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Preface





In the realm of doctrine the Christian Church has always recognized a twofold task: one concerning the Church itself; the other concerning the outside world, the world of doubt and unbelief. Although, at a time like the present, the conflict with unbelief and false ideologies may seem the more urgent one, yet the first task is always fundamental. For how can the Church do justice to her missionary calling in an un-Christian world if she is not herself clear about the content of her message? All down her history the Christian Church has given much thought to the basis, meaning and content of the message she has received—and is bound to proclaim; this process of reflection is what we mean by “dogmatics”.


Dogmatics is not the Word of God. God can make His Word prevail in the world without theology. But at a time when human thought is so often confused and perverted by fantastic ideas and theories, spun out of men’s own minds, it is evident that it is almost impossible to preserve the Divine Word without the most passionate intellectual effort to re-think its meaning and its content. The simple Christian may, it is true, understand and preserve God’s Word without theology; but for those Christians who are involved in the thinking of their own day, and who, as children of their own day, are deeply influenced by these currents of thought, an all-inclusive and thorough effort to re-think what has been “given” to faith is absolutely indispensable. This is particularly true for those whose calling it is to proclaim this faith to others.


Hence dogmatics serves first of all those who themselves exercise a teaching-office in the Church, as clergy and missionaries, evangelists, pastors and catechists. In addition, it is useful to all those members of the Christian Church who desire to grapple with the religious problems which their faith creates in their own minds. Upon the ladder of reflection on that which is given with the Word of God, dogmatics, as the science of Christian doctrine, holds pride of place. Hence it is not “everybody’s business”, but only that of those who are capable of, and in need of, a thoroughgoing effort of thought.


There is no lack of dogmatic works in the Church. But the theological renaissance of the past twenty years has not produced any comprehensive work which expresses the spirit of this renewal. The monumental work of Karl Barth, which in spite of the five weighty volumes which have already appeared, has not yet covered one-third of the doctrinal material, makes us wonder—even when we take into account the great industry and creative powers of the great theologian of Basle—whether this massive work, in spite of (or on account of) its unusual length, will be able to do justice to all the claims of a comprehensive presentation of Christian doctrine. In any case, there is room for other attempts.


One who for more than twenty years has been lecturing on dogmatics in the usual four terms a year, and so has tried nearly a dozen times to re-cast the doctrinal material as a whole, does not need to fear the charge of “superficiality”, when he produces the result of this work of so many years as a whole, having dealt with it hitherto in single monographs—as Christology, anthropology, the doctrine of the Holy Spirit, and of Revelation. Perhaps it is not too much to expect that the comprehensive presentation may succeed in overcoming and dispelling prejudices and misunderstandings which have arisen in the course of the last twenty years, and have led to controversy on points of detail; possibly this general method may achieve results which could not be reached by the method of “frontal attack”.


Owing to my long co-operation with the Œcumenical Movement, I am fully aware both of the needs and the hopes of the World Church. Hence I have been very careful to keep as closely as possible to the external form of dogmatics—to the theological tradition common to the Church as a whole. In the main, therefore, I have tried to follow the order of the Loci theologici which, from the days of Peter Lombard onwards, has formed the framework of Christian Dogmatics, and was also in all essentials adopted by that master of Reformed theology, Calvin. Over and over again I have proved that this procedure is fundamentally sound.


In order not to overburden the non-theological reader who is willing to make the effort to think through theological questions, all the more technical historical material has been relegated to special appendices; this has also had the advantage of enabling me to introduce surveys from the History of Dogma which will meet the needs of students, and may perhaps sometimes even be useful to scholars. My thanks are due to Herr Pfarrer R. Rockenbach for the Index. It is my earnest desire that this work of dogmatics (of which the present volume is the first of three or four which have already been planned) may help to preserve the knowledge of the Divine Word, and to contribute to its expansion in a world which is fainting for lack of it, and is in such sore spiritual need.


Emil Brunner


Zūrich,


Lent 1946













Translator’s Note





The present work is an unabridged translation of Professor Brunner’s first volume of his Dogmatics: Die christliche Lehre von Gott. It was published by the Zwingli-Verlag, Zürich, in 1946.


I have re-arranged the Table of Contents, and have added a Subject-Index, for the convenience of English-speaking readers. While I was preparing this translation Dr. Brunner kindly sent me a list of printer’s errors discovered in the first German edition; at some points, therefore, I have been able to correct the German text.


For help on particular points I am indebted to the kindness of my friends: The Rev. C. H. Dodd, M.A., D.D.; the Rev. H. H. Farmer, M.A., D.D.; and the Rev. F. Hildebrandt, Ph.D.


Olive Wyon.


Cambridge, 1949.
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Chapter 1

The Position of Dogmatics







The intellectual enterprise which bears the traditional title of “dogmatics”1 takes place within the Christian Church. It is this that distinguishes it from similar intellectual undertakings, especially within the sphere of philosophy, as that is usually understood. Our immediate concern is not to ask whether this particular undertaking is legitimate, useful, or necessary. The first thing we have to say about it is that it is closely connected with the existence of the Christian Church, and that it arises only within this sphere. We study dogmatics as members of the Church, with the consciousness that we have a commission from the Church, and a service to render to the Church, due to a compulsion which can only arise within the Church. Historically and actually, the Church exists before dogmatics. The fact that the Christian Faith and the Christian Church exist, precedes the existence, the possibility, and the necessity for dogmatics. Thus if dogmatics is anything at all, it is a function of the Church.


It cannot, however, be taken for granted that there is, or should be, a science of dogmatics within the Christian Church; but if we reverse the question, from the standpoint of dogmatics it is obvious that we would never dream of asking whether there ought to be a Church, or a Christian Faith, or whether the Christian Faith and the Christian Church have any right to exist at all, or whether they are either true or necessary? Where this question does arise—and in days like ours it must be raised—it is not the duty of dogmatics to give the answer. This is a question for apologetics or “eristics”. But dogmatics presupposes the Christian Faith and the Christian Church not only as a fact but as the possibility of its own existence. From the standpoint of the Church, however, it is right to put the question of the possibility of, and the necessity for, dogmatics.


But when all this has been said, the “place” of dogmatics has still only been defined in a very provisional sense. Further, this definition of its “place” is obliged to start from the fact that the Christian Church is a Teaching Church. But even as a Teaching Body the Church precedes dogmatics, both historically and actually. From its earliest days the Church, the Christian Community, has been pre-eminently a teaching body; one of her outstanding characteristics has been “teaching” or “doctrine”.2 As the Lord of the Church, Jesus Christ was Himself a Teacher, so also His disciples carry on a teaching ministry. We cannot think of the Christian Church without teaching, any more than we can think of a circle without a centre; teaching and “doctrine” belong to its very nature.


But this does not mean that teaching is the beginning and the end of the Church; rather, teaching is one of its functions, and one of the basic elements of its life. Like the Lord of the Church Himself, His Apostles did not only teach: they did other things as well. “And they continued steadfastly in the Apostles’ teaching and fellowship, in the breaking of bread and the prayers.”3 This is the earliest description of the Primitive Church. Whether the “teaching” is put first intentionally, or by accident, we will not as yet enquire; we may, however, guess that the order is not accidental. For there can be no doubt that from the very earliest days, and all down the centuries, teaching has been an outstanding function and expression of the life of the Church.


Dogmatics is related to this teaching function of the Church; its living basis, its possibility, and—as will be shown later on—its content, all depend upon it; but this teaching of the Church is not “dogmatics”. The Apostles are not systematic theologians, and what they teach is not dogmatics. It was two hundred years before the Christian Church produced the first “dogmatics”. Thus it is not because there is a science of Christian dogmatics that we have Christian teaching, but, conversely, Christian teaching is the cause of dogmatics. Dogmatics—to put it so for the moment—is the Science of Christian teaching or doctrine. But the subject always exists before the “science” of the subject can be studied. The teaching Church, and the teaching of the Church, is the “place” at which dogmatics arises. Dogmatics is a function of the teaching Church; speaking generally, it is a service which is rendered for the sake of the doctrine of the Church.


But the doctrine of the Church, and the teaching Church, do not merely constitute the presupposition of dogmatics in the sense that a subject presupposes the science of that subject. There may be, it is true, a science of Christian faith and of Christian doctrine, for which that general relation between the subject and its science exists, which we might describe as a branch of general religious knowledge, namely, as the science of the Christian religion. It was thus conceived by Schleiermacher in his Short Exposition4 of the relation between the doctrine of the Church and dogmatics, although he did not adhere to this definition in his own work on the Christian Faith. When we said that the Church is the “place” of dogmatics, we meant that this kind of academic or intellectual knowledge or research was only possible within the community of believers. Dogmatics are only possible or thinkable, not only because the Church and Christian teaching exist, but also only where they exist. Dogmatics is itself a function of the Church. Only one who is a genuine “believer” and, as such, believes in the Church and its teaching, can render to the Church the service which is implied in the idea of dogmatics. The presupposition of dogmatics is not only the existence of the Church and its doctrine, but life within the Church, and in its doctrine. Dogmatic thinking is not only thinking about the Faith, it is believing thinking. There may be various ways of solving the problem of the Theory of Knowledge which this raises:5 this, in any case, is the claim which dogmatics makes, without which its effort ceases to be dogmatics, and it becomes the neutral science of religion. It is the believing Church itself which, in dogmatics, makes its own teaching the object of reflection; essentially, dogmatics claims to be an academic study controlled by the Church.




	1.  See below, pp. 89 ff.



	2.  The German word Lehre = both “teaching” and “doctrine”. (TR.)



	3.  Acts 2: 42.



	4.  Schleiermacher’s Werke, I, 1, para. 97: “The connected presentation of doctrine, as it is accepted … at a given time, is what we mean by the expression ‘dogmatics’ or ‘dogmatic theology’.”



	5.  Cf. E. Burnier: “La restauration de la théologie biblique et sa signification épistémologique”, in Bible et théologie, Lausanne, 1943.



















Chapter 2

The Necessity for Dogmatics







The urgent question for a humanity which despairs of all truth: “Is there any Truth which one can believe at all? And, if so, does Christian doctrine, as such, claim to be truth of this kind?” lies, as we have already seen, outside the sphere of dogmatics. The Christian Church deals with this question by means of an intellectual discipline which is closely related to dogmatics, yet which must always be strictly distinguished from it; this study is called “Apologetics”, a name which is as traditional as the term “Dogmatics”. Apologetics is the discussion of questions raised by people outside of, and addressed to, the Christian Church; therefore at all times it has proved to be as urgent, and as inevitable, as the Christian study of doctrine proper, or dogmatics.


The question of the justification for, and the necessity of, dogmatics, differs from the former question because it arises within the Church. And yet it is a genuine and not a rhetorical question; nor is it even merely academic. The fact is, this question is justified from the standpoint of the “scientific” theologian. Serious objections have been raised to the whole undertaking, objections which must be recognized; to ignore them would simply mean that we had already fallen a prey to that dogmatic “rigidity”, and that over-emphasis on the intellectual aspect of doctrine which is so deplorable.


The first objection concerns the loss of directness, and even of simplicity of faith, which is necessarily connected with the process of dogmatic reflection. A person who has hitherto only encountered the Biblical Gospel in its simplest form, and has been gripped by it in a direct, personal way, must necessarily feel appalled, chilled, or repelled by the sight of massive volumes of dogmatics, and his first acquaintance with the whole apparatus of ideas and of reflection connected with this study of theology as a science. Instinctively the simple Christian murmurs: “But why this immense apparatus of learning? What is the use of these subtle distinctions and these arid intellectual definitions? What is the use of this process of ‘vivisection’ of our living faith?” When, further, this “simple believer” becomes aware of the theological controversies and passionate dogmatic conflicts which seem inevitable, it is easy to understand that the simple Christian man or woman turns away from all this with horror, exclaiming: “I thank Thee, O Father, Lord of heaven and earth, that Thou didst hide these things from the wise and understanding, and didst reveal them unto babes!”1 He sees the contradiction between the simple Gospel of the New Testament and this world of extremely abstract conceptions, between the living concreteness of the speech of Jesus and His Apostles, which speaks straight to the hearts of all who listen aright, and this ruthless analysis, this massive labour of systematic theology, in which only people of high intellectual gifts can share, which seems to be possible only at the cost of losing the freshness and directness of a living experience. Like a certain French theologian, he says, rightly: “A Gospel which cannot be put on a postcard cannot be the Gospel which was preached to the fishermen of the Lake of Galilee!” From this point of view dogmatics seems to be a perversion of the Gospel.


The second objection is closely connected with the first. It is raised by people who feel that the Biblical Gospel calls them to action. Their faith has awakened them to see and feel the sufferings of humanity, the terrible need and the burning questions of their own day, and they feel that “love constrains them” to give the world all the help they possibly can, both inwardly and outwardly. This being so, they feel: “Who would waste time trying to answer such difficult intellectual problems? Dogmatics is theory, but faith is obedience and fellowship. How can we waste time in speculations about the mysteries of the Trinity while there are human beings in trouble—both of body and soul!”


This direct and non-reflective rejection of dogmatics by the practical Christian layman is austerely expressed2 by the philosopher in intellectual terms. Dogmatics, he says, like all theory, belongs to the “sphere of recollection”, of reflection, of thought which is concerned with ideas; faith arises in the “reality” of encounter. Between these two there is an impassable gulf. The truth which is given to faith is only understood by one who meets the “Other” in action and in suffering, but it is not understood by the man who seeks truth in the sphere of solitary thought. Therefore the introduction of the truth of faith into that intellectual process of reflection, which is so remote from reality, can do faith no good, indeed, it can only do harm, because it diverts the Christian believer from his real duty of active love to God and his neighbour.


There is another equally important objection. It runs rather like this: “Dogmatics comes from “dogma”. However you may define it, still by your precious “dogma” you want to force us to accept an objective authority, an impersonal doctrinal authority, inserted between us and the Source of faith, Jesus Christ Himself; you want to set up a system of doctrinal coercion, which is in opposition to the freedom of faith. You want to establish an ecclesiastical heteronomy which restricts the liberty of the children of God! You want to repeat the ancient error, and to perpetuate it, that doctrine is the object of faith—a doctrine preserved by the Church, on which she bases her clerical authority. Inevitably, dogmatics leads to ecclesiastical tyranny, which, more than anything else, obstructs our view of the Gospel of the New Testament.”


Finally, there is a fourth objection, which represents the views of those who admit the necessity for thinking about the Gospel, but who regard dogmatics as a perverted form of such thinking. Those who take this position claim that what the Church of our day needs is not a continuance of the dogmatic labours of previous centuries, which, as we know by experience, divides the Church by its definitions, but an intellectual effort which, recognizing the peculiar need of our own times, and the widespread lack of faith at the present day, tries to seek to win the outsider by answering his questions, and by entering into a real discussion with him. A dogmatic analysis of ideas does not make the Gospel more intelligible to the unbeliever, but less; it does not help him to understand why he ought to accept the Christian Faith. The true task of the Christian thinker, however, should be the very opposite—a task which hitherto has only been undertaken by great men who are exceptions in the realm of theology, men like Hamann, Pascal, or Kierkegaard. So long as the Church still uses her intellectual powers on the old traditional lines, she is neglecting the one and only important and fruitful intellectual task, which is her real duty.


Faced by these objections, are we to regard the enterprise of dogmatics, in spite of the weighty tradition behind it, as unnecessary? Or even if not actually dangerous, as at least a bypath for the teaching Church?


In the following pages the effort will be made to allow the History of the Church itself to give the answer to this question. We must, however, begin at this point : namely, that the Bible itself knows nothing of that process which from time immemorial the Church has known as “dogmatics”. For more than a thousand years Israel existed as a religious community without anything like a system of dogma, in the sense, for instance, in which Calvin uses it in his Institutes—indeed, the Jewish Church did not even possess a Catechism, and even the Early Christian Church—that is, the Christian Church at the time of its highest vitality and purity, did not produce anything of the kind. This fact does make us think. One thing it does prove, beyond a doubt, namely, that dogmatics does not belong to the “esse”, but at the most to the “bene esse” of the Church. For the “esse” of the Church consists only in that without which she could not possibly exist. But the Church existed for two hundred years without dogmatics. Thus if dogmatics is under no circumstances an absolute necessity, is it perhaps a relative necessity? That is, something which, under certain circumstances, is necessary. The History of the Church3 gives a clear affirmative answer to this question—a threefold answer. Dogmatics springs from a threefold source: there are three urgent necessities for dogmatics which spring from the life of the Church itself, and cannot be ignored, (a) The first root of dogmatics is the struggle against false doctrine. The sinful self-will of man takes the Gospel—at first imperceptibly, and indeed perhaps unconsciously—and alters the content and the meaning of the message of Jesus Christ and His Mighty Act of Redemption, of the Kingdom of God and the destiny of Man. This process produces “substitute” Gospels, introduces “foreign bodies” into Christian truth, and distorts the Christian message : the very words of the Bible are twisted, and given an alien meaning, and indeed, one which is directly opposed to its purpose. The Christian Church is in danger of exchanging its divine treasury of truth for mere human inventions. This being so, ought not those who know the original Truth feel called to make a clear distinction between truth and illusion—between “gold” and “cat-gold” (Yellow mica)? This necessity of distinguishing between truth and error, and of warning the members of the Church against false teaching, makes it quite impossible to adopt the naïve attitude which can ignore these things. Comparison and reflection become necessary, and the more subtle and refined are the errors, the more urgent does this become. Where the very words of the Bible have been twisted to mean something different, it is not sufficient to appeal to the “words” of Scripture; where whole systems of alien thought have been “smuggled” into the message of the Church, it becomes necessary to set the whole on the one side over against the whole on the other, and to show clearly how each is built up into a system. It is the perversion of doctrine which leads to the formation of the ideas and systems of dogma. It was out of the fight against heresy that the dogmatics of the Early Church arose; the dogmatics of the Reformation period arose out of the struggles to purify the message of the Bible from Roman Catholic errors.


(b) The second source from which dogmatics is derived is that of catechetical instruction, or preparation for Baptism. Even the simplest Christian faith contains a doctrinal element. We have already pointed out that the Church never can, and never will be, without doctrine. Even the simple, non-theological teaching of Jesus is full of “theological” content. A person cannot become a Christian without knowing something about the Father in Heaven, the forgiveness of sins, Atonement through the Son of God, and the Work of the Holy Spirit; and when he “knows” these Biblical phrases he must go further and grasp their inner meaning. The teaching Church has to become the Church which instructs catechumens. But the thoughtful person cannot receive these doctrines without finding that they raise questions in his mind. The more alert and vigorous is his thinking, the more urgent and penetrating do his questions become. The Christian message must mould and penetrate not only the heart of man, but also his mind, and his processes of thought. But this can only take place if the Christian Message is thought out afresh and re-formulated in intellectual terms. The thoughtful believer is constantly perceiving new depths and heights in the truth of the Gospel. Thus the Christian catechetical instruction which was given through the rich intellectual medium of the Greek world of culture became a method of theological and dogmatic teaching. The instruction of educated catechumens developed into Dogmatics.


The third root of dogmatics is that of Biblical exegesis. Where there is a living Church, a living spiritual life, there men feel the need to penetrate more deeply into the meaning of the Bible, to draw water from the richness of its wells of truth, to enquire into the hidden connections between its main ideas. Such people are not satisfied with an approximate and provisional knowledge—they want something exact and permanent. But this means that when the great “words” of the Bible, such as “Sin” or “Grace”, are studied, it is not enough to study them in the particular passage in question: they must be investigated from the standpoint of Biblical doctrine as a whole, and this, they feel, they must grasp as a whole. It is not sufficient, for instance, to know what the Apostle Paul means by the “righteousness of God” in a particular passage in the Epistle to the Romans: we want to know what he means by this expression as a whole, and also how this specifically Pauline phrase is related to other phrases which, although they sound different, contain a similar meaning in other Biblical writers. Then when the Biblical scholar has done his work—when he has explained the Epistle to the Romans, and has related it to “Pauline theology” as a whole—then the reader of the Bible, who wants to learn not only from Paul but from the whole revelation contained in Scripture, starts a fresh process of questioning, and it is such questions that the systematic theologian tries to answer. It is at this point that the “Dictionary of the Bible”, or the “loci theologici”, comes into being.


This threefold root is still visible in the titles of the three standard dogmatic works of the Reformation period. The struggle against heresy is represented by Zwingli’s Commentâmes de vera et falsa religione; the instruction of catechumens by the Institutio christianae religionis of Calvin—which developed out of an expanded Catechism; the need for a “Dictionary of the Bible” for the Bible reader, by the first dogmatic work of Melanchthon, his Loci theologici.


For the sake of the Gospel the Church cannot ignore its duty to distinguish false doctrine from true; to this end it must make the effort to express the content of its simple teaching in more exact and thoughtful terms. The Church must help the reader of the Bible by giving him a comprehensive explanation of the chief Biblical terms; Church leaders cannot ignore the fact that it is their duty to give thoughtful members of the Christian community a body of instruction which goes further than the most elementary elements of the Faith, and to answer their questions. Hence the Church cannot fail to develop her doctrine in the sense of giving more exact and precise definitions of ideas ; then, she must show the connexion of these ideas with the whole body of Christian truth. This process is “Dogmatics”. This is the answer from Church History.


But this historical answer alone is not sufficient; primarily, because it starts uncritically from an historical position which is not impregnable; that is, it assumes that the original doctrine of the Church was clear and uniform.


The New Testament is not a book of doctrine, but it is a collection of apostolic confessions of faith and historical records which have been written down in order to awaken and strengthen faith. But in these believing testimonies to God’s revelation in Jesus Christ there is already a good deal of intellectual and theological reflection—in some more, and in others less. From this it is possible to construct a ‘Theology of the Apostles”—as we shall see later on—and this New Testament doctrine will become the basis of all dogmatic instruction. Now, however, this process of development—from the relatively non-reflective, immediate character of the doctrine of the New Testament, to the highly developed doctrinal system of the Church, proves to be inevitable, because this “theology of the Apostles” is not an absolute unity, but is presented in a series of different types of doctrine, which differ considerably from one another. In a variety of doctrine the one Christ and the one Gospel bear witness to the Divine Act of Redemption. The fact that this “unity” exists within a partly contradictory multiplicity, evokes critical reflection. It is not the task of the Church to teach what Matthew, Paul, or John teach, but it is her duty to proclaim the Word of God; therefore she must teach the one divine truth in these differing Apostolic doctrines. If there were an absolutely uniform, and therefore unmistakably “apostolic doctrine”, or “doctrine of the New Testament”, then perhaps the work of dogmatics might be superfluous. But since this is not the case, and since the truth of revelation must be sought in and behind the unity of the different testimonies to Christian truth, the work of reflection upon dogma is indispensable.


Hence a simple reproduction of “the” doctrine of the Bible is impossible. Every theology or proclamation of the Church which claims to be able to do this is based upon a fiction; in actual fact it is accomplished by an unconscious, and unacknowledged process of systematization of theology. The teachers or preachers of the Church who claim for themselves and others that “they have no dealings with theology, but that they stick quite simply to the teaching of the Bible”, deceive themselves and others. Whatever the Church teaches, she teaches on the basis of a normative decision—even though this decision may have taken place unconsciously—concerning the nature of “sound doctrine”. Open and honest consideration of “sound doctrine” can never end in appealing to any “standard” doctrine. “Sound doctrine”, when more closely examined, always proves to be a task which is never ended, and it is never something which exists “ready-made”. Even behind the most primitive forms of Christian teaching, behind the teaching of Jesus and of the Apostles, “sound doctrine” is always something which has to be sought. If the New Testament witness to revelation is the basis and the content of all dogmatics (as will be shown in the following pages to be the case), then its necessity has already been proved by the fact that the task of discovering the unity of sound doctrine behind the different doctrines of the New Testament is unavoidable. Thus the truth of revelation and human doctrine do not only diverge in the sphere of dogmatic reflection, but this contradiction exists already, even in the simplest Biblical witness to revelation and faith. Here already it is evident that the divine Truth is a light which cannot be received by the human mind without being refracted. The one truth of Christ is refracted in the manifold doctrines of the Apostles; but it is the task of the Church—which has to proclaim the truth of Christ, and thus also has to teach—to seek continually for the one Light of Truth within these refractions. Dogmatics is the science which enables the Church to accomplish this task.




	1.  Matt, 11 : 25.



	2.  Cf. E. Grisebach: Gegenwart; Freiheit und Zucht; Die Schicksalsfrage des Abendlandes.



	3.  Cf. below, pp. 93 ff.



















Chapter 3

The Basis of Christian Doctrine: Revelation1







The doctrine of the Christian Church, which dogmatics exists to serve, like all doctrine, points beyond itself to a concrete reality; it is doctrine about “Something”; that is, it is the doctrine which concerns God and His Kingdom, His Nature and His Will, and His relation to man and to the world. Christian doctrine, however, is fundamentally different from all other kinds of doctrine. For the Reality with which Christian doctrine deals—God—by its very nature, is far above all human doctrinal conceptions. This “Something” with which Christian doctrine is concerned cannot be “taught” by man, for “It” transcends all human doctrines; indeed, all human doctrines are excluded precisely because this Reality is not a “Something”, not even a “concrete reality”, since God is Absolute Subject. By his own knowledge, all that man can grasp is the world.


God, however, is not the world; therefore He stands outside the circle in which human knowledge and human doctrine—acquired by man’s own efforts—can move, and with which they are competent to deal. Knowledge of God exists only in so far as there is a self-disclosure, a self-manifestation of God, that is, in so far as there is “revelation”. There is a doctrine of God, in the legitimate sense of the words, only in so far as God Himself imparts it.2 The human doctrine of God—which is undoubtedly the doctrine of the Church—is thus only legitimate, and can only claim to be “truth”, in so far as the divine revelation—that which God teaches about Himself—is validly expressed by it. Thus Christian doctrine not only points away from itself to its actual “subject”, but it points away from itself to the divine “doctrine”, i.e. to that which God Himself manifests and “teaches” about Himself. It is evident that in so doing not only the origin and content of this divine “teaching” (or doctrine), but also the manner of “teaching”, of the manifestation or self-communication, must be of a special kind. The concept, the “Word of God”, does not solve the problem of the nature of this divine teaching; for when God “speaks”, if it is really He who speaks, something is said which is evidently quite different from that which men usually call “speaking”.3


Thus all Christian doctrine, even in its primitive form in the New Testament, in this twofold sense, is merely a pointer to something outside itself; it is the pointer to “Him, Himself”, and it is a pointer to that which He discloses concerning Himself, which human speech or teaching “reproduces”, or repeats, or expresses in human language. The Biblical expression for this twofold character of Christian doctrine as a “pointer” is called: “Witness”. The Apostles, the first teachers of the Christian community, know themselves to be witnesses to the divine revelation. The divine revelation is not only the basis and content of their teaching, but it is its authorization; their teaching claims to be true and valid because, and in so far as, the divine teaching itself is accomplished in their teaching. But what is this divine revelation which constitutes the basis, the content, and the authority of their teaching? Since the discussion of this question constitutes the content of another of my books we must here confine ourselves to a brief account of the content of that book.


(1) In the New Testament the idea of revelation does not denote a single entity, but a complex one; there are many “forms of revelation”;4 it is only as these are welded into a unity that they constitute that which lies at the basis of Christian doctrine, and determine its claim to truth and validity.


In the centre of this New Testament testimony stands the historical event: Jesus Christ.5


The fact that “the Word became flesh” is the centre of the divine manifestation, towards which all the teaching and witness of the original witnesses is directed. Obviously, this means that the “Word of God” is not that which we human beings mean by a “word”: He Himself, Jesus Christ, is the “Word” of God; it is therefore impossible to equate any human words, any “speech-about-Him” with the divine self-communication. Jesus Christ Himself is more than all words about Him; the “Word” of God, the decisive self-communication of God, is a Person, a human being, the man in whom God Himself meets us. The fact that He is “here”, that He has “come”, that we may see and know Him in His action and His suffering, in His speech and in His Being, as Him in whom God’s Holiness and Mercy stand before us in person, inviting us to Himself, and giving Himself to us—this is the revelation, the self-manifestation of God. In Him, through Him, God makes Him-self known to us. But this unique historical event cannot be understood as an isolated Fact; it can only be grasped in the light of a twofold “before”, and a fourfold “afterwards”.


(2) The witness borne to Jesus Christ attests Him as the One in whom the promises of the Old Covenant are fulfilled, as the Messiah whom the Prophets foretold.6 Jesus Christ wills to be understood, and indeed must be understood, in connexion with the preceding and provisional revelation of the Old Covenant just as, on the other hand, this Old Testament revelation itself can only be rightly understood as the precursor of the revelation in Jesus Christ. It is precisely this duality, the fact that the revelation of the Old Testament in its wholeness “intends” Jesus Christ, and yet that it witnesses to this only in a preparatory and provisional manner, which is the decisive fact. If anyone identifies the revelation of the Old Covenant with that of the New, he misses the meaning of the New Testament witness, as that which distinguishes the two forms of revelation from one another.


The revelation of the Old Testament, for its part, contains a variety of forms of revelation; but the decisive and standard one is that of the prophetic Word. God reveals Himself here through the Word, through speech. This constitutes both the greatness and the limitation of this revelation—its greatness, in the fact that because the Word, the speech, stands in a distinctive relation to the mystery of personality and its self-manifestation; its limitation, because no speech, no word, is adequate to the mystery of God as Person. The provisional nature of this revelation comes out precisely in the fact that God only “speaks” in it, but does not yet reveal Himself in Personal Presence.


It is precisely this twofold nature of the relation to the Fact of Christ that is meant by the expression in the Gospel of John—a phrase which is both an antithesis and a synthesis—“The Word became flesh … and we beheld His Glory”.7 That of which the Prophets could only “speak”, is now actually here in person; in itself “speech” is only a provisional and preparatory revelation.


(3) The revelation in Jesus Christ and the revelation in the prophetic Word are both historical; that which took place and was proclaimed within Israel was a “New Things; so again was that which took place in Jesus Christ; it was something completely new. But now, according to the witness of the New, as well as of the Old Testament, this historical revelation presupposes a pre-historical revelation.8 The revelation in history is retrospective in character. It is not addressed to an emptiness in man but to a false “fullness”. It does not point to an ignorant and therefore innocent being, but to a guilty creature, who is therefore aware that all is not right with him: in a word, it is addressed to sinful man.


But sin, as the broken relationship between man and God, presupposes a relation with God which preceded the breach, and a knowledge of God which was given with this relation to God, that is, an original revelation. Whenever we use the word “sinner” we imply the Original Revelation; to deny the original revelation means to deny the fact of sin. Thus the Old Testament begins its account of the Prophetic revelation of the Covenant in Israel with an “ Ur-geschichte” or primal history, which precedes that of Israel, and the revelation of the Covenant. God has revealed Himself not only to the Hebrew, but to Man as a whole, to “Adam”. The witness of the Primal Revelation is inseparable from the witness of revelation of the Old Testament; for the Primal revelation precedes history as a whole, and the history of Israel in particular.


In the New Testament, moreover, it becomes plain why it is impossible to keep silence about this revelation which precedes all history, and why it must be taught. It alone makes man a responsible being—or, to put it more exactly: through it alone is man responsible for his sin. Without some knowledge of the will of God there is no sin; for sin means turning away from God. But how could we turn away from God unless we had previously been in His presence! How could we despise His will if we knew nothing of His will! To understand man as sinner, therefore, means to understand him from the standpoint of his original relation to God, and of the original revelation which this presupposes. It is the dialectic of sin, and of responsibility for sin and in sin, which means both a knowledge of God and an ignorance of Him. If we knew nothing how could we sin! And yet sin consists precisely in the fact that this knowledge has been lost, that the knowledge of the True God has degenerated into superstition and idolatry.


Apart from revelation there would be no insane idolatry, and no sin.9 But the fact that the revelation of God is turned into the insanity of idolatry, constitutes sin. This is the teaching of the Bible, and all down the ages this is what the Church has taught. Without this revelation which precedes history, the historical revelation is not intelligible. And yet the real nature of this “pre-historical” revelation can only be understood from the standpoint of this historical revelation; for sinful man no longer understands it, although the fact that he is a sinner is certainly based upon this fact.


(4) The revelation in the historical Fact of Jesus Christ does not only contain this twofold presupposition; it is also necessarily connected with a manifold form of revelation which comes after it. As an historical revelation to us who are not contemporaries of Jesus, but who are separated from Him by the history of more than nineteen hundred years, it is only accessible to us through the testimony of the first teachers and witnesses. The revelation of Christ comes to us in the words of the Apostles,10 in the New Testament. Their witness—in accordance with the fact that in Jesus the Word became flesh—contains two elements: the record which bears witness, and the teaching which confirms it.


To us, who have not seen Him in the flesh, and as the Risen Lord, He does not come in the same form as He came to those who saw Him when He met them as their Risen, Living Lord. And yet He comes to us as the Same, and He is truly present to us. To us also He reveals Himself; but He reveals Himself to us through the revelation of the apostolic testimony in their narrative and their teaching concerning Him, the Christ. When the eye-witnesses were no longer in this earthly life, the Church was so conscious of the revelatory power of the Apostles’ Word that she called it the “Word of God”, pure and simple.


This phrase, however, may give rise to a serious misunderstanding—a misunderstanding which throws the Christian Church back to the level of the revelation of the Old Testament, namely, that God’s revelation is identical with a human “word” about God, whereas the revelation of Christ fulfils the Old Testament revelation, and leaves it behind, in the very fact that “the Word became Flesh”. This designation of the New Testament as the “Word of God” is correct, however, in so far as it recognizes and emphasizes in it a standard form of revelation which cannot be severed from the Christian revelation.


(5) The New Testament testimony to Jesus the Christ does not, however, reach us apart from the mediation of the teaching Church.11 Only those who take an unthinking Fundamentalist view can fall into the error of imagining that we are here directly confronted by the witness of the Apostles—is it not indeed only through the medium of the Church that we possess the New Testament, the writings of the Apostles, who collected them, preserved them, copied them again and again, had them printed, translated, and proclaimed to us? The community of believers itself, however, does not live first of all on the Bible—the Christian religion is not the religion of a Book—but on the living word of our contemporaries who can testify to us themselves that Christ is the Living and Present Lord. Praedicatio verbi divini est verbum divinum—this daring phrase of Bullinger’s is not exaggerated if it is applied to the meaning of the Church’s message, to that which ought to happen, which, by the grace of God, continually does happen. Thus the message of the Church—which is in living union with Christ—is also a form of revelation. The teaching of the Church about revelation is itself the bearer of the revelation.


(6) In all these forms revelation is understood as something objective, as something which confronts us, something outside ourselves. But this is a very improper and inexact way of speaking; for revelation is certainly not a “Something”, a “thing”; but it is a process, an event, and indeed an event which happens to us and in us. Neither the prophetic Word of the Old Testament, nor Jesus Christ, nor the witness of the Apostles, nor of the preachers of the Church who proclaim Him, “is” the revelation; the reality of the revelation culminates in the “subject” who receives it. Indeed, it is quite possible that none of these forms of revelation may become revelation to us. If there is no faith, then the revelation has not been consummated: it has not actually happened, so to speak, but it is only at the first stage. All objective forms of revelation need the “subject” in whom they become revelation. The Bible itself calls this inward process “revelation”.12 It was a new particular intervention of God which opened the eyes of Peter to the Mystery of the Messiah, so that he could then confess Him as the Son of the Living God.13 Again, it was the same intervention of God which happened to Paul when “it pleased God to reveal His Son” in him.14 And the same process of revelation takes place wherever Christ manifests Himself to a human being as the living Lord and is received in faith. Our spiritual forefathers used to call this the “testimonium spiritus sancti”; but we ourselves, in accordance with the Scriptures, will not deny the title of “revelation” to this “testimonium spiritus internum”.


(7) We have not yet said, however, all that must be said if the word “revelation” is to have its full weight. As the Prophet of the Old Testament knew that the “Word” which he proclaimed was not yet the final revelation, and therefore looked forward into the future, where the fulfilment still had to take place, so we also look beyond the “Word made flesh” to a future form of revelation, when we shall no longer merely “believe”, but we shall “see”, face to face;15 indeed, this future revelation, which is taken for granted in the New Testament, is frequently described with great emphasis by the word “revelation” ảποκάλυψις.


This word ảποκάλυψις is a synonym for the Parousia, for the perfected revelation at the end of the ages.16 How, indeed, could it be otherwise! The very fact of the Incarnation of the Word in Jesus Christ proclaims that revelation means the fullness of the Presence of God with us, and therefore, that we are with Him. Revelation is, it is true, never the mere communication of knowledge, but it is a life-giving and a life-renewing communion. But so long as we are “in the body of this death”, this revelation is always incomplete; thus the meaning of revelation is only fully achieved where all that separates has been removed, and where the fullness of the Presence has been realized. From this final form of revelation alone do we fully understand the meaning of each form of revelation.


Above all, from this standpoint we also understand that in all the various forms of revelation17 there is one meaning: Emmanuel, God with us. It is the same Son of God who in Jesus Christ became man, whom the Prophets discerned dimly from afar; He is the same in whose image man has been created, and in whom lies both the meaning and the foundation of the Creation of the world. It is He who constitutes the secret or manifest centre of all the testimony of Scripture; He it is whom the Word of the Church has to proclaim and to teach, whom the Holy Spirit attests in the heart of the believer, and through whom the “new man” is created. It is also for that complete revelation at the end of the age that the Church waits, in whom the “faithful” will see God “face to face”.


We need to see both this unity and this multiplicity of the forms of revelation in their variety and their distinctive character. In their unity they are “the revelation”; none of these links in the chain can be dispensed with, none may be neglected or ignored at the expense of another. It is important to know two things: first, that from the very beginning God has revealed Himself in His Creation, but that we can only know what this means through His revelation in Jesus Christ; and to know that we men, from the very beginning, have been created in and for this Image of God, and that no sin of ours can destroy this original destiny of human nature. Secondly, it is equally important to realize that it is only in Jesus Christ that we know our original destiny, and that it is only through Him that this “Image” is realized in us: in our present state, imperfectly, but in the age to come, in its full perfection.
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Chapter 4

Revelation as the Word of God







The presupposition of all valid speech or teaching of the Church about God is the self-revelation of God. The previous chapter—which gathers up in brief compass the results of a former detailed study—has dealt with this subject. But there is still a final step to be taken: the question still remains: How can human doctrine spring from divine revelation? We have seen, it is true, how rich and varied is the drama of historical events to which the Christian Church points when she speaks of “revelation”. But this does not establish a relation between it and valid speech about God. The decisive middle term is still absent, that is, the fact that God Himself speaks—the Word of God.1


The task would be much easier if we could confine our investigations to the Old Testament. For there the standard form of revelation is the fact that “God speaks”. It is true that even then the relation could not be established as simply as in orthodox theology, whether Catholic or Protestant, where the human doctrine of God is based upon the assumption that revelation is a divine doctrine, a doctrine revealed, that is, by God Himself; thus where the revelation itself already bears the stamp of a formulated doctrine, and even of the fixed word of Scripture. In the Old Testament, it is true, there can be no question of such a point of view. Revelation is not only that Word of God which is communicated through the “word” of the prophets, but it is at the same time an action of God in History, an Act of God, which cannot be ranged under the heading of the “Word” or the “Speech” of God.2 Yet it is possible to say this: In the prophetic revelation the revelation of the Old Covenant attains its highest point; the prophetic teaching is the standard and characteristic form of this revelation. From this standpoint it would be easy to find a point of transition to the teaching task of the Church; does not the form of the revelation itself already contain the decisive pre-condition for valid human teaching, namely: that God Himself actually speaks, using human words, in formulated sentences, which, like other sentences, are formed of intelligible words? Thus here the Word of God is present in the form of revealed human words, not behind them—which human words merely seek to express, just as a poet tries to express in words what an impression of Nature or of a musical work of art “says” to him—but in direct identity, in the complete equation of the human word with the “Word of God”. There is no reason to doubt that the Prophet, who was conscious that God had “put His words into his mouth”, combined this idea with the conception of the “Word of God”, and regarded himself as a wholly passive instrument of the Divine revelation.3


Between us and the Old Testament, however, there stands a new form of revelation, the fulfilment of all that was only promised in the Old Testament, and the actual content of the divine revelation proclaimed by the Apostles and the Church: Jesus Christ Himself. Thus this “revelation” is not a “Word” but a Person—a human life fully visible within history, a human destiny so like, and so unlike, every other: Jesus of Nazareth the Rabbi, the wonder-worker, the Friend of publicans and sinners, and the Crucified and Risen Lord, now exalted to the Right Hand of God. Whatever He may be—so much is plain: He is not a “Word”; He is not “speech”, or a summary of sentences like the prophetic utterances; and it is this very fact which is joyfully proclaimed: that for this very reason, just because He is quite different from a speech, namely, God Himself present, acting in His own Person, that He is the consummation of the revelation of God. For what the prophets could “only” say, towards which their word could “only” point, as something which was yet to come, a Perfection yet to be realized in the future, has now happened: Emmanuel, God with us. God Himself, not only a Word about Him, is now here. It is this that characterizes the New Age as contrasted with the past as a whole, even as contrasted with the revelation in the Old Covenant: the fact that He Himself is now here; He Himself is speaking, but for that very reason He is not merely the One who speaks, He is also the One who acts. That is why the Kingdom of God has now dawned; hence now the old is over and past, even the Old Covenant with all the forms of revelation proper to it. These are all severed from the new revelation, towards which they all pointed as heralds, as a light which shone out into the future, pointing towards the Coming One, Jesus Christ, in whom God Himself is present, speaking and acting.


This profound change is the content of the Prologue to the Fourth Gospel. This new revelation, which is the subject of the whole New Testament message, is presented in the Johannine Prologue as a theme expressed as the transition from the Word to the Person: “The Word became flesh.” This means: He who could only be foretold previously in human language through the speech of the Prophets, is now present “in His own Person”. What here takes place is not an hypostatization of the Word; on the contrary, the hypostatization of the Word, like that which took place in the work of Philo, the Jewish-Hellenistic thinker and writer, or the hypostatization of the Torah, of the Word of the Law or of the Scriptures, as became the custom in Rabbinic Judaism,4 has now become impossible; it has been eliminated. That which was previously “Word” has now revealed itself in such a way that henceforth it has become evident that the “Word-about-Him” is different from Him, Himself, and that the real revelation is the fact that He Himself is here present. The message of the Johannine Prologue, therefore, is this: that He Himself, Jesus, the Son of God, is the principle of the Creation, of which the Old Testament could only say: “God spoke”. It is Jesus whom the Scripture, and indeed all the Prophets, mean. He, Jesus, is the content of all previous speech, which took place under God’s orders. Previously—so we may paraphrase the meaning of the Prologue—the Revelation of God assumed the form of the Word, of speech; now, however, its form is no longer this merely provisional, indirect form—a “pointer” to something beyond, but now the form of revelation is Himself, the One who speaks and acts in His own Person. Therefore the predicate “Logos”, “Word”, has become an inaccurate expression. For a Person is not a spoken word, but One who speaks, who, however, for that very reason is not merely One who speaks, but One who acts, a living, active “Subject”. A Word is not a Subject, but it is the function of a subject. Jesus, however, is not a “function” but a “subject”. And He Himself, not His speech, is the revelation proper, even though His speaking is part of Himself, as well as His action and His suffering. Hence the Johannine Prologue—in order to make this situation quite plain—has set alongside of the idea of the “Logos” the ideas of “Light” and “Life”. The one concept of “Word” cannot now express everything that revelation means in the Old Testament. Behold! more than the “Word” is here—God Himself is here! The prophetic “Word” is full of force and power—“Is not my Word like as a fire?” saith the Lord, “and like a hammer that breaketh the rock in pieces?”5 But here the atmosphere is different. “Light” and “Life” are not characteristics of the “Word”, but they are equally valid terms to describe Jesus Christ Himself in Person, as the self-manifestation of God.


The opening verses of the First Epistle of John show that this is the meaning; obviously, here the Logos is deliberately paraphrased in order that it may become clear that this is more than “Word”: not only: “That which we have heard”, but—“that which we have seen … and … beheld, … and … handled.”6 The correlation of “Word” and “hearing” which the spoken word clearly implies, is no longer the only meaning; it is expanded and enriched by equally valid terms: to see, to behold, to touch, and to handle. Hence the Logos is no longer only the Word about life, as it was with the Prophets, but it is “the Word of Life”,7 which may also be described as the “Bread of life”8 or the “Light of life”.9


This event which John has summed up in such a pregnant phrase is in harmony with the whole outlook of the New Testament. Henceforth revelation is no longer a “Word”, but Himself; it is true, He may also be called the “Word”;10 it is not necessary, however, to apply this term to Him, who cannot be fully expressed in any of these conceptions, because He, as Person, is beyond and above all intellectual concepts. Certainly this does not mean that the idea of the “Word of God” has disappeared from the witness of revelation. There is still an excellent relation between the revelation and the spoken word; but with the Incarnation of the Word the meaning of the formula, the “Word of God”, has been drastically altered. The spoken word is now no longer the revelation itself, or, to put it more exactly, it is no longer directly “revelation”, but only indirectly. The spoken word is an indirect revelation when it bears witness to the real revelation: Jesus Christ, the personal self-manifestation of God, Emmanuel. The spoken word, the “word” in the actual sense of speech, “saying something in words”, has thus been relegated to a secondary position, because the first place is now occupied by Him to whom the Old Testament prophetic Word pointed as the Coming One. Hence the meaning of the Old Testament revelation has now—and only now—been fulfilled, and its fulfilment is the Man in whom God Himself is present: speaking, acting, suffering, reigning.


Further, this also implies that man’s “reaction” to this revelation can no longer be simply described by the word “hearing”. The relation has now become as personal as the revelation is personal. We are here no longer concerned with a relationship in “word”, but with a personal relation: no longer are we content to “believe it”, but our one concern is to come to Him, to trust Him, to be united to Him, to surrender to Him. Revelation and faith now mean a personal encounter, personal communion. He has come, in order that He may be with us, and that we may be with Him;11 He has given Himself for us, that we may have a share in Him.12 Whatever the significance of the “word”, of “speech”, may be in this happening, and its significance is great and indispensable—one thing is clear: it has still been relegated to the second place, it is a servant of the revelation; it is not the revelation itself. The “Word”—in the sense of speech or doctrine or preaching—is witness to Him, pointing to Him, the story of Him, of what He has done, and teaching about what He is. Our service to Him, to whom both act and speech are subject, is gathered up into this twofold activity of the historical recording of events and the doctrine which interprets their meaning.


It is therefore no accident that the Johannine Gospel in particular, which begins with the concept of the Logos, and thus describes Jesus directly as the Word of God, only uses this term in the Prologue, and nowhere else in the Gospel. The use of the idea of the Logos, therefore, does not mean that Jesus is the Word, but that the “Word” is Jesus. All that was called the “Word” in the Old Testament, all that was indicated in the Old Testament narrative of the Creation by the words “and God said”, all that had to be said in words in the Old Testament, is now here Himself in Person, no longer merely in speech about Him. It is for this reason that the One whom men describe as the Logos, may also be described in other terms: Light, Life, and above all: Son of God.


In order to make it clear that this change has taken place, henceforth the expression “Logos, Word of God” will no longer be used. The way in which the Early Church spoke of the Logos, and in which the orthodox theological tradition still does so, betrays an alien influence, not in accordance with the testimony of the Bible, a train of thought which has been introduced into Christian thought by Greek philosophy from the thought-world of speculation concerning the Logos.


Certainly we can say—and indeed we shall have to say, as we shall see—that in Jesus Christ God “speaks” with us. But this expression is no longer, as in the case of the prophetic Word, an adequate expression; it has become inaccurate. For a Person is certainly not a speech, in spite of the fact that without speaking he can “say” a good deal to us through his life and his work. In the fact that the “Word became flesh”, God’s way of “speaking” has changed from the literal “speaking” (through the Prophets); it has become a more figurative way of “speaking”. The vessel “speech” could no longer contain the content of this new form of divine revelation. The prophetic “Word”—however fully it may be understood as God speaking—is still “only speaking” about Him who is Himself not a “speech” but a Being, a personal Being, and indeed a Person whose whole aim. it is to come to us as the One of whom the Prophets spoke. As in the Old Covenant the Word of Jahweh “came” to the Prophets, so now Jesus has “çome”. As the Prophets used to say: “Thus saith the Lord”, so Jesus says: “But I say unto you.” The fact that He Himself takes the place of the spoken word is precisely the category which distinguishes the Old Testament revelation—the revelation through speech—from the New Testament revelation, the revelation in Christ.


Should someone object, and say, on the contrary, that Jesus Christ alone is the “Word of God” in the full sense of the word, he is really saying what I am saying here, only he is saying it on the basis of a misunderstanding. For he has not realized that when we say that Jesus is the real Word of God we alter the simple meaning of the notion “word”, since a person is different from a spoken word. If I describe Jesus as the “real Word” I render the formula, the “Word of God”, inaccurate; it then, becomes symbolic language, just as it would be were I to say that the music of Bach “says” more to me than any poem.


Thus we really mean the same thing: but to avoid confusion it is important to be quite clear on this point: that the more we emphasize the fact that God’s speaking alone is real speech, that Jesus Christ alone is the real Word of God, the more we are moving away from the direct use of the idea, the “Word of God”, to the indirect. The Word which has been formulated in human speech is now only revelation in an indirect sense; it is revelation as witness to Him.


This truth is of decisive importance for theology; only by its means will it be possible to repair the damage inflicted on Western theology by the Logos theologians, who infected Christian thought with their sterile intellectualism. This overemphasis upon the intellectual aspect of the Faith came out in two facts—both of them well known—but, as it seems to me—never fully understood. The first of these facts was the equation of the “Word” of the Bible with the “Word of God”; this produced the doctrine of Verbal Inspiration, with all its disastrous results; the second fact was the view of revelation as “revealed doctrine”. Behind both these facts there lies a misunderstanding of the idea of the Logos as expressed in the Prologue to the Fourth Gospel. But these two facts simply mean that the view of revelation given in the New Testament was abandoned in favour of an Old Testament idea of revelation—with a strongly rational element—thus, that the Divine revelation is a spoken Word of God, and even a doctrine. It is obvious that once this had been accepted, the idea of faith, and the understanding of the Christian life as a whole, of what it means to be a Christian, was coloured by the same misunderstanding. Here, however, we cannot deal with this problem any further. Our immediate question is: What is the basis upon which the Church can carry on its teaching work ?


Orthodoxy, which understands revelation as revealed doctrine, finds it very easy to establish correct doctrine. All one has to do is to formulate the revealed doctrine—in a formal sense—for purposes of instruction, in a systematic or catechetical form. The doctrine is already there, in the revelation. We find it impossible to take this enviable short-cut; but we are also aware at what a price this short-cut was purchased, what terrible consequences sprang from it, and indeed, that these consequences are still bearing their own fruit. Hence we know that we shall not have to regret choosing the longer way. Another “short-cut”, which is not warranted, exists, where the question is put: “How can revelation, which is not doctrine, become doctrine?” and is answered by pointing to the fact of the testimony to the revelation, without which indeed Jesus would not be present for us at all. Up to a point, of course, this observation is correct, and in the next chapter we shall be dealing with the question of this testimony. But: although the connexion between the testimony of Christ and Jesus Christ Himself is very close, they are not identical. Jesus is not the testimony, but He is the revelation. The question should, therefore, be thus expressed: How does legitimate human speech about Jesus, about God, arise out of the revelation, which is Jesus Christ Himself, and therefore is not a spoken word ? Is there a point of identity between the revelation of the Person and the word in human speech ?


Actually this point of identity does exist; it is the witness of the Holy Spirit. We are now speaking not of the human witness to Jesus Christ, but of the Divine testimony. Before there can be a legitimate human witness, speech about God, genuine, valid testimony to Jesus Christ, there must be a Divine testimony to Him, which makes use of human forms of thought and speech—and it is precisely this that is meant by the witness of the Holy Spirit “in” the human spirit. By this we do not mean, first of all, what our fathers used to call the “testimonium spiritus sancti internum”; for this refers to a situation which we cannot yet presuppose, but which is indeed the result of that of which we are now speaking. For the “testimonium spiritus sancti” means the understanding of the Word of Scripture, of the Apostolic testimony which has already become a human message under the guidance and illumination of the Holy Spirit. Here, however, our question is: How did this “understanding” arise? The Apostles themselves give us the answer: the Spirit of God testified in their hearts that Jesus is the Christ.


This was what took place at Caesarea Philippi—perhaps for the first time—when Jesus for the first time was confessed as the Messiah and the Son of God: “Flesh and blood hath not revealed it unto thee, but my Father which is in heaven.”13 This took place because “it was the good pleasure of God … to reveal His Son in me”14—as Paul explains to the Galatians.


The revelation in Christ is not completed with the Life, Death, and Resurrection of Jesus: it only attains its goal when it becomes actually manifest; that is, when a man or woman knows Jesus to be the Christ. Revelation is not a starkly objective process, but a transitive one: God makes Himself known to someone. This revealing action of God is a twofold stooping to man: historically objective, in the Incarnation of the Son, and inwardly subjective, in the witness borne to the Son through the Spirit in the heart of man—first of all, in that of the Apostles. God stoops down to us, in that He who was in “divine form”15 took on Himself human form; and God stoops down to us when He Himself speaks to us in human speech, in the witness of His Spirit, who bears witness to the Son.16


We do not usually pay enough attention to the fact that the expression “in us”, “in the heart” is a parabolic expression. This localizing “in” means, when its parabolic dress is removed: “in the form of human inwardness” or “in the form of the human spirit”. Here there are two points to note: The Spirit bears witness to our Spirit—that means: He has not become human spirit; and it means: in that He bears witness, He has taken on Himself the manner of existence and the form of action of human spirit-activity. This is the meaning—from the point of view of the Theory of Knowledge—of the New Testament witness of the Holy Spirit: identification of the divine spirit with the human spirit, and at the same time the fact that the Spirit of God and the human spirit confront one another.17 Nowhere does this situation become clearer than where Paul repeats the most inward, the most central experience of faith of the Christian community—in the cry of “Abba”, which is sometimes regarded as the cry of the spirit, and sometimes as the witness of the heart illuminated by the Spirit.18 Thus “The Spirit Himself beareth witness with our spirit, that we are children of God” ;19 so the witness is both the witness of the Holy Spirit and the witness of the believing heart. The same may be said of the confession of Jesus as Lord, which is mentioned in connexion with the gifts of the Spirit.20 In such central acts of “knowing”, in faith, man experiences the working of the Holy Spirit as a real utterance of God in language and thought familiar to mankind. Only in this Word of the Holy Spirit does the Divine revelation in Jesus Christ become the real, actual word of God to man, in which the parabolic term of the historical revelation, Deus dixit, becomes Deus dicit, which is to be taken literally.


Now there are three points to note: First, even as the Word of the Spirit “in” a human being, the witness of the Spirit to Jesus Christ does not cease to be “over against” him. “The Spirit beareth witness to our spirit.” That identification may take place; but man does not possess the power to achieve this identification. The witness of the Spirit thus can be rightly received by the human spirit, so that the “echo” corresponds to the Word, whose echo it is; but it is also possible that this identity will not take place: the human spirit may, more or less, fail to receive the witness of the divine Spirit. We cannot find an unambiguous criterion for the one or for the other. Thus the apostolic testimony to Christ has, it is true, its basis in inspiration; but it nowhere claims, eo ipso, to be inspired, either because it is apostolic testimony, or in the whole range and detail of its formulated doctrine.


This first point is very closely connected with the other two points. The second is the fact from which we started: that the real revelation is Jesus Christ, and that the witness of the Spirit points to Him, and to Him only. Functionally, therefore, the witness of the Spirit is subordinated to the revelation in Christ. As the Son is subject to the Father, so the Spirit in His testimony is subject to the Son. As the Son has been sent in order that the Father may be glorified, so the Spirit is sent in order that the Son may be known and glorified as the Son of God.21 The witness to the Son constitutes the genuineness, and thus the validity of the witness of the Spirit. And the testimony to the Son constitutes its inexhaustible content. It has been said, it is true, that “The Spirit … shall guide you into all the truth” ;22 but this future is a Future Imperfect, it never becomes a Future Perfect; this process of witnessing, this teaching (of the Spirit) is never ended, never finished. From the human standpoint the Spirit retains the right to teach mankind more and more clearly, never, however, establishing once for all a definitive doctrine, “dogma” pure and simple.


Then comes the third point: that the witness of the Spirit is not the whole work of the Spirit. The Holy Spirit is not only the One who witnesses and speaks, He is also the God who pours out vitality and creates new life. It is true that from this point of view His activity is just as impenetrable and mysterious as the process of procreation in the natural sense is impenetrable and mysterious: “arcana spiritus efficicia” (Calvin).23 This is in accordance with the fact (which has already been mentioned) that Christ Himself is not only the Logos, but is also “Life” and “Light”; thus that even His work in the believing human being consists not only in the understanding of the Word, in the believing act of perception, but beyond that in happenings which lie beyond the range of clear knowledge, and indeed even beyond the range of human consciousness. At all these three points the new element in the New Testament revelation, contrasted with the revelation of the Old Testament, becomes evident. The idea which lies behind the theory of Verbal Inspiration corresponds to some extent with the Old Testament, prophetic, level of revelation; but it is not in any way in harmony with the New Testament stage of revelation, and precisely for this reason: that, unlike the revelation of the Old Testament, the New Testament revelation is not to be understood simply and solely as the revelation in the “Word”. As the Person of Jesus is more than a Word, so the working of the Holy Spirit is more than merely a witness, in spite of the fact that the witness through which, and in which, Christ becomes to us the Word of God, is the Centre of everything. But for this very reason, because neither Jesus Christ nor the working of the Spirit of God who bears witness to Him is adequately defined as “letting the Word of God speak”—so also the testimony to Jesus Christ borne by human speech is never simply the same as the “Word” of God: hence the idea of a Verbal Inspiration of divinely revealed doctrine is entirely inadequate as a definition of the New Testament revelation.


In contrast to the Prophets, therefore, the Apostles do not assert that their teaching activity—all that they say and write—is dictated by the Holy Spirit, but they let us see, quite naturally and without self-consciousness, into the human and psychological process of their apostolic testimony. They know that all that they teach can never exhaust the revelation which God has given in Jesus Christ: that their words, therefore, are only continually renewed attempts to say “it”. Hence the freedom with which, without trying to construct a doctrinal “standard”, they place one formulation alongside another, and struggle unceasingly to find better forms of expression, and to formulate them as well as they possibly can.


Now for my last point: where the knowledge of Jesus Christ given through the Holy Spirit is concerned, in the very nature of the case there is no difference between the Apostles and the members of the Christian Church, thus also there is none between the Apostles and the Christians of later generations. If it is really true that every Christian is to have the Holy Spirit, indeed that he who “hath not the Spirit of Christ, he is none of His”,24 there can be no difference. To be united with Christ through the Holy Spirit means: to be directly united with Him.25 Here there is no difference between an ordinary Christian of our own day and an Apostle. And yet this difference does exist, and it has great significance. Only it is not significant for the content of the revelation, but only for the way in which it is given: namely, for the way in which we, in contrast to the Apostles, receive the Holy Spirit and therefore the knowledge of Christ.


The second generation, and all the succeeding generations, receive faith, illumination through the Spirit, by means of the witness of the first generation, of the Apostles, the eye-witnesses.26 Jesus Christ is not directly “here” for us, as He was for the disciples. We possess Him only in their narrative which tells us about Him. Their narrative and their doctrine are the means, which God uses, in order to unite us with Him. This is inherent in the very nature of the historical revelation. As an historical revelation, it can only reach us along the historical path, through the testimony of eye-witnesses. But this testimony, in accordance with that to which it points, is not simply an “ ‘historic fact”; the Apostles are not for us simply the biographers or chroniclers of Jesus. The historical revelation is something more than an “historic fact”. What they have to tell and to teach is indeed the fact that the Word became flesh, that the Son of God has come to us in human form. The Christian message tells us not only of the Crucified Lord who “suffered under Pontius Pilate”, but of the Risen Lord, who rose again on the third day; but the Resurrection is not a “fact of world history”, it is a fact of the history of the Kingdom of God, which can only be reported by “eye-witnesses” who have “beheld His glory” as the glory “of the only begotten Son, full of grace and truth”.27 The fact of our redemption—the history of salvation—is transmitted by the proclamation of facts, that is, by the testimony of the Apostles, under the guidance and inspiration of the Holy Spirit.


It is this testimony, then, that stands between us and Christ; not, however, that it may be a barrier, but a bridge. Through this message we may receive the same Holy Spirit, and may therefore receive from the Spirit Himself the witness that He is the Christ, just as they received it. That means, however, that their witness can never be the basis and the object of faith, but only the means of faith. We do not believe in Jesus Christ because we first of all believe in the story and the teaching of the Apostles, but by means of the testimony of their narrative and their teaching we believe, as they do, and in a similar spirit of freedom.28 Faith in Jesus Christ is not based upon a previous faith in the Bible, but it is based solely upon the witness of the Holy Spirit; this witness, however, does not come to us save through the witness of the Apostles—that apostolic testimony to which our relation is one of freedom, and, although it is true, it is fundamental for us, it is in no way dogmatically binding, in the sense of the theory of Verbal Inspiration. The Scripture—first of all the testimony of the Apostles to Christ—is the “Crib wherein Christ lieth” (Luther).29 It is a “word” inspired by the Spirit of God; yet at the same time it is a human message; its “human character” means that it is coloured by the frailty and imperfection of all that is human.
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Chapter 5

Doctrine and the Witness of Faith







The witness of the Apostles, by means of which they were able to perform their “service of the Word”, is twofold in character: it is the story of Jesus, and it is the teaching about Jesus. This dual character of their witness is in harmony with the actual fact of revelation: that the “Word became flesh”. The revelation of God in Jesus Christ is not itself a doctrine, but a Person, with His story.


The fact that the first disciples told the story of Jesus was not a mistake, nor was it a deviation from the right path. It is not due to a misunderstanding that the stories of Jesus are called the “Four Gospels”. They are unique, for they contain the very heart of the Gospel. It was therefore an exaggeration—which had an unfortunate influence at the beginning of the theological renewal derived from Kierkegaard–when the great Danish thinker maintained that in order to become a Christian, in order to establish the Christian Faith, there was no longer any need of “narrative” or record; all that was required was to state that God became Man.1 God’s Providence was more merciful: He gave us the Four Gospels. The stories of Jesus must have played a very great part in the primitive Christian kerygma, just as they do to-day in all healthy and fruitful missionary work. In contrast to the doctrinal activity of the non-Christian religions or philosophies, the Christian message is, first of all, narrative, not doctrine.


Through the story of Jesus in the Gospels we are ourselves confronted by Him. The fact that the Apostle, the missionary, must above all “tell a story”, and can only teach on the basis of this narrative, brings out very clearly the distinctive element in the revelation of God in Jesus Christ. In other religions there are doctrines which claim to deal with a supposed “revelation”, but there is no story of revelation. To proclaim the Word of God means, in the New Testament, first of all to tell the story of Jesus, of His life and His teaching, of His sufferings, His death and His resurrection. So long as the Church is vitally aware of this, the idea of the “Word of God” is not in danger of being misunderstood in ultra-intellectual “orthodox” terms. Conversely, where doctrine is emphasized at the expense of the Biblical narrative, there the intellectualistic misunderstanding of orthodoxy has already begun.


Reformation theology, if measured by this standard, cannot be wholly acquitted from the reproach of having confused the Word of God with doctrine; just as we cannot fail to be amazed at its one-sided doctrinal instruction, based on the Catechism, not only on didactic grounds, but also on those of theology.


The Reformers constantly maintained that the mere “story’ ’ of Jesus was of no use to faith; up to a point, of course, they were right, for in actual fact the mere story is as powerless to awaken faith as mere doctrine. It is essential to the witness to the Incarnate Son of God that the story of Jesus and the teaching about Jesus should be indissolubly united. Even the narrative as such cannot give us “Himself”. A “sound film” of the life of Jesus taken by a neutral reporter, or an account of the life of Jesus written by an unbelieving compiler—such as Josephus, for instance—would not have the power to awaken faith in Jesus. But the Gospel narratives of the New Testament are not neutral, for they do not give an “objective” account. They are not photographs but portraits; they are not merely narratives of something that happened, they are testimonies in the form of narrative. This result, which the New Testament research of our generation, in the sphere of criticism, has undoubtedly brought out very clearly, has not yet been fully integrated into theological thought: even the telling of a story may be a testimony to Christ, indeed this is the primary form of the primitive Christian witness. This fact is so significant because it shows very clearly that the essential Gospel, the “Word of God”, the revelation, is contained, not in the words spoken by the witness, but in that to which he bears witness.


Here the oft-repeated formula, that “witness” is the act of “pointing”, gains its clearest meaning. We cannot “point” away from ourselves to “the other” more clearly than by emphasizing the fact that the story we tell is itself the whole point of our message, that it is itself “the Gospel”. The story of Jesus makes it very plain that it is not what we say that matters, but Himself—so we must look away to Him, Himself. The story of Jesus with this absolute emphasis: He of Whom I tell you is the revelation of God—that is the meaning of all the Gospel narratives, and the form of the earliest witness to Jesus Christ.


It is certainly no accident, but is actually in the highest degree significant, that the Risen Lord Himself said: “Ye shall be My witnesses”2 Only when the “life of Jesus” is seen and narrated from that standpoint is it truly a witness, is it a “Gospel”, and not merely a series of “anecdotes about Jesus”.3 It is the Jesus who proved Himself to be the Christ in the Resurrection, whose earthly life and words are to be narrated. The orientation towards this point, which alone makes the picture correct in the sense of testimony, is, however, only possible, and can therefore only then shape the narrative, of one whose eyes have been opened by the Holy Spirit, so that in the picture of the Crucified he is able to “behold” the “Glory of God, full of grace and truth”. Thus the Holy Spirit at the first “spoke” in the Apostles, so that they were able to see the picture of the earthly Jesus, of the Rabbi Jesus of Nazareth, as that of the Messiah and the Son of God. The picture of His earthly life came first; the fact that it gradually dawned on them that this was the picture of the Messiah was the first sign that the Holy Spirit was witnessing in their hearts. Accordingly, this is why the narrative of the acts and words of Jesus the Messiah was the first form in which they gave their own testimony. We ask: How did the Primitive Church carry on its missionary work? How did the Apostles carry out their calling as witnesses of Jesus? The standard answer to this question is not the Corpus of the Apostolic Epistles—they were written to communities which were already Christian—but the Gospel narratives. The “Gospels” represent the finest missionary preaching of the Apostolic period, of which otherwise we know so little.


Because the Word became flesh, the story of Jesus had to be told, and this story about Him is the primary witness;4 but because the Word became flesh, alongside of the witness in story form, there had to be the witness in doctrinal form. In the narrative-witness the revelation is emphasized as the Act of God; in the witness in doctrinal form, the revelation is emphasized as the Word of God. Neither can be separated from the other; nor can they ultimately be distinguished from one another. For just as the story of Jesus, as the story of the Messiah Jesus, the Son of God, already contains “doctrine”, so the doctrine of Christ as the doctrine of the Incarnate, Crucified, and Risen Son of God, already contains the “story”. And yet the difference between the teaching of the Apostles and their Gospel narrative is obvious. It is the task of the doctrinal testimony to make the subject of these deeds and words, of this suffering and victory, visible, which is invisible in the narrative as such. While this is only suggested in the narrative of the Gospels, it comes out clearly in the doctrinal testimony. Just as the narrative moves deliberately, in order to show who He is, and what is His secret, within the sphere of time and space, so the doctrine develops gradually, within the sphere of thought, in order to make the meaning of the mystery clear.


If, however, we go back to the origin of both, to the point at which “it pleased God to reveal His Son in me”; that is, where the revelation becomes the Word of God, then we perceive that an important change has taken place between this point and the witness. Peter, who was the first to confess Jesus as the Christ, because this “was not revealed unto him by flesh and blood, but by the Father in heaven”, does not tell the story of Jesus, nor does he teach about Christ. His confession, the primitive form of his witness, is still accomplished in the dimension of personal encounter: “Truly Thou art the Christ, the Son of the Living God!” The original form of all genuine witness is the confession of faith in the form of the answering “Thou”, evoked by the “Thou”-word of God addressed to the soul. This is true not only of the confession of the Apostle, but also of the confession of every true believer, of that “Abba, Father”, which the Holy Spirit utters, evoking the response of faith in the same inspired words. The act of faith is a confession in the form of prayer, in the dimension “Thou-I”;5 it is not a doctrinal statement in the third person: “He-you”.


Thus the first step in the development of the doctrinal testimony is to move away from the “Thou-relation” to God; this signifies a change of front: from God towards the world. In doctrine man speaks no longer in the “Thou”-form to God—as in the original confession of faith—but he now speaks about God as “He”. Doctrine is no longer a spontaneous, personal response, in the form of prayer, to the Word of God, but already, even in its simplest form, it is reflective speech about God. The process of leaving the sphere of personal encounter in order to enter into the impersonal sphere of reflection is the presupposition of all doctrine. God is now no longer the One who speaks, but the One who is spoken about. It is no longer God who is addressed, but a person, or a number of people. This change of dimension, this transition from the personal sphere into the impersonal, is the same as that of reflection. Hence all doctrine is reflective; but all doctrine does not represent a process of reflection to the same extent. The extent to which the personal relation is broken by the impersonal depends on the extent of reflection and also of the didactic element. The more that God becomes an object of instruction, instead of being One who is addressed with believing fervour, the further the doctrine moves away from the direct confession of faith, the more it becomes theoretical and doctrinal. It is an essential characteristic of the Biblical “doctrine”, and especially of that of the New Testament, that it contains a minimum of doctrinal reflection.6 Doctrine (or teaching) continually passes into worship, thanksgiving and praise, into the immediacy of personal communion. This comes out very clearly in a second process of refraction in that which we describe as “doctrine”.


The witness of the Apostles, as a personal confession of faith, is always at the same time a call to obedience. The “Thou” has not disappeared: it has only changed its vis-à-vis. The Apostle who is both witness and teacher no longer addresses God, but he speaks in the Name of God to Man. “We beseech you in Christ’s stead, be ye reconciled to God.”7 All apostolic teaching is speech which calls for faith and obedience, speech which tries to win others, which tries to bring others within the circle of those who believe. Even where the Apostle is giving direct “teaching”, what he says is more than a “lecture”. Even in this teaching, in spite of the fact that God is being “spoken about” the “Thou”-relation still determines the attitude of the speaker and the tendency of his message, because, and in so far as, the speaker addresses man in the Name of God: with the authority of a Divine commission, in absolute harmony with the God who reveals Himself to him. Thus such teaching, even where it takes place in the third person, for the sake of this “Thou”, is not really reflective. It is not what we usually mean by “doctrine”; it is witness which demands an answer.


This witness, which is also a summons to faith and obedience, already differs in a significant way from instruction, as, for instance, the instruction of catechumens for Baptism in the Early Church. It is true that here also the faith of the learners is the aim, but it is not the immediate aim. The change to the third person, to teaching-about-God, goes deeper than in the witness of faith; the extension into the dimension of the third person covers and includes a wider sphere, more time is given to a reflective, and rather more scholastic, form of teaching.


The teaching of the Catechism, with its questions and answers, is directed primarily to the intellect; the subject must be understood, and to this end it is explained. Here we no longer hear—or if we do, only from very far off—that urgent cry: “Be ye reconciled to God! Repent!” But the deflection of the pupil’s mind from the sphere of faith, of existence in the “Thou”- dimension by doctrinal teaching, is strictly limited to the explanation of that which is elementary and necessary. It is only the intellectual questions which clamour for consideration which lead to that theoretical extension which we call “theology” or “dogmatics”.


In this sphere reflection predominates: thought and prayer are separated, not, it is true, in principle, but in practice. The teacher may, of course, remain aware that the subject he is teaching is his confession of faith, and that the instruction of the pupil ultimately demands the obedience of faith; but this faith is a distant source and a distant goal. Between both there extends the broad space of mental reflection—and the further it extends the more does the unlikeness increase between the subject that is discussed, and Him whom we address in the response of prayer. The further dogmatics extends, the more remote is its relation to its Primal Source; the further it drifts away from the confession of faith as “being laid hold of” by God, the more is the personal relation with God replaced by an impersonal one.


The change which this makes in the confession of faith is so great, and the danger of drifting away completely from the Origin and from the Goal is so acute, that we must ask ourselves why, then, does this take place ? Now we understand all those objections—already mentioned—to the study of dogmatic theology; we must, therefore, repeat the question: Why does this change have to take place ? Why should it take place ? But we have not forgotten the answer which was given earlier: The transformation of the adoring confession of faith into a “doctrine-about-God” must take place—not for its own sake, not because faith itself requires it, but—for the sake of the believer, in face of doctrinal errors or heresies, in face of the questions which necessarily arise in our own minds, and in face of the difficulties which the original Biblical doctrine provides for the understanding.


In the light of the foregoing observations we can now give an answer to three questions, which, apart from these considerations, could either not be answered at all or could not be answered clearly. The first is that of the relation between faith and doctrine; the second is that of the difference between the knowledge of faith and theological knowledge; the third concerns the limits of theological effort. Obviously the relation between faith and doctrine is twofold in character: Faith springs from doctrine in so far as doctrine springs from faith; the doctrine of the Apostle is ἐκ πίστεως εἰς πίστιν.8 The Divine revelation makes use of the believing testimony of the man on whom Christ has laid hold, in order that he may comprehend more. Faith urges us to preach and to teach; the preaching and the teaching create faith.


The difference between the knowledge of faith and theological knowledge, which is so difficult to define, and yet so necessary, is not one of subject or of content, but one of the form or dimension of existence. Theological or dogmatic knowledge is, it is true, the knowledge of faith in accordance with its origin, but not with its form. One who thinks in terms of theology must, so long as he does this, pass from the attitude of the worshipper to that of the thinker who is concerned with his subject. Greater clearness and precision of theological concepts can only be gained at the cost of directness of faith, and that readiness for action which it contains. While a person is studying theology he is not in the state of the praying and listening disciple, but he is a pupil, a teacher, a scholar, a thinker. This does not mean that theology must inevitably damage faith and obedience, but it does mean that it may harm it—that is, when the temper of the theologian replaces the spirit of the man of prayer, who listens for the Voice of God. This is what we mean by the term “Theologismus”.9 When we see this, however, we also see why it is impossible to draw a sharp line of demarcation between the truth of faith and theological truth. The distinction is relative in character: the more that reflection and impersonal objectivity predominate, the greater will be the difference.


This brings us to the third question: that of the limitations of the theological enterprise, and answers it. Theology, dogmatics, doctrine in the highest form of reflection, are not “in themselves” necessary. It is not faith itself which urges us towards theology, but certain definite impulses within the community of believers, or in the heart of thebeliever himself. Theology is not necessary unto salvation, but it is necessary within the Church, and necessary for a person who must and will think. This sense of compulsion is one reason for studying dogmatic theology; it justifies its usefulness. On the other hand, in order to keep dogmatic theology within its bounds we may claim that only so much theology is good as can be combined with no injury to the attitude of faith, and to obedience itself. To ignore these limitations is already a symptom of that unhealthy process which we call “Theologismus”; but this is itself based upon the failure to distinguish plainly between the truth given by faith and theological truth, of the immediate knowledge of faith, and of that refracted by reflection, which must more or less be laid to the charge of the whole of the older theology.
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