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Preface





During my last visit to the United States, which took place shortly after the publication of the first volume of the Dogmatics, a theological colleague expressed the desire that I would develop further the point of view contained in my book, The Divine-Human Encounter (Wahrheit als Begegnung). He urged that he regarded this view as decisive for the development of theology, and that he wished me to expand it within the whole framework of Christian doctrine. I replied, that I had already made a beginning in The Christian Doctrine of God, and that what I had begun in that volume was being expanded in two later volumes.


In this second volume the reader will doubtless perceive still more clearly the logical significance of this point of view for the understanding of the Christian message. The discovery of the “I-Thou” truth in philosophy by Ebner and Buber is indeed, as Heim has put it, a “Copernican turning-point” in the history of thought. Here, however, our concern is not to try to combine the “I-Thou” philosophy with Christian theology, but to emphasize the importance of this truth, which is wholly derived from the Bible, for Christian thought. Hitherto this has never been done within the sphere of dogmatics. The present work is a first, and doubtless an imperfect, attempt in this direction. It shows, however, that it is only on these lines that Christian thought can be saved from the rigidity of ecclesiastical orthodoxy, and the results of Biblical criticism can be made fruitful for the shaping of Christian doctrine. For after the first promising beginnings of the “Dialectical Theology” in overcoming the sterile and false contrast between Liberalism and Orthodoxy, we are unfortunately back again at the point where this contrast dominates theological discussion afresh. The rediscovery of Biblical truth has again, as at the period of the Reformation, led to a rigid fundamentalism and confessionalism, which offers plenty of vulnerable points for rationalistic attacks from the intellectual Left Wing, and makes it appear as though criticism and convinced Christian thought were opposed. The doctrine of Creation and Revelation here offered is based upon the conviction that sound criticism and genuine Christian thinking are not incompatible. Those members of the Church who passively accept what they have been taught as “revealed truth” seem to be unaware of the fact that their view of “faith” is hampered by an age-long tradition which has misunderstood the meaning of “faith”, regarding it not as “encounter” with the Living Christ, but as the acceptance of “revealed truths”.


The truth which broke through at the Reformation (though later it was again obscured) of the personal character of faith, as “encounter” with Christ, means liberation from the rigidity and ethical sterility of orthodoxy, and sets us free to have a faith which is based on nothing save the Love of God revealed in Jesus Christ. This truth alone can preserve us from sterile “theologizing” and from clericalism, and awaken in the Church a missionary and pastoral spirit. This is the fundamental aim of the present work. I now offer it to the reader’s kind and critical attention.


The fact that in spite of many health difficulties I was able to finish this book before leaving Europe for my journey to the East is due to the assistance of many good friends. Herr Pfarrer Basler in Zofingen, and Fräulein Gertrud Epprecht, Assistant-Minister in Zürich, have shared with me the labours of proof correction, and my son, Dr. H. H. Brunner, Pfarrer in Marthalen, prepared the Index. To all of these, and to several others who remain anonymous, I tender my cordial thanks.


EMIL BRUNNER


ZÜRICH,


August 1949




TRANSLATOR’S NOTE



I wish to express my grateful thanks to all who have so kindly assisted me with advice and information, as well as in the labour of proof-reading; particularly to the following friends: The Rev. W. D. Davies, D.D., the Rev. H. H. Farmer, D.D., and Miss Mary Lusk, B.A.
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Part 2

The Historical Realization of the Divine Self-Communication




















Chapter 1

The Creator and his Creation







In the first volume of this series, we dealt with the doctrine of God: the Lord, the Origin of all created things, who is Himself before all creation. There we were thinking of God as He is “in Himself”, of His Being “before” all time, “before” history, and “before” revelation; because unless this were so, unless God exists—from everlasting—“in Himself”, there would be no Creator, and no act of free creation. But we were only able to speak of Him who is “before all creation”, and “before all revelation”, on the basis of His revelation, not on the basis of any kind of philosophical speculation.


All that we have been saying about Him who is before all creation, and before all revelation, is based upon, and in accordance with the Scriptures. It is the divine revelation given to us in the Scriptures which constantly bears witness to the fact that God is “before all things”, “before the foundation of the world”.1 At the same time we are aware of the fact that this word “before” does not denote “time”; for Time is itself the creation of God. Existence in Time is the way in which we—human beings—live, it is not the way in which God exists.




1. The Origin of Creation


God stands “above” the world, because He is the Lord, because it is only through His Word that it exists at all; but we are well aware that when we say this, “above” is not a spatial expression, since God alone creates Space. The supramundane nature of God, which is part of His Being, does not tell us anything about the relation between the Being of God and the spatial existence of the world. These two words, “before” and “above”, are both predicates of His Being as Lord. This is in direct opposition to the view of Greek philosophy and its later exponents, namely, that there is a correlation between God and the world, just as there is between left and right, i.e. that the one cannot be conceived apart from the other. We must drop this idea altogether, and try to draw out the full meaning of the opposite conception. We are to think of God as the God who is “there”, apart from the world, who indeed Himself posits the world, to whom the world is not His alter ego: and when we think of the world we must think of it as something which does not naturally, essentially, and eternally, belong to God, but as something which only exists because it has been created by God. If it were otherwise, God would not be the Lord of the world at all, but, so to speak, its double.


We have said, it is true, that God, as He is in Himself, is the reason why there is a world at all. God’s being “-as-He-is-in-Himself” is at the same time the will to communicate Himself, His “being-for-us”, before we come into being. It is because He is “for us” that we have been created; it is because He wills to communicate Himself, that the world exists. Hence we have been thinking, not only of the eternal Being of God, but also of His eternal Will, which precedes all created being as the ground of its existence, of His “decree of creation”. It would be presumptuous to speak of this on the basis of our own thinking, how could a man—even the most gifted and far-sighted—be in a position to do this? But the Divine decree of Creation is the content of the divine self-revelation. “Things which eye saw not, and ear heard not, and which entered not into the heart of man, whatsoever things God prepared for them that love Him”.2


It is no accident that, when man is thrown back upon his own methods of acquiring knowledge, he knows nothing of such a “decree of creation”, the history of philosophy indeed—in so far as, consciously or unconsciously, it does not take the Biblical revelation into account—is silent on this point. But it is also no accident that the same original record of revelation which speaks of the divine plan of Salvation, also deals with the plan or decree of Creation; for how could God’s purpose for the world not be His plan which precedes it?3 How can the Lord of the world manifest His sovereignty without revealing to us that the world is grounded in His will, and, from the very beginning, has been ordered for this purpose? Not only the fact of the existence of the world, but all that is included in the fact of creation—the manner of creation and its purpose—is rooted in His Will as Creator, as that which precedes and establishes it.4 We would have failed to give the phrase “the created universe” its Biblical content, unless we had already dealt with the fact that the world is “rooted and grounded” in the nature of God, as Lord, and in His Will as Creator. In the following pages we now proceed to think out the meaning of this statement: that God, the Almighty Lord, is Creator, and that the world is His Creation. What does this mean?







2. The Knowledge of Creation


The theological statement: God is the “Creator of Heaven and Earth”, brings this affirmation into the sphere of facts which are accessible to our natural knowledge. No other “heaven” than that which we know, no other “earth” than that upon which we live, is meant by this credal statement. The article of belief in the Creation unites (in a way about which we shall have to think further later on) the world which we know with the mystery of God. This world which we know, which everyone knows more or less, is God’s creation. But while this article of belief in the Creation lights up the sphere of things with which we are familiar, what it says is not familiar. Of ourselves, we do not know that God is Creator, as we know the things of this world. This statement is not merely part of Natural Theology, in the sense of being a truth which a man can acquire for himself, but, like every other article of the Christian Creed, it is an article of faith; and that means, a statement based upon revelation.


When the words “Creator”, “Creation” and “creature” are used by Christian thinkers, they mean what the Creeds say, in spite of the fact that there are non-Christian or philosophical statements which sound very similar. The fact that there are philosophical or religious expressions in other religions which, at first sight, seem to say the same thing is, however (as we shall see in a moment), not accidental; but whatever that may mean, one thing is clear from the outset: in the Christian Creed the Creator means the God of the historical revelation, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Triune God; and by “Creation” it means that event which is founded in the revealed divine decree of Creation.


Indeed, we must not ignore the fact that we have just mentioned, namely, that non-Christian thinkers also speak of the “Creator” and the “Creation”. Yes, it is true that in almost all religions there are creation-myths of all kinds; there is the idea of a “Creator-Spirit” which, as it were, stands behind and above the polytheistic or animistic pantheon of the gods; there are theistic doctrines of Creation in certain sects within Hinduism: above all, there is the doctrine of the Creator in Zoroastrianism and in Islam; there are hints of the Christian doctrine of Creation in the Timaeus of Plato, and in the writings of the great Stoics, Epictetus, Cicero, Seneca, and Marcus Aurelius. These ideas exist, because God does not only reveal Himself through His Word in History, but also through His work in Creation, hence He leaves no man without a witness.5 And yet, in spite of all the analogies and apparent similarities, all these ideas and suggestions are different from the knowledge of God the Creator, as it is attested in His historical revelation, because sinful man is not capable of grasping what God shows him in His work in Creation without turning it into something else.6


Just as the “Lord God” of the Bible, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, is not the same as the Theos of Plato or Epictetus, the Rama of the Sikhs, or the Ahura Mazda of Zoroastrianism, so also His existence as Creator and his creation of the world are not the same. Here the saying, si duo faciunt idem, non est idem, is supremely and peculiarly apt.


Unfortunately the uniqueness of this Christian doctrine of Creation and the Creator is continually being obscured by the fact that theologians are so reluctant to begin their work with the New Testament; when they want to deal with the Creation they tend to begin with the Old Testament, although they never do this when they are speaking of the Redeemer. The emphasis on the story of Creation at the beginning of the Bible has constantly led theologians to forsake the rule which they would otherwise follow, namely, that the basis of all Christian articles of faith is the Incarnate Word, Jesus Christ. So when we begin to study the subject of Creation in the Bible we ought to start with the first chapter of the Gospel of John, and some other passages of the New Testament, and not with the first chapter of Genesis. If we can make up our minds to stick to this rule, we shall be saved from many difficulties, which will inevitably occur if we begin with the story of Creation in the Old Testament.


Of course, I do not wish to deny the permanent significance of, and the absolute necessity for, the Old Testament account of the Creation—not only in the first two chapters of Genesis, but also in the Prophets, the Psalms, and in the Book of Job. In order to expand the somewhat scanty statements of the New Testament we certainly need the weighty and enriching testimony of the Old Testament; but in principle these statements are as introductory in character as the Old Testament witness to the Messiah is to that of the New Testament.


Even the most intelligent exposition of the Old Testament story of Creation which is offered as the basis of the Christian doctrine presents modern man with numerous difficulties, which cannot be removed by the most bold attempts at allegorizing the narrative.7 At this point, to fall back into a “Biblicism” which has already been abandoned in principle, will have a peculiarly disastrous effect. In principle our belief in the Creator is not bound up with the narrative of Creation in the Old Testament. The truth which the story of the creation of the world in six days contains is a powerful, and eternally impressive, expression of the preparatory self-revelation of God in the Old Testament; but it is no more the “canonical” form of the self-revelation of the Creator, than Isaiah 9 is the “canonical” form of the Old Testament witness to Christ.







3. Creation: Not a Theory of the Way in which the World came into Existence


This becomes clear directly we ask the question: Where is the meaning and the purpose of the divine Creation of the world shown to us most clearly? It is characteristic of the New Testament statements about the Creator and the Creation that here the fact of Creation and the manner of Creation are stressed far less than the reason why the world was created and to what end; while the narrative of the Creation in Genesis says nothing about this at all. It is true that a Christological exposition of this Old Testament narrative of Creation may, to some extent, fill the gap, but only at the cost of using arbitrary and forced methods of exegesis. But if we start from the decisive statements of the Fourth Gospel and the Epistles,8 the situation is immediately quite different.


Here certainly we are not given a narrative; there is no series of events; everything is gathered up and concentrated at one decisive point: that God in, and through, the Logos, the Son, has created the world. If we keep this “record of Creation” before our eyes, then we do not need any lengthy system of argument to prove that it is totally different from all mythologies of creation, and also from all philosophical ideas of creation.


In the Prologue to the Gospel of John the Creation is mentioned in a way which we find nowhere else in the Bible; here it is clear that when a believer in Christ speaks of the Creation, he means something different from “explaining” why there is a world, or why things exist. In this witness to the Creation we are all addressed, and the meaning of our existence is defined. Here there is no question of confusing the Creation with a cosmogony. Here the Word which became flesh in Jesus Christ, and the Word of Creation, are one. In this Word of Creation the eternal decree, and in it also the purpose and the meaning of all existence become plain.9


To know the Creator thus, means to know, first and foremost, that God, because He is Sovereign Lord, is Creator. Thus from the outset this idea of Creation is clearly distinguished from all the various theories about the way in which the world came into existence. Before Israel knew Yahweh as Creator, it knew Him as Lord. Because He is absolute Lord He is Creator. It is not forbidden, and indeed it is inevitable, that, as human beings, on the basis of our knowledge of the world, we must ask questions about its origin, and certainly it is not unimportant that to-day leading physicists once more point to a divine reason as the basis of the world which they discover through science. But this has a very remote and indirect relation to the Christian doctrine of Creation. The Christian belief in Creation arises at the point where all Christian faith arises, namely, in the revelation of God in Jesus Christ. For there God meets us as the Lord, who, because He is Lord, is the Creator. Even faith in God the Creator is “truth-as-encounter”; the Lord who meets me in His Word, in His Word as Person—Jesus Christ, is LORD, absolutely; thus He who is “above” all and “before” all is the One who originates all things and is Himself originated by none; He is the One who determines all things and is determined by none. Even this truth is expressed in the form: “I, thy God and Creator”, and not “HE, the World-Creator”. This truth comes to man as a personal summons; it is not a truth which is the fruit of reflection; hence it is truth which, from the very outset, makes me directly responsible. “I am the Lord thy God”, the Creator; this means: “Thou art My property”. This does not mean that I start from the idea that God is the Creator of the world, and then argue that since I also form part of the world I also recognize Him as my Creator, and then come to the conclusion that I belong to God. The way to the knowledge of faith is the very opposite: here, as everywhere in the Christian Faith, the “I-Thou” comes first; hence from the outset, and not later on, this truth has ethical force. For the fact that man belongs to God implies the whole truth of responsibility and of all moral obligation. In Jesus Christ we meet Him who addresses us as absolute Lord, and therefore as the Creator of all things: “I, thy Lord, the Creator.”


This does not mean, however, that the truth of my creation precedes the truth that the world has been created. My Lord—that is, the Creator, absolutely, not only the Creator of my existence. Since in Jesus Christ I meet my Lord, I meet Him who is the Lord of the whole world. Since He reveals Himself as “my” Lord, He reveals Himself as the One who determines all things, and is determined by none. Schleiermacher’s phrase “absolute dependence” is right, indeed it is excellent; only the way in which he expounds it is wrong. Here too we must admit that Schleiermacher was right in making a very clear distinction between the knowledge of this absolute dependence and any theory of a cosmogony.10 If only he had taken this truth of “absolute dependence” seriously! But he could not do so, because his faith was not based on this personal encounter, because his faith was not based on the Word which addresses man personally. That is why this idea of “absolute dependence” is confused with the causality which runs through Nature,11 with which it has nothing at all to do. For the idea of Creation means that I, together with the whole of Nature to which I belong, am absolutely dependent upon God, while He, on the other hand, is dependent neither upon me nor upon it.








4. Creation Ex Nihilo



The truth that God is the One who determines all things and is determined by none, is the precise meaning of the idea of Creation as creatio ex nihilo, Creation “out of nothing” does not mean, however,—as Gnosticism of all ages continually interprets it—that there was once a “Nothing” out of which God created the world, a negative primal beginning, a Platonic ME ON, a formlessness, a chaos, a primal Darkness. The “ex” of the creatio ex nihilo does not suggest any kind of “matter”—however vague and shadowy—but it means the fact that God alone brought the world into being. There never was a “nothing” alongside of God, as it were, but God alone. The Gnostic doctrine of “Nothing” is the final attempt to adapt the certainly incomprehensible mystery of Creation to that which we know from experience as a semi-creation, the formation of something; it understands the Creation as the moulding of a formless original substance.


This idea of Creation, as the shaping of formless matter, is the content of all creation myths, and we can even trace its influence on the Old Testament story of Creation. But the New Testament idea of Creation absolutely excludes any idea that any other force, save God, had any share in Creation. The idea of Creation expresses the truth that God assumes complete and sole responsibility for the existence of the world, and moreover it does not excuse the fact that it is finite, by suggesting the existence of a “nothing”, an uncreated ὕλη, a MÊ ON, which—”unfortunately”—also played an anonymous part in the process, and is the reason for the imperfection of the world.


God is the One who absolutely determines all things, and is determined by none. He is conditioned by nothing, therefore, not even by a “Nothing”. Were He to be thus conditioned He would not be Creator, but simply a demiurge. All that existed “before” all creation was God and His Word. The Creation has its foundation and its origin in God alone. “For He spake and it was done; He commanded, and it stood fast”.12 “In the beginning was the Word … all things were made by Him”. This too is the meaning of the sublime story of Creation in the first chapter in the Bible! “God spake … and it was done.” This magnificent presentation of the creatio ex nihilo, or—and it is the same thing—creation “by the Word”, is still faintly coloured by a relic of the mythical idea of an original Chaos, an idea which in other passages in the Old Testament betrays still more clearly its polytheistic-mythical origin.13


To try to explain it away leads to an arbitrary process of allegorization, or (and from the theological point of view this is still more dangerous), to the idea of a nihilistic “danger” existing within God himself. It is precisely at this point that we see how important it is to start from the witness of the New Testament and not from that of the Old Testament. For in the New Testament the last vestiges of any ideas which would impose limitations upon God have disappeared. God alone achieved His Creation; He Himself, by His word. The explicit formulation of the idea of creatio ex nihilo appears for the first time in the literature of later Judaism, in the second Book of the Maccabees:14 ἐξ οὐκ ὄντων ἐποίησεν αὐτὰ ὁ θεὸς.


This sentence could, of course, still be misunderstood in a Platonic Gnostic sense; but the formula used in the Epistle to the Hebrews: “that the worlds have been framed by the word of God, so that what is seen hath not been made out of things which do appear”15 is unmistakable; so also is the phrase used in Rom. 4: 17: “God … who calleth the things that are not, as though they were.” From this standpoint, as we look back, we may well say that this is also the real meaning of Genesis I, and of the witness of the Old Testament as a whole, as interpreted by the Prophets.


The words of the Second Isaiah:16 “I form the light and create darkness”, are to be understood as a protest against all mythical theories of a primal darkness. God alone creates the world with no other co-operating factor. That is the meaning of the Biblical words “create” and “creation”.


This expresses something which is utterly beyond all human understanding. What we know as creation is never creatio ex nihilo, it is always the shaping of some given material. Fichte therefore was quite right when he said of the Creation that it is “something which cannot properly be imagined”.17. But he was not right in rejecting the idea of Creation on that account; but we can understand why this idea aroused his scorn as a philosopher. For a philosophy which is controlled by the belief that everything can be deduced by human reflection and thus assumes the absolute continuity of human thought, must be indignant about the “fundamental error” of the idea of Creation; because from the outset it presupposes the absolute discontinuity of human thought: God is over against the world, the world is over against God. God and the world are not bound together by any necessity; the world is the work of divine freedom. Fichte is an extremely logical thinker, with great intellectual energy. Since he constructs his system a priori, that is, entirely on intellectual grounds, he cannot admit the element of contingency. The idea of contingency itself is simply a philosophical formulation of the Christian idea of creation. It is therefore no accident that it is unknown to ancient philosophy.18


In point of fact, to “posit” a creation is, as Fichte says, philosophical nonsense; but the Christian Faith does not “posit” the idea of Creation, but accepts it as “posited” by God; this is a fact which we cannot grasp in thought, nor can we evolve it out of our own needs, but we have to accept it, through the Divine revelation, as “posited”. Thus we now see the necessary connexion between Creation and Revelation. We can only speak of Creation on the basis of Revelation. From our point of view as human beings, on the basis of our own intellectual efforts, to speak of “Creation” is, as Fichte maintains nonsense, “the first criterion of the falseness of a doctrine”. It is the same Word which created the world which also reveals to us the truth that the world has been created. The freedom of God can only be recognized in His self-manifestation, that is, it can only be believed; the same is true of the Creation as the act of God’s Freedom. These statements are confirmed by the fact that no philosophy—save that which begins with revelation and to which usually the very name of philosophy is denied—contains the idea of Creation, in the sense of creatio ex nihilo. Plato’s Demiurge shapes the world, but does not create it; and Aristotle teaches explicitly the eternal co-existence of God and the world.19 To the degree in which Western philosophy moves away from the Christian doctrine based on revelation, the idea of the creation of the world is replaced by the idea of the eternal correlation of God and the world.20 Indeed, nothing else was possible; either human thought has power over God—and then God is no longer Lord, nor is He Creator; or God is Lord and Creator, and then human thought has no power over Him; then God can only communicate Himself and His Being as Creator by His own act, and man cannot reach this truth by his own thought, he can only accept it in faith. The Lord God, who alone creates the world by His Word, is also the Revealer, who alone imparts Himself to man through His Word.









5. The Purpose of Creation


This brings us, further, to another decisive element in the Biblical idea of creation, and above all in that of the New Testament. Creation by the Word is not only to be understood in an instrumental sense: God speaks, and it is done; it is also final. The Word by which, or in which, God creates the world is at the same time His plan for Creation, its meaning and its goal.


The fact of Creation has an actual aspect of power and an ideal aspect connected with its final purpose. The Creation is because God wills it; it has no other foundation. God’s will is the ratio sufficiens of the Creation. The Creation is the work of the Divine Omnipotence. But it is not only the work of His Omnipotence but also of His Holy Love. God creates the world in absolute freedom, it is true, but there is nothing arbitrary about His action. His freedom is identical with His Love. God creates the world because He wills to communicate Himself, because He wishes to have something “over against” Himself. As the Holy God He wills to glorify Himself in His Creation; as the loving God He wills to give Himself to others. His self-glorification, however, is in the last resort the same as His self-communication. He wills so to glorify Himself that that which He gives is received in freedom, and rendered back to Him again: His love. Hence the revelation of this love of His is at the same time the revelation of the purpose of His Creation, and this purpose of creation is the reason why He posits a creation. The love of God is the causa finalis of the Creation. In Jesus Christ this ideal reason for the Creation is revealed.21


It is precisely because the Old Testament story of Creation does not contain this element that it cannot be the starting-point for the Christian doctrine of Creation. The Word by which Yahweh creates heaven and earth is a pure word of command which expresses His power, but it is not the Word which gives divine meaning to His Creation. The idea that the Messianic Covenant is the ideal basis of the Creation of the world is not yet expressed in the Old Testament story of Creation; it is only hinted at in the Prophetic writings. In the New Testament, however, it is clearly present; it is the same Word through which the world came into being, who “became Flesh” in Jesus Christ, in whom God makes known to us His Love and Grace, and in so doing, His purpose for the world. Indeed, He Himself, Jesus Christ, as the personal manifestation of God, is the Goal of the world, for whom, in whom, and through whom the world has been created.22 It is indeed for this end alone that God has created the world; that in it He should manifest His glory and give Himself to His Creation; this is the meaning of the world, and this is its goal. It is the Logos who was in the beginning, through whom, in whom, and unto whom, all things have been created.


Greek philosophy also knows of a Logos, which makes the world a cosmos. It speaks of the Logos which permeates all existence and binds it into a harmony. It conceives the Cosmos as a work of art, as something actual through which the ideal shimmers. The Logos is the Beauty of the world, the world is the expression of the divine Logos. But this idea of the Logos-Cosmos is completely different from that of the Logos of Creation. God and the world stand alongside of one another, God is not “above” the world as the Lord; He is not “before” the world as the One through whose will alone it comes into existence. Logos and Cosmos are correlative expressions, the one cannot be conceived apart from the other. In Greek thought the world has already reached its goal, its goal is its immanent meaning from all eternity. The world is not a work of God, which has a beginning and an end. The beginning and the end here merge into one in the timeless present; the historical element is lacking, because the element of act, of the energy of the divine will, is absent. But the Christian idea means: that the purpose of the world is in God: that in it God wills His Glory; in it He wills to rule; and in it He wills to bring man—through His self-manifestation—into fellowship with Himself. The purpose, and therefore the fundamental meaning of the Creation, is the Kingdom of God. It is only from this point of view that we can understand what the world is, as Creation; and this purpose is revealed in Jesus Christ. From Him alone—and not from the Old Testament story of Creation which knows nothing of Christ—can we understand what God’s creation of the world really means.







6. Creation: The Beginning of Time


When we say that the world is God’s world, we say that it had a beginning. Greek philosophy knows no real creation, because it knows no beginning of the world. For it the world is co-equal and eternal with God. It knows no beginning to the world because it does not know the world as the work of the personal God.23 When we say: The world has a beginning, we are uttering a paradox, namely that Time has a beginning. In positing the world God also posits Time. Just as He posits Space so also He posits Time. Time and Space are the fundamental constituents of the world as posited by God. This, however, means that Time and Space are finite, not infinite. We are not thinking here of Time and Space as conceptual but as they actually are. The Kantian antinomies refer to Time and Space which can be conceived, not to actual Time and Space. Whether these antinomies—namely, that Space and Time must be thought of at the same time as finite and infinite—are genuine antinomies or prejudices similar to that of the theory of Euclidean space, which is supposed to be an a priori truth, which can be proved—we can rightly leave to the philosophers to decide. From the standpoint of belief in the Creation we maintain the finite character both of actual Time and actual Space.


Time is, “since”, and because, there is a world.24 Of course, we cannot exclude the question: what was there “before” the world? To this question faith gives a twofold reply: Before Time there is God Alone: and “before Time” is a phrase which bears the imprint of our own temporal existence. Thought divorced from revelation cannot bear this paradox; either it eliminates Time by means of the idea of a timeless truth, or it eliminates the pre-temporal by the idea that “time alone exists”.25 That which truly exists, it says, is timeless, hence the temporal does not really exist. Or it says: the non-temporal is a mere product of the imagination, there is nothing but the temporal. But faith posits—or rather it is given to it through revelation—a beginning of time, through the eternal God. The temporal is just as much part of our creaturely existence as the finite. As we shall see later on, it would be a great error to equate the temporal with that which passes away, and hence to say that the temporal is a consequence of the Fall—that owing to the Fall, through sin, man falls into a temporal existence.26 The temporal is the essence of that which is created; as creatures we are temporal, all is temporal.


When we say: “Time has a beginning”, we are not, of course, saying that we know what this beginning is. When we begin with the Old Testament Story of Creation this constantly leads us to regard the chronology and the Six Days’ work of creation of Genesis as an integral part of the divine revelation. But if we begin with the New Testament this danger does not arise. “In the beginning was the Word … all things were made through Him.” This statement does not posit any point in time according to our chronology, as this beginning, although it is probable that the Genesis view of the universe was also that of John. The finite character of Time, the fact that time has a beginning, does not mean that we know this brief beginning, or that we shall ever know it. Possibly so far as Time is concerned, the position may be like that of Space, at least since Einstein. Space, so the physicists say, is finite but unlimited. To-day they are inclined to speak in a similar way about Time. When we maintain, therefore, that the world has a beginning, in and with Time, in any case we are not in opposition to the modern knowledge of physics.


The fact that Time has a beginning is just as important as the other fact, that it has an end. Its end coincides with the end of created existence. This end, however, is not “nothingness”, but it is the Goal which is both the end and the completion of the created universe. God Himself is the End of Creation, but this does not mean that He will be once more without a creation, as at the beginning; but it means that He will glorify Himself in the Creation, and give Himself to it, in such a way, that it will shatter the framework of the created universe as we know it.


The temporal is also connected with “becoming”. Here, for speculative thought, the position is the same as it is with Time: either, that which “becomes” does not truly exist, but, as in Plato, it is a blend of being and non-being, or the tide of “becoming” swallows up everything in its path, and God and Truth are submerged. The Biblical revelation takes into account a created world, which is determined by the law of “becoming”. The laws of “becoming” belong to God’s world of creation and are not the result of the Fall. With the other orders of creation, the New Testament also regards “becoming” as belonging to God’s creation.27 The Story of Creation in Genesis, however, lays particular stress on this fact, since it represents the fruitfulness of all living things, continually reproducing their own kind, as the content of the Divine Command of Creation.








7. Is this World that which God has Created?



We have now already opened up a whole group of questions in which our natural knowledge of the world and the communication of the divine revelation impinge upon one another or permeate each other. We must therefore first of all put the fundamental question: What kind of world did God create? This question, which at first sounds strangely in our ears, has exercised the mind of Christendom since the days of Marcion, and must still do so. For the more fully we ascribe—in our doctrine of Creation—responsibility to God for that which is created, the more disturbing is our view of the actual reality. Can this world, so full of meaningless, cruel suffering and death—be God’s Creation? On the other hand, what meaning would the doctrine of Creation have, if it did not mean that God has created what we call “Heaven and Earth”, this world with all that it contains? The belief in Creation is indeed, as we said at the beginning, intended to connect the world with which we are familiar, with the God who transcends the world. There are, however, two extreme views, which have arisen in the history of Christian thought, which we must reject from the outset: one that is wrongly pessimistic, and one that is wrongly optimistic.


(a) The erroneous pessimistic view, formulated first of all by Marcion and the Gnostics, maintains that this world, as we know it, cannot be the work: of God the Creator. God created a good world, but the world with which we are familiar is not good, thus it is not the work of the God who is Perfect Love, revealed to us through the Gospel of Jesus Christ. However it came into being—and there are several Gnostic theories about this point—in any case it is not the creation of God.28


(b) The mistaken optimistic view, on the other hand, maintains that the world as we know it is identical with the Divine Creation; thus it finds itself forced to attribute what we call “sin” to the Creator, and to assert the impossibility of a distinction between Creation and Sin.29


In the light of the truth of Scripture neither view is tenable; both theories constitute an attack upon the foundation, the heart, of the Biblical doctrine of revelation.


First of all, we must certainly admit that the Old Testament does seem to be very near to the second view. It is true that the Genesis story of creation is immediately succeeded by the story of the Fall, of the divine curse upon man, who has become sinful, and on the ground which he cultivates, the story of man’s expulsion from Eden, in which God had placed him; but no cosmic inferences are drawn from this story of the Fall. Above all: in the rest of the Old Testament there is no reference to this story of the Fall. It is true that Sin and Creation remain distinct; sin is the human denial of the divine order of creation; but the creation as a whole is not further affected by sin. Apart from the evil in men’s hearts, and in their actions, everything in the world is God’s creation: the course of the stars, the changing seasons, the form and the life of plants and animals—even of wild animals30—the human body in its relation to the soul, the series of human generations, birth and death—all this is, as it is, and takes place in this way, because, and as, God has appointed it, from the standpoint of His creation.


Even if Evil and Sin are not the work of God, but are rebellion against His order, yet these negative forces do not alter the structure of the world; this familiar world—with the one exception of Evil—is God’s creation.


Even in the New Testament, the structure of the world, especially of the world of nature and the happenings of nature, are admitted to be created by God; even, too, the fundamental constitution of man, his psycho-physical unity, the fundamental elements of social life,31 are recognized as the Divine creation; in the New Testament, however, the universal power of sin is emphasized much more strongly than in the Old Testament; further, the connexion between death and sin on the one hand, and between the sin of the individual and the sin of Adam in the Fall on the other, is admitted; and, further still, the belief is expressed that in a general way this earthly historical world is under the sway of demonic-satanic forces. This world may be the creation of God, but figuratively speaking, it is overshadowed by anti-divine forces, both within and outside of man, so that it is impossible to equate it absolutely with the creation of God.


But in this emphasis on the negative element the New Testament never goes so far as to question the truth itself: that God, the Father of Jesus Christ, is the Creator of this world, of this heaven and this earth, that the natural orders of this world are God’s orders of creation, that even the structure of human existence, in its permanent elements, which are independent of freedom, that is, in those “constants” which are independent of historical change, is to be regarded as derived from God’s creation.


The Church was therefore quite right, even in her earliest conflicts with the Gnostics, and with Marcion, to reject all dualistic views which denied the fact of the divine creation of this world as we know it—and to do so in no uncertain terms. Its decision was accepted everywhere until recently, even after confessional divisions had taken place. In accordance with the view of the New Testament, the Church stands firmly by the statement: “factorem coeli et terrae, … visibilium et invisibilium … per quern omnia facta sunt”. It sternly rejects all depreciation of material and natural existence, which is necessary from the standpoint of a Platonic “spiritual” point of view. In this connexion the Old Testament story of Creation, with its evident emphasis upon the concrete things of Nature, in all their variety, has done yeoman service. It is true that it has also led theology astray beyond the frontiers of legitimate religious knowledge into the sphere of Natural Science, and it has had to pay dearly for this in recent days.







8. The Independence of the Creation


The fact that God “called the world into existence”32—this expression is genuinely and exclusively of Biblical origin—means that He has created something Other than Himself, “over against” Himself. This means that non-divine, creaturely existence, and even all that is material and destined to pass away has been freed from the odium of standing in opposition to God. This puts both an unreal “spirituality”,33 and the Monism which is so characteristic of speculative thought, out of court. Thus Space and Time, Matter and the causality of Nature, the burden and inertia of things, and the fact that all living creatures are connected with the earth, cease to be regarded as contemptible, disgusting, or unreal. Creaturely being, which is quite different from God’s Being, is not set in opposition to God on account of this “otherness”. God Wills this Other, it is He who has established it as the wholly other. It is His will that a second existence, and indeed a very varied and many-sided second existence, a world of very varied creatures, should be over against Himself. The fact that God and the world are not identical, which Monism fears and detests, has lost its terrors. A world which is not God exists alongside of Him.


This, however, means that God does not wish to occupy the whole of Space Himself, but that He wills to make room for other forms of existence. In so doing He limits Himself. He limits Himself by the fact that the world over against Himself is a real existence. Hence the maximum of the divine self-limitation is equally the maximum of actual “over-againstness”—the free position of that being who is “over against” God, and is therefore able to answer the Word of the Creator in freedom. Yes, indeed, this is precisely the ultimate, and the real meaning of the divine Creation of the world. In the full sense of the word, God can only glorify Himself and impart Himself where a creature in freedom gives His word back to Him, the Word which He addresses to it, the word of love. Now we begin to see what a large measure of self-limitation He has imposed upon Himself, and how far He has emptied Himself, in order to realize this aim, to achieve it, indeed, in a creature which has misused its creaturely freedom to such an extent as to defy God. The κένωσις, which reaches its paradoxical climax in the Cross of Christ, began with the Creation of the world.


This being who stands “over against” God—who is the actual purpose of God’s Creation, is a creature which may, can, and must pray to Him, a creature, moreover, to whom God pays so much attention that He listens to his prayer. I say this now in anticipation, because only thus can we perceive how seriously God acts in His self-limitation, and how far real Biblical thinking is from all forms of Monism and monergism.34


In itself the New Testament does not suggest (as in the Story of Creation in Gen. 1) the graded variety of the created forms of life. This is simply included in the word “all”, in the statement of the fact of Creation. But the whole wealth of the creaturely forms of existence, which surround the life of man and constitute His world, are included in this word “all”. Here, however, the expansion of the witness of the New Testament by that of the Old is of great significance, in spite of the fact that it also raises many problems. The story of Creation in the Old Testament lays emphasis upon the fact that God has placed man in a world of nature with a great many aspects, which presents itself to our observation as a graded hierarchy of forms of existence, which, from purely material existence through the plant world to the lower and higher forms of animal life, finally reaches its zenith in Man.


Why we should consider this graded hierarchy of forms of life from man’s place in the universe as a theological undertaking, to be not only justified, but commanded, will be explained later on. The Old Testament story of Creation leaves us in no doubt whether this graded hierarchy is rooted in God’s will as Creator. This hierarchy of created life corresponds to the greater or lesser distance from the human way of existence. It is the hierarchy which is determined by the degree of freedom or unfreedom, which leads from the minimum of freedom in the sphere of matter to the maximum of freedom in Man, which, for its part, has its essential characteristic and its theological significance in the fact that Man may and should answer the divine Word in freedom.








9. Analogia Entis?



The world created by God, as limited, dependent being, is fundamentally different from the Being of God. All the differences within created existence, living and dead, free and un-free, human and non-human, are insignificant, in comparison with the uncreated Being of God and created being, between God and the world. Those differences are relative, this is absolute. And yet this creature, as the work of the Creator, who wills to glorify and communicate Himself in it, is not without some resemblance to the Divine Being. God manifests Himself in His works in Creation, for in them He manifests “His everlasting power and divinity”.


In the material world there is a mathematical order which bears witness to the thought of the Creator. Here there is life which is a reflection of Him who is Himself the true Life; in the material world there is the mystery of the whole of organic life, with its wonders of nature—seeing eyes, hearing ears, a purposeful organization which indicates a creative planning spirit behind it all;35 there is the marvel of spontaneity and freedom, which is a picture of Him who is Himself unconditioned, absolute freedom. Above all there is Man, whose unique quality is described in Scripture by the phrase “created in the Image of God”. As Man represents the maximum of freedom in the sphere of the visible creation, so also his whole being represents a maximum of parabolic similarity , which exists in spite of the absolute dissimilarity between creaturely being and the Being of God.


Hence it is most ill-advised, and inevitably leads to serious inconsistencies, to take the view that the idea of the analogia entis—common to the whole Christian tradition—must be rejected as specifically Catholic, Neo-Platonist, and therefore a “foreign body” in Christian theology. Whatever the Creator makes bears the imprint of His Creator-Spirit in itself; hence it is to some extent “similar” to Him and is therefore a “parable” or “analogy”. The idea of the analogia entis, like that of the Revelation in Creation, from which it is derived, cannot be severed from the Biblical doctrine of Creation. How fundamental it is for all theological statements comes out in the fact that we preserve this element of analogy in two constituent elements of all Biblical theology: in the idea of the Word, and in that of the Person. The fact that man can speak is similar to the fact that God speaks; the fact that man is Person, is an analogy to the Being of God as Person.36


The misgiving aroused by a certain use of the principle of Analogy in medieval, and later Catholic theology derived from it, is fully justified; but this misgiving should not extend to the principle itself, but only to this particular use of it which, in point of fact, is not based upon Biblical, but upon Neo-Platonic foundations (Bonaventura), and thus becomes the principle of Natural Theology.


This particular use of the idea of Analogy presupposes the inviolable character of human knowledge, in accordance with the fact that man has been created in the image of God; it does not take into account the fact that God’s revelation in Creation, as such, taken by itself, is not sufficient to lead sinful man to a true knowledge of the Creator. It overlooks the fact that wherever man has tried to know God by his own efforts, on the basis of that which is at his disposal as a creature among other created beings, he has never attained his goal. The natural “knowledge” of God is actually no knowledge of the True God, but it is always inevitably a mixture of true knowledge and the deification of the creature. Sinful man cannot help interpreting the glimpses of the Creator in the creation in a wrong way: in polytheism, pantheism, Deism, agnosticism, and atheism. His inward eye is not a clear mirror in which God’s revelation in creation is reflected in its truth, but it is one whose sight has become dimmed by sinful anxiety and sinful arrogance, sinful optimism and sinful pessimism. Natural Theology is therefore not, as that medieval doctrine believes, a reliable basis for Christian theology, but a very contradictory phenomenon, in which both truth and error, divine revelation and human delusions are involved.


This does not, however, make Natural Theology a negligible quantity. Though it may not be the basis, it still is a very important part of Christian Theology, especially in the doctrine of Man. It is a sign of divine revelation in Creation that men can never cease to speak about God and to think about Him in one way or another—even if in a wholly negative manner—and thus to produce theologies. Each of these “theologies”—even at the lowest level—contains an element of divine revelation. Each of these theologies—even at the highest level—also contains the element of sinful corruption and delusion, that dissolving ferment which transforms the wine of the divine revelation into the vinegar of idolatrous representations of God.37


When, however, through God’s Word the “inward eye” of man is really enlightened, then he is also enabled to see the divine revelation in Creation, as it really is; then he is able to understand the analogia entis aright, and to praise God the Creator in the works of His Creation. Christendom has indeed never allowed this truth to be taken from it; the prayers and hymns of all churches, all over the world, have at all times praised God, not only for His revelation in His Word, but also for His revelation in His Creation; this has produced what I used to call—wrongly, in a misleading phrase—a “Christian natural theology”. Similarly, Theology has always held fast to the truth that there are created “analogies” to the Creator, and that for this reason we may speak of God in human terms, as a God who “sees” and “hears”, “thinks”, and “wills”, “speaks” and “acts”.


For this reason, and for this alone, Christian theology is not a negative one, whose main thesis is that negations alone are fitting to describe the Being of the Creator; but it is a positive theology which rests upon the truth that there is a relation of similarity between God’s being as Person and the being of man as human, thus between the Being of God and the being of His creatures, which makes the use of such human, parabolic language legitimate.


The substitution of an analogia fidei for the analogia entis is based upon a misunderstanding which it is easy to explain. Quite apart from the fact that the traditional use of the phrase means something wholly different—namely, the rule that the Scriptures must be expounded in the light of the Creed (or Confession of Faith)—the analogia fidei, in this new sense, pre-supposes the analogia entis. When we say that we can only speak of God aright because God has spoken to us in His revelation, we have already made the tacit admission that there is a fundamental analogy between what “speaking” means in the divine and in the human sense. Speech, even when it is God who “speaks”, is the form in which reason communicates with reason, person with person, … primarily analogous to the process in the intellectual and spiritual sphere, and not primarily to the process in the natural physical sphere of creation.38


The principle of the analogia entis is also, manifestly, the presupposition (which must always be taken into account) of that theology which denies this, and denies the principle of analogy itself; therefore, because it wishes to deny this, it is also forced to deny the revelation of Creation recorded in the Scriptures. The analogia fidei cannot replace the analogia entis, because at every point the analogia fidei presupposes the analogia entis.







10. The Order of Creation


Another controversial problem of a similar kind is that of the orders of creation. It is most intimately connected with the revelation in creation. God has given to that which has been created—to all that has been created—a certain definite order which, because it has been created by Flim, is the expression of His will. The way in which a creature has been made is an expression of the divine will. This is an idea which seems to be especially important for the Biblical truth of creation, and it therefore recurs frequently. “Praise Him, all ye stars and light. … He hath made them fast for ever and ever: He hath given them a law which shall not be broken.”39


What we call the “laws of nature” are God’s orders of creation. This, and this only, is the way in which God has ordered the world. God is a God of order, not of disorder; He works according to law and not in an arbitrary manner. It is true that with this idea we enter a sphere where religious truth and natural knowledge—for instance, scientific knowledge—interpenetrate one another, and here we need to speak very carefully. But the fundamental idea, that there are constants in nature which have been created by God, lies outside the sphere of controversy, and is not disputed by anyone who has any respect for the truth of the Bible.40


Thus to know something of such forms of life, and such orders, is to know part of God’s creation, and thus of the will of God. Kepler was not mistaken when he thanked God that through the discovery of the laws of the rotation of the earth he had been able to see a little way into God’s workshop, and to see something of His Wisdom. It is the God of revelation, not of any philosophy or mythology to whom Kepler offers his thanks; here he is accomplishing an act of legitimate “Christian natural theology”. Because Kepler knew the God revealed in Jesus Christ, and meant Him and no other, his praise went in the right direction, and did not go astray, and the order of creation which he learnt to know became to him a concrete instance of the legitimate knowledge of God.


The idea of the “order of creation” interests us particularly as the principle of social ethics. In the human sphere there are certain natural constants, which at the same time belong to the sphere of human freedom and decision. For instance, God has so created man and woman that their sex union can only be accomplished according to the purpose which He has laid down for them in the monogamous permanent marriage. It is part of the very way in which God has created man and woman, in the unity of personal-being and the sex-nature, that only monogamy corresponds to the destiny given to man by God. Therefore Jesus Himself bases the indissolubility of marriage upon the order of creation.41 Why the “monos” in monogamy is so essential whereas in other circumstances, for instance, in friendship, it is not essential, cannot be understood save in the light of the truth that God has created sex. In creating man and woman God has appointed a definite order for the sex relation, an “order of creation”. The same is true of the relation between parents and children, and thus of the Family. Marriage and the Family are orders of creation, and, indeed, precisely in the similarities and inequalities which these involve. Thus the question can never be put thus: Are there orders of creation which constitute an ethical standard? but only: What are they? and which orders are merely due to human convention? Flow far the principle of the order of creation extends for the formation of a social ethic cannot be discussed here. Here all we need to do is to stress the fact that this principle as such—whatever its validity and its limits may be—is a central idea in the Biblical doctrine of Creation, as indeed it has always been so used by the Theology of the Church at all times. It is not difficult to show that if one transgresses this law in ethics one does not go unpunished, and also the other fact, that it can easily be misused. But abusus non tollit usum.







11. Natural Knowledge of the Created World


Since God creates a world, He creates something which is not God, namely, the world. In so doing He creates the sphere of things, which, in principle, He places under the control of human natural knowledge.42 God has given man reason, in order that he may learn to know the world, and to find himself at home in the world. This world is, it is true, the creation of the Triune God, whom none can know through the intellect as such. But, as the sum-total of things of all kinds, it has been given to man’s reason. The legitimate sphere of reason is: the things of the world. Whether men know God or not, they can in any case know the things of this world; and that means, to know them aright. Even a man who does not know God properly can have a vast knowledge of the things of this world. For instance he may be an eminent scientist, or a great linguist, or a great mathematical genius. Thus, without knowing anything of the true Creator, man may know the orders and laws of the Creator, without knowing whose laws they are. Obviously, what Euclid, Aristarchus or Archimedes found to be valid for all time in the sphere of mathematics and physics, they learned to know independently of the state of their knowledge of God. We do not know, and at the moment we are not concerned to know, what they thought about God. They succeeded in knowing one part of the world, a section of the order of creation, without knowing the Creator.


Thus it is possible to over-estimate, as well as to underestimate, the blinding of the intellect by sin. We have indeed no right to assert, as some pessimists do, that sinful man as such, cannot know anything aright. This kind of pessimism is out of touch both with the Bible and with experience. On the other hand, an optimism which ignores or denies the significance of sin is equally unjustified. In the one case, as well as in the other, an undifferentiated general statement is wrong. Rather, it is necessary to make a distinction between knowledge of the world and knowledge of God. Sin does not hinder men from knowing the things of the world, the laws of nature, the facts of nature, and man in his natural, historical and cultural manifestations. But the more we are dealing with the inner nature of man, with his attitude to God, and the way in which he is determined by God, it is evident that this sinful illusion becomes increasingly dominant. The more closely a subject is related to man’s inward life, the more natural human knowledge is “infected” by sin; while the further away it is, the less will be its effect. Hence we find the maximum of sinful blindness in the knowledge of God itself. Hence mathematics and the natural sciences are much less affected by this negative element than the humanities, and the latter less than ethics and theology. In the sphere of natural science, for instance—as opposed to natural philosophy—it makes practically no difference whether a scholar is a Christian or not; but this difference emerges the moment that we are dealing with problems of sociology, or law, which affect man’s personal and social life. In the doctrine of God, however, this difference becomes a sharp contradiction. Greek wisdom and philosophy has achieved valid work in the most varied spheres of knowledge, and even the theologians who have been most faithful in their adherence to the Bible—such as Luther and Calvin—have admitted this fact. On the other hand, between the different forms of Greek metaphysics and the Christian doctrine of God there are contradictions which cannot be reconciled. The same is true, in my opinion, of modern science and philosophy. The more that science and philosophy are self-critical on the one hand, and the more purely theology is aligned to real faith on the other side, the less will be the possibility of conflict.


Not only secular science and philosophy, however, but Christian theology also, may fail through lack of self-criticism, and, in point of fact, this has often happened. For centuries, Christian theology has been greatly to blame for the fact that it conceived the Biblical picture of the world, which in essentials is simply that of the Ancient World, as the content of the divine revelation. This made the Bible the infallible textbook of natural science and historical science. The conflict with science therefore became unavoidable, and the war between science and theology had to end with the pitiable defeat of theology. Theology forgot to make that critical distinction between that which is the object of natural knowledge of the world through reason, and that which, by its very nature, can only be the content of divine revelation. It forgot that the Church bears this “treasure” (of revelation) in “earthen vessels”; it confused the vessel and the content, the knowledge of God and the knowledge of the world.


This is particularly true of all the religious truths connected with the creation of the world; because here there is a subject which, on the one hand, can only be understood from the standpoint of revelation, and on the other hand, by the use of methods applied to all natural knowledge. The so-called “Mosaic” story of Creation is not only a wonderful testimony to the divine revelation, but it is also the product of a very primitive view of the world. Hence it tells the story of Creation with the aid of conceptions which, without ceasing to be vessels of divine revelation, are such that their intellectual outlook is in conflict with modern knowledge. The Biblical story of Creation is bound up with the picture of the world current in antiquity, which no longer exists for us. The failure to distinguish between a particular world-view and religious truth has made ecclesiastical theology first the enemy, and then the laughing-stock of science. At the present time theology as a whole usually fails to recognize the significance of these facts for modern man. This whole conflict might have been avoided if the Church had known how to make a distinction between the vessel and its content, between the view of the world and the statement of faith. Since even down to the present time the Church is still out-of-date on this point, we must try to give at least in outline some indications for the solution of this problem; the fact that it has been neglected for far too long, has been, and still is, a serious hindrance to the faith of countless men and women.







12. Natural Knowledge and Revealed Knowledge


First of all, however, we must look at a purely theological problem, which concerns this dualism of scientific knowledge and religious knowledge, or knowledge derived from revelation. The world as created by God, can only be known through God’s revelation: but as created by God, it is the sphere of legitimate natural, or scientific, knowledge. How are we to understand this twofold character of knowledge, without destroying the unity of knowledge? The unity is given to us in the idea that just as the world is based upon the Creator-Logos, so also our natural knowledge, in all its activities, ultimately presupposes the Creator-Logos. Even natural knowledge, which is acquired through the senses and the intellect, is not simply something “profane”; in so far as it wills and grasps Truth, it is something sacred. Valid knowledge is based upon a principle and a criterion of validity which is not simply a fact of the world, but is of a divine character. The idea of Truth, and the obligation to be genuine and sincere, which is fundamental in all serious pursuit of knowledge, points to an ultimate ground of Truth. The human reason, by means of which we distinguish true and false in the sphere of natural or scientific knowledge, is no more based upon itself than the world which it knows is based upon itself. The world is based upon God’s thought and will in Creation, in the fact of its existence, in its content, and in the manner in which it is created; likewise the reason through which we know it, is derived from God’s truth. Through the Creator, the world, and the knowledge of the world, are destined for each other. Both are rooted in the Logos of Creation; from it they derive both the objective basis of existence and the subjective basis of knowledge. This Logos of Creation, however, is no other than He who in Jesus Christ became Man and thus revealed to us His secret.


Hence all that is taught in accordance with Scripture about the revelation of God in the works of creation, is to be understood “Christologically”. There is no other revelation in creation save that which derives its being from the Eternal Son or the Logos. “For in Him were all things created … through Him and unto Him … and in Him all things hold together.” Thus all the “orders of creation” which are given to us men as the norm of our action are “orders” which have been created through the Logos-Son, therefore they are all ordained and subordinated to His goal, His plan and purpose for the world. As then we believe in the Creator revealed through Christ and in none other, so we also believe in no other revelation in Creation, and in no other “orders of creation”, than those which have their ultimate basis, their meaning and their end in Him.


Further, the reason and the knowledge which it acquires finds its ground and its purpose in the Son. The capacity of man to know is one aspect of that quality of “being made in the Image of God” which constitutes the nature of man. Precisely those elements of—natural—knowledge which are different from merely animal ways of getting one’s bearings, and from wild flights of the imagination, namely, transcending, and critical strictness, strict objectivity and logical argument, belong to that “fact of being made in the image of God” which differentiates man from the rest of the creation, and gives him the consciousness of possessing a particular dignity and a special destiny. For this reason alone can science be the service of God, and for this reason alone so many of the greatest scientists have been able to regard their work as the service of God and their knowledge as the gift of God. Therefore in the mind of a Christian scientist there is no conflict between his faith in Jesus Christ and his scientific work which is based on, and controlled by (very strictly) the work of the intellect; on the contrary, he is aware of an ultimate unity between the two aspects of his life, although, it is true, a certain duality of knowledge does exist. The knowledge of the world and the things of the world is reached in other ways than those which lead to the knowledge of God and His plan for the world. “He has given the earth to man”; the words “replenish the earth and subdue it” are the Magna Carta of all secular knowledge as well as of all the achievements of technics and civilization. It is thus that the J redactor understood it who makes the history of man begin with the fact that God gives permission to man to name the animals. God gave this permission, and with it He gave man the capacity to make use of it.


Just as God has created a world which is not Himself but a second entity, over against Himself, so also has He given to man, as a human being, a reason which is capable of understanding what is in the world. Therefore according to the will of God there is a “natural knowledge”, which really knows, that is, finds the real truth, even if this truth is never the final and complete truth, but one which is ever being discovered afresh, and the knowledge thus gained is never final and complete, but is always growing, and ever purifying itself with its own criticism, and transforming it. Precisely the man who believes in Christ will always be on his guard against two errors: the danger of denying, in a sceptical way, the possibility of true knowledge, and, on the other hand, of transforming the knowledge he has acquired, uncritically, into an absolute. Sin betrays its influence in the sphere of knowledge in two directions: as sceptical despair of knowing and as uncritical dogmatism. And the experience of the present day shows how both elements can dwell side by side in the same person, and can give their colour to one and the same generation.


It cannot be the work of dogmatics, but must be left to a Christian philosophy to develop these fundamental insights further, to examine more exactly the theological presuppositions of natural rational knowledge, and to show, on the one hand, its God-given possibilities, and, on the other hand, the limitations to which it is subject, due to creatureliness on the one hand, and to sin on the other. To a world proud of its intellectual powers, and sceptical, it will emphasize the basis and the limitations of natural knowledge; to an uncritical orthodox theology it will have to exercise the critical office of a watchman, in order that in the name of revelation a knowledge of the world be not offered as the inviolable divine revelation, and that which God has left for the natural knowledge of man to explore be not restricted to the sphere of a mistaken Biblical authority. This last point is especially important in connexion with the Creation story in Genesis.







13. The Biblical View of the World and Science


The Old Testament story of creation gives us the story of God’s creation in connexion with a definite picture of space, of time, and still more definitely, of the beginning of all forms of life which have ever been and are unalterable. At all three points the position of modern knowledge forces us to abandon this view and to replace it by other ideas.


(a) The view of Space. For the Bible the world-space is no bigger than a bowl inverted over the diameter of the Earth. The modern astronomer measures space in terms of which the unit is the “light-year”; light travels at the rate of 186,000 miles a second. Thus in measuring star distances he calculates in “light-years”, or millions and millions of miles. Thus the picture of Space has been expanded millions of times over.


(b) The same is true of the view of Time. For the man of the Bible the world—reckoned from to-day—is some six . thousand years old. Modern science gives the age of the earth—which again is only one fragment of the age of the world of the fixed stars—as some milliards of years, and the age of the human race as some 200,000 to 500,000 years. Thus the time during which the world has already existed, according to our present knowledge, is a million times greater than that which it was for the man of the Bible, and until recently for the Church.


At one point, however, the most recent science seems to confirm the statements of the Bible, and possibly this point is far more important than all the others that have been mentioned: the world has a beginning. The idea of Greek philosophy of a world with no beginning is—so it seems—clearly in conflict with modern scientific knowledge. Real Time is not infinite like time which has been thought. Likewise real Space is not infinite like space which has been thought. Whether we are really justified in equating the beginning of the world posited by science or to be thus attained with the beginning of the world posited by faith, must I suppose remain an open question.43


(c) The destruction of the Biblical view of time and space which began with Copernicus, has, as is well known, led to protracted and heated discussions between the protagonists of Theology and of Natural Science, in which Theology came off very badly. In importance, however, these controversies were far outstripped by the changes at the third point, in the view of the constancy of the forms of life and existence at one time established by God. The Bible assumes that the plants and animals with which we are familiar are part of the unalterable original state of the world as God created it. The findings of Natural Science of the present day force us to give up this idea entirely. Whatever may be our attitude towards the theory of evolution or even to Darwinism, at one point the discussion has been closed for ever, namely, that most of the forms of life which now exist did not formerly exist at all, that many of those which used to exist no longer do so, and that between the earliest and the present-day forms of life—plants and animals—there were very many others, so that those which now exist prove to be one of the many worlds of forms which followed each other in orderly progression. We would be well advised once for all to abandon the contemptible habit of taking refuge behind the hypothetical character of these results (of scientific research)—this dirty trick of a lazy apologetic—and to acknowledge the results of scientific research which all scholars accept because they are based upon proof, and to admit that they are obligatory also for us. There are plenty of hypotheses left … and none of these scientific results affects ultimate questions at all. For, as we have already said, these questions are only raised by the narrative of the Creation in the Old Testament, but not by the truth of the Biblical account of Creation. Only at one point does this scientific knowledge give us any serious difficulty, and that is in the doctrine of man. Hence our further discussion should deal with the doctrine of man.








14. Creatio Continua



On the other hand, however, scientific truth concerning changes in forms of life calls our attention to a genuine and ancient theological problem, the question of creatio continua. There is, as we have already seen, a central religious concern in the statement that the created world had a beginning in Time. To predicate eternity, “without beginning” of the world as well as of God, makes the world the alter-ego of God, and God the double of the world. This idea deifies the world and de-spiritualizes God; inevitably it is pantheistic. God alone is from everlasting, not the world. Beginning in Time belongs to the existence of the world, to the Creation. But this cannot mean that God’s activity as Creator is limited to this beginning in Time. Once more, it is the one-sided orientation towards the narrative of Creation which favours this prejudice, and has tended to colour the doctrine of a creatio continua with pantheistic suggestions.


Certainly the danger of Pantheism lurks in the background. The danger-zone has already been entered when Creation and Preservation are identified with one another. For anyone who does not admit the distinction between the creation and the preservation of the created world does not take the fact of creation seriously. The relation of God to that which He has created is not the same as His relation to that which is yet to be created. That which has been created stands actually “over against” God. Henceforth, through the action of God it has an independent existence, even though this independence be a limited one. It depends on a divine thread of preservation above the abyss of nothingness; at any moment God can let it fall into nothingness. But to preserve that which has been created does not mean continually to create it anew; to claim this would mean that it has an actual existence for God, that it has an existence of its own. Theological monergism is already the beginning of Pantheism.


Now the recognition of a divine preservation of the world, as distinct from His creation, does not exclude the truth that God is still actively and creatively at work in a world which He has already created, and which He preserves. If we indulge in a little mild allegory we may interpret the creation of the world in six days thus: the series of creative acts of God, which has been planned in a clear succession of periods (whether of days or of millions of years) contains at least one aspect of the doctrine of a creatio continua, plurality in Time, the ordered series of acts of creation. The more we take into account the fact that the various forms of life did not all arise at the same time, as we certainly must do on the basis of our present knowledge, the more unavoidably are we led to this thought. God did not create everything at once; He is continually creating something afresh.


This idea is not alien to the Bible. It appears even at a most important point, where the individual—such as Job or a Psalmist—recognizes himself in the presence of God, as having been created by Flim. The Psalmist does not say: “Thou, O God, hast created Adam and from him I am descended”, but “Thou hast knit me together in my mother’s womb”.44


The Either-Or of dogmatic theologians between “Creationism” and “Traducianism”,45 is a pseudo-problem. I, this human being, am evidently both a product of my ancestors and a new creation of God. We must assign the continuity to the preservation, the new element to the creation of God, whereby the question may remain open whether or not as a whole and apart from man each individual as such, in spite of all continuity and explicability of its elements from its antecedents, is something new. This must in any case indubitably be claimed for the human person. Every human being is a new creation of God; every one is an original, and none is a product of a series, although in its cultural manifestation the originality may be very slight. Each human being is not only an individual but a person, and therefore directly related to God as its Creator.


Hence there is no difficulty in bringing creation and evolution into agreement with one another, particularly if we take into account an évolution créatrice, as indeed even science must do in the face of the facts. Yet this agreement must not be confused with identity. Evolution, even creative evolution, is a phenomenon which we are able to observe, something which is in the foreground of empirical fact, something which the botanist and the zoologist can establish over and over again in his researches. … But he can never thus prove Creation. Creation remains God’s secret, a mystery, and an article of faith, towards which the fact of creative evolution points, but which is never contained within it. What the scientist himself interprets, on the basis of his empirically established positions, as creative evolution, he believes, praying, to be God’s creation.


At this point we return to the beginning of our observations. The Christian statement on Creation is not a theory of the way in which the world came into being—whether once for all, or in continuous evolution—but it is an “existential” statement. In His revelation the Lord meets me, my Lord, as the Creator, as My Creator and the Creator of all things. In so doing I become aware that I who know that I am the servant of this Lord, am His servant, His property, because all that I am and have I have from Him, because not only I but all that is, has been created by Him.. I, together with my world, am, O God, Thy creation; therefore I too am included in the aim of creation, which in the same Word through which all was created is revealed to me. As the one, however, to whom this Word is spoken in order that he may hear it and obey, am I singled out and distinguished above all other creatures. The following chapters will deal with this subject.
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	  3.   John 1: 1-3; Col. 1: 16; 1 Cor. 8: 6.



	  4.   Eph. 1: 11.



	  5.   Acts 14: 17; Rom. 1: 19.



	  6.   Rom. 1: 21.



	  7.   In spite of the important truth of the exposition of the story of Creation by Karl Barth, K.D., III, 1, it is a great pity that the great Basel theologian has presented his doctrine of Creation in the shape of an exposition of this passage of Old Testament Scripture.



	  8.   John 1: 1–3; Col. 1: 15, 16; Heb. 1: 2.



	  9.   1 Cor. 8: 6.



	10.   Glaubenslehve, 36, 2.



	11.   Ibid., 46.



	12.   Ps. 33: 9.



	13.   Ps. 74: 13, 14; 104: 6 fl..



	14.   2 Macc. 7: 28.



	15.   Heb. 11:3.



	16.   Isa. 45: 7f.



	17.   J. G. Fichte, Ausg. Werke, 5. 191.



	18.   Cf. K. Barth, Kirchl. Dogmatik, III, 1, p. 5.



	19.   Cf. Gilson: L’ésprit de la philosophie médiévale, I. Ch. 3.



	20.   Cf. Pattison: The Idea of God, pp. 303 ff., and also Schleiermacher.



	21.   That is the meaning of the passages already cited from John 1, Eph. 1, Col. 1, and 1 Cor. 8.



	22.   Most clearly expressed in Eph. 1: 10.



	23.   Gilson, op. cit., p. 83.



	24.   Cf. Confessions of St. Augustine, XI, 13 ff..



	25.   G. Nur-zeitlichkeit = that which is only temporal (TR.).



	26.   K. Heim used to teach this. See Glaube und Denken, 1931, pp. 370 ft. But he abandoned this Gnostic view later on (cf. Jesus, der Herr, 1935).



	27.   Mark 10; 1 Cor. 11, 8 ff., 15: 47.



	28.   For Gnostic speculations of this kind in modern theology see Althaus, Die christliche Wahrheit, I, pp. 190 ff..



	29.   The most extreme modern champion of this view is E. Hirsch, Schöpfung und Sünde.



	30.   Ps. 104: 21.



	31.   Matt. 6: 30; 10: 30; 1 Cor. 15: 46 ff.; 11:9 ff..



	32.   The reference is to Rom. 4: 17; Moffatt translates the closing words of this verse thus: “A God who makes the dead live, and calls into being what does not exist” (TR.).



	33.   I.e. a way of thought which regards “the spiritual” as all, and ignores the meaning of the Incarnation (TR.).



	34.   Among modern dogmatic theologians A. V. Oettingen presents this view most strongly; cf. index under “Selbstbeschränkung”, L.D., II, 2.



	35.   Ps. 94: 9.



	36.   Cf. the Appendix on the Problem of Analogy, pp. 42 ff..



	37.   See the Appendix (in Vol. I of this Dogmatics) on the “Natural Knowledge of God”, pp. 132 ff. (E.T.).



	38.   K. Barth, K.D., I., 1, p. 138.



	39.   Ps. 148: 3, 6 (Prayer Book version).



	40.   For the significant use Jesus makes of the order of creation, cf. Mark 10: 1 ff..



	41.   Mark 10: 1 ff..



	42.   Gen. 2: 19; Ps. 115: 16.



	43.   In addition to the standard work of Bavink (Ergebnisse und Problems der Naturwissenschaften, 8, 1945), cf. the writings of the physicist C. F. v. Weizsacker, Zum Weltbild der Physik, 1945, and Geschichte der Natur, 1948.



	44.   Ps. 139: 13 (R.V. Marg.).



	45.   Creationism: the doctrine that God immediately creates out of nothing a new soul for each member of the human family, while for the human body there was but one creative fiat.






Traducianism: maintains that both the soul and body of the individual man are propagated. It refers the creative act mentioned in Gen. 1: 27 to the human nature or race, and not merely to a single individual. It considers the work of creating mankind de nihilo as entirely completed on the sixth day; and that since that sixth day the Creator has, in this world, exerted no strictly creative energy (TR.).
















Appendix to Chapter 1







A. On the History of the Doctrine of Creation


For the preservation of the Christian doctrine of Creation the Old Testament was of immeasurable importance. The Church had to meet the difficulties raised by Gnosticism on two fronts. She defended both at the same time, the Old Testament and the doctrine of Creation, and in so doing, the unity of God as Creator and Redeemer. Irenaeus is the great figure in this fight for existence. It was he too who, in complete accordance with Scripture, showed the way to the later tradition, in the emphasis he laid upon the mundi factor vere est verbum dei (Adv. haer. V. 18, 3) and in so doing firmly established the unity of the Logos of Creation and of Redemption. On the other hand, not only the Gnostics, but Apologists like Theophilus and Justin Martyr presupposed matter which God had not created (ὕλη ἀγέννητος); their view found some justification in the description of Chaos “without form and void” in Gen. 1: 2. The Biblical doctrine of Creation was again endangered by the theory of Origen: namely, that God was Creator from all eternity, and that before the creation of our world He had created others (De princip., III, 5); still more dangerous was his theory that the καταβολὴ κόσμου already presupposes the Fall, and thus that the world as we know it arose out of a fallen creation. But the most serious intrusion of Platonist dualism into his thought is his doctrine of the pre-existence of human souls who have been imprisoned in a material body, as a penalty for the Fall. With the discrediting of Origen in the Orthodox Church this theory, which was incompatible with the Biblical doctrine of Creation, was finally rejected, having already been attacked by Methodius.
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