, “I believe what I can understand.” Employing reason to systematize what was given in experience and following reason wherever it would lead rather than blindly accepting the superstitions proclaimed by external authorities became the enlightened means to obtaining knowledge.5


        The era was similarly optimistic concerning human moral capabilities. The Enlightenment placed great emphasis on morality, not dogma. And it declared that the powers of human reason could both discover and bring about conformity to the natural moral law written within each person.


        Not only did the Enlightenment elevate humankind by means of its optimistic anthropology, it also pictured the human person in a way quite different from that taught by medieval theology. In this dimension as in others, the Age of Reason built from the advancements of the Renaissance. Rather than a static being, the contemplative soul of the medieval ideal, the human creature came to be viewed as a discontented transformer of the environment. In the words of Giorgio de Santillana, the human person was “a restless wanderer engaged upon an unending adventure,” for whom time was “no longer the eternal circling of the heavens, but an onrushing stream.”6


        But the elevation of humankind also extracted a heavy price. Paradoxically, when compared to traditional theology the mindset of the Enlightenment marked not only the elevation but also the deprivation of the human person. The world was no longer viewed as a cosmos in which humans enjoy a special status, as in medieval and Reformation thinking. Rather, the new science of the Enlightenment pictured the universe as a giant machine of which humans were but a small part, a minuscule cog in the giant wheel of reality. Dethroned from their lofty position at the center of creation, they likewise lost their status as a special creation of God standing above the rest of the created order.

      


      
        The Foundation of the Enlightenment


        The monumental shift in outlook that transpired during the Enlightenment did not occur in a vacuum. On the contrary, it came as the outgrowth of various social, political and intellectual factors that led up to this traumatic era in human history. A series of military conflicts, commonly lumped together as the Thirty Years’ War, had devastated Europe in the early seventeenth century. Because of their association with rival Christian confessions, these wars led to widespread questioning of the validity of doctrinal disputes. But in addition to the religious quarrels of the century, the intellectual pathway was opened for the critical spirit of the age by two interrelated revolutions, one in philosophy and another in science.


        First, the Enlightenment was the product of a philosophical revolution. Although its roots lay earlier, in the discussions of the medieval theologians, this revolution was inaugurated by the French thinker René Descartes (1596-1650), who is often dubbed the father of modern philosophy.7 Descartes’ intent was to devise a method of investigation that would lead to the discovery of those truths that were absolutely certain. Lying behind the method he proposed was the pre-eminence of mathematics that came to characterize the seventeenth century. The ascendancy of the mathematical model arose in the Renaissance out of the emphasis on the quantitative (rather than qualitative) dimensions of reality so central to the work of Kepler and Galileo.


        Descartes typified the emerging Age of Reason in that he, like most of the great philosophers of the period, attempted to introduce the rigor of mathematical demonstration into all fields of knowledge.8 His elevation of mathematical knowledge was not merely arbitrary, however. Rather, mathematics arises from the nature of reason itself, he argued, and therefore it is more certain than knowledge derived from empirical observation, which may err.


        The French philosopher introduced “doubt” as the first principle of reasoning. But for him, unlike certain empiricists of the next century, the process of doubting did not lead to skepticism. On the contrary, it resulted in certainty, for as the mind doubts everything, the certainty of the existence of the doubting subject—the individual engaging in this activity—emerges. Hence the well-known adage of Cartesian philosophy: cogito, ergo sum (“I think; therefore, I am”).


        Descartes’ work greatly influenced subsequent thinking.9 From this point on, the reasoning subject and not divine revelation formed the beginning point for philosophy. The move to reason inaugurated by Descartes placed theology in a difficult predicament. Theologians sensed a need either to build on the foundation of rationalistic philosophy, thereby accepting the primacy of reason (the position of Enlightenment thinkers), or to deny that reason by itself is able to yield knowledge of eternal realities.10 The emphasis on the voice of reason within, rather than the voice of God from above, set the stage for the orientation to immanence characteristic of modern theology since Descartes.


        In addition to the revolution in philosophy, the Enlightenment was the product of a revolution in science that marked a radical departure from the world view of the Middle Ages. Central to the new thinking was a change in cosmology, prepared for by Copernicus’ discovery that the earth was not the center of the universe. The shift in cosmology meant the rejection of the three-story structure of the medieval outlook, which placed heaven spatially above the earth and hell beneath it.


        Perhaps even more foundational to the scientific revolution that inaugurated the Enlightenment, however, was a change in understanding of the physical world itself and the proper approach to talking about it. This change was marked by a shift from qualitative to quantitative terminology. Medieval science, following Aristotle, had focused on “natural principles,” understood in terms of the “natural” tendency of every object to fulfill its own inner purpose. The Enlightenment, however, rejected the medieval discussion of “inner purpose” as metaphysical speculation.


        In the Age of Reason, the earlier emphasis on final causes (the telos, or purpose, of objects) gave way to the mathematical, quantifying view of the scientific enterprise pioneered by Galileo (1564-1642). Precise methods of measurement and the acceptance of mathematics as the purest mode of reason formed the tools for the proper approach to the study of natural processes. Observers described phenomena in terms of laws of nature that yielded quantifiable results. Its adherence to this method meant that the Enlightenment mind treated as real only those aspects of the universe that are measurable.11


        Enlightenment thinkers applied the new methodology pioneered by thinkers such as Descartes and Galileo to all disciplines of knowledge. Not only natural science but also politics, ethics, metaphysics and theology came under the rubric of the scientific canons. Even philosophy was affected. In fact, all fields of human endeavor became, in effect, branches of natural science.


        The high-water mark of this revolution in science was reached with the work of Isaac Newton (1642-1727). The universe he described was a grand, orderly machine, whose movements could be known because they followed certain observable laws. As a result, Newton directed attention toward the explanation of the universe. He set out to show that the properties and behavior of every particle could be determined, at least in principle, by a relatively few fundamental laws. The nineteenth-century historian Alexander Pope capsulized his program and its impact in a jesting couplet:


        Nature and Nature’s laws lay hid in Night


        God said, “Let Newton be!” and all was Light.12


        Newton’s own goal, however, was theological, not merely scientific. He believed that science enhanced human understanding of the greatness of God. The heavens declare the glory of God, he knew. His task was to discover how.

      


      
        Enlightenment Principles


        In essence, the revolutions in philosophy and science that spawned the Enlightenment focused on the elevation of reason over “superstition.” As a result, the epoch earned the appropriate designation, the Age of Reason. While reason was surely at the center of the mindset of the age, the Enlightenment was characterized by several principles that together with “reason” formed a unified whole. Significant among these are “autonomy,” “nature,” “harmony” and “progress.”13


        The first principle of the Enlightenment was indeed reason. This era placed great emphasis on the human rational capability. But the Enlightenment understanding viewed reason as more than simply the human endowment itself. Reminiscent of ancient Greek and Roman Stoicism, the principle of reason meant that a fundamental order and structure lay within all reality and was evidenced in the workings of the human mind. As a result of the correspondence between the structure of reality and that of the human mind, Enlightenment thinkers concluded, the mind is able to discern and come to know the structure inherent in the external world.


        The principle of reason, therefore, referred to the human capability of becoming cognizant of the foundational order of the whole universe. This objective rationality of the universe made the laws of nature intelligible and the world capable of being transformed and subdued by human activity. Likewise the consonance of the rational world and the workings of the human mind made the exercise of critical reason so important.


        Closely related to the principle of reason was a second principle, “nature,” the emphasis on what is grounded in or arises from “the very nature of things.” The Enlightenment mind postulated that the universe was an orderly realm in which inhered the laws of nature. Nature and natural law, therefore, became the watchwords of the intellectual quest.


        Enlightenment thinkers asserted that the orderliness found in “the very nature of things” was present because of the working of the grand Designer of nature. As a consequence of this belief, the enlightened mind looked to the “book of nature,” which lay open for all to read, in order to find the laws of God. The universal availability of these “natural laws” transformed nature into the common court of appeal, the arbiter of all quarrels. And the goal of the human intellectual endeavor became that of bringing life into conformity with the laws of nature as discovered by reason.


        “Reason” and “nature” opened the way for the third principle of the Enlightenment mindset—“autonomy.” As noted earlier, in this epoch the autonomous human dethroned external authority as the arbiter of truth and action. No longer would simple appeal to the teaching office of the church, the Bible or Christian dogma be sufficient to bring about compliance in belief or conduct. The individual would now test all such external claims to authority. Immanuel Kant aptly summarized the principle of autonomy and its role in the Enlightenment:


        
          Enlightenment is man’s release from his self-incurred tutelage. Tutelage is man’s inability to make use of his understanding without direction from another. Self-incurred is this tutelage when its cause lies not in lack of reason but in lack of resolution and courage to use it without direction from another. . . . “Have courage to use your own reason”—that is the motto of enlightenment.14

        


        The principle of autonomy did not give license for lawlessness, however. The Enlightenment was no antinomian era. Rather, autonomy presupposed the presence in the world of a universal natural law knowable by human reason. Rather than open the door to lawlessness, therefore, autonomy demanded that each person discover and follow the universal natural law. The way toward the discovery of the natural law lay in the use of the personal endowment of reason and conscience, rather than in mere reliance on external authorities. Thus, personal employment of reason lay at the heart of the Enlightenment emphasis on autonomy.


        “Harmony,” the fourth principle of the Enlightenment, built on the idea of the reasonableness and orderliness of the universe as postulated by the Age of Reason. The universe, thinkers asserted, is characterized by an overarching order, which guaranteed that despite the apparent selfish and independent activity of each person or thing in the universe the whole would turn out most adequately.


        The inherent harmony of the world meant likewise that truth is a single, harmonious whole. Consequently, the Enlightenment mind elevated “proper methodology.” It believed that the application of the proper method of discovery to the hitherto disjointed and seemingly contradictory disciplines of human knowledge would cleanse them of their irrational elements and bring them together into the one true philosophy.


        Here again, however, the Enlightenment avoided the antinomian impulse that such an idea could generate. Harmony was not merely a characteristic of the realm of nature. It also became a type of ethical principle for the governing of human action. Humans were to act in accordance with the overarching harmony of the whole of reality.


        The Enlightenment anthropology served to facilitate the desired correspondence of human life with the harmony of the cosmos. This anthropology elevated the inherent potential of the human person and set aside the Christian emphasis on depravity. If the human mind, which begins as a blank slate as John Locke had shown, could be shaped by divinely created nature, ethicists argued, then the employment of reason could indeed bring human life into harmony with the universal natural order.15


        Finally, the Enlightenment was an era of optimistic belief in progress. Building on the work of Descartes and others, thinkers in the Age of Reason were convinced that because the universe was both orderly and knowable, the employment of a proper methodology could lead to true knowledge. So philosophers, theologians and scientists alike set forth to construct their systems, which they believed approximated truth. In fact, this era was, in the words of Isaiah Berlin, “the last period in the history of Western Europe when human omniscience was thought to be an attainable goal.”16


        But the attainment of knowledge was not merely an end in itself. According to the Enlightenment mindset, knowledge of nature’s laws had practical import. Their discovery and application formed the pathway toward making humans happy, rational and free. If nature’s laws could be known, the truths they teach could be implemented in personal and social life. Scientific method could change the world. Enlightenment thinkers believed that such change was just around the corner.


        The optimistic belief in progress arose as well from the Enlightenment reading of history. Historians in the Age of Reason painted the Middle Ages as an era of superstition and barbarism out of which humankind was now emerging. Because of the progress they noted in their own time, Enlightenment thinkers were optimistic about the future. Despite the ebb and flow of history, they were convinced that the process was directed upward and forward. Therefore they looked to the future with hope, “as to a promised land.”17 If humans could learn to live in the light of the laws of nature, then the utopia could indeed dawn. As Isaiah Berlin rightly concluded, this age “was one of the most hopeful episodes in the life of mankind.”18

      


      
        Enlightenment Religion


        The Enlightenment era challenged traditional viewpoints and reformulated thinking in every area of Western society. However, no dimension was more affected than religious belief. The Age of Reason marked the emancipation of culture from the dominance of church and Christianity.


        The movement toward the autonomy of culture came as the inevitable result of the new scientific mentality of the era, which inaugurated a changed understanding of the nature of religion. Increasingly both scientists and theologians differentiated between “natural religion”—God’s existence and the moral laws known to all peoples and demonstrable by reason—and “revealed religion”—doctrines as taught by the Bible and the church. As the era progressed, the latter came increasingly under attack and the former was elevated to the status of true religion. In the end, Enlightenment “natural religion” or the religion of reason replaced the focus on dogma and doctrine characteristic of the Middle Ages and the Reformation.


        The intellectual path to the primacy of natural over revealed religion was paved by the British empiricist John Locke. He set forth the revolutionary thesis that Christianity, when divested of its dogmatic baggage, was the most reasonable form of religion. On the basis of Locke’s views, Enlightenment thinkers constructed a theological alternative to orthodoxy—deism. The theologians of deism sought to reduce religion to its most basic elements, which they believed to be universal and therefore reasonable.19


        Because natural religion is reasonable, the deists added, all religions, including Christianity, must conform to it.20 Hence, the various dogmas of the church as given by revelation no longer served as the standard. Rather, all such doctrines were to be evaluated based on a comparison with the religion of reason. The result was a religion consisting of a bare minimum of dogmas to be believed:21 the existence of God as provable by the causality of the world, the immortality of the soul and postmortem retribution for sin and blessing for virtue.22


        Actually, the deists did not view religion primarily as a system of belief at all. More important was its ethical import. Religion’s chief role, they postulated, was that of providing divine sanction for morality.23 At the same time, the Enlightenment elevated the human capacity to attain religious truth, reducing—even eliminating—the need for revealed religion. What was truly important had been written by the Creator in the great book of nature left open for all to read.


        Consequently, some Enlightenment voices were harshly critical of Christianity, claiming that it was, at least in its traditional form, a corruption of the religion of reason.24 Enlightenment thinkers also attacked the central pillars of the Christian apologetic of the day, the appeal to fulfilled prophecy25 and to miracles.26 And they cast ecclesiastical authorities in the role of perpetrators of ignorance and past superstitions.


        Others simply equated the two belief systems, claiming that Christianity in its purest form is but a restatement of the religion known by reason. Those who sought a continued place for Christianity carved out a niche for it by setting forth revealed religion as the necessary supplement to the religion of reason27 or by presenting it as one historic stage in the ongoing process that would climax in the coming of the perfect, universal religion in the future.


        Regardless of how Christianity was viewed, the Enlightenment elevation of the religion of reason and its emphasis on nature and nature’s God constituted a victory of the new immanence—as paradoxical as this might appear—over the transcendence that epitomized the Middle Ages. The God of the deists was a far-away, radically transcendent deity. Yet the Enlightenment outlook worked to bind God closely to nature and human reason, so closely that God’s transcendence came to be dissolved in the immanence of the divine within the orderly realm of creation and reason. Rather than look beyond the world to find God, the Enlightenment ultimately turned within. The shift begun in the Renaissance was now complete. And the triumph of immanence would extend into the twentieth century.

      

    

  


  
    
      
    


    2 THE RECONSTRUCTION

    OF TRANSCENDENCE:

    Immanence in Nineteenth-Century Theology


    
      AS THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY DREW TO A CLOSE, THE ERA OF THE ENLIGHTENMENT HAD run its course, especially in England. By this time, many thinkers had abandoned the religion of reason for either skepticism1 or religious relativism.2 These thinkers had concluded that in the end reason is incompetent to answer the basic questions about God, morality and the meaning of life.


      Although the Enlightenment had come to an end, theology would never be the same again. No subsequent theological trends could remain aloof to the developments of that epoch in the intellectual history of the West. From that point on, theologians would need to speak in terms understandable to the mindset put into place by the phenomenal changes washed up on the intellectual shores of Europe during those decades.


      The closing of the Age of Reason appeared to leave religion in a predicament. It seemed that the eighteenth century had presented only two alternatives. One could opt for the traditional Christian emphasis on human sin and divine salvation, maintained by appeal to the Bible and the church. Or one was forced to follow the modern skeptical rationalism that arose as the final product of the enlightened individual mind. As McGiffert concluded in his monumental study of the pre-Kantian era, “At the close of the century the religious crisis was acute.”3


      In the nineteenth century, however, certain theologians refused to be boxed in by these options. They knew, of course, that there was no going behind the Age of Reason. Theology could never again resurrect the older belief system, because the traditional authorities of Bible and church had been dethroned forever. While agreeing that theology could not simply return to pre-Enlightenment dogmatic orthodoxy, they refused to accept post-Enlightenment skeptical rationalism as the only alternative. For this new breed of intellectuals the only way forward in the aftermath of the Enlightenment lay in incorporating its basic thrust and engaging in a search for new ways to understand the Christian faith. The theologians of the nineteenth century boldly maintained that in the face of the challenge of the Enlightenment and despite the skeptical dead end in which it had culminated, the theological enterprise could continue. Hence, they sought to move beyond the Enlightenment while incorporating the advances it had made. More specifically, they attempted to establish a new relationship between trancendence and immanence in the wake of the shattering of the medieval balance.


      In the task of reconstructing theology in the post-Enlightenment world, nineteenth-century theologians had in their arsenal the weapons created by three intellectual giants. By this time the legacy of Western thought had been transferred to Germany, to which the Age of Reason had come later, but in whose theological circles it had gained a deeper rootage than in England. Consequently, all three shapers of nineteenth-century theology were German—Immanuel Kant, G. W. F. Hegel and Friedrich Schleiermacher.


      These three thinkers were similar in that each sought to carve out a special domain for the religious component of life. Yet they differed sharply, for each proposed a different dimension as the essence of religion—the moral (Kant), the intellectual (Hegel), and the intuitive (Schleiermacher). The shadows of these three thinkers were cast across the intellectual landscape of the nineteenth century, competing but finally being blended together to produce what came to be known as nineteenth-century Protestant liberal theology and epitomized in a fourth German thinker, Albrecht Ritschl.


      Despite the gallant efforts of its gifted thinkers, as the century moved toward its close theology discovered that it had not overcome the Enlightenment. The emphasis on the new immanence, so much a part of the human vision since the Renaissance, continued to lie at the foundation of theology’s reconstructed house.


      
        
IMMANUEL KANT:

        THE IMMANENCE OF GOD IN MORAL EXPERIENCE



        The great thinkers of the nineteenth century attempted to move beyond the impasse that resulted from the Enlightenment by determining the special place of religion in human life. A first possible candidate was proposed by the eighteenth-century German philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724-1804). Kant proposed the practical or moral realm of life as the proper sphere of religion. By constructing theology from its proper foundation in the practical reason, he offered a new attempted balance between transcendence and immanence.


        Chronologically and intellectually Kant stands closer to the Enlightenment than do Hegel and Schleiermacher. His intellectual proximity is evidenced in his elevation of the ethical dimension of life as the central concern of religion, an understanding that lay near the heart of the ethos of the Age of Reason. Yet his method of establishing morally oriented religion differed immensely from that of the Enlightenment.


        Kant’s life was outwardly uneventful. He was born, studied, taught and died in the same place—the east Prussian port city of Königsberg. He served as an unsalaried lecturer at the university (1755-1770) before being elected professor of logic and metaphysics. Kant was unmarried and untraveled. His schedule was so regimented that the women of the town are said to have set their watches by his 3:30 p.m. daily walk. Not until he was fifty-seven years old did Kant produce a major work. Yet the book he did publish that year, The Critique of Pure Reason (1781), rocked the philosophical world and inaugurated an intellectual tidal wave, the effects of which are still being felt.


        
          Kant’s Philosophy


          Immanuel Kant set into motion what he saw as a “Copernican Revolution” in philosophy. Just as the great astronomer replaced the earth with the sun as the center of the solar system, so also Kant elevated the mind to the center of human knowing (epistemology). Kant theorized that the possibility of experiencing reality was dependent on the mind.


          The background to Kant’s revolution lay in the grave problem of epistemology bequeathed by empiricism, the philosophical movement that came to characterize the Age of Reason in Britain. Central to empiricism’s understanding of the process of knowing was what might be called “the passive mind.” In his Essay Concerning Human Understanding John Locke, rejecting a central thesis of Cartesian philosophy, argued that the mind was a tabula rasa, an empty vessel devoid of any innate ideas. As a result, it is passive in the knowing process. It simply receives “impressions” from the external world through the senses and then formulates ideas from the impressions it has gathered.


          At first glance the empiricist theory appears to be an obvious truth, a simple explanation of common, day-to-day experience. Yet the end product of this theory of knowing was the skepticism of David Hume, who showed its inadequacy as an explanation of human cognition. The empirical method, he argued, is unable to give us knowledge of certain features of reality we take for granted, most significantly, causality and substance. All we know are our perceptions, Hume declared. These perceptions include the coincidence of a sequence of events, from which we induce, but do not actually experience, a relationship of causality. Similarly, we experience a series of impressions (size, color, and so forth), but not of actual substances. Our imagination attributes these impressions to objects. According to Hume, we have no actual knowledge of substances as existing in the world. In fact, the identity of such external objects, just like causality, is not found “out there,” but is merely the result of a habit of the mind.


          Hume’s epistemological skepticism had important consequences for religious belief, for it led to a questioning of deism, the religion built on the edifice of empiricism. He showed that the arguments for the reasonableness of natural religion are not as certain as their proponents had believed. The cosmological argument, for example, could not prove the existence of God, if causation was not an experienced phenomenon. Nor could the doctrine of the immortality of the soul survive the demise of the concept of substance. And the injustice and evil of the present undercut the case for a future realm of retributive justice on the basis of the goodness of the Creator.4


          Kant found Hume’s radical skepticism challenging. In fact, he reported that it was Hume who had awakened him from his own “dogmatic slumber.” Kant’s probing of the problem led him to an explanation of the limitation of the human epistemological process Hume had discovered. But unlike his British predecessor, Kant believed that this limitation did not demand a skeptical rejection of all metaphysical concepts.


          In the Critique of Pure Reason (1781) Kant sought to set metaphysics on firm footing. To this end, he proposed a bold hypothesis: The mind is “active” in the knowing process. Knowledge of the external world, he argued, cannot be derived from sense experience alone. The senses merely furnish the raw data that the mind systematizes when actual knowing occurs. This organizing of sensations (knowledge), he added, is made possible by certain formal concepts present in the mind, which act as a type of grid or filter providing the parameters that make knowing possible.5


          Among the various formal concepts, two are foundational: space and time. According to Kant, space and time are not properties that inhere in things. Rather, these two categories, like other formal structures, are a part of the ordering that the mind imposes on the world it encounters. Although objects may not actually exist in space and time, we simply cannot know the external world of sense experience in any other way than in terms of these two concepts, he postulated.


          The hypothesis that the mind is active in the epistemological process demanded a distinction between objects present in the experience of the human knower (“phenomena”) and objects lying beyond experience (“noumena”). According to Kant, a “noumenon” could be either an object as it exists apart from any relation to a knowing subject (the “thing-in-itself”) or an object for which we simply lack the needed apparatus to detect. As we will see later, the category of the noumena also opened to Kant a realm beyond cause and effect in which he could ascribe freedom to the acting human moral agent.


          Like Hume’s, Kant’s theory of knowing placed great limits on the ability of thinkers to argue from sense experience to transcendent realities, such as God, the immortal soul and human freedom. The position Kant developed in the Critique of Pure Reason meant that any reality that lies beyond space and time cannot be known through the scientific enterprise, because science is based on sense experience. “Pure” or speculative reason (science) can at most indicate that these metaphysical concepts are plausible, in that nothing we know in the empirical world contradicts them.


          By showing the limits of empirical knowledge the Critique of Pure Reason placed realities that transcend space and time (such as God) beyond the realm of scientific, sense-based experience. Although at first glance this move appears to make such realities unknowable, Kant’s intention was not to prove the religious skepticism of Hume. Rather, he desired to approach metaphysical postulates from a more secure direction. He believed, as he later explained in the Critique of Judgment, if the reality of God were demonstrated by argument from sense-based experience, it would be difficult to view God in moral categories,6 which was Kant’s own aim. In the second edition of the Critique of Pure Reason he explained: “I have therefore found it necessary to deny knowledge, in order to make room for faith.”7 For the German philosopher, “faith” belonged to another domain of human reason—reason in its “practical” aspect—which he placed in relationship to the moral dimension of human existence.

        


        
          Practical Reason


          By showing the fallacy of all theoretical proofs of metaphysical postulates, the first Critique clipped the wings of “pure” or speculative reason. But the task of establishing these postulates by some other means remained. The securing of the concepts of God, immortality and freedom came about in Kant’s moral writings, especially his Fundamental Principles of the Metaphysics of Morals (1785), Critique of Practical Reason (1788) and Metaphysic of Morals (1797). His goal in these works was to investigate the concepts necessary to reason in its practical aspect, just as he had explored reason in its theoretical aspect in his Critique of Pure Reason.


          At the foundation of Kant’s argument is the thesis that the human person is not only a being of sense experience but also a moral being. Our relation to the world is not limited to scientific knowledge, he noted. Rather, the world is a stage on which humans act; it is a realm of moral value. Kant established the moral nature of existence by appeal to what he saw as the universal human moral experience, a sense of moral conditionedness or of “ought.” Human beings are cognizant of a “pressure” placed on them to make choices that can be described only in terms of morality, he declared.


          Like the theoretical, this practical or moral dimension of human existence is fundamentally rational, Kant argued. As a result, he was convinced that certain rational principles control all valid moral judgments, just as other rational principles lie at the foundation of all theoretical or sense-based knowledge. Consequently, the goal of the moral dimension of human life was to become as rational as possible. Kant spoke of this rationally moral way of living in terms of “duty.”


          For Kant, the way of duty culminates in the supreme principle of morality, his famous categorical imperative. Basically this principle requires that each human seek to act in accordance with whatever motivating consideration he or she as a rational being could will to be universally followed. In his words: “Act as if the maxim of thy action were to become by thy will a Universal Law of Nature.”8 As this definition indicates, the categorical imperative focuses less on specific actions and more on the motivating considerations underlying action.9

        


        
          The Practical Postulates


          The moral nature of human existence as testified to by the universal experience of moral conditionedness was foundational to Kant’s reestablishment of metaphysics. On the basis of this dimension of life he argued for the certainty of the three transcendental postulates that theoretical reason could not establish. These “practical postulates” must be assumed, he argued, because they are required by the moral nature of the world.


          The first two postulates, God and immortality, arose out of Kant’s understanding of the summum bonum. The highest good for humankind, he maintained, is to live in a realm in which virtue and happiness are linked. We all know, however, that in this life virtue is not always rewarded. Therefore, Kant concluded, there must be a future life in which virtuous living is adequately rewarded, and God must exist as the one who guarantees that complete justice will indeed prevail in that realm.


          Kant’s argument for the postulate of freedom is especially far-reaching. Human freedom is required, he maintained, in order to account for the universal human experience of being an acting moral agent. In the phenomenal dimension humans, as physical beings, are subject to the laws of nature and therefore do not appear to be free. In the underlying noumenal realm, however, each person must be free, because moral obligation presupposes freedom. This argument served to place the human person simultaneously in two realms. Each individual must be understood both morally (as a free acting agent) and scientifically (as coming under the laws of physical causation).

        


        
          Reasonable Religion


          In Religion within the Limits of Reason Alone (1793), Kant sought to take his program one step farther, moving from morality to religion (that is, Christianity). For him this step was necessary, because religion provides the ultimate goal for morality, for it speaks of “a powerful moral Lawgiver” whose will “ought to be man’s final end.”10


          This book, like Kant’s work in general, marked both a continuation of and a break with the Enlightenment. He began with a discussion of “radical evil,” the universal presence within us of a tendency toward evil that we cannot root out by our own powers. From the perspective of the Age of Reason, in this discussion the German philosopher had committed an unforgivable transgression.11 He had reintroduced the specific doctrine—original sin—that had been the object of the Enlightenment’s most vehement critique of Christianity.


          Yet Kant had not broken completely with the Enlightenment, for he retained the basic optimism of the age. Because radical evil is found in the human person “whose actions are free,” he added, “it must be possible to overcome it.”12


          In order to hold to both of these theses at the same time, the German philosopher differentiated between the evil principle that he saw present in our actual will and the categorical imperative that he declared coincides with our essential will. In this way Kant constructed what G. E. Michaelson, Jr., has termed “an unstable conflation of a Reformation emphasis on the fall and an Enlightenment accent of freedom.”13


          Kant’s understanding of religion as essentially ethical molded his Christology. He described the goal of creation as the coming into being of a morally perfect humankind. This goal is eternally present in the divine mind as God’s only-begotten Son, who is the object of our faith.14 True to Enlightenment thinking, Kant argued that because this idea is also present in our reason, we need no “empirical example” to serve as the archetype of “the idea of a person morally well-pleasing to God.” Nevertheless, in his attempt to take seriously the Christian tradition, he added that there is one historical exemplar of this ideal—Jesus—or more specifically, Jesus’ disposition in the face of his suffering “for the sake of the world’s highest good.”15


          The ethical essence of religion likewise shaped Kant’s understanding of the importance of Christianity. In keeping with the Enlightenment, he subordinated Christianity to the universal religion of reason. For him, Christianity is but a means toward the establishment of the ethical commonwealth, a stage in the gradual coming of “pure religious faith.”


          The changes brought by the Enlightenment colored as well his understanding of religious authority. While acknowledging Scripture as the sole norm in the church, Kant declared that the “pure religion of reason”—which alone is authentic and universally valid—is the interpretive principle of Scripture.16 He concluded that the moral dimension (that is, “virtue striving toward holiness”) is the true meaning lying behind the biblical stories.17 And he looked for the timeless truth of the faith lying behind the Christian story, namely:


          
            that there exists no salvation for man apart from the sincerest adoption of genuinely moral principles into his disposition; that what works against this adoption is not so much the sensuous nature, which so often receives the blame, as it is a certain self-incurred perversity. . . which the human race has brought upon itself.18

          


          Finally, Kant reinterpreted the category of grace. Although he acknowledged that the biblical narrative is important, the German philosopher emphasized “that true religion is to consist not in the knowing or considering of what God does or has done for our salvation but in what we must do to become worthy of it.”19 And what we can do is simply to live morally.20 Kant, therefore, reversed the order of grace and works central to the Reformation. “The right course is not to go from grace to virtue,” he concluded, “but rather to progress from virtue to pardoning grace.”21

        


        
          Theology Grounded in Morality


          The approach set forth by Kant laid an innovative foundation for theology. He did indeed infer certain central religious doctrines, specifically the reality of God and the immortality and freedom of the human person. However, in contrast to the classical theologians who argued from revelation to the attributes of God’s being, Kant, not unlike Descartes, constructed his system solely on the basis of the human person as a being of reason. Thus, his method did not move from revelation to reason, but from reason to revelation. In this way Kant carried forth the Enlightenment program of delineating a purely rational faith.


          Yet one important innovation separated Kant from the Age of Reason. Unlike his forebears, it was not reason in the abstract that informed his proposal. Foundational to religion is a particular dimension of human existence, the experience of moral conditionedness, he argued, which was connected to the practical aspect of reason. As a result, Kant affirmed only those metaphysical postulates that he saw as necessary to account for that dimension of human existence (such as God, immortality and freedom). By extension of this methodology, he ascribed to the divine nature only those attributes necessary for God as moral guarantor.22 Kant, therefore, could claim no knowledge of the divine nature beyond the moral dimension. He did not ground morality in theology, as in classical Christian thinking, but theology in morality.


          When viewed in the context of theological history, Kant’s work marked the final demise of the deism of the Enlightenment. The Age of Reason viewed the tenets of natural religion as secure (in contrast to the shaky dogmas of revealed religion), because they were built on the appeal to the unshakable edifice of reason that employed the method of empirical investigation (what Kant termed “pure reason”). Kant, however, showed that deism’s core metaphysical principles—God’s existence, the soul’s immortality and human freedom—could not be established by speculative reason. He thereby confirmed what the skeptics had surmised. This pathway to religion was forever blocked. The philosopher had offered a far-reaching insight into creaturely human finitude, an insight that all subsequent theology would need to take seriously.


          But the dead end of Enlightenment religion did not mark the end of theology. It was possible to ground religion on some other faculty of the mind, some other dimension of the human reality. To this end Kant employed the Enlightenment emphasis on morality, but set it on firmer footing. Religion could be established, he argued, on the basis of practical reason—the ethical dimension of existence and the corresponding moral faculty of the mind. For him, the moral sphere is the proper domain of religion. There it reigns supreme, shielded from the findings of science.

        


        
          Conclusion


          In many respects Kant’s work set the stage for subsequent discussions in both philosophy and theology. It constituted an articulate response to the Enlightenment while incorporating the major advances of that epoch. In the end, however, he was not able to overcome certain destructive tendencies of the age. He sought to establish religion as the devotion to a transcendent Lawgiver whose will ought to be the goal of humankind.


          Yet the theology produced by Kant’s method remained anthropocentric. And it leads inescapably to an emphasis on the divine immanence he himself so strenuously rejected. Ultimately, the “divine voice” universally heard by autonomous human reason—whether pure (the Enlightenment) or practical (Kant)—is a voice from within the self. It does not comprise a word from the transcendent “beyond.” In the case of Kant’s proposal, the transcendent God is easily lost in the voice of the categorical imperative found in the depths of human “practical reason.”

        

      



      
        
G. W. F. HEGEL:

        THE IMMANENCE OF GOD IN SPECULATIVE REASON



        Immanuel Kant sought to overcome the Enlightenment and establish a new relation between transcendence and immanence by shifting the focus of religion from the domain of “pure reason” (the realm of sense-based knowledge) to that of “practical reason” (the realm of knowledge based on the experience of the human person as a morally conditioned being). A second alternative to the Enlightenment was offered by another great German philosopher, G. W. F. Hegel. Whereas Kant found the clue to the transcendent in the ethical dimension of human life, Hegel looked to the intellectual dimension for that sense of transcendence. He linked ultimate truth with the process of human history and the capability of the human mind to comprehend the meaning of that process. As humankind understands history, he boldly asserted, God comes to knowledge of himself.


        
          Hegel’s Career


          The life of Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770-1831) spans a turbulent time in European history. This was the era of Napoleon, on the one hand, and of Romanticism, on the other. Born in Stuttgart, Hegel was raised in that part of Germany which, in the words of Carl J. Friedrich, “has been the cradle of more thinkers and poets than any other German region.”1 It is no wonder, then, that Hegel’s thought blended interests in both the political and the aesthetic dimensions of human existence.


          Unlike Kant who spent his entire life in the East Prussian city of his birth, Hegel’s education and professional career took him to several cities of central Europe.2 After completing his training at the University of Tübingen (where his philosophy would later have such deep impact on theological studies), he served as a tutor first at Berne, Switzerland (1791-1796) and then at Frankfurt (1796-1800). At this point in his life Hegel was concerned chiefly with his theological antecedents and the heritage of Kant.3 A formative stage of the development of his thinking occurred during his tenure as professor at the University of Jena (1801-1806), for here he explored the full outworking of the concept of Geist (spirit), so central to his philosophy. At the height of his career Hegel moved to Heidelberg and then to Berlin (1818), where he labored until his death.

        


        
          Hegel’s Philosophy


          Hegel proposed to overcome the roadblocks to the theological enterprise set up by the Enlightenment by constructing a grand joining of theology with philosophy. Therefore, in order to understand his solution to the impasse created by the eighteenth century and his importance for nineteenth-century theology, we must look to his innovative proposal for philosophy.


          Hegel’s philosophy marked an important break with the Age of Reason. He agreed with the Enlightenment that philosophy is related to the attainment of truth, but he redefined the focus of the philosophical enterprise. As a nonhistorically oriented epoch, the Age of Reason had reshaped philosophy into the image of natural science and thereby had hoped to find truth—and God—in the realm of nature. Nature was viewed as a static reality, a finished product. As such it was the object of human knowledge. And its delicately adjusted machinery implied the existence of a Designer.


          The German philosopher agreed with the emphasis on objective, scientific knowledge championed by the empiricists of the Age of Reason. But he denied that sense experience was the only basis for knowledge or that forming ideas from sense experience was the most significant method of obtaining knowledge. Nor did he agree with his predecessors that reality is static and complete—an objective, external given that reason could grasp. Instead Hegel taught that reality is active and developing. It is an ongoing process that consists of the actual unfolding of the principle of rationality. Not only is reality logical (as the Enlightenment thinkers believed), logic is in a sense reality, he asserted, for what is rational is actual.4


          On this basis Hegel proposed a more complex understanding of reality and human knowledge, one that focused on the structure of rational thinking. For him, the structure of thought and the structure of reality are ultimately one; both are a dynamic process.5


          In contrast to the Enlightenment theorists, the German thinker placed philosophy above the sciences. He viewed philosophy as a means not only toward the discovery of but also toward the coming into being of ultimate truth.


          In keeping with this, Hegel forged a close link between philosophy and history. In fact, as Henry D. Aiken noted, his program constituted the first “thoroughgoing attempt to view all philosophical problems and concepts, including the concept of reason itself, in essentially historical terms.”6 In seeking to answer the problem of human destiny and the meaning of existence,7 he hoped to find God not in nature as its aloof Designer but in “the Idea,” in the meaning that lies behind the process of the human story as a whole.


          Three related concepts capsulize Hegel’s attempt to envision reality in a new way: spirit, truth as process and the dialectic.

        


        
          Spirit


          The first idea central to Hegel’s thought is Geist, which is commonly rendered in English by “spirit.” Actually, no English word is an adequate equivalent for this term. It combines the concept of rationality reflected in the word mind with the dimension of the supermaterial bound up with spirit.


          For Hegel, Spirit is not merely a substance (an existing thing), but an active subject, an activity, a process. Although present in humans, it is not to be equated with the human spirit, for it is the inner being of the world, the Absolute, even the sole Reality.8 The world process, in turn, is the activity of Spirit. Through that process Spirit takes on objective form and comes to full awareness of itself. Hence, Hegel viewed all processes in nature and history as forming a unified whole and as the manifestation of a spiritual principle underlying them.

        


        
          Truth as Process


          The second important idea in Hegel’s philosophy is his understanding of truth as process. The German philosopher did not view truth as the rational conclusions reached from the employment of the proper reasoning pattern (as was the concern of philosophy at least since Descartes). Rather, truth is the process itself. It is the whole, the ebb and flow, the twists and turns of the process of reasoning that eventually leads to resolution.


          Hegel noticed likewise that the reasoning process does not view its object as external to itself, but contains that object within itself. He called this activity of reason grasping its object “conception.” The ultimate conception, the gathering of all conceptions into a connected whole, Hegel termed “the Idea” or the conception of the Absolute. “Conception,” therefore, involves the merging of thought and reality,9 which is possible because reality reflects a rational structure.


          Hegel linked the truth of reality with the process of history, which he viewed as Spirit coming to self-awareness. In fact, this “whole” is not merely one characteristic of reality; for Hegel it is reality.10 The different epochs in human history are the stages through which Spirit passes enroute to self-discovery.11 Hence, truth is history—viewed not as the isolated facts, but as the grand unity lying behind and revealed in the ongoing historical process. Knowledge, in turn, lies in the philosophical mastery of the patterns produced by the historical process, the grasping of the meaning of the whole.


          Because of his orientation toward the ebb and flow of history, Hegel had a deep appreciation for the past. We must comprehend our heritage in order to attain true knowledge, he argued. But above all, he was interested in those dimensions that give expression to the human spirit: society, religion, ethics, art, literature and music. In the history of human culture (expressed in these activities), the human spirit encounters its own conscious life, he theorized.12 This process, however, is no mere human activity. It is rather the activity of Spirit. Through the historical process absolute knowledge emerges. But this knowledge is Spirit knowing itself.

        


        
          Dialectic


          Of the various aspects of Hegel’s philosophy, the most widely known is his dialectic. This dimension is related to his thesis of the dynamic nature of philosophy. In his view, philosophy is concerned with the reality that presents itself, or comes to know itself, through the ongoing process of life. Like the movement of Spirit itself, philosophy creates the various stages of its own history as it passes through them, and this activity is its truth. In each stage, the preceding stage is carried into the next as its foundation, but it is also negated. Hence, the previous stage is both preserved and suspended. Understood in this way, truth includes what it negates as it passes to the next stage of its history.


          Hegel, therefore, replaced the traditional notion of static being with the dynamic concept of process. The active process of truth includes within itself becoming and passing away. And because all is in flux, the quest for truth is the study of the process in which truth emerges.


          This carried an important implication for Hegel’s understanding of logic. Traditional logic is based on the law of noncontradiction (A is not non-A). As such it presupposes a static outlook toward reality.


          The German philosopher rejected the static outlook, turning instead to a dynamic understanding reminiscent of the ancient Greek philosopher Heraclitus. According to Hegel, reality is in flux, and the course of development from potentiality to actuality moves through stages. As a result, thought must likewise move through a process governed by a law of dialectic. For Hegel, this dialectic is not a human construct, but is descriptive of reality as it actually is. More specifically, it is a description of the history of Spirit itself or eternal reason realizing itself in human thought. Again the close link Hegel drew between thought and reality is evident here. To know what reason must necessarily think, he asserted, is to know what must necessarily be.13


          The Hegelian dialectic is generally described in logical terms as the triad of thesis-antithesis-synthesis. Although he might not have actually employed this schema,14 it nevertheless provides a helpful way of understanding his proposal. First a thesis arises. This immediately generates its antithesis. The two are then merged in their synthesis. The synthesis constitutes a new thesis, and the process continues.


          The contrast between thesis and antithesis that formed a part of Hegel’s dialectic was not unique to him. In the Critique of Pure Reason, for example, Kant concluded that pure reason could lead the mind only to see the possible validity of opposing assertions concerning transcendental realities, such as God’s existence, the soul’s immortality and human freedom. Similarly, the Romantic thinkers spoke of a “coincidence of opposites” at work in nature and human history.


          But whereas Kant concluded from this phenomenon the limits of “pure” reason, Hegel took the bold move to declare that both thesis and antithesis can be affirmed when understood in the light of a more inclusive proposition that encompasses the significance of each. This is the third aspect of the triad, the resolution of thesis and antithesis in their synthesis, in which both are canceled out, yet preserved (aufgehoben) in the third.


          Hegel did not limit the dialectic to the movement of the human mind, however. Rather, he saw it as both a law of thought and of metaphysics. The dialectic relates to the process of reality itself, which reveals the Absolute coming to self-awareness.


          The dialectic may be used to describe the triadic movement of the Absolute in several somewhat complicated ways. One focuses on the movement from indeterminate being (Sein) through nonbeing (Nichts) to becoming (Werden).15 Becoming, in turn, suspends itself in the coming to be of an actually existent something (Dasein).


          A related triad describes the embodiments of the conception of the Absolute.16 The first element, the “in itself” (an sich), views the conception in its bare universality. It describes the Absolute in terms of its unified essence, which forms the unity that constitutes the essence of all reality and thereby is the ground of reality. Seen in this light, it is only implicit or potential, not yet finding external expression.17 The second aspect, “for itself” (fuer sich), views the conception in its pure dispersion or differentiation. It describes the Absolute in terms of its presence in the realm of the details characteristic of the world in space and time. The resolution of these two aspects is the third element, the “in and for itself” (das Anundfuersichsein), which is characterized by the conscious unity of the various differences present within the whole.

        


        
          Philosophy, Theology and History


          These concepts—spirit, truth as process and the dialectic—form the foundation of Hegel’s view of the relationship among philosophy, theology and history. History, he declared, reveals the gradual unfolding of the truth, for history is the field in which Spirit is active. The activities of the human spirit, especially those related to cultural and intellectual expression, are central to this work of Spirit in history. Above all, in philosophy Spirit becomes conscious of itself. Therefore in this discipline the movement of Spirit is most clearly visible.


          Foundational for Hegel’s appraisal of the role of religion and the significance of theology is the link he forges between God and Spirit. When viewed in religious terms, the Absolute Spirit is God, who reveals himself in the process of history.


          This connection implies, of course, that philosophical understanding forms the pathway to knowledge of God. Just as in the final analysis philosophy is the history of thought, because history reveals the gradual unfolding of truth, so also in the end religion and theology are related to philosophy, for God can be conceived as existing only in the sense of his historical unfolding.


          For Hegel, then, religion is ultimately thought,18 in that it focuses on knowledge of God. Religion and philosophy seek to present the same truth, but in differing ways. Religion grasps truth in the form of images and representations, whereas philosophy apprehends the same truth in its “rational necessity.” Theology is ultimately philosophical knowledge as well, for it moves beyond the images found in religion to a knowledge of their universal, philosophical significance.

        


        
          Christianity


          Hegel was concerned with the self-actualization of God that he found in the historical process, especially in the endeavors of the human spirit. As a result, the philosophical truth at the center of his thinking was the union of God and humanity. In theological terms, the great philosopher’s entire system could be interpreted as a grand declaration of the metaphor of the Incarnation.19


          The concern for Incarnation in turn formed the basis for Hegel’s evaluation of Christianity. He claimed that as a revealed or spiritual religion, it is the synthesis of natural religion (typified in the old orient) and artistic religion (as found in ancient Greece).20 Hegel arrived at this lofty conclusion because he saw in Christianity the religious presentation of the great philosophical truth of the Incarnation. In the rise of this historical religion with its focus on the Incarnation of Christ, humankind’s hitherto implicit unity with God became explicit;21 in this religion occurred the actual, historical coming to be of the unity of the divine and the human. As a result, Christianity marks the coming into being of the Absolute Spirit, God coming to self-consciousness through the religious activity of the human spirit.


          According to Hegel, three moments of the divine reality—somewhat analogous to the divine persons bound up with the Christian concept of the Trinity—are at work in the process of the actualization of the unity of the divine and the human:22 Essential Being, explicit Self-existence and Self-knowledge. The first moment is pure, abstract Being. The second marks the entrance of abstract Spirit into existence through the creation of the world. This “objectively existent spirit” (the world) is characterized both by being “the Son” (that which “knows itself to be essential Being”) and by alienation and abandonment (evil). The third moment is the Spirit passing into self-consciousness.


          This triadic process, together with the connection between God and humanity so central to Hegel’s thinking (namely, in humankind God becomes conscious of himself), forms the interface between the religious story and the philosophical truth to which it points. The first moment is God in his Essential Being. In the creation of the universe, the second moment appears, as God moves outside himself, entering into relation with what is other than himself. In humanity, God returns to himself, for in the religious life in which humanity comes to know God, God knows himself.23 This is the third moment, reconciliation within reality.


          Christianity, according to Hegel, describes this process pictorially in terms of creation and redemption. He maintained that creation, as the movement into actual individual existence, necessarily includes alienation. Hence, he saw in the biblical story of the Fall an expression of the movement from innocence to self-consciousness, a movement that he deemed necessary to the establishment of humanity’s independent, historical existence. Insofar as it entails estrangement, separation and alienation, Hegel agreed with traditional theology that the Fall was evil. But it was likewise positive as the necessary first step toward reconciliation (that is, the making explicit of the unity between God and humankind).


          For Hegel, the significance of the Christ-event lay in the assertion that in Jesus the idea of the unity of God and humankind has been made explicit in history. In the Incarnation, the universal philosophical truth of the divine-human unity has been actualized in a particular historical individual. Because history is the actual unfolding of reality, this event has significance even for God himself. In Christ, God has actually passed from abstract idea into historical individuality, and in so doing has attained full reality. In his words, “the pure or non-actual Spirit of bare thought has become actual.”24


          According to Hegel, this truth is most clearly expressed in the crucifixion. This event speaks about God’s taking on radical finitude—the highest form of which is death—and about the death of the abstract God:


          
            The death of the mediator is death not merely of his natural aspect, of his particular self-existence: what dies is not merely the outer encasement, which, being stripped of essential Being is eo ipso dead, but also the abstraction of the Divine Being.25

          


          The death of Christ, however, is not the end. It sets the stage for the resurrection, which marks the advent of the universal or Absolute Spirit and of the kingdom of the Spirit as the goal of history and as God’s full historical realization.


          Philosophy and Christianity converge, therefore, in their common focus on reconciliation. The truth of both as Hegel interpreted them is, in the words of J. B. Baillie,


          
            that the Absolute Spirit takes upon itself and makes its own the stupendous labour of the world’s history; that in so doing it infuses the component parts with spiritual significance, embodies itself in human form, and, in the process, at once eternal and in time, reconciles the world to itself and itself to the world.26

          

        


        
          
The Aftermath of Hegel


          At the time of his death in 1831, Hegel was perhaps the most influential Christian philosopher in Germany. As the century moved on, however, many of his followers saw in his philosophy the source of a radical critique of Christianity and the seeds of the possibility of moving beyond the Christian tradition.


          David Friedrich Strauss (1808-1874), for example, applied Hegelian ideas to New Testament christological studies. As a means to overcome the impasse between the supernaturalist and rationalist approaches to the understanding of Jesus’ life, he developed the concept of “evangelical myth” (stories that are presented not as expressions of fact, but of theological truth). Ludwig Feuerbach (1804-1872) turned Hegel’s theology upside-down, declaring God to be humankind in the condition of self-alienation. Thereby he transposed theology into anthropology, seeing talk about God as actually talk about the human state of affairs. Karl Marx (1818-1883), while agreeing with Hegel’s conception of history as a self-activating totality, rejected the Hegelian spiritualism that treated empirical facts as the manifestation of a logical process.27 In its stead, he explained human self-alienation in sociopolitical and economic terms.

        


        
          Conclusion


          The relationship between Christianity and philosophy that Hegel set forth provided a way out of the dilemma in which the Enlightenment had culminated, the dilemma of traditional orthodoxy versus radical skepticism. The German thinker elevated Christianity to the status of being the revealed religion, because it sets forth in representational form the ultimate philosophical truth concerning the unity of God and humanity.


          But Hegel’s reestablishment of Christianity came at great price. Christian doctrine could be shielded from the attack of Enlightenment rationalism only by moving its truth content beyond history, as it is taken up and transformed into philosophy. Although he denied that this transformation entailed a destruction of the content of religion, Hegel saw it as the only justification for the Christian religion.


          As Christianity was transformed into philosophy, the transcendent God of the prophets, apostles and church fathers became the immanent Weltgeist, the Absolute Spirit that actualizes itself in human history. While the German philosopher saw this move as the salvation of the Christian faith, the question remains as to whether his system actually entailed Christianity’s demise. Hegel offered an ingenious way of moving beyond the Enlightenment, but ultimately he could not overcome its basic theological outlook. The Hegelian system remained the “work of a radical immanentist.”28


          In a sense, this immanentism is Hegel’s most important and lasting contribution to contemporary theology. Even when his speculative idealism waned or was radically reinterpreted as speculative materialism, his vision of the God-world unity remained as a powerful option for theology. Hegel asserted, “Without the world God is not God.” By this he meant that God is not a self-sufficient being in and for himself; rather, God needs the world for his own self-actualization. World history is also God’s history.


          Hegel’s view of the relationship between God and the world set the pattern for many later varieties of a theological alternative commonly called “panentheism.” Subsumed under this label is any view that represents God and the world as inseparable yet distinct realities. Hence, this approach forms a middle way between traditional theism, in which God is believed to be entirely self-sufficient in relation to the world, and pantheism, which closely associates God with the world. All later expressions of panentheism follow Hegel in their own ways at this crucial point.


          As the nineteenth century moved into its second half the intellectual climate of Germany witnessed a decline in the popularity of Hegelian speculative idealism and a revival of the Kantian emphasis on practical reason or moral judgments as the escape route out of human finitude. But before turning to the dominant theologian of the latter half of the century, Albrecht Ritschl, one additional piece of the nineteenth-century theological puzzle must be put into place—the thought of the greatest theological contemporary of Hegel, Friedrich Schleiermacher.

        

      



      
        
FRIEDRICH SCHLEIERMACHER:

        THE IMMANENCE OF GOD IN RELIGIOUS FEELING



        The theologians of the nineteenth century sought to move beyond the impasse that resulted from the Enlightenment by determining a special place of religion in human life and thereby establishing a new relation of transcendence and immanence. To this end, Kant set forth ethics or morality as the focal point of the special religious dimension. Hegel moved the focus to the intellectual or speculative realm. But more innovative than either of these proposals was the suggestion of the third great thinker of the early decades of the century, Friedrich Daniel Ernst Schleiermacher. His alternative elevated the intuitive life, a special human experience he called “feeling,” to the center of religion. Hence, he looked to “feeling” for the foundation of theology.


        The influence of this nineteenth-century German theologian on contemporary theology can hardly be overestimated. Although most Christians have never heard of Schleiermacher, his ideas about religion in general and Christianity in particular have trickled down to them through the theological education of their pastors, denominational leaders, favorite religious authors and college teachers. His influence is subtle but pervasive in Western Christianity. He is to Christian theology what Newton is to physics, what Freud is to psychology and what Darwin is to biology. That is to say, he may not be the absolute authority, but he was the trailblazer and trendsetter, the one thinker subsequent theologians cannot ignore.


        Scholars of modern Christian thought almost universally hail Schleiermacher as the father of modern theology. He has been called a “Prince of the Church” and one of the few giants of Christian thought,1 the most influential theologian since John Calvin2 and the founder of modern religious and theological thought.3 He is accorded such prominence not because he founded a particular school of theology or because all Christian theologians after him are his disciples. He did not, and they are not. Rather, Schleiermacher deserves this place of honor because he initiated a new era in theology—an era that has lasted for nearly two hundred years—the era dominated by the so-called liberal Christian theology and the various reactions to it.


        Keith Clements was quite right when he said, “Over a whole range of issues Schleiermacher foreshadows approaches which we recognize as distinctively ‘modern’ or, as some may prefer, ‘liberal.’”4 No Christian thinker before him faced as squarely the problems posed for traditional Christianity by the scientific and philosophical revolutions of the Enlightenment. And none strove so valiantly to reconstruct Christian belief to make it compatible with the spirit of his age.


        What is significant in Schleiermacher is not the particular reconstructions of Christian doctrines, but the method and approach he took in trying to disentangle Christian beliefs from conflicts with modern thought, which set the trend for theological liberals for the next two hundred years. His sympathizers as well as his opponents recognize him as the fountainhead of liberal theology because of the new method of achieving theological knowledge that he formulated. For this reason, our study of Schleiermacher will focus more on his theological methodology than on his specific doctrinal views, although some of the latter will be discussed to illustrate how he practiced that method.


        
          Schleiermacher’s Life and Career


          It would be wrong to think of Schleiermacher as nothing more than a pioneer in theology. His contribution extends beyond the theological enterprise. During his life he was known as one of the greatest preachers in Christendom. And he was a religious and cultural leader of Germany during the first half of the nineteenth century. Schleiermacher helped found the University of Berlin and provided the authoritative German translation of Plato’s works. He was noted as a patriot during Napoleon’s occupation of Prussia and as a champion of political reform afterward. Consequently, his funeral in February 1834 was a public event with tens, if not hundreds, of thousands of ordinary Berliners lining the streets to watch his funeral cortege pass by.


          Schleiermacher’s theology is inseparable from his biography. To a very large extent his life experience gave rise to his particular reformulation of Christian thought.


          Friedrich Schleiermacher was born in Breslau, Prussia (modern-day Wroclaw, Poland) on November 21, 1768. His father was a minister of the Reformed Church serving as a chaplain in the Prussian army. When young Friedrich was ten years old, the elder Schleiermacher had a deeply emotional renewal of Christian faith through the ministry of the pietist sect known as the Moravians. The Moravians (or “Herrnhuttern”) were a group of deeply devout Christians from Bohemia who settled in the eastern part of Germany in the seventeenth century and were instrumental in the evangelical-pietist renewal.


          The Schleiermacher family remained in the Reformed Church of Prussia, but practiced a very fervent, evangelical, religious life. At fourteen Friedrich was sent to a pietist boarding school and later to a pietist seminary to train for the ministry. Somewhere in his early education he began to develop doubts about certain of the key doctrines of orthodox Protestantism. In a letter to his father he expressed skepticism about the substitutionary doctrine of the atonement—that Christ suffered at the hands of God the just punishment for human sin. His father reacted harshly, nearly disowning his son. Although they later patched their relationship, Friedrich never fully recovered his early acceptance of the orthodox doctrines of Christianity, much to his father’s dismay. However, he never lost the pietist emphasis on the “Christian affections” or devotional feelings. In a letter to his sister he affirmed much later that he was still a pietist only of a “higher order.”


          Schleiermacher’s drift away from orthodox Protestant theology continued during his studies at the University of Halle. There he deeply imbibed the skepticism of Kant and read widely in Enlightenment philosophy in general.


          In 1790 Schleiermacher was ordained to the ministry of the Reformed Church and thereafter held a series of positions in churches and noble families. His first significant position was as chaplain of the Charité Hospital in Berlin from 1796 to 1802. During these years a new movement—Romanticism—was sweeping through salon culture in Berlin, and Schleiermacher became caught up in it. Romanticism was a reaction to the cold rationalism of Enlightenment philosophy. It placed great emphasis on human feelings, imagination and intuition. Consequently, it valued poetry and music as means of self-realization and self-expression. Perhaps the movement’s greatest leader during Schleiermacher’s life was the great poet Johann Wolfgang von Goethe.


          Schleiermacher was an attractive, bright conversationalist with a gregarious nature. He became part of a circle of friends in Berlin who were all deeply influenced by Romanticism. Although most of them were not devout Christians and even expressed reservations about religion, he formed a deep attachment to them. In fact, he wrote his first great work, On Religion: Speeches to Its Cultured Despisers (1799), largely because of a desire to persuade his friends that religion was not what they thought. In the book, he attempted to defend religion against the common misunderstandings that it is little more than dead orthodoxy and authoritarian moralism that stifles individual freedom and alienates people from their true humanity.


          The young thinker tried to persuade religion’s “cultured despisers” (the young Romanticists of Germany) that true religion is a matter of universal human “feeling” (Gefühl) and has little to do with dogmas. To this end the book blends together “enlightened pietism” and Romanticism to demonstrate that true religion is “an immediate relation to the living God, as distinct from submission to doctrinal or credal propositions about God.”5 Schleiermacher’s Speeches represents one of the first truly modern studies of religion and earned its author the reputation as a youthful genius almost overnight.


          In 1804 Schleiermacher was appointed professor and university preacher at Halle. During his brief tenure there he matured into a seasoned theologian, gaining great respect for his lectures, sermons and writings. When Prussia fell to Napoleon in 1806 the university closed and Schleiermacher moved back to Berlin to take up the very prestigious post of minister at the great Trinity Church. He lived out the rest of his years in Berlin helping to found the new university and becoming the dean of its theological faculty. He married the widow of a close friend in 1809, finally fulfilling his deep desire for the happiness of family life.


          His life in Berlin was full of activity, including engagement in political activism that aroused the undying enmity of political conservatives. Schleiermacher preached almost every Sunday to capacity crowds at Trinity Church and confirmed hundreds of the children of Berlin’s leading families, including young Otto von Bismarck, the future prime minister who united Germany into one Empire.


          During his later years Schleiermacher produced a number of important works, including translations of Plato, books on ethics, philosophy and hermeneutics, and a life of Jesus. His magnum opus was a systematic theology entitled The Christian Faith, which first appeared in 1821-1822 and was revised in 1830. Most scholars would agree with Keith Clements that “Nothing on such a scale, and so systematic, had appeared in Protestantism since John Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion nearly three centuries earlier.”6 In this mammoth work Schleiermacher presented a system of Christian doctrine for modern times.


          To traditionalists The Christian Faith represented a capitulation to the antisupernaturalist spirit of the Enlightenment age, a thinly disguised attempt to talk about humanity as if it were talk about God. To progressives it represented a liberation from outmoded authoritarian dogmatics and to a truly modern form of Christian faith that would not conflict with science. Its publication unleashed a hurricane of harsh criticism with charges of pantheism and the like. It also loosened a flood of revisionist theologies seeking to follow in Schleiermacher’s footsteps and refashion Christianity to appeal to modern secular audiences.


          Interest in The Christian Faith has yet to wane. New studies of it are published every year. Few if any theologians consider themselves disciples of Schleiermacher, but many recognize that nearly all theologies that deserve the label “liberal” follow the trail he blazed in this volume.


          Schleiermacher died February 12, 1834, of pneumonia. His death came while he was taking communion with his family. As mentioned earlier, it evoked a great response from the people of Berlin. His funeral eulogist, H. Steffens, described the scene:


          
            Never has a funeral similar to this taken place. It was not something arranged but a completely unconscious, natural outpouring of mourning love, an inner boundless feeling which gripped the entire city and gathered about his grave; these were hours of inward unity such as have never been seen in a metropolis of modern times.7

          

        


        
          Schleiermacher’s Response to the Enlightenment


          Schleiermacher’s theology arose in large part as a response to the cultural and intellectual context of his time. The Enlightenment was not a comfortable era for Christianity. The spirit of the age promoted a relative indifference to religion,8 which at times evolved into outright hostility. The French writer Voltaire, for example, attacked the church so vehemently that he was driven out of Paris and spent a time in exile. In Germany certain philosophers raised serious questions about the right of theology to occupy a place in the universities alongside the legitimate disciplines. The French Revolution led to the disestablishment of the church and the enthronement of the “Goddess of Reason” in its place.


          In the intellectual sphere, the eighteenth century had elevated human reason, endowing it with almost no limits in criticizing traditional beliefs and establishing new truths in their place. As we have seen, Immanuel Kant provided the ultimate expression of reason’s power by turning it on itself. According to Kant, pure reason is limited to the realm of objects of sense experience, so that what lies beyond sense experience is simply not knowable by human reason. Kant’s restriction of reason to the world of sense experience presented a serious problem for any religious thought—whether traditional orthodoxy or its deistic alternative—that linked belief with reason. Schleiermacher’s theology was in part an attempt to answer Kant’s critique of religion while accepting the limitation he placed on reason.


          During the Enlightenment, the new science of historical criticism had raised questions about the origin of the Bible and other authoritative texts of Christianity. Belief in the rule of natural law over the workings of nature discounted miracles and supernatural interventions into the course of history. And acquaintance with world religions raised questions about the uniqueness of Christianity. Is Christianity merely a historically conditioned form of religion like all other religions?


          But the new situation that shaped the cultural context of Schleiermacher’s theology was the Romantic movement. In part, the Romanticists were children of the Enlightenment. They shared its fear of authority and dogmatic belief systems. But they wished to recover a sense of the livingness of nature and of the power of human feeling and imagination—all of which they thought had been lost in the rationalism of their predecessors. In the Romantic emphasis on feeling Schleiermacher found his clue for reconstructing Christianity so that it would not conflict with the fundamental spirit of modern culture.

        


        
          Theological Method


          The English Enlightenment poet Alexander Pope succinctly expressed the spirit of modern culture: “Know then thyself, presume not God to scan, the proper study of mankind is man.” But what if one could study God by studying man? What if one could truly know oneself only by knowing God and vice versa? What if it could be shown that religion in general and Christianity in particular are not inimical to humanity but essential to its true fulfillment?


          Schleiermacher’s ingenious and controversial project was to do just that. He sought to base theology on human experience—to show that religion is rooted in and even identical with an experience essential to true humanity.9 And he attempted to reconstruct Christian doctrine so that it does not elevate God at humanity’s expense, but brings the two together in an intrinsic way.


          His attempt constitutes a third major endeavor to do theology in the aftermath of the Enlightenment, set alongside of Kant’s attempt to base knowledge of God on practical reason and Hegel’s effort to base it on a new speculative rationalism that detects the march of Absolute Spirit through history. Schleiermacher sought to provide an alternative approach through intuition. He looked to a fundamental, universal human feeling, the feeling of dependence on the whole of reality.


          Like Kant’s “turn to the subject” in philosophy, Schleiermacher’s theological method might also be called a “Copernican Revolution.” Just as Copernicus suggested that numerous problems in astronomy could be solved if the sun rather than the earth were to be seen as the center of the universe, Schleiermacher suggested that the impasse between rationalism and orthodoxy could be solved if human experience—specifically the feeling of absolute dependency—rather than authoritative propositions about God were to be seen as the source of theology.


          Before Schleiermacher, theology was thought of in two major ways. Orthodoxy viewed the discipline as reflection on supernaturally revealed truths and thus practiced a theology “from above.” Enlightenment theology (deism), viewing the enterprise as reflection on rational thoughts about God, engaged in a type of theology “from below.” According to Schleiermacher (and later liberal theologians) the approach of orthodoxy led to authoritative theology, which stifled human creativity and confused the church’s dogmas about God with God himself. The Enlightenment rightly rebelled against this. The deistic approach, however, led to sterile, bland natural religion that differed little from a religious philosophy. Kant had brought this to a dead end.


          In the place of these two alternatives, Schleiermacher sought to reroute theology entirely by considering it as human reflection on human experience of God. Thus, not timeless, authoritative propositions but religious experience would become the true source of theological reflection.


          The key to the success of his theological revolution lay in Schleiermacher’s ability to establish religion as fundamental to human nature and not reducible to something else. In the Speeches he attempted to explicate the true nature of religion by mining both his own heritage in Pietism and the new cultural phenomenon of Romanticism. He tried to show that the essence of religion lies not in rational proofs of the existence of God, in supernaturally revealed dogmas or in churchly rituals and formalities, but in a “fundamental, distinct, and integrative element of human life and culture”10—the feeling of being utterly dependent on something infinite that manifests itself in and through finite things.


          It is important to understand correctly Schleiermacher’s equation of religion with “feeling.” The German original, Gefühl, does not connote a sensation, as its English rendering would suggest, but a deep sense or awareness. “Feeling,” therefore, lies on the prereflective plane of consciousness—that is, beneath and before explicit thought or sensation. Hence, the true essence of religion, Schleiermacher argued, lies in “the immediate consciousness of the universal being of all finite things in and through the infinite, of all temporal things in and through the eternal.”11 And again, “To seek and to find this infinite and eternal factor in all that lives and moves, all growth and change, in all action and passion, and to have and to know life itself only in immediate feeling—that is religion.”12


          Schleiermacher believed that such a religious feeling (which he often called “piety”) is fundamental and universal in human experience. It cannot be reduced to some other aspect of human nature such as reason or conscience.13 Although it is totally distinct from these, he argued, this religious feeling is just as essential to a full understanding of humanity. Reason and conscience give rise to science and morality; piety gives rise to religion.


          Consequently, Schleiermacher was willing for religion to waive “all claims to anything belonging to the two domains of science and morality.”14 But in return he wanted religion’s cultured despisers to recognize religion as sui generis—something human in its own right and of its own kind—and to refrain from trying to subsume it under science or ethics. Religion, he asserted, has a reality all of its own: “Piety presents itself to you as the necessary and indispensable third to science and morality, as their natural counterpart, one no less endowed with that dignity and excellence which you attribute to them.”15


          Of course, piety and religion cannot be entirely divorced from science and morality. Schleiermacher averred that all of culture rests to some extent on piety, in that culture presupposes some transcendent unity or wholeness of reality, and the inner consciousness of such unity is identical with piety.16


          Not only did Schleiermacher wish to distinguish piety and religion from science and morality, he also wanted to distinguish them from dogmas and systems of theology. The latter are in themselves alien to true religion and are at best only human attempts to set forth piety in speech.17 Religion can get along quite well without dogmas and concepts, he argued, but reflection on religious feeling needs and therefore creates them.18


          After establishing the autonomy of religion and locating it in an irreducible and universal human experience, Schleiermacher turned to theology itself. In the broadest and most general sense theology is simply human reflection on religion, that is, on piety. However, he did not believe that there is any such thing as generic religion, for piety always expresses itself in some concrete form of religious life in and through some religious community. What Schleiermacher argued in his Speeches seems to be something like Aristotle’s view of form and matter: piety is the essence of religion (form), but it always takes shape in some specific religious tradition (matter). In any case, he adamantly opposed the Enlightenment search for a “natural religion” divorced from any concrete religious community, theology or form of worship (“Positive Religion”).19 Therefore, reflection on religion is always reflection on some particular form of religious life.


          In his great work of systematic theology, The Christian Faith, Schleiermacher defined theology as the attempt to set forth the Christian religious affections in speech.20 In essence Christianity is a modification of universal human piety, the consciousness of being absolutely dependent, of being in relation to God. Schleiermacher recognized a specific form of piety that he called the Christian God-consciousness or Christian self-consciousness. This is what he meant by “Christian religious affections”—the feeling of being totally dependent upon the redemptive work of Jesus Christ for one’s own relationship to God. The Christian experience of God-consciousness and self-consciousness formed and fulfilled in and through Jesus Christ is the essence of Christianity: “the distinctive essence of Christianity consists in the fact that in it all religious emotions are related to the redemption wrought by Jesus of Nazareth.”21 Rather than being the project of systematizing some supernaturally revealed set of propositions, Christian theology attempts to set forth a coherent account of the religious experience of Christians. Because that experience is fundamentally an experience of God mediated in and through Jesus Christ, all doctrines must be centered around and related to him and his redemptive work.22


          Schleiermacher’s innovation in theological method lies in his “turn to the believing subject.” Not some body of divinely revealed information but the experience of believers is the subject matter and criterion for theology. For him this meant that theology must continually re-examine the doctrinal formulas of Christianity to determine their adequacy to express the Christian God-consciousness. No doctrine is sacrosanct. Everything is open to revision. Theology’s critical task is to hold the church’s preaching and doctrinal formulas to strict agreement with the best contemporary analysis of the Christian God-consciousness in order to determine how much of it is to be retained, how much thrown out entirely and how much revised.23 In The Christian Faith Schleiermacher carried out this critical task with incisiveness and tenacity.


          Schleiermacher was not content to tear down what he considered inadequate formulas of Christian belief. Besides the critical task of theology, there is also the constructive task. Consequently, he also attempted to replace inadequate formulations with what he considered better and more contemporary expressions of Christian piety.


          One of his contributions to contemporary theology is his emphasis on the cultural and historical character of doctrines. Schleiermacher believed that religious experience is primary; theology in turn is secondary and must constantly be reformed in relation to the changing aspects of Christian communities. For him, “Every doctrinal form is bound to a particular time and no claim can be made for its permanent validity. It is the task of theology in every present age, by critical reflection, to express anew the implications of the living religious consciousness.”24


          Schleiermacher’s theological method both incorporated the advances of the Enlightenment and sought to move beyond it. In keeping with the Age of Reason, his thinking centered around human experience, shunned authority and sought to build knowledge “from below.” He followed Kant in restricting knowledge of God to what can be experienced and in eschewing speculation about “God in himself” or the ultimate nature of the universe. However, whereas the Enlightenment wished to restrict religion to the bounds of reason alone, Schleiermacher restricted it to the bounds of piety alone. His theological method appealed to the Romantic movement in its emphasis on feeling and intuitive knowledge, while avoiding Romanticism’s subjectivism and irrationalism. Above all, Schleiermacher broke decisively with the Enlightenment by insisting on the uniqueness of religion as an irreducible element of human experience and on the uniqueness of Jesus Christ as the highest expression of God-consciousness.

        


        
          Doctrinal Innovations


          Although Schleiermacher’s specific reconstructions of Christian doctrines are not as important to contemporary theology as is his method, several illustrate the effect his starting point could have on Christian beliefs. His reformulations also set the pace and tone for many of the future developments in liberal theology.


          The Bible played an important, although not central, role in Schleiermacher’s theology. Christian doctrine is not to be drawn primarily or exclusively from the Bible. Rather, all doctrines, he wrote, “must be extracted from the Christian religious self-consciousness, i.e., the inward experience of Christian people.”25 The Bible is special in that it records the religious experience of the earliest Christian communities. Further, the New Testament preserves for succeeding generations the perfect God-consciousness of Jesus and its impact on the earliest Christians. The authority of Scripture, however, is not absolute. Rather, it serves as a model for all attempts by Christians to interpret the significance of Jesus Christ for specific historical circumstances.26


          Clearly Schleiermacher did not consider the Bible supernaturally inspired or infallible. Within it he found passages and even whole books that seemed to contradict true Christian piety.27 The entire Old Testament seemed to him to lack the normative dignity of the New.28 Furthermore, he did not believe that the Bible could or should be considered utterly unique. Whatever the influence of the Holy Spirit was in its writing should be seen as different only in degree and not in kind from the Spirit’s influence elsewhere.


          For him, the Bible holds a relative authority for Christian theology insofar as and wherever it shows forth the pure model of Christ’s own God-consciousness. However, it is the latter, reproduced in the self-consciousness of Christian people, and not the Bible itself, which is the ultimate criterion of truth for theology.

        


        
          God


          Schleiermacher’s reconstruction of the doctrine of God has been one of his most controversial contributions. It was determined by the pious God-consciousness of Christian people, their feeling of absolute dependence on God. According to Schleiermacher, the attributes of God are not to be taken as actually describing God. To “describe” is to limit and divide, thereby taking away from God’s infinity and implying a dependence of God upon the world. In the place of the traditional understanding, he offered what has become a classic reformulation: “All attributes which we ascribe to God are to be taken as denoting not something special in God, but only something special in the manner in which the feeling of absolute dependence is to be related to Him.”29 In other words, talk about God is always talk about human experience of God. Such statements describe not God-in-himself but a certain mode of experiencing God.


          His understanding of God-talk makes it all the more clear why for Schleiermacher the test or criterion for determining the proper attributes of God is the feeling of utter dependence.30 In drawing out the implications of that experience he concluded that God is the all-determining reality, the ultimate cause of everything—both good and evil; the one who acts but cannot be acted upon.


          Schleiermacher’s reformulated understanding of God presents serious problems for traditional Christian thought. For example, the German theologian was unflinching in attributing evil to God’s causality. That God is the author of sin and evil is necessitated by creaturely dependence. If they could be ascribed to any other agency than God, then his omnipotence would be limited. Schleiermacher suggested that sin is ordained by God as that which makes redemption necessary.31


          Further, Schleiermacher adamantly rejected the reality of miracles. To believe in miracles is to deny that everything that happens is ordained and caused by God. The feeling of absolute dependence requires that all of nature, in the part and in the whole, is willed, ordained and caused by God. Miracles, in the sense of special acts that abrogate the order of nature, would contradict this.32


          Likewise, Schleiermacher denied the efficacy of intercessory prayer. To ask God to change the course of events is to imply that it is somehow independent of God and that God is somehow dependent on the person praying. Of course even though prayer does not change anything, that people pray and that their prayers seem to receive answers are “only part of the original divine plan, and consequently the idea that otherwise something else might have happened is wholly meaningless.”33


          It should be clear by now that Schleiermacher considered the whole notion of the supernatural to be dangerous. To him it conflicted with the proper God-consciousness of Christians. The supernatural implied that God stands over against the world, and that God and creation relate to each other through relative independence. Christian piety, in contrast, senses God as the absolute infinite power upon which everything finite is utterly dependent and which is itself absolutely nondependent.


          Schleiermacher’s elimination of the category of the supernatural provided a convenient solution to a pressing problem for Christianity in the age of science:


          
            On the whole, therefore, as regards the miraculous, the general interests of science, more particularly of natural science, and the interests of religion seem to meet at the same point, i.e., that we should abandon the idea of the absolutely supernatural because no single instance of it can be known by us, and we are nowhere required to recognize it.34

          


          Thus, science and Christianity in principle cannot conflict. The former deals with proximate causes only, whereas the latter deals with the ultimate cause.


          Finally, Schleiermacher found the doctrine of the Trinity problematic. He relegated it to a short conclusion at the end of The Christian Faith, stating coldly that it “is not an utterance concerning the religious consciousness.”35 He did not flatly deny the doctrine, but found its historical formulation so fraught with contradictions that it is virtually useless for Christian theology.


          Schleiermacher’s delineation of God’s personhood and transcendence has formed a focal point of much controversy. Some have mistakenly charged him with pantheism, a criticism unwarranted by his exposition in The Christian Faith. Although it is not pantheism, there is a general consensus that his doctrine is panentheistic and thus the prototype for much later liberal Christian thought. Schleiermacher refused to separate God from the world or the world from God. God is personal, but not anthropomorphically so. That is, God is not to be thought of as a great humanlike being who rules the world from afar. But even more important, God is not to be treated as an object of any kind because to do so would be to limit and finitize God. For Schleiermacher God is the absolute, all-determining, suprapersonal power immanent in everything but beyond all the distinctions creatureliness imposes on existence.

        


        
          Christology


          What of Jesus Christ? Schleiermacher rejected the traditional doctrine of the Incarnation and replaced it with a Christology based on the experience of God-consciousness. He criticized the classical doctrine of Jesus’ two natures (human and divine) as illogical. Two “natures” cannot coincide in a single individual.36 In its place Schleiermacher substituted the concept of Jesus’ Urbildlichkeit and Vorbildlichkeit—his ideality and his power of reproducing it in others.37 Jesus Christ is completely like the rest of humanity except that “from the outset he has an absolutely potent God-consciousness.”38 His God-consciousness was not a product of humanity alone; it was a product of God’s activity in his life. However, it was a fully human God-consciousness. From birth on he lived in full awareness of his dependence on God. In Schleiermacher’s description, “The Redeemer, then, is like all men in virtue of the identity of human nature, but distinguished from them all by the constant potency of His God-consciousness, which was a veritable existence of God in Him.”39


          According to Schleiermacher, this ideal God-consciousness that Jesus possessed is sufficient to express what the Christian calls his “divinity.” It is his Urbildlichkeit—his being the ideal of human God-consciousness, the ultimate in perfect piety. Jesus’ redemptive work lies in his communication of this God-consciousness to others. That is his Vorbildlichkeit: “The Redeemer assumes believers into the power of His God-consciousness, and this is his redemptive activity.”40


          Schleiermacher left no doubt about his attitude toward traditional language about Jesus as God when he endorsed what he considered to be the consistent practice of the New Testament to ascribe to him only such attributes as express exalted humanity.41

        


        
          Evaluation


          Even during his lifetime, Schleiermacher’s reformulation of theology created controversy. Some of his contemporaries accused him of pantheism or even of atheism! One critic created a vicious play on his name, which in German literally means “maker of veils”:


          
            Der nackten Wahrheit Schleier machen,


            1st kluger Theologen Amt,


            Und Schleiermacher sind bei so bewandten Sachen


            Die meister der Dogmatik insgesamt.

          


          
            (To make veils for the naked truth


            is the job of clever theologians;


            all masters of dogmatics are ‘Schleiermachers.’)42

          


          During the twentieth century controversy has focused mainly on Schleiermacher’s theological method. One of his greatest detractors has been Karl Barth, who accused him of trying to speak about God by speaking about humankind in a very loud voice. In other words, Barth accused his forebear of making theology radically anthropocentric and setting the course at the end of which certain theologians of the mid-twentieth century proclaimed God to be dead.43


          Much of Barth’s criticism is well taken. Can one ever set up something purely human as the well and touchstone of truth in theology? How does one then avoid allowing anthropology to control the content of the message? How does one allow the Word of God to speak prophetically to culture? Schleiermacher began the trend within modern Christian thought toward loss of transcendence by refusing to acknowledge the possibility that God might wish to speak a word or commit an act that could not be anticipated within the horizon of human experience alone.


          The weakness of Schleiermacher’s theological method has serious consequences for his doctrine of God. The “feeling of utter dependence” so easily becomes a Procrustean bed onto which the Christian concept of God must be forced. Whatever will not conform must be lopped off—however crucial it is to the scriptural witness and the history of Christian thought. While the charge of pantheism is unfounded, Schleiermacher’s doctrine of God suffers from an overemphasis on immanence. God’s activity becomes virtually identical with nature to the extent that evil and suffering are as much God’s activity as is redemption.


          Furthermore it is unclear whether God has any existence above and apart from the world.44 Schleiermacher’s doctrine of God is best described as panentheistic in that it correlates God and the world, making them inseparable. As in all panentheistic systems, Schleiermacher’s vision of the God-world relationship raises serious problems for the doctrine of grace. How can God’s redemption of the world be gracious if it is not absolutely free? In tension with his emphasis on God’s immanence stands Schleiermacher’s emphasis on God’s absoluteness, the ultimate upshot of which is the unavoidable loss of personal relationship. A true relationship with God becomes impossible because it would involve reciprocity of action and response. Schleiermacher’s God, in contrast, appears strangely cold and impassive: “If, for example, to the divine nature there were to be communicated anything human in the way of capacity for suffering, in such a communication no room is left for anything divine.”45


          Perhaps this forms the Achilles’ heel of Schleiermacher’s doctrine of God for contemporary Christians. The horrors of the twentieth century have led to a new appreciation of the biblical language of God’s identification with suffering in his own “pathos.” How can Christians today have any use for a God who feels no responsive compassion and is not inwardly affected by human suffering?


          Schleiermacher strove valiantly to find room within his system for the uniqueness of Jesus Christ. Ultimately he failed to do anything more than assert it. His account of Jesus’ “divinity” left him on the human level, different in degree from other humans, perhaps, but not different in kind. His is the prototype of what is known today as a “functional Christology,” in which Jesus’ divinity is not his essential being but an activity of God in him—a way in which he functioned in relation to God and other humans. The flaw in this, of course, is that functional Christologies cannot account for Jesus’ ultimacy and finality as the self-expression of God. If Jesus is ontologically (by nature) nothing more than human, why could there not come another equal to or even greater than he? It would seem that if the Christian self-consciousness is anything specific at all, it is consciousness of Jesus as Lord, something which is at best poorly expressed in a merely functional Christology.

        


        
          Conclusion


          Schleiermacher’s greatness as a theologian is undeniable. For better or for worse, his influence has permeated contemporary theology. It is especially evident in those schools of theology labeled “liberal” that came to dominate Protestant thought toward the end of the nineteenth century. To the greatest proponent of that theology we now must turn.

        

      



      
        
ALBRECHT RITSCHL AND CLASSICAL LIBERAL

        THEOLOGY:

        THE IMMANENCE OF GOD IN ETHICAL CULTURE



        Liberal theology is notoriously difficult to define. In popular usage and in the mass media it often refers to theologies that deny traditional beliefs such as the inspiration of the Bible or the virgin birth. Its popular, generic sense is at best imprecise and relative to the theological commitments of the speaker, anyone being “liberal” if they seem to stand to his or her “left.”


        Historically, however, “liberalism” refers to a specific movement in Protestantism that dominated academic theology around the turn of the century. It arose first in Germany among students and followers of Schleiermacher and Hegel, and it took on its most influential form in the school of Albrecht Ritschl.


        The terms “Ritschlian” and “classical Protestant liberal” are nearly synonymous. Of course, classical liberalism was also a diverse phenomenon. It is impossible to present a list of characteristics of any length that would aptly describe every liberal theologian of that era. Consequently, the best way to define classical liberal theology is to study it historically—through its major representative thinkers. Three stand out as most clearly representative of the essence of late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century liberal theology: Albrecht Ritschl, Adolf Harnack and Walter Rauschenbusch. Although not neglecting the others, our treatment will focus on Ritschl. Harnack and Rauschenbusch, for all their individual creativity, are best understood as his disciples, as two thinkers who carried his liberal agenda in new directions.


        
          Classical Liberal Theology


          Before discussing the three specific thinkers it will be helpful to give a brief description of some common features of the movement called classical liberal theology. What characteristics did these theologians share that made them a somewhat cohesive movement?


          Like Schleiermacher, the liberals were committed to the task of reconstructing Christian belief in the light of modern knowledge. They believed that certain developments in culture since the Enlightenment simply could not be ignored by Christian theology, but had to be assimilated into it in a positive way. Christian theology had to adapt to the new scientific and philosophical mindset without losing itself. Liberal theology, therefore, was characterized, in the words of Claude Welch, by a “maximum acknowledgment of the claims of modern thought.”1


          A second characteristic of liberal theology was its emphasis on the freedom of the individual Christian thinker to criticize and reconstruct traditional beliefs. Negatively this entailed the rejection of the authority of tradition or church hierarchy to control theology. Not all liberal theologians were rebels or mavericks, to be sure. In fact, most of them had a profound appreciation for the communal nature of Christian truth. Nevertheless, they resolutely reserved the right to break with traditional beliefs when it seemed right and necessary.


          Third, liberal theology focused on the practical or ethical dimension of Christianity. Ritschl and his followers tended to shy away from what they considered empty speculation and tried to moralize doctrine by centering all theological discourse around the concept of the kingdom of God.


          Fourth, most liberal theologians sought to base theology on some foundation other than the absolute authority of the Bible. They believed that the traditional dogma of the supernatural inspiration of Scripture had been hopelessly undermined by historical-critical research. Not only church traditions but much of the Bible itself is “husk” hiding the pure “kernel” of unchanging truth lodged within it. The liberals did not dismiss the Bible as having no value, of course. Rather, they looked within it for the “gospel”—the timeless core and touchstone of truth that could not be eroded by the acids of modern scientific and philosophical knowledge. They saw the task of theology as identifying the kernel, the “essence of Christianity,” and clearly separating it from the husk of cultural ideas and expressions that encased it. For many liberal theologians that husk included miracles, supernatural beings such as angels and demons, and apocalyptic events.


          Finally, and perhaps unconsciously underlying the other features, liberal theology continued the drift toward divine immanence at the expense of transcendence begun by the Enlightenment and continued by the great German thinkers of the early nineteenth century. Of course, Ritschl and other liberal theologians did not self-consciously aim at a dissolution of God’s transcendence in favor of his immanence—the emphasis on immanence was not Ritschl’s goal as much as his legacy. But his emphasis on the kingdom of God as a historical, ethical society of love did indeed tend to elevate the continuity rather than the discontinuity between God and humankind, in keeping with the Enlightenment program. Prior to the Enlightenment, theologians emphasized the disjunction between a radically holy, transcendent God and sinful, finite humans, and they saw the Incarnation as the dramatic event whereby God bridged this gulf. Beginning in the Enlightenment and climaxing in liberalism, in contrast, theologians built from the continuity between the divine and the human as manifested, for example, in the rational, intuitive or moral capabilities. Consequently, they viewed Jesus as the exemplary human rather than as the invading Christ.


          The ethos of the liberal movement has been captured by one of its leading students who says that all of its adherents “would have agreed on the necessity of giving renewed strength and currency to Protestant Christianity by adapting it to the spiritual wants of the modern man, even if much that the past had accepted without demur would have to be discarded.”2

        


        
          Albrecht Ritschl’s Life and Career


          The key figure in late nineteenth-century liberal theology was Albrecht Ritschl. Although he cannot be compared to Schleiermacher in terms of originality, creativity or lasting influence, he exercised such influence from about 1875 to 1925 that Ritschlianism became virtually synonymous with liberal Protestantism. Thus, whereas Schleiermacher founded an epoch in theology but not a school, Ritschl founded a school but not an epoch.


          Albrecht Ritschl was born in 1822 into the family of a bishop of the Prussian Protestant church. He was musically inclined as a child and early in life showed great intellectual capability. Young Ritschl began theological studies at Bonn and continued at Tubingen and Halle, eventually returning to conclude his academic preparation at Bonn. During his university training he was influenced by Schleiermacher, Kant and the Hegelian New Testament scholar F. C. Baur.


          Ritschl received his first teaching position at Bonn in 1846. In 1864 he moved to Gottingen, where he remained until his death in 1889. During his twenty-five-year tenure at Gottingen he established a reputation as Germany’s leading theologian. An entire generation of Protestant pastors and teachers was deeply influenced by his lectures and writings.


          Although he published many articles and books, Ritschl’s most important work was a three-volume treatise entitled The Christian Doctrine of Justification and Reconciliation, published in stages between 1870 and 1874. Its English translator, Scottish theologian H. R. Mackintosh, said of it, “Not since Schleiermacher published his Christliche Glaube [The Christian Faith] in 1821 has any dogmatic treatise left its mark so deeply upon theological thought in Germany and throughout the world.”3

        


        
          Ritschl’s Theological Method


          Much of Ritschl’s importance for modern theology, like Schleiermacher’s, lies in his approach to theology rather than in his specific doctrinal proposals. In the late nineteenth century Christianity seemed constantly to be losing ground to the secular sciences. Traditional Christian theology was under siege from forces such as materialism and positivism.


          Ritschl believed that the conflict between theology and science arose out of a failure to distinguish properly between “scientific” and “religious” types of knowledge. Scientific knowledge, he asserted, strives for pure theoretical objectivity, disinterested cognition of things in themselves. It attempts to grasp the inner nature of reality from a standpoint of neutrality. Religious knowledge, on the other hand, consists of value judgments about reality. It interprets reality in terms of the value things have for the knower’s ultimate fulfillment. Religious knowledge has to do with the value of things for achieving the person’s highest good. Another way of describing this distinction is to say that for Ritschl scientific knowledge can only be about the way things are, whereas religious knowledge is always also about the way things ought to be. Such judgments can never be disinterested or neutral. Neither should they be.4


          According to Ritschl, conflicts between the secular academic scientific disciplines and religion arise only when people fail to observe this distinction between theoretical knowledge and religious knowledge. For him, “every cognition of a religious sort is a direct judgment of value.” Consequently, we can know the nature of God and the divine in its essence only “by determining its value for our salvation.”5


          In contrast to Ritschl’s viewpoint, traditional Christian theology normally incorporated some discussion of the element of metaphysics. For instance, theologians employed theoretical proofs for the existence of God to establish rational bases for Christian belief, and they generally made some attempt to describe the nature of God in himself.


          Ritschl vehemently rejected any reliance of theology on metaphysics. For him such an approach was an illegitimate mingling of scientific and religious knowledge.6 Philosophical proofs for the existence of God belong in the sphere of scientific knowledge, he argued, because they treat God as an object of theoretical interest whereas truly religious knowledge of God can never treat God as an object, merely as a part of the furniture of the world. Theology is only interested in God insofar as he affects the lives of people morally by helping them achieve their highest good.


          But what is humanity’s highest good? For Ritschl, Christianity is the community of people who collectively make the value judgment that humanity’s highest good is found in the kingdom of God revealed in Jesus Christ. No theoretical proof of this value judgment is possible or desirable, but neither is its affirmation the product of a subjective “leap of faith.” Rather, this assertion is rooted in the collective experience of Christians throughout the centuries. And its truth is supported by historical investigation into the unique calling and career of Jesus of Nazareth in whom humans find their highest ideal perfectly lived.


          According to Ritschl, theology is the investigation of the collective religious and moral experience of the kingdom of God in the church. It is built on and centered around the Christian community’s valuation of the kingdom of God revealed in Jesus Christ as humanity’s highest good. Theology seeks to construct a system of value judgments based solely on the effects of God on Christians’ lives and the worth of those effects for their highest good. To this end, it makes use of historical research into the self-consciousness of Jesus and the original effects his preaching of the kingdom of God had on the earliest Christians. Such historical research, Ritschl maintained, would preserve theology’s value judgments from becoming mere flights of subjective fancy and give it its own kind of scientific character.


          In short, for Ritschl theology seeks to determine the true essence of Christianity as distinct from its merely outward forms and expressions. Furthermore, it attempts to represent all doctrines in systematic relation to that essence as their controlling force.7


          What is the source and norm of theology? According to Ritschl it is not the Bible as a whole but the “apostolic circle of ideas” as determined through sound historical-critical research.8 Ritschl was sure that such research would show the kingdom of God to be that essence of Christianity—the kernel in the husk—and the heart of the apostolic circle of ideas.


          Ritschl’s theological method bears a striking affinity to Kant’s philosophy. The latter was mediated to Ritschl through a philosopher at Gottingen, Hermann Lotze, who tried to ameliorate Kant’s skepticism while holding to his basic epistemology. Although much controversy has revolved around the question of the influence of Kant and Lotze on Ritschl, this much can be said with certainty: Ritschl followed Kant in trying to expunge metaphysics from theology and in bringing religion into the closest possible connection with ethics. He eschewed all speculation into the nature of God himself apart from his effects on humans (although here he appealed to Luther more than to Kant). Ritschl differed from Kant, however, in that he claimed that God really is known in his effects. And he disliked Kant’s separation between the “phenomenal” and “noumenal” realms. In responding to Kant, Ritschl relied heavily on Lotze for the idea that a thing (in this case, God) is present and manifest in its effects (in this case in revelation and salvation).9

        


        
          God and the Kingdom of God


          Ritschl’s doctrine of God was profoundly affected by his theological methodology. The first and most striking evidence of this is that he had very little to say about God in himself. He asserted that Christian theology is only interested in God’s effects on people and in the value judgments appropriate to those effects.


          Ritschl said little about the Trinity, for example, because he viewed it as a doctrine about God’s inner being above and apart from God’s relation to the world, and therefore it could not be articulated as a value judgment. Similarly he saw no positive role for the traditional metaphysical attributes of God, such as omnipotence, omniscience and omnipresence. While not explicitly denying them, he seemed to dismiss the attributes as lying in the realm of theoretical rather than religious knowledge. For Ritschl, the primary Christian theological affirmation is “God is love.”10 To this he added that Christian faith requires that God be personal and transcendent or “supramundane.”11


          Ritschl was much more interested in the kingdom of God than in God himself. Jesus had proclaimed the kingdom of God, which, according to Ritschl, is the unity of humanity organized according to love.12 Christian faith grasps this kingdom revealed in Christ as humanity’s highest good. Faith, therefore, knows the God proclaimed by Jesus as love. Apart from this, it has no interest in any “being of God.”


          For Ritschl, the kingdom of God is not only humanity’s highest goal and good, it is also God’s own highest goal and good.13 Perhaps the most striking thing about Ritschl’s doctrine of God lies here. For him God’s own self-end, his reason for being, so to speak, is the same as ours—the kingdom of God.


          In spite of his acknowledgment of God’s transcendence, this identification of God’s being with the progress of his kingdom in the world bends Ritschl’s theology in the direction of immanence. Certainly later liberal theologians drew this conclusion, and overall the emphasis of liberalism’s doctrine of God fell on the divine immanence within history rather than on his transcendence over it.

        


        
          Sin and Salvation


          For Ritschl the kingdom of God is also the inner meaning of the doctrines of sin and salvation. Because the kingdom of God is judged by Christian faith as the highest good, theology must understand sin as the opposite of that kingdom.14 Sin is not primarily a willful wrong act, for this understanding trivializes the concept. Nor is sin an inherited disposition, a view that robs it of the element of responsibility. In place of the traditional doctrine of original sin Ritschl posited the existence of a “kingdom of sin,” a “whole web of sinful action and reaction, which presupposes and yet again increases the selfish bias in every man.”15 Sin is primarily selfishness. Its essential character lies in its contradiction of the ideal of human unity centered around love, which is the kingdom of God. However, sin is not inherited. It is universal, but no other reason can be given for its universality than that all individuals do sin.


          Throughout Ritschl’s theological writings the kingdom of God appears to have two foci—a religious one and an ethical one. The religious focus is justification, the moment of salvation in which God declares the sinner forgiven. The ethical focus lies in the assertion that God calls reconciled men and women to fulfill the ideal of love toward the neighbor. For Ritschl “salvation” must include both of these foci.


          In his doctrines of sin and salvation the revolutionary this-worldly aspect of Ritschl’s theology is most clearly evident. He believed that salvation is not primarily a matter of achieving a state of blessedness in some afterlife—although he never denied such a state. Rather, salvation is primarily the full fruition of the kingdom of God on earth. Consequently, Christianity is not an otherworldly religion but a religion of world transformation through ethical action inspired by love.

        


        
          Christology


          Perhaps the most controversial aspect of Ritschl’s theology is his Christology. Once again the kingdom of God is the controlling center of his doctrine, and Ritschl used it to replace those aspects of the traditional doctrine that he considered speculative and metaphysical.


          Classical Christology, following the Creed of Chalcedon (A.D. 451), affirms that Jesus Christ was and is one person possessing two distinct natures—the human and the divine. His “divinity,” then, consists in his divine nature. Ritschl firmly rejected this traditional formula for Jesus’ divinity on the ground that it is scientific rather than religious.16 It is not, he argued, a judgment of Jesus’ value but a disinterested assertion of something Jesus is supposed to have possessed before and apart from any affect he had on people. The truly religious estimate of Jesus, he asserted, is interested in his historical conduct, religious convictions and ethical motives, and not in his supposed inborn qualities or powers, “for not in the latter but in the former does He exert an influence upon us.”17 Therefore, the affirmation of Jesus’ divinity, Ritschl argued, is a value judgment Christians make based on the worth of his life in effecting their salvation. Because he came as the unique bearer of the kingdom of God he is judged to have the value of God for Christians.


          Ritschl was sensitive to the charge that he reduced Jesus Christ to a “mere man.” He spent many pages anticipating and defending himself against this criticism. Ritschl interpreted Jesus’ divinity as the unique “vocation” given to him by God his Father to be the perfect embodiment of the kingdom of God among humans—a vocation he fulfilled to perfection. Because he took this life task as his exclusive vocation and realized it perfectly, his very person became the historical influence that makes possible the achievement of God’s and humanity’s highest good. Thus Christians confess Jesus to be “God,” for this is a value judgment based on his life’s worth for both God and humanity.18


          Ritschl refused to discuss the origin of the uniqueness of Jesus’ “Kingly Prophet-hood.” Such inquiry, he claimed, would lead into empty metaphysical speculation and away from the sphere of value judgments. However, he could not restrain himself from discussing the concept of Christ’s preexistence. Here more clearly than anywhere else he fell into inconsistency by allowing an element of metaphysics to influence his thought. Apparently he simply could not settle for the conclusion that Jesus’ accomplishment was a product of his own initiative and effort. Rather, it had an eternal source in the mind and will of God:


          
            . . . as Founder and Lord of the Kingdom of God, Christ is as much the object of God’s eternal knowledge and will as is the moral unification of mankind, which is made possible through Him, and whose prototype He is; or rather, that, not only in time but in the eternity of the Divine knowledge and will, Christ precedes His community.19

          


          In other words, for Ritschl Christ “preexisted” only in the sense that he and his work are eternally known and willed by God. This affirmation of Christ’s ideal preexistence seems blatantly to transgress Ritschl’s own self-imposed limits on theology. It introduces an element of metaphysics or ontology that cannot be supported solely by historical research into Christ’s worth for human salvation. This affirmation goes beyond the sphere of value judgments and asserts the reality of a transcendent ground and origin of Christ, a sphere Ritschl marked off as speculative in his criticism of the classical doctrine of Christ’s divine nature.


          Central to Ritschl’s theology is Christ’s accomplishment of salvation for humankind. But how does this occur? Here Ritschl introduces the concept of Jesus’ “vocational obedience” to the Father: Jesus perfectly fulfilled the way of life appropriate for the kingdom of God. His sinless life and voluntary death not only revealed the kingdom of God in history but released it as a power for transforming the world.


          It appears that Ritschl’s main interest lay in Christ’s historical life as a moral example carrying an impact on history. Although he explicitly rejected any doctrine of the atonement that would make Christ the bearer of divine punishment for the world’s sins, Ritschl did not deny the special significance of Christ’s death.20 The death of Jesus was simply part of his vocation of utter loyalty to the cause of God’s kingdom.


          Ritschl had little to say about Jesus’ resurrection or exaltation. For all practical purposes Ritschl represented Jesus’ continuing influence on the world as that of a powerful moral image that continually energizes the community of the kingdom of God.21

        


        
          Evaluation


          Ritschl’s reputation as a modern theologian of lasting importance passed under a cloud during the middle of the twentieth century, mainly as a result of withering criticism from neo-orthodox thinkers like Karl Barth and Emil Brunner. The fairness of that criticism is a matter of dispute today, and there was talk of a “Ritschl Renaissance” in the 1960s and 1970s.22 Most recent critics agree that Ritschl’s contributions lay in his effort to extricate Christian faith from unnecessary conflicts with post-Enlightenment science and philosophy and in his “moralizing of dogma.” In an era in which Christian theology was increasingly accused of being irrelevant to ethical progress due to its concentration on another world, Ritschl brought his spiritual and intellectual powers to bear on drawing out the moralizing power of the central Christian truth of God’s redemption of humanity in the kingdom of God. As a result of his influence an entire generation of Christian pastors and teachers developed the “social gospel.”


          Any critical evaluation of Ritschl’s theology must raise the question, Is it possible to make an absolute distinction between theoretical or scientific judgments on the one hand and religious or value judgments on the other? Much of his theology is based on just such a distinction; yet critics have repeatedly pointed out that he himself failed to adhere to it consistently.


          Ritschl was not alone in attempting to free Christian theology from overpowering control by philosophical systems of thought and supposedly objective natural theologies. The central problem in his theological method lies in the adamant way he tried to rule out all discussion of God in himself, as well as his own failure to avoid such talk entirely. James Richmond correctly criticized Ritschl for too severely limiting the scope of theological inquiry: “Theologians are right to fear stirring up a science-religion conflict from which religion has nothing to gain and everything to lose, but they ought to prevent this fear from producing a form of intellectual paralysis.”23


          Ritschl’s limitation of theological inquiry to the realm of value judgments is problematic in several ways. For example, it cannot admit a full understanding of the divine transcendence. If theology cannot discuss the inner reality of God’s being, it will naturally appear that God exists only in relation to humans. God will become dissolved in his effects, until only his effects are considered important To a certain extent this danger appears already in what some critics have seen as Ritschl’s near identification of God with the kingdom of God.24


          In addition to the problem of transcendence, Ritschl’s limitation of theology to value judgments raises serious problems for the public nature of theology. In spite of his intentions, Ritschl’s theology seems open to the accusation of subjectivism. As Richmond notes, “at points Ritschl’s theology does seem to withdraw religion into a restricted area of its own, and abandon to ‘irreligious’ (i.e., profane) science or philosophy the wider realm of ‘human knowledge.’”25 While there is no doubt that Ritschl would react in horror to the common habit of modern Christians to divorce “faith” from “facts,” there is equally no doubt that he is partly responsible for the development of this fallacy.


          Perhaps no dimension of Ritschl’s thought has evoked more criticism than has his Christology. Why did he discard the ancient Christian doctrine of the divine and human natures of Jesus Christ in such an apparently cavalier manner? Part of the reason lies in what has already been seen to be an illegitimate and inconsistent rejection of ontology, his unwillingness to engage in discussion of the substance or being of things behind their appearances and effects.


          Another cause is more ulterior. Richmond pinpoints the problem: “Ritschl and his nineteenth-century contemporaries did not understand Christ’s deity in terms of substance, nor of consubstantiality with God, simply because such terms had become in post-Enlightenment Germany unintelligible, not to say meaningless.”26 In other words, Ritschl, like other liberal thinkers, tended to accept the consensus of modern, educated, post-Enlightenment society as a norm for theology. This led Barth and other critics of liberal theology in the twentieth century to level at Ritschl the rather harsh but somewhat deserved label of “culture Protestantism.”


          Not only were the reasons for Ritschl’s rejection of classical Christology dubious at best, but the understanding of Jesus that he put in its place can only be considered reductionistic. In spite of all his disclaimers, he reduced Jesus to the religious and ethical ideal of humanity.27 However strongly he asserted Jesus’ special status in the divine work of salvation, Ritschl effectively closed the impassable gulf between Christ and the rest of humanity.28 As a result, there remains no basis for belief that Jesus is God’s unsurpassable self-revelation.


          The only answer Ritschl had to this objection is that any equal to Christ who might appear in history would stand in dependence on him and would therefore be subordinate to him.29 Our natural response is, of course, Why? Ritschl’s account of the person of Christ, like that of most liberals, falls far short of the high incarnational Christology of the church that dates back to the New Testament itself. In no sense is his Christ “God with us.” Even a sympathetic critic like James Richmond cannot help but label Ritschl’s Christology “impoverishingly restrictive.”30

        


        
          Adolf Harnack


          As noted earlier, Ritschl’s theology gave rise to an entire school of liberal theologians whose influence permeated the major Protestant churches of Europe and America around the turn of the century. Two members of the Ritschlian school stand out because of the creative ways in which they built on his foundation: the German scholar Adolf Harnack and the American professor of German descent Walter Rauschenbusch.


          Adolf Harnack was perhaps the most brilliant and popular advocate of liberal Protestant theology at the turn of the century. He was professor of church history at the University of Berlin from 1888 until retirement in 1921. His lectures drew hundreds of students, and his scholarly writings (approximately sixteen hundred titles) brought him great acclaim from the academic world. Harnack was a close confidant of Kaiser Wilhelm of Germany, who placed him in charge of several important cultural institutions, including the Royal Library in Berlin. He was knighted by the Kaiser in 1914. Harnack, who wrote Wilhelm’s speech to the German people announcing the beginning of World War 1,31 strongly supported the Kaiser’s war policies. This was one factor that turned his most notable student, the Swiss theologian Karl Barth, against him. After the war Harnack was offered the post of ambassador to the United States by the new government—an honor he respectfully declined. He died in 1930. Today a major government building in Berlin, the “Adolf von Harnack Haus,” stands as a memorial to this towering figure in modern theology.


          Harnack’s widest influence came through the publication of a series of lectures given at the University of Berlin in 1899 and 1900, which were taken down verbatim by a student and presented to the professor. In 1901 these lectures were published in America under the title What Is Christianity? The volume went through numerous editions and was widely read and quoted by liberal preachers and authors for the next thirty-five years.


          In these sixteen lectures Harnack attempted to identify the central kernel of authentic Christianity, which he calls the “Gospel,” and to separate it from the husk of cultural forms in which it is communicated in the New Testament and historical traditions of Christendom.32 He set forth the thesis that Jesus proclaimed a message about God the Father, not about himself: “The Gospel, as Jesus proclaimed it, has to do with the Father only and not with the Son.”33 According to Harnack, this gospel is simple and sublime, consisting of three interrelated truths: the kingdom of God and its coming, God the Father and the infinite value of the human soul, and the higher righteousness and the commandment of love.34


          Harnack found little of the gospel in the Old Testament. Even in the New Testament it is encrusted with fantastic stories of miracles, angels, devils and apocalyptic catastrophes. Throughout its history, he argued, the church has been overlaid with husks of alien philosophical concepts such as the Greek identification of the Logos with Christ.35 For Harnack, in spite of all this the gospel has survived wherever Jesus’ pure and simple message of the kingdom of God has been accepted as the highest and most glorious ideal known to humanity. This ideal is “the prospect of a union among men, which is held together not by any legal ordinance, but by the rule of love, and where a man conquers his enemy by gentleness.”36

        


        
          Walter Rauschenbusch


          Harnack stopped short of applying the ideal of the kingdom of God to specific political agendas; he even harshly criticized those who would use it to fuel revolutionary reform movements. Walter Rauschenbusch, in contrast, spent most of his creative energy as a theologian doing just that.


          Rauschenbusch was the son of a German Lutheran minister who became a Baptist shortly after immigrating to the United States. Walter had a profound conversion experience when he was only nine years old. Having sensed God’s call to be a minister, he attended Rochester Seminary in New York, where his father had become a professor in the German-speaking department.


          The young pastor’s first position was in Hell’s Kitchen, a particularly impoverished section of New York City. There he became involved in the growing socialist movement and helped to found a religious socialist newspaper.


          In 1891 Rauschenbusch spent several months studying New Testament in Germany where he came under the influence of the Ritschlian emphasis on the ethical kingdom of God as the heart and soul of the gospel. When he returned to the United States he threw himself into the budding “social gospel” movement, becoming its most theologically able exponent and leading prophet.37 In 1897 he became professor of church history at Rochester Seminary and through his writings and lectures promoted the political and economic transformation of America until his death in 1918.


          Rauschenbusch’s books, which were mostly written for popular consumption, are not weighty theological tomes, but practical applications of the ethical aims and ideals of the kingdom of God to concrete social life. The most influential work and one which catapulted him into the public limelight was Christianity and the Social Crisis, published in 1907.


          This work set forth in stark language the extreme gap between wealth and poverty in America and asserted that being a Christian in this social crisis meant working for the salvation of economic structures that perpetuate poverty. The essential Christian task, he wrote, is not so much to abolish drunkenness and adultery, but “to transform human society into the Kingdom of God by regenerating all human relations and reconciling them in accordance with the will of God.”38 He specifically singled out laissez faire capitalism as a part of the Kingdom of Evil in American life and called on American Christians to lead a new revival, in which not only individual souls but entire corporate entities and social structures would repent and be saved.


          In 1912 Rauschenbusch published his second major book, Christianizing the Social Order. In it he offered specific suggestions for the revival he envisioned. He called for the socialization of major industries, support for labor unions and the abolition of an economy centered around greed, competition and the profit motive. All these changes he equated with the gradual Christianization of the social order—a progressive approximation of the kingdom of God in human society.


          Rauschenbusch published what became the systematic theology for the social gospel movement, A Theology for the Social Gospel, in 1917. Here he attempted to redefine every major Christian doctrine in terms of the social and historical reality of the Kingdom of Love, which he equated with “humanity organized according to the will of God.”39 While Rauschenbusch did not explicitly deny the classical doctrines of the Christian faith, he reinterpreted them in light of the central unifying theme of the kingdom of God. For example, the main significance of Jesus lay in the new concept of God that he offered to humanity. Instead of portraying God as a monarch, Jesus “democratized the conception of God” by taking him by the hand and calling him “Father.”40 Rauschenbusch then defined salvation as the “voluntary socializing of the soul.”41


          The American social gospel movement represented the most practical and concrete expression of classical liberal theology. Most of its underlying theological methods and themes go back to Ritschl, but it combined them with an evangelical fervor for social reform absent in European liberal theology.


          Although liberalism remains a force to be reckoned with, to a great extent the First World War swept away classical liberal theology and with it the social gospel. For the next decades a new form of Protestant theology, neo-orthodoxy, would hold sway. The new movement was harshly critical of the liberal theology of thinkers like Ritschl, Harnack and Rauschenbusch. One of the exponents of the newer thinking, H. Richard Niebuhr, penned the now classic condemnation of liberalism: “A God without wrath brought men without sin into a kingdom without judgment through the ministrations of a Christ without a cross.”42


          Underlying all other dissatisfactions with liberal theology was neo-orthodoxy’s fear that its emphasis on the kingdom of God within history would dissolve God into the world. Human effort would then replace divine sovereignty, and a not-so-subtle apotheosis of humanity would replace the worship of the holy God. The neo-orthodox reaction against this immanentalist impulse of the older liberalism marks the beginning of twentieth-century theology. To it we now turn our attention.
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