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    Preface


    My first book on the Trinity1 was rightly perceived as a ground-clearing exercise that was meant to illustrate why a doctrine of the immanent Trinity was important and needed to function in theological reflection by directing theologians to the need to recognize and to maintain the freedom of God’s grace. This book is intended as a discussion of just how a properly conceived pneumatology would assist theologians speaking of the economic Trinity to think more accurately about divine and human interaction in the sphere of faith and knowledge within history. Toward that end I begin with an extensive discussion of the role of faith in knowing God and in relating with God in and through his incarnate Word and thus through the Holy Spirit. I then move to a discussion of how and why a properly functioning pneumatology will lead to an appropriately theological understanding of God’s actions within the economy, and of why natural theology can never be seen as the ground for a theology of revelation. Rather, natural theology is seen as an approach to God that bypasses God’s revelation and thus diverts attention away from the action of the Holy Spirit enabling knowledge of God acting for us within history.


    In this context, one of the key themes of this book will be to explore and explain exactly why it is imperative always to begin and end theology from within faith. That means of course that any attempted apologetic approach to Christology, to knowledge of God and thus to the doctrine of the Trinity that begins by focusing on our experience of faith instead of focusing on the God experienced in faith will always tend to confuse or separate not only nature and grace but reason and revelation. Any such confusion, I will contend, will weaken a strictly theological understanding of divine and human freedom and thus undermine the need for the Holy Spirit in order to see and to understand how exactly Christology relates with the doctrine of the Trinity and with pneumatology to point us to the constant need to rely on God himself both to know God and to love God within the sphere of history.


    In this book I will rely on the thinking of Karl Barth and of Thomas F. Torrance to explicate such thinking in contrast to those theologians (Catholic and Protestant) who do not begin and end their reflections in faith. I will also argue against attempts to historicize Christology in inappropriate ways by discussing the kinds of resources that are available in the theology of Barth and Torrance from which one could develop a properly historical view of Christology, and thus of God acting within history in his Word and Spirit without falling into the Hegelian trap of making God in some sense dependent on history. Any assumption therefore that suggests that Jesus’ human history is constitutive of his divine being, I will argue, is an assumption that effectively is based on a kind of theology that operates, perhaps unwittingly, with a type of false apologetic approach that attempts to ground theology in history, experience and reason instead of in God’s actions for us within history that enable our knowledge of the truth.


    After discussing what I would consider to be an appropriate understanding of faith and how theological knowledge operates within pneumatology, I will proceed to consider in detail divine freedom once again as the basis for true human freedom. This time, however, I will consider criticisms and misunderstandings that arose in connection with various misreadings of my first book on the Trinity. Since the publication of that first volume on the Trinity, the doctrine of election has become something of a flashpoint for contemporary discussions of divine and human freedom. After considering various proposals with regard to how election and the Trinity relate to our understanding of the immanent and economic Trinity, I will argue that those who emphasize Barth’s actualism in such a way as to undercut his view that God’s being and act are one tend to confuse time and eternity because they unwittingly embrace a type of thinking that was rejected when Origenism was rejected. Relying on the thought of Thomas F. Torrance, I will propose an alternative way of understanding the connection between time and eternity that is christologically focused and pneumatologically informed.


    Since there is a critical connection between Christology and the doctrine of the Trinity, I will spend some time considering some of the perils of embracing a historicized Christology, that is, a Christology that is supposed to offer a view of Jesus’ divinity without having to acknowledge the continued relevance of the Logos asarkos for reflection on the God who acts as our reconciler within the economy. What does it mean to recognize that Jesus’ divinity must, as Barth once put it, be understood to be “definitive, authentic and essential”? Can Jesus’ divinity be recognized as the decisive factor that gives meaning to revelation and reconciliation within the economy if for a moment his divine Person is thought to be a reality that results in any sense from Jesus’ human relation to his Father in history? I will explain why that question must be answered negatively in order to perceive the true meaning of God’s actions as the basis of and enabling condition of our human actions within history.


    Closely related to this issue, a consideration of Karl Barth’s early and later Christology will follow, with a view toward explaining why I think the evidence suggests that he never did and never would have abandoned his early position that the Word would still be the eternal Word without the incarnation, just as God would be none the less the eternal Father, Son and Holy Spirit if he had never decided to create, reconcile and redeem the world. This discussion will focus on debates among Barth scholars as to whether Barth so historicized his Christology that he could no longer espouse his earlier view, but that he changed his thinking in light of his doctrine of election and that this new view was expressed in what he had to say in the fourth volume of the Church Dogmatics, titled The Doctrine of Reconciliation. I will argue that Barth always held that revelation and reconciliation do not create the deity of Jesus Christ. Instead, Christ’s deity creates revelation and reconciliation. Thus he never would have accepted the idea that Jesus’ antecedent existence as the eternal Word was in any sense constituted by his human history. I explain how and why I think that those who claim that Barth’s later Christology changed and required that he therefore should reject his earlier views or be considered inconsistent in his thinking are mistakenly engaging in “untheological metaphysical speculation” just because their historicist presuppositions lead them to discredit Christ’s antecedent existence as “authentic, definitive and essential.” After considering this crucial issue, we will focus more particularly on Christology once again to see where some of the problems bequeathed to contemporary theology come from.


    To do this I will engage in a close comparison of the views of Thomas F. Torrance and Karl Barth, comparing their understanding of the obedience of the Son as that act on the basis of which reconciliation and redemption become events within the sphere of history. The main issue to be discussed in this regard will be whether and to what extent obedience and subordination can be read back into the immanent Trinity. When such a reading occurs, it will be my contention that the order of the trinitarian persons actually is confused with their being because an extraneous concept of causality is, perhaps inadvertently, imported into the relations of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit, thus weakening the positive point that the Son of God did not hold himself aloof from us but in his incarnation, death and resurrection he really was God acting as man for us both from the divine and the human side, reconciling the world to the Father. And as the ascended and advent Lord, he remains the one Mediator between us and the Father in the time between his first and second appearance within history. It is the Holy Spirit who enables us to experience and to live that reconciliation that is our justification and sanctification by grace and by faith; this is what empowers Christian hope here and now as well. In connection with this issue I will explain why I think that Torrance had a more consistently theological view of this matter than Barth because he made important distinctions between the missions and the processions in order to assert God’s freedom in se and ad extra in ways that closed the door to reading back elements of the economy into the immanent Trinity. It is that problematic aspect of Barth’s theology that opens the door to those who think the processions within the Trinity should be resolved into the missions. But I will argue that any such thinking historicizes the person of the Mediator in just the wrong way.


    Finally, in order to develop a positive view of how human beings may live within the economy by grace and thus through the Holy Spirit uniting us to Christ and therefore through faith, I discuss at length how the doctrine of justification by faith relates to the living of the Christian life in the power of the Holy Spirit. In order to accomplish this I rely once again on the thinking of Barth and Torrance, as I do throughout this book, which itself is once again also a dialogue with other contemporary theologians about divine and human freedom. This time the emphasis is on our experience of God within the economy without forgetting what was learned from a properly functioning doctrine of the immanent Trinity. It is hoped that when the full picture that is presented here is considered in detail, thoughtful readers will see just why God’s freedom as the one who loves must be upheld at all costs, even and especially when speaking about our Christian life as the life of those who are justified and sanctified in and through the one Mediator precisely as the Holy Spirit actualizes that reconciliation in our lives here and now. Whenever the Holy Spirit is confused with the human spirit, as it certainly is when it is thought that trinitiarian life is our life or that simply by loving others we love God, there and then the all-important union and distinction between us and God is lost, and theology becomes once again little more than our conversation with ourselves using theological categories.
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    Thinking About God Within Faith


    The Role of the Holy Spirit
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    In his review of my book Divine Freedom and the Doctrine of the Immanent Trinity, John Webster noted that it was “a piece of polemic in the best sense of the term: critical analysis and clarification with an eye kept firmly on a rich and fruitful set of dogmatic commitments.”1 As such he suggested that it should be read as “a ground-clearing exercise: part protest, part alarm signal, part dismantling of the shaky edifice of modern economic trinitarianism.” That such a “ground-clearing” exercise was needed at the time I think will be acknowledged by anyone who realizes the importance of recognizing that a properly conceived doctrine of the Trinity cannot simply be the embodiment of our human experience of relationality or of our religious ideas writ large. Any serious understanding of the doctrine of the Trinity must be shaped by who God eternally was and is as Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Many reviewers saw clearly that what I had to say about the immanent Trinity as the indispensable premise of what takes place in the economy was based on God’s personal economic self-communication in his Word and Spirit. Thus it was not arbitrary. Yet, for some strange reason there were some who claimed that I held that a proper understanding of the doctrine could not begin with the economic Trinity because I was critical of those who claimed that one could not begin thinking about the immanent Trinity from experience.2 Of course that is not what I said at any point in the book. Any such idea would have circumvented revelation at the outset in an attempt to know God directly instead of mediately through his incarnate Word and through faith that is enabled by the Holy Spirit. Knowing God the Father through his Son and in and by the Spirit means acknowledging that it is always God, who alone exists self-sufficiently as the one who loves, who enables our knowledge of him and our actions as those who live as his witnesses here and now. What I argued was that a proper theology that begins in faith does indeed involve our experience of God, but in that experience we know that it is God and not our experience of God who is the object of faith and of knowledge. This chapter will involve a careful analysis and comparison of the view of mediated knowledge offered by Karl Barth with the view offered by Karl Rahner. Barth’s view, it will be argued, does justice both to knowledge and experience of God just because it takes the action of the Spirit seriously and operates explicitly within faith all along the line. Rahner’s view, which intends to speak of our knowledge and experience of God, as does Barth’s, differs from Barth’s approach by its apologetic attempt to validate knowledge of faith from the experience of self-transcendence. By contrasting these views I hope to clarify why fideism is unacceptable while thinking within faith is required in order to properly understand human and divine interaction, especially when it comes to knowing that our experience of God really is an experience of God and not just an experience of ourselves extended to the nth degree.


    Faith and the Knowledge of God


    Very early in II/1 Barth objected to Augustine’s description of a type of knowledge of God in his Confessions that he considered to be problematic because it was an attempt to know God by way of “a timeless and non-objective seeing and hearing” (II/1, p. 11).3 While Barth also noted that elsewhere in his City of God Augustine himself advanced the kind of “mediate, objective knowledge” that Barth himself believed was the only way we could have knowledge of God through his Word and Spirit, Barth persistently rejected any sort of “non-objective” knowledge of God because any such knowledge necessarily and always bypasses the place and manner in which God reveals himself to us, namely, his incarnate Word. Any attempt to know God that seeks some form of direct knowledge of God (a knowledge without the mediation of his incarnate Word), in Barth’s view, always would mean the inability to distinguish God from us; and that would then mean our inability to speak objectively and truly about God at all. Barth therefore understood faith to mean “the knowledge of God” (II/1, p. 14). But this meant the knowledge of God as an object; knowledge of the truth. Yet, because God is not an object within a series of other objects, it is impossible to come to an objective knowledge of God via “a general understanding of man’s consideration and conception, but only in particular from God as its particular object” (II/1, p. 15). For Barth, “God is not God if He is considered and conceived as one in a series of like objects. . . . Faith will have to be denied if we want to take our stand on this presupposition. God, as the object of knowledge, will not let Himself be placed as one in a series” (II/1, p. 15). For this reason Barth insisted that he did not teach “this distinction between the knowledge of God and its object on the ground of a preconceived idea about the transcendence and supramundanity of God,” and neither did he teach it “in the form of an affirmation of our experience of faith”; instead he insisted that he taught it because of what he found “proclaimed and described as faith in Holy Scripture” (II/1, p. 15). And that faith, according to Barth, “excludes any faith of man in himself—that is any desire for religious self-help, any religious self-satisfaction, any religious self-sufficiency” (II/1, p. 13) precisely because faith in the biblical sense “lives upon the objectivity of God. . . . Take away the objectivity of this He [namely, the Father, Son and Holy Spirit] and faith collapses, even as love, trust and obedience” (II/1, p. 13).


    I mention this understanding of faith here because, while my first book on the Trinity was an attempt to explain that unless our God-talk is grounded in God’s own existence, that is, an existence that God retains even in his closest union with us, which does indeed take place in revelation (which includes God’s actions as reconciler and redeemer) and in faith (which involves our acknowledgment of God as God and our fellowship [communion] with God), all our talk about God and our relations with God become simply descriptions of our own religious experiences and agendas instead of descriptions of who God is, what God does for us in history and how God enables us to live the life of faith. The fact that so many theologians thought they could begin their theologies not only with some sort of self-confidence in the strength of their religious experiences, but that they could even claim that “trinitarian life is also our life”4 suggested to me that those approaches to God had missed God’s objectivity precisely because they did not in fact begin and end their thinking in faith by acknowledging God’s objectivity as just described.


    Because I followed Barth to insist that unless God’s actions for us in history are seen against the background of God in himself who was and remains eternally triune and could have remained the triune God without us, even though in fact he chose not to, some readers erroneously concluded that I had adopted a view of God as independent of us in the sense that God remained locked up within his own trinitarian relations and thus remained apart from us. Any careful reader of my first book on the Trinity certainly never could have reached that conclusion. Those who did reach that conclusion did so, I suspect, because they had already collapsed the immanent into the economic Trinity by implicitly and explicitly arguing for a “dependent” deity, that is, a God whose eternal being was and is in some sense constituted either by his decision to be in relation with us or by his actually relating with us in history. My first book was an attempt to show that when a properly formulated doctrine of the immanent Trinity is allowed to function throughout one’s theology, then one of the things that is necessarily excluded as a possibility is the idea that God’s relations with us in history were or are in any sense necessary to him. In this regard I made a distinction between factual necessities and logical necessities, the former referring to the fact that when God acts toward us in his Word and Spirit, we can then say that it was necessary for God to be incarnate, for instance, but only in the sense that, in light of the fact that that is how God has chosen to reconcile the world to himself, we cannot think of God in himself at all without thinking of God through his incarnate Son as the reconciler and redeemer. But that does not mean and can never mean that God realizes his Sonship or any aspect of his eternal triunity by means of suffering for us or by means of his becoming incarnate and acting for us as the reconciler and redeemer. We will consider some of these ideas once again as the book develops.


    Thinking About God from Within the Economy


    All of this is by way of saying that in this sequel to my first book on the Trinity, I will still be in dialogue with Karl Barth and contemporary theology. But this time, instead of doing a ground-clearing exercise by showing how and why a doctrine of the immanent Trinity is crucial to every aspect of theology, I will attempt to show (without forgetting what was established in that book) exactly how one might begin a theology with “man in the presence of God, his action over against God’s action.”5 In other words, instead of beginning with the doctrine of God, I will begin from the human side with our human experience of God. But I will attempt to do so in such a way that what is said derives from an understanding of God’s actions in relation to us as the basis on which all human action flourishes and has meaning. Karl Barth once said that “Trinitarian thinking compels theology . . . to be completely in earnest about the thought of God in at least two places: first, at the point where it is a question of God’s action in regard to man, and secondly, at the point where it is a question of man’s action in regard to God” (PTNC, p. 458). This means that whether theology begins with God or with the human, it must be aware of the fact that God the Father encounters us in his Word that is spoken to us; and through the Spirit of the Father and the Son, God himself enables us to hear his Word. Because God encounters us in this way, Barth said, a theology guided by the Trinity “cannot seek to have merely one centre, one subject. . . . To the extent that it sought to resolve itself into a mere teaching of God’s action in regard to man, into a pure teaching of the Word, it would become metaphysics” (PTNC, p. 459). Yet, any theology that “sought to resolve itself into a teaching of man’s action in regard to God, into a pure teaching of the Spirit . . . would become mysticism” (PTNC, p. 459). Either way, we would end with a God who is not the Father, Son and Holy Spirit because this God cannot be known via metaphysics, that is, by exploring being, because theology is focused not on being in general as is metaphysics but on the specific being and action of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit in himself as the one who loves in freedom and as the one who loves us in his actions for us and with us in history. Or we might conjure a God who can be known directly and not mediately. Such a God would end up being identical with ourselves, such that one might then say “trinitarian life is also our life”! In this book I will follow Karl Barth once again and argue that “A pure teaching of the Word will take into account the Holy Spirit as the divine reality in which the Word is heard, just as a pure teaching of the Spirit of the Son will take into account the Word of God as the divine reality in which the Word is given to us” (PTNC, p. 459). Beginning in this way does not mean I am abandoning what I said previously about the immanent Trinity. What it does mean is that a serious theology properly focused on the Holy Spirit as the enabling condition of our knowledge of and love of God will always allow for the fact that knowledge of and relationship with God means union with Christ and thus union with the Father.6 Trinitarian thinking thus will always allow God himself to be the determining factor in all that we think, say and do.


    The Importance of the Holy Spirit


    As is well known, Barth was critical of Schleiermacher for focusing too much on our human relations with God, although he did not condemn him out of hand because he believed that “A genuine, proper theology could be built up from such a starting-point” (PTNC, p. 459). That anthropocentric starting point might work, according to Barth, but only with “an honest doctrine of the Holy Spirit and of faith” (PTNC, p. 459). In spite of the dangers, which were all too obvious to Barth, and which I tried to point out in my first book on the Trinity, namely, the danger of reducing God to a description of our own experiences of ourselves and the danger of confusing God with ideas developed on such a basis, I agree with Barth that theology could begin with the human as long as it is “the pure theology of the Holy Spirit; the teaching of man brought face to face with God by God, of man granted grace by grace” (PTNC, p. 460). But it is crucial to note that for Barth one cannot have a proper theology of the Holy Spirit without recognizing “the divinity of the Logos”; a theology of the Holy Spirit must be a theology of faith that proves itself such by the fact that “it is the divine Word that forms its true centre” (PTNC, p. 460). In contrasting Martin Luther’s view of faith with Schleiermacher’s, Barth discloses what would become a persistent theme throughout the Church Dogmatics, namely, that true faith arises as a necessity because it is a miraculous creation of the Holy Spirit. That does not mean that the Spirit replaces our human decision of faith; rather it means that our free human decision is an act of obedience that is constrained by the hearing of God’s Word spoken to us through the scriptural witness. That is why, in contrast to Schleiermacher, Barth could say


    He [Luther] neither needed to model the concept of faith to comply with a certain world view, nor did he need first to work out the indispensable nature of this concept. The concept of faith, rather, is already posited, both in its content and in its range, in and with his conception of the Word. (PTNC, p. 462)


    The difference, in Barth’s view, lay in the fact that “the divinity of the Logos is pre-supposed as unequivocally as . . . the divinity of the Holy Spirit” (PTNC, p. 462). Without this decisive connection, in Barth’s view, one must wonder whether it is the Holy Spirit that is in view at all!


    Among contemporary theologians, Barth’s student Thomas F. Torrance saw and maintained this connection with unparalleled determination by taking his cue from Athanasius, who insisted that our understanding of the Spirit must be governed by our understanding of the Son who is homoousion with the Father so that the Spirit, who is one in being with both the Father and Son and who is sent by the Father and by the Son, must never be confused with the human spirit. That, for Torrance, was the crucial error embedded, for instance, in the theologies of Rudolf Bultmann and Paul Tillich. I will not develop Torrance’s important and helpful thinking here because there will be occasions for that development as the book proceeds. Here I simply note the importance of connecting the Spirit and the Word in such a way that one could not in truth be referring to the Holy Spirit if and to the extent that one’s thought is not necessarily and from the outset governed by the Word and by faith.


    This insight led to another. While faith is indeed a human action, as just noted, most attempts at apologetic theology inevitably try to establish the divinity of Christ in a way that bypasses the Holy Spirit as the one who alone enables true faith. As Torrance emphasized, and Barth would agree, no one can say Jesus is Lord except by the Spirit. Hence, in his Christology, Torrance insisted that we must begin with the “fact of Christ,” by which he meant that we had to begin our thinking by acknowledging his true divinity and his true humanity as witnessed in the Scriptures. There was no way we could build up to this recognition and knowledge, in his mind, because the only way to grasp it was through the actions of the Word and Spirit, on which we utterly depend.7 In other words it had to be revealed to us, and revelation included the idea that the Holy Spirit was active here and now enabling our hearing of the Word spoken by and through that Spirit. It is extremely interesting to note that for Barth, Schleiermacher’s mistake at this point was that “As an apologist he was bound to be interested in understanding revelation not strictly as revelation, but in such a way that it might also be comprehensible as a mode of human cognition” (PTNC, pp. 462-63). This led him to offer a view of mediation that did not see faith as revelation and thus as “a correlate to the concept of the Holy Spirit . . . but as a correlate to this human experience [religious consciousness as such]” (PTNC, p. 463). And this led him to conceptualize faith and Christ by equating them with experience and history so that he turned “the Christian relationship of man with God into an apparent human possibility” (PTNC, p. 463). At this point Barth maintains that the Reformation theologians never took this approach because there was only one mediation of God to humanity, and that is the mediation of “the Father in the Son through the Spirit in the strict irreducible opposition of these ‘persons’ in the Godhead” (PTNC, p. 464). Because this mediation simply cannot be conceptualized “as a mode of human cognition,” Barth insists that it “is unusable in apologetics” (PTNC, p. 464). This is an enormously important point because if theology is faith in the Word of God seeking understanding, then any attempt to formulate a theology of faith that tries to build up to it will automatically subvert the truth, which is that the possibility of theology is and remains grounded only in God and not in us.


    In the remainder of this chapter, then, I will spell out just how Barth understood faith as a mode of revelation in a way that did not undermine but rather enabled free human decisions—decisions that became free because they took place in obedience to the only one who could truly enable human beings to act in freedom, namely, Christ himself. There are very interesting descriptions of faith by Barth in CD I/1, II/1 and especially in IV/1. I think it would helpful to see how Barth’s thinking is shaped by his view of the Trinity with a view toward developing the thesis of this book, namely, that a proper understanding of theology starting from the anthropological side can do justice both to divine and human freedom in a positive way as long as it develops strictly within faith as enabled by the Holy Spirit. The chapter will conclude with a brief comparison of some of the key points stressed by Barth with another very different view of faith offered by Karl Rahner. The comparison will set into relief the point of this book: when the Holy Spirit is allowed to function as the one who both enables faith and unites us to Christ, then we not only come to know God with a definite certitude, but we come to know ourselves in Christ in positive ways that would be closed to us apart from faith and revelation.


    The Holy Spirit and Christian Faith


    In a sustained reflection on faith in §63 of CD IV/1 Barth begins by noting that “The Holy Spirit is the awakening power in which Jesus Christ summons a sinful man to His community and therefore as a Christian to believe in Him” (IV/1, p. 740). The first, most important point to note in this context is that Christian faith is not “a fact and phenomenon which is generally known and which can, as such, be explained to everybody” (IV/1, p. 740). Its possibility and reality simply cannot be explained “in the light of a general anthropology” precisely because faith as a human action is what it is by virtue of a divine action, namely, the action of the Holy Spirit. It is, in other words, enabled by a miracle—a special, new act of God that is not demonstrable by considering a general anthropology but can only be acknowledged and lived.8 As we shall see, this position is diametrically opposed to Karl Rahner’s view that “theology itself implies a philosophical anthropology which enables this message of grace [the Christian message] to be accepted in a really philosophical and reasonable way.”9 Barth insisted that while the Christian religion is a “fact and phenomenon” that can be considered and understood “historically, psychologically, sociologically and perhaps even philosophically,” the Christian faith cannot, because “Christian faith is something concealed in the Christian religion (like the true Church in its visibility)” (IV/1, p. 741). This is a crucial insight because what is meant here is that faith is not grounded at all in itself and therefore cannot in any sense begin with itself as a human experience per se. Faith means allowing Jesus Christ, “the Judge who was Himself judged for us,” to shape our knowledge of God and of ourselves. When that happens we recognize that we are sinners who are opposed to Jesus Christ and in need of reconciliation even in order to know him. The doctrine of justification therefore shapes one’s understanding of what it means to be human as a Christian within the community of faith. What is it that distinguishes Christians from non-Christians?


    This is an important question, given the fact that Barth adamantly insists that “faith stands or falls with its object” (IV/1, p. 742). That object of course is Jesus Christ himself risen from the dead and present even now because he is “like a circle enclosing all men and every individual man.” Yet, “in the case of the Christian this circle closes with the fact that he believes” (IV/1, p. 742). In other words, Jesus Christ is the reconciler, the one in whom we have been converted back to God, the one who lives eternal life for everyone even now; he did what he did not just for believers but for unbelievers. Those who believe have the advantage of actually being there for the one who is there for all; one who believes enters into relationship with Christ himself. Faith, in Barth’s view, therefore is a free, spontaneous action on the part of those who are compelled to find their true center outside themselves and in Jesus Christ himself. One can thus see the power of Barth’s statement that


    To believe means to believe in Jesus Christ. But this means to keep wholly and utterly to the fact that our temporal existence receives and has and again receives its truth, not from itself, but exclusively from its relationship to what Jesus Christ is and does as our Advocate and Mediator in God Himself. . . . In faith we abandon . . . our standing upon ourselves . . . for the real standing in which we no longer stand on ourselves . . . but . . . on the ground of the truth of God. . . . We have to believe; not to believe in ourselves, but in Jesus Christ. (II/1, p. 159)


    This free act of faith, however, is “a necessary work” that is “completely bound to its object” so that we are not in any sense in control. We simply find ourselves, Barth says, “in that orientation” and “accept it” (IV/1, p. 744). This is a work that can only be described as “renunciation in favour of the living Lord Jesus Christ.” Nonetheless, it is a genuinely free human work as an act of responsibility to Jesus Christ himself. “It is really ours, the possibility of the entire creaturely and sinful man; yet not in such a way that contemplating this man one can discover it or read it off somewhere in him or on him. . . . The possibility given to us in faith is that it arises and consists absolutely in the object of real knowledge” (I/1, p. 237).


    Faith as a Free Human Act


    While Barth thinks of faith as obedience in order to guard against any idea of a self-grounded faith or any idea that we might control the subject matter here, he unequivocally insists that this is a “free human act—more genuinely free than any other” precisely because “It is also the work of Jesus Christ who is its object” (IV/1, p. 744). Both of these factors must be held together because, following John 8:36, it is the case that “The Son makes a man free to believe in Him. Therefore faith in Him is the act of a right freedom, not although but just because it is the work of the Son” (IV/1, p. 745). Importantly, no one can be said to have this freedom “unless the Son makes him free” because Christians are sinful just like everyone else. There is a gulf between ourselves and faith, even though things did not have to turn out that way. Barth says, “Believing might have been more natural to [us] than breathing,” since we were created to be “the covenant-partner[s] of God and therefore for God” (IV/1, p. 745). In this sense the great gulf between us and faith is something that is “contrary to nature” and is created only by our “being in the act of pride.” No one has ever overcome this, not even the Christian—even the slightest slip toward supposing that we can believe of ourselves would simply continue that prideful activity. Any sort of “self-fabricated faith” on whatever basis is in fact “the climax of unbelief.” Why does Barth take such a hard line here? The answer is simple: it is because it is not a matter of our doing something here for ourselves; rather it is a matter simply of “following Him, of repeating His decision” (IV/1, p. 745). The freedom experienced by Christians who have faith, then, is true freedom not because it implies an ability to choose between belief and unbelief, like Hercules at the crossroads. That idea itself is a great illusion. Any such prospect means that one has always already chosen unbelief. There is instead, Barth says, a “necessity of faith.” In what does that consist? To answer this question it is important to see that faith does not stand “somewhere in face of the possibility of unbelief (which is not a mere possibility but the solid actuality of sinful man)” (IV/1, p. 746). Faith in this sense is no mere possibility vying for respectability alongside unbelief. No. “Faith makes the solid actuality of unbelief an impossibility. It sweeps it away” (IV/1, p. 746). Beyond this, faith actually replaces unbelief. That is what takes place “in the necessity of faith.” It is necessary because it is the only possible act that remains for us, that is, “the genuinely free act of faith” (IV/1, p. 746).


    The foundation of faith, then, that is grounded in this necessity consists in the fact that it is a joyful and unquestioning act that simply “cannot be compared even remotely with the certainty of any other human action” (IV/1, p. 747). But the whole point of this discussion is this: the necessity of faith just described cannot be found within us at all. It cannot be found in our good nature as God created it or in our sinful nature that as such has no possibility of faith. Indeed, “it does not even lie in faith in itself and as such. It is to be found rather in the object of faith” (IV/1, p. 747).


    One is not to seek this capability [of conformity to God in faith] among the stock of his own possibilities. The statement about the indwelling of Christ that takes place in faith must not be turned into an anthropological statement. There must be no subtraction from the lostness of natural and sinful man, as whom the believer will for the first time really see himself. (I/1, p. 240)


    This, because this sinful person that I see myself to be in faith “is dead in faith, in Christ, according to Romans 6:3f., and I am alive in faith, a miracle to myself, another man, and as such capable of things of which I can only know myself to be absolutely incapable as a natural sinful man” (I/1, p. 240). This object, namely, Jesus Christ himself, “forces itself necessarily on man and is in that way the basis of his faith” (IV/1, p. 747).


    This seems a strange way of putting the matter since it appears to suggest that what takes place in faith is not the supreme act of freedom, but an act of being dominated by another—an act that would, by any human standard, be considered abhorrent. This would be a monstrous misunderstanding of the matter, however. Barth speaks of necessity here because what happened in the life of Jesus Christ himself was “an absolutely superior actuality” in that our sin and ourselves as sinners have been destroyed in his life of obedience for us, so that our “unbelief, is rejected, destroyed and set aside,” and we are “born again” as those who are obedient and now have the freedom for faith. It is in that “destroying and renewing of man as it took place in Jesus Christ” that “there consists the necessity of faith” (IV/1, p. 747). What Barth is saying is that, objectively, Jesus Christ died and rose from the dead for everyone so that “ontologically there is a necessity of faith for them all” (IV/1, p. 747). This means that since Jesus Christ did what he did for all people, he is “not simply one alternative or chance which is offered to man, one proposition which is made to him. He is not put there for man’s choice, à prendre ou à laisser [to take or leave]” (IV/1, p. 747). Rather, “The other alternative is, in fact, swept away in Him” (IV/1, p. 747). That is what Barth means here when he speaks of necessity. There is only the possibility of obedience to a fact that has been established—a fact that is alone the enabling condition of what it means to be truly human. That fact is that we are now free in Christ to live as God intended us to live, that is, as those who find their truth again and again in Jesus Christ himself, who is God acting for us as well as the human mediator living faithfully in our place. This is what makes unbelief “an objective, real and ontological impossibility and faith an objective, real and ontological necessity for all men and for every man” (IV/1, p. 747).


    Barth goes on to indicate that it is the Holy Spirit who is the “awakening power” of both this impossibility and this necessity. Confronted by these, we discover in faith that our only possibility is to choose that for which we have been already chosen. While the divine decision is not made in us, it can be repeated in us. It is not made in us because we cannot destroy our old sinful selves and establish ourselves as new creatures. In this sense believing is “an absolute necessity” because it is our “most proper and inward necessity”; something that is not strange but “self-evident.” In fact Barth says that faith is the only human action that is self-evident because it is the only free choice there is beside which there is no other choice! Once again, “The Holy Spirit is the power in which Jesus Christ the Son of God makes a man free, makes him genuinely free for this choice and therefore for faith” (IV/1, p. 748). And what is discovered is the fact that in Jesus Christ, we come to know that we are at one with God and that by the power of his resurrection we have faith to accept the fact that things are objectively the way they are because of him. Even though a person becomes and is a Christian inasmuch as faith “is orientated and based on Him [Jesus Christ] as its object, there takes place in it the constitution of the Christian subject. . . . In this action there begins and takes place a new and particular being of man” (IV/1, p. 749).


    Just as sinners are what they do, so those who as sinners who now live a new birth in Christ by faith are what they do when they are “awakened to faith and can live by it” (IV/1, p. 750). People awakened to faith by the Holy Spirit pray the Lord’s Prayer, call on God the Father, recall the apostolic message. They are drawn from “both Jews and Gentiles” and become the body of Christ, their head, and partake of salvation because they are brought into peace with God as they have been “reconciled by Him to Himself in Jesus Christ” (IV/1, p. 750). This has occurred for every person. But Christians are those who “are the first-fruits and representatives of the humanity and the world to which God has addressed Himself in Jesus Christ” (IV/1, p. 750). They must give glory to the God who has done this, “the glory which the others do not give Him, and in so doing to attest to them that which they do not know although it avails for them” (IV/1, p. 750). All of this means that each individual who has faith lives in community with others in a


    royal freedom [which] is the freedom to stand in [the community] as a brother or a sister, to stand with other brothers and sisters in the possession granted to it and the service laid upon it. If faith is outside the Church it is outside the world, and therefore a-Christian. It does not have as its object “the Saviour of all men, and specially of them that believe.” (IV/1, p. 751)


    Does faith merely have a cognitive character for Barth? He has been understood this way. But this would be a mistake. Barth really thinks that, while faith has no creative character, because “It is not their faithfulness which makes them this [Christian subjects]” (IV/1, p. 752), nonetheless


    the event of their faith . . . is more than cognitive in character. . . . It is clearly the positing of a new being, the occurrence of a new creation, a new birth of these men. In their act these sinful men confirm that they are the witnesses of the alteration of the human situation which has taken place in Jesus Christ: not the men who are altered in it—for as such they cannot so far be seen—but certainly, and this is the astonishing thing—as those for whom it has happened and not not happened, as the witnesses of it. (IV/1, p. 752)


    People have the characteristic of being witnesses to this alteration of the human situation in Jesus Christ. And while their faith does not cause them to be who they are in Christ, still their faith has a “certain creative character” in that they actually do become Christians in the midst of others and thus have the characteristic of believers. Here is where the emphasis on the Holy Spirit is important. Christ himself, risen from the dead, has proven himself to be “stronger by the irresistible awakening power of His Holy Spirit” (IV/1, pp. 752-53). And it is because the Holy Spirit awakens people to faith through Christ’s active power that itself is “effected by Him, the event of his faith is not merely cognitive as a human act but it is also creative in character” (IV/1, p. 753). This new being that is effective and revealed—this “new creation”—all “are the mystery of the One in whom he believes and whom he can acknowledge and recognise and confess in faith” (IV/1, p. 753). When Christ encircles such a person, then that person necessarily does what must be done in faith. Faith means that I discover myself as one of those for whom “from all eternity God has thought of . . . acted for . . . and called . . . to Himself in Him as His Word” (IV/1, p. 753). My resulting activities are those of one who lives life in accordance with this new situation. The work of the Holy Spirit then consists in the fact that in Him we are called to responsibility and claimed as those for whom Christ died and rose from the dead—those whose pride was overcome and who in him live a new life. The mystery and creative fact that occurs here is that each person recognizes that grace, salvation and justification all took place just for each of us; that Jesus Christ is there just for us. “That this shines out in a sinful man is the mystery, the creative fact, in the event of faith” (IV/1, p. 754). What, then, is the new creation? Simply that each of us is compelled to acknowledge that “Jesus Christ is, in fact, just for me, that I myself am just the subject for whom He is. . . . That is the newness of being, the new creation, the new birth of the Christian” (IV/1, p. 755). This does not occur in isolation, because Christ died for all of us. Yet this death for all includes us as individuals as well. In spite of the danger of existentializing the gospel at this point, one cannot abstract from the fact that all that God in Christ has done for humanity, he has done just for me. Yet again, this cannot be understood in terms of a general anthropology but only as a reality in and from Jesus Christ himself. Let me conclude this discussion of faith by illustrating how Barth develops his view of the specific act of faith with the concepts of acknowledgment, recognition and confession. This is important because I will argue throughout this book that a proper view of our experience of God can never find its true meaning in our experience but only in Christ himself and thus only in faith, and in that way theologians can do justice both to their experiences of God in faith and to the fact that it is the triune God and not their experience that is truly known in the process.


    Faith as Acknowledgment


    We begin by noting that one might think that recognition should come before acknowledgment. And Barth says that in other cases this may be true; but it is not true in the case of Christian faith. In that case recognition is included in the acknowledgment but “it can only follow” because it is an act of “obedience and compliance” (IV/1, p. 758). This is an extremely interesting point. What is meant here is that the knowledge of faith “is not preceded by any other kind of knowledge, either recognition or confession” (IV/1, p. 758). Obedience closes the door in a real sense to apologetics because what is known in faith makes itself known precisely in such a way that no one and nothing else can claim our attention in the same way. That is why recognition and confession “are included in and follow from the fact that they are originally and properly an acknowledgment, the free act of obedience” (IV/1, p. 758).10


    Barth traces his view of obedience not only to John Calvin but to Romans 1:5, where Paul describes the task of the apostolate as obedience. Specifically, this faith as acknowledgment “will start with the fact that the calling of sinful man to faith in Jesus Christ is identical with his calling to the community of Jesus Christ built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, the community which is his body, the earthly-historical form of His existence” (IV/1, p. 759). Faith, then, will always involve some encounter with the relative authority and freedom of the Christian community in its preaching or teaching such that the person who experiences this will be compelled to accept and “submit to its law and desire to associate himself with it and join it” (IV/1, p. 759). Such a person will not base his or her decision on what the community is and does as a “worldly phenomenon.” Wisely, Barth notes that it always was and is the “more than doubtful Christians who are impressed by the phenomenon of the Church as such and won by it to submit to it and join it” (IV/1, p. 759). A church that tries to impress others in this sense is also quite problematic, because anyone who comes to true Christian faith will necessarily encounter Jesus Christ himself through the community, that is, in an encounter with the community. That means that such a person does not submit to the church “but to its law and therefore to the Lord Jesus Christ Himself, and that in so doing he will necessarily desire to associate with it and join it” (IV/1, p. 759). The key here is to realize that the church does not win people “for itself,” but through its ministry Jesus Christ wins people for himself; hence acknowledgment means that faith that gives rise to recognition and confession means acceptance of Jesus Christ himself, the living Lord.


    Negatively, this means that faith as acknowledgment cannot mean acceptance of some doctrine or proposition or report, because it is obedient acceptance of Jesus himself who “is sovereign” and simply cannot be replaced by the apostolic witness to him. This does not mean that Barth is here reverting to some sort of non-objective knowledge of God. What it means is that, even though he thinks we cannot come to faith without “the articles of faith” or the statements of the creed, the power and truth of faith come from the God who meets us in that encounter and empowers that faith. That is why Barth insisted early on that


    what gives faith its seriousness and power is not that man makes a decision, nor even the way in which he makes it. . . . Faith lives by its object. . . . The seriousness and power of faith are the seriousness and power of the truth, which is identical with God Himself, and which the believer has heard and received in the form of definite truths, in the form of articles of faith.11


    This acknowledgment does not take place in a vacuum but in accordance with the witness of the Bible and the creed; but it is acknowledgment of Jesus Christ himself and nothing and no one else. Substitution of the church’s witness or of certain statements for Christ at this point would lead either to the worst kind of false orthodoxy or perhaps even to a Modernist dogmatics that, as Barth once suggested, “hears man answer when no one has called him. It hears him speak with himself” (I/1, pp. 61-62). Instead, Barth insists that even as a fully human act, faith has its reality only in the direct encounter with its object and thus “only as the gift of the Holy Spirit of Jesus Christ Himself, only as the work of obedience which is pledged to Him and the freedom which is given by Him” (IV/1, p. 761). In rejecting “false orthodoxy” Barth himself noted that his thinking might appear to be in agreement with both Wilhelm Herrmann and Rudolf Bultmann. Yet, he doubted that for these theologians Jesus Christ alone was the “basis of the act of faith” such that the negation had to be made only on that ground and not on the ground of some sort of “ethico-anthropological propositions” (IV/1, p. 761).12


    Faith as Recognition


    Having defined faith as a basic act of obedience that consists in “compliant taking cognisance” (IV/1, p. 761), Barth moves on to explain what he means by recognition. And it is more than a little interesting. Here is where those who mistakenly accuse Barth of fideism miss something truly indispensable. Following Calvin and Paul, Barth wishes to stress that “All true knowledge of God (omnis recta Dei congitio) is born of obedience” in order to show that as a basic act of faith “this obedience is not an obedience without knowledge, a blind obedience without insight or understanding, an obedience which is rendered only as an emotion or an act of will” (IV/1, p. 761). This, because recognition is, in Barth’s view, contained already in the acknowledgment as a second thing enclosed within the first. That is why Barth notes that Calvin sharply rejected the scholastic idea of implicit faith, which he equated with “a readiness to subject reason to the teaching of the Church” (IV/1, p. 761). This, for Calvin, was a falsehood “which would not merely bury the true faith but completely destroy it,” because faith is not based on or located in ignorance but in knowledge, and in this case it is based in knowledge of God’s revealed will and thus in the graciousness of the Father and in the atonement made by Christ himself.


    Here is where Barth’s rejection of non-objective knowledge and Torrance’s rejection of non-conceptual knowledge (which amount to the same thing) pay dividends. There is recognition in the basic act of acknowledgment because the living Lord Jesus Christ makes himself known through the biblical witness and the proclamation of the church not as some formless reality or in


    some featureless way which is at the mercy of every possible conception and interpretation, but He does so as a genuine object with a very definite form which cannot be exchanged or mistaken for any other form, which is determined by His own being and His own revelation of His being, which is His authentic form. (IV/1, p. 762)


    And this occurs only within the sphere of the biblical revelation and the church’s proclamation as they present the true knowledge of faith in and through their own obedient witness. But what form does Barth have in mind here? In a more general or basic sense he is thinking of Calvin’s statement that God the Father is favorable to us because of the reconciliation accomplished in Christ. But in a more developed sense he is thinking of Luther’s statement that he believed that Jesus Christ is his Lord and then followed that with further statements of the creed, namely, that he was begotten of the Father, that he was truly human, was born of the virgin Mary, that he redeemed him and freed him from sin, death and the devil’s power through his blood and not with silver or gold, and that he is free to live righteously in his kingdom since Jesus has been raised from the dead and “lives and reigns to all eternity” (IV/1, p. 763).


    Nonetheless, Barth contends that Christian faith should be varied because, as the true Son of God who presents himself to believers, Jesus Christ is “eternally rich.” Even though Jesus himself is “single, unitary, consistent and free from contradiction” as the one witnessed by Scripture and proclaimed by the community, his form is “inexhaustibly rich”; that is why believers must see him “in new lights and new aspects” (IV/1, p. 763). But it is also important to stress here that the limit of true knowledge of Jesus Christ is also found in the scriptural witness and in the proclamation of the church. Respecting this limit is the only way to know whether we have true knowledge of Jesus Christ. Why is this so? The answer is simple. It is because outside the scriptural witness and the church’s proclamation “Jesus Christ has no form for us; He is not an object of our knowledge and He cannot be known by us” (IV/1, p. 763). To this extent, believers whom he has encountered in this sphere “will not even try to seek Him outside this sphere” (IV/1, p. 763). This is a critically important point, especially today when so many think that they not only can but that they must seek Jesus by identifying him with whatever actions of reconciliation one may find anywhere in the world.13 Barth is absolutely adamant about this: to seek Jesus outside this sphere would have to mean that “both Jesus Christ and [that person’s] faith would dissolve into nothingness” (IV/1, p. 763).


    This is where the authority of Scripture and, in subordination to Scripture, the propositions, confessions and dogmas of the church have their place. Knowledge of faith in this sense means that those who believe in Jesus Christ attested in Scripture and proclaimed by the church are associated with a community that is in that same school and learns together with that community. What, then, is the ultimate judge or criterion of whether one knows the truth or has true faith? It is certainly not the church or any individual within it. Rather, it is Jesus Christ himself who “is the ultimate Judge who they are that truly recognise Him when they acknowledge Him” (IV/1, p. 764). Going further, Barth asserts that we must not be taken in by any sort of “anti-intellectualism” to suppose that “there is not a definite element of knowing” within this sphere of Scripture and the church because “If we believe, then . . . we know in whom we believe” (IV/1, p. 764). While there may be much that we need to learn, Barth says “we are never complete ignoramuses, who cannot distinguish and think and speak” (IV/1, p. 764). In this sense everyone who has faith will have some knowledge and in fact “without an initial knowing there can be no initial faith, for faith takes place only in that sphere of Scripture and the community in which Jesus Christ has form and is an object of knowledge and can be known” (IV/1, pp. 764-65). To that extent every Christian is a theologian, even if only in a very basic way since they have true thoughts of Jesus Christ. Still, anyone who wants a Jesus “without form” is not only no theologian, but such a person is not even a Christian, according to Barth. “For Jesus Christ is not without form, but in the sphere in which he [the Christian] encounters Him He is both form and object” (IV/1, p. 765).


    Moreover, the knowledge of faith, together with the recognition that follows, is not in any sense “abstract” because while it is theoretical, it is also practical, and it involves us in a definite relationship and leads directly to knowledge about ourselves in that we know that we are the ones whom Jesus Christ has freed from sin and the devil through his death and resurrection (IV/1, p. 766). Here Barth breaks with the traditional order of moving from a more general knowledge of God, faith, dogmatics, the Bible, then proceeding to assent, in the sense that people decided to accept these abstract truths for themselves, and finally they attained trust (fiducia) in them and grasped their true meaning. For Barth this procedure is impossible because when faith is tied to Jesus Christ, then there can be no neutrality. There can only be a “decision of obedience” (IV/1, p. 765). Abstract knowledge in this context would have to be a knowledge that actually takes place outside faith in Jesus Christ, and in Barth’s eyes this would essentially describe “a theologian abstracted from the fact that he is a Christian.” Barth rightly believes that such an idea “is one which has no substance” (IV/1, p. 765). For Barth our knowledge and our recognition can never be neutral but always an “existential knowledge” that involves “knowledge in the active recognition of [one’s] faith” (IV/1, p. 766). Going further, Barth insists that active recognition must lead from knowledge to awareness and thus to “the self-understanding and self-apprehension, of the whole man, thus becoming an action and decision of the whole man” (IV/1, p. 766). When we discover that Jesus died for us and rose for us, this leads to a total disruption of our lives that takes the form of a free action “which is characterised as a basic act by the fact that it is . . . the act of [one’s] heart” (IV/1, p. 767).


    Here Barth notes that we are at a dangerous point because we are talking about “penultimate things” and not “ultimate things,” since what has been described is a total disruption or disturbance of our lives but not an absolute one. Here one speaks of a “radical” but not an “eschatological decision” and indeed of a “free act of man, of the human heart, grounded in the act of God, but not the act of God itself and as such” (IV/1, p. 767). The danger at this point, evident in the younger Luther’s theology and in the theology of Rudolf Bultmann, is the tendency to confuse what happened decisively in the life of Christ for us with some sort of reenactment of that history in us. There simply cannot be an identification of what happened in the history of Jesus Christ and what he accomplishes in his Holy Spirit when “he makes Himself the object and origin of faith” (IV/1, p. 767) with our free action of faith. “What takes place in the recognition of the pro me of Christian faith is not the redemptive act of God itself, not the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, not the presentation and repetition of His obedience and sacrifice and victory” (IV/1, p. 767). In this regard Barth claimed that Bultmann’s conception was little more than an


    existentialist translation of the sacramentalist teaching of the Roman Church, according to which, at the climax of the mass, with the transubstantiation of the elements—in metaphysical identity with what took place then and there—there is a “bloodless repetition” of the sacrifice of Christ on Golgotha. (IV/1, p. 767)


    With the later Luther, Barth wants to stress that faith means recognizing and apprehending Jesus Christ as the one who died and rose from the dead in our place without confusing faith with Jesus’ dying and rising again, and without confusing Christ’s own history with what takes place in faith. That is why one cannot speak of what takes place in faith as “an absolute disturbance or an eschatological decision or the redemptive act of God” (IV/1, p. 768). Barth repeatedly insists that Jesus Christ is and must always remain the “object and origin of Christian faith” (IV/1, p. 768). But that means that any focus on the saints or on ourselves with the idea that Jesus’ life history is repeated or reenacted in such histories is a terrible mistake because it always means that Jesus Christ has ceased to be that object and origin in practice but not in theory. This was the counterquestion that Barth had for Hans Urs von Balthasar, whom Barth praised for his christocentrism and for his assessment of the CD while noting that Balthasar complained mildly about Barth’s “christological constriction.” It is this complaint that suggested to Barth that Balthasar had confused Christ and Christians in practice if not in theory, because such a complaint illustrates a tendency to allow the doctrine of justification to absorb that of sanctification, which is then understood as “the pious work of self-sanctification which man can undertake and accomplish in his own strength” (IV/1, p. 768). Hence Barth opposed not only the younger Luther and Rudolf Bultmann but also Balthasar and other Catholic theologians who claimed Christ as their center but then tended to confuse Christ with the lives of the saints and with their own sanctification. For Barth “The being and activity of Jesus Christ needs no repetition. It is present and active in its own truth and power” (IV/1, p. 769).


    Analogy


    At this point Barth introduces the concept of analogy to explain faith as a free human act that really does change our entire human situation. What happens to people when they come to faith is that they have to shape their existence in a manner “parallel to the One who as [their] Lord took [their] place” (IV/1, p. 769). One must conform oneself to the object of faith, namely, to Jesus Christ himself, whose death and resurrection occurred for that person. This is not the final thing because at this point the final thing can only be said of Jesus Christ himself; it is, Barth says, “the greatest penultimate thing” (IV/1, p. 769). And that means that such a person of faith is “with God” and “on the way to this end” (IV/1, p. 769). In faith we are free to live as Christians “in the likeness of Jesus Christ and His death and resurrection” (IV/1, p. 769). What we discover about ourselves is that we most certainly are not in any sense “a kind of second Christ” (IV/1, p. 769). That would lead us out of faith and knowledge of Christ because he would cease to be another, that is, an object of faith. We are not the reconciler who became a servant and obeyed the Father and was the Judge judged in our place. “The glory of God has not been revealed in me as in His resurrection. Far from being a Saviour, I am only a proud man like all other men, and as such I have fallen a prey to eternal death and perdition” (IV/1, p. 770). All that I can do is believe in Jesus himself, who alone is my savior. And even this is possible only “as He encounters me in the witness of Scripture and the proclamation of His community, only as He awakens me to it by the power of His Holy Spirit” (IV/1, p. 770). But Barth says that in this awakening and encounter with Jesus himself, we can see ourselves, without of course becoming like him, as determined by him and “stamped by Him” (IV/1, p. 770).


    Christ and Christians


    To see myself as stamped and determined by Jesus, and therefore in his light, means that there will be a likeness of Jesus’ own justifying activity in mine. What Jesus did in his death for me was to vanquish my pride, that is, he removed, destroyed and put it to death in his “substitutionary being and activity,” and this is what is shown in his resurrection (IV/1, p. 770). Barth freely admits that when I recognize myself as the one for whom Jesus did this, then something very definite happens for my own self-understanding and my entire attitude. In attempting to explain what it is that happens, Barth seeks to avoid confusing Christ and Christians, and so he insists that we say too much if we claim that the overcoming of our pride that has taken place for us in Jesus Christ and comes to us in him has actually “taken place in me” (IV/1, p. 771). Why? Because although it comes to me in Christ, “it has not taken place in me” (IV/1, p. 771). Even though we believe in Jesus Christ and see what has come to us in him, we still find in ourselves our pride and fall. Thus it would be a mistake to think that sin and death no longer have any power over us. Hence, “In relation to my being in Jesus Christ, I can and must maintain this, but better not in relation to myself. I have overcome in Him, but not in myself, not even remotely” (IV/1, p. 771). Only a bad theology, Barth thinks, will grasp at some sort of equality with Christ; there must instead be a clear distinction between Christ and us, a distinction that I believe is lost when one says that “the vocation and mission of every member of the church [is] to become Christ.”14


    Yet, Barth insists that we say too little if, in view of this distinction between Christ and us, we rest content to think that since it has not taken place in us, therefore we may use this as an excuse to continue in our condition as fallen in Adam and embracing sin, that is, embracing “impossible possibilities” (IV/1, p. 771). Only a poor theology, Barth says, “persists in the inequality between me and Jesus Christ—a pious cushion which is content to maintain the distinction from Him” (IV/1, p. 771). What, then, should we say with regard to the fact that our pride and fall have been vanquished in Christ’s death and resurrection? We should, Barth thinks, be alarmed at ourselves and sorry for our condition, unwilling to boast of ourselves, and think of our acts with remorse and penitence because we will recognize that together with the world we have been vanquished—put to death in Jesus Christ. That is the “total disturbance” that each of us must accept when we come to know Jesus and come to know ourselves in him (IV/1, p. 772). Barth identifies this as mortificatio. Heartfelt penitence will take place in those who know Jesus Christ as their Savior and are “determined and stamped and enlightened by Him” (IV/1, p. 772).


    Penitence does not mean putting off the world. Rather it means that within the world we will experience the Word of God as cutting through the old Adam. This happens to the extent that we believe, so that, as “a new subject in the knowledge of faith (different from when [we] did not believe),” we will experience the pain of this in a way that we can never escape. From the center of our existence this pain “will continually accompany and penetrate all [our] thoughts and words and works” (IV/1, p. 772). This Word will thwart and disturb our pride. This disturbance will continually come to the person of faith as a call to resist evil in whatever form by resisting one’s pride. Such a person, perhaps in only a small way, will dismiss potential evil acts because of what has come to him or her in Jesus Christ—not in himself or herself, Barth stresses, but in Jesus Christ. To the extent that this happens such a person “will exist in analogy with Him” (IV/1, p. 772). However dissimilar they may be, there will be a “correspondence” or a “parallelism” and a “similarity” between believers and Jesus Christ. In this regard Barth notes that the publican (Lk 18:9-14) and the prodigal son (Lk 15:1-32) “are a likeness of the One who as the Lamb of God took away the sin of the world: no more but no less,” and all those who believe in Jesus and know themselves in him are, alongside the publican and the prodigal, minimally in the likeness of what Jesus “has been and done, and is and does for [us]” (IV/1, p. 772). What this looks like in detail is spelled out by Barth in CD IV/3.2, §71, The Vocation of Man.


    This is the negative side of the life of faith. The positive side refers to the fact that I recognize that my life has been restored in Jesus Christ—not the life of all people in general—but my own “right and life” (IV/1, p. 772). Jesus Christ “stands in my place as my righteousness and life” (IV/1, p. 773). I therefore see myself and know myself in him as the one “to whom that right and life are given, as the one to whom He has given Himself as righteous and alive for me” (IV/1, p. 773). Once again, however, care is required when thinking about the implications of this. It would be too much to suggest that “my restoration as it is taken place in Jesus Christ . . . has taken place in me” (IV/1, p. 773) with the result that I might boast of something that is now my possession and can count as my very own. This, because my history is not in reality identical with Jesus’ history. This triumphant restoration of my righteousness has not taken place in me, and therefore the glory of that right and life cannot be seen in me. There is nothing in ourselves at all that we can cling to. The failure of a theology that presumes to be able to find the assurance of salvation by assuming that everything in our lives is or can be different once again mistakenly supposes an exact similarity with Jesus Christ. In relation to Jesus himself I have my assurance. But it is only in him that I have it. Still, Barth thinks we say too little if we conclude from this that we don’t have to do anything because what Jesus has done and is doing is so different from what we can and must do. If I still think I must continue to accuse myself of the things that I do wrong and continue to do wrong and that I must still fear death as though “nothing had happened” (IV/1, p. 773), then although my right and life have indeed been restored in Jesus Christ as my full consolation, they are in a sense bracketed or as Barth says, they are “in cold storage” (IV/1, p. 773) because in that situation they have no practical value. To the extent that I am thrown back on myself to provide my own consolation and answer for my own right and perhaps make myself worthy of it and “earn and attain my own life” (IV/1, p. 773), I lack the assurance of salvation. Any such conclusion once again results from a bad theology because it looks away from its true and solid assurance, namely, the fact that in Jesus Christ we have our right and life so that we move into an impossible situation when we fall back into some subtle or not-so-subtle form of works righteousness. This thinking is discordant with the knowledge of faith.


    What, then, follows in our lives when we recognize that our right and life have been restored in the death of Jesus and disclosed in his resurrection? Even though we know we are still threatened by death and accused of the wrong things we do and have done, we still can have complete assurance that includes comfort and joyful confidence, because we can genuinely rely on what actually has taken place for us. I can have security and think and act in peace by doing “my few works” and look forward not “to the void of a better future” but to “the fulfilment of the promise given to me in Jesus Christ” (IV/1, p. 774). I really can trust the verdict that was revealed in him that assigns right and life to me. Trusting in the promise cannot be equated with fiducia, because it is not something arbitrary but a very definite response to the Word of God that is spoken to me. It is a trust grounded in the knowledge of faith “as the knowledge of Jesus Christ” (IV/1, p. 774). We do not stand in isolation here but recognize that what Jesus Christ did, he did for the community and for entire world; it was disclosed for the world and therefore also for me. It is thus incumbent on me to recognize that what applies to me also applies to the community and to the world. As such I must conduct myself as a reflection of the world’s reconciliation in Jesus Christ. A confidence that had given up the church and the world as lost would in reality be a very strange kind of confidence. To know that my right and life are sure in Jesus Christ means that, as I abide in that fact and live accordingly, I also realize that “my right and life are promised to them” (IV/1, p. 774).


    Barth, however, makes an interesting observation here that separates his view from those who argue for a view of salvation that ascribes one’s hope to an optimistic view of people’s nature and ways. This would be but another form of self-justification and miss the surety of faith. One has this view of others only because of what has happened in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ for the entire world. Barth notes that the older theologians called this vivificatio, which means that our right and life do not just come to us once but do so continually, so that these determine our lives everywhere and always and not just occasionally. Hence, when someone knows Jesus Christ as the savior of the world and is thus determined and enlightened by Christ himself, “his heartfelt act cannot be omitted” (IV/1, p. 775). Once again, though, no one is called to suppose that what he or she experiences in this heartfelt action is in reality the new heaven and the new earth promised for them and for the church and the world. It is crucial that we have confidence in the new creation “on the old earth and under the old heaven but resolutely grasped” (IV/1, p. 775). That means that there will be “little renovations and provisional sanctifications and reassurances” that will penetrate us inasmuch as we have become new people in the knowledge of faith. When a person believes, Barth says, that person becomes a free person in spite of all his or her limitations because of the knowledge of his or her right and life as they have taken place in Christ. As a free person one is called away from pride and to humility and thus to obedience, and is thus willing and able to live obediently. Accepting the pain of penitence, the person of faith will trust in God’s grace and in that way such a person will be cheerful. Without illusion one will realize that there will be setbacks and assaults on faith, and that he or she will be knocked down and have to rise up again and again. Yet in all of this, both in relation to God and others, such a person of faith ultimately will be a peaceful person because he or she will know that each of us is “held by the One in whom [we are] already restored” because we are already righteous covenant partners of God (IV/1, p. 775). Once again it is important to emphasize that faith here means that even as we are exposed to questions and have no claim to this peace and surety because it is not to be found in us at all but only in Christ who acted and acts for us, we can and do live in likeness to what Christ has done for us. In and with our imperfections we still reflect Christ’s perfection in thankfulness for God’s “almighty grace” (IV/1, p. 775).


    Faith as Confession


    To acknowledge and to recognize Jesus Christ without confessing would mean that one is not a Christian. In Barth’s thinking, “The goal of the freedom in which He makes a man genuinely free—free to believe in Him—is the freedom to be His witness” (IV/1, p. 776). That is why the goal of faith is confession (witness). With the glory of God manifested in Jesus Christ the radiance evident “breaks through and lights up the man himself” (IV/1, p. 776). Anyone who genuinely believes in Jesus Christ enacts a history—what Barth calls “a history of the heart,” in which that person expresses outwardly the obedience of faith by communicating what it is that is known and recognized. Even if people do not wish to do this or are opposed to doing so, the fire and sword (Mt 10:24; Lk 12:49) are effective in the act of faith as confession. One cannot be a Christian without this. But what does it mean to confess?


    Briefly, it means that to have faith involves taking one’s stand on Jesus Christ himself, the object of faith, so that in acknowledging him and recognizing him, one outwardly confesses him before others (Mt 10:32). People of faith belong to Jesus Christ totally, that is, both inwardly and outwardly. One who is penitent and confident is only relatively and not absolutely different from others; one is only absolutely different “in the mystery of his existence as grounded in Jesus Christ, not in what he himself is and does on this basis” (IV/1, p. 777). One who confesses Jesus Christ may express that confession in surprising ways, especially in the eyes of those who do not have the categories to understand his or her actions. Indeed what one does thereby is simply to stand to what one now is in Christ. As such, one’s actions acquire “the character of a venture” (IV/1, p. 777). Actions such as this, then, could possibly be annoying to others and even dangerous to the one who acts as a confessor. If one must suffer as a result, then it is not because that person intended to do so but because this proceeds from his or her action. No one can give this ability to provoke others to their actions. This occurs only from the mystery of their existence in Christ, who alone can do this. In other words, we are the little lights “reflecting the great light” (IV/1, p. 778) and as such, our actions stand out from the actions of others. We are thus witnesses “without especially willing to do so, and without in any way helping to do so” (IV/1, p. 778). Whoever does not hide his or her light under a bushel basket engages in the required act of confession.


    Because by creation and by nature, to be human means to be in fellowship, the free human act of faith cannot simply be a private act that one might wish to conceal from others. Whatever their attitude to the person of faith may be, persons of faith cannot perform that act without their neighbors and therefore without communication with them. Here Barth makes the all-important point that the act of faith that involves acknowledgment, recognition and confession is not some arbitrary discovery of our own. Hence, “It is not on the basis of [our] own discovery and private revelation, but by the mediatorial ministry of the community which is itself in the school of the prophets and apostles, that a man comes under the awakening power of the Holy Spirit and therefore to faith” (IV/1, 778). That indeed is the “starting-point of the act of faith” (IV/1, p. 778). In this regard we all need the community, just as we need the awakening power of the Holy Spirit and just as we need the school of the prophets and apostles if we are to continue to stand in faith and to live by faith. Indeed the community also needs us, because its ministry is not done but must continue in and through our witness. Our witness is necessary for the ongoing ministry of the community. Every believer is called to this witness, and in certain situations a great deal may actually be at stake. One can “never escape the communion of the saints; [one] can never leave it in the lurch” (IV/1, p. 778). To do this would be to deny one’s faith. Because one must confess Jesus Christ publicly, such a person of faith will desire to be baptized. When this happens such a person will make it clear to all that he or she is the one for whom Christ died and in whom life has been restored. This will take place in thanksgiving.


    None of this, however, implies escape from the world. Rather, even though we are surrounded by those who do not acknowledge, recognize or confess Jesus Christ, we make known the fact that God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself. In the midst of a world that does not know this, we are sure of that one decisive fact, namely, that Christ died and rose again not just for those who believe but for them as well. They therefore make that known in what they say, but also in what they do. They do so in small ways and not necessarily in great deeds. They do so just by being who they are as those who speak and act and make use of the freedom that has been given to them.


    We have seen how Barth’s understanding of faith is shaped by his belief that our experience of faith is fashioned by the action of the Holy Spirit and our union with Christ, and through Christ our union with the Father. In this last part of the chapter I would like to demonstrate with clarity the very different views of faith that follow when one does not exclusively allow the object of faith to determine the meaning and content of faith. I will do this by contrasting Barth’s view with the views of Karl Rahner, focusing on two critical issues with wide-ranging implications, namely, Barth’s belief that faith is not generally explicable, and why Barth and Torrance believe that non-conceptual knowledge undermines the very meaning of faith. I do this for two reasons. First, some theologians assume that Barth’s thinking is quite close to Rahner’s, and second, others think that Barth is simply a fideist. I hope to show that while both theologians have similar aims and perspectives and neither is a fideist, their methodologies and therefore their conclusions differ enormously.


    Faith Is Not Generally Explicable


    Let us begin first by contrasting Barth’s statement noted above that faith is not a phenomenon that is generally known and can be explained to everyone. Why does he say this? The answer is simple. What is known in faith is that Jesus Christ who is the divine-human Mediator between us and the Father has reconciled us to God and now meets us as the risen Lord enabling our belief in him and in his actions of justification and sanctification for us; he is the one in whom our conversion to God has taken place and the one in whom we can live freely as those who are now God’s friends and not God’s enemies. Since Jesus’ divinity and humanity are not to be confused and since Barth consistently held that Jesus is not the revealer in his humanity as such, Barth concluded that no study of anthropology, of Jesus’ humanity or of the church’s visible structure could possibly disclose the true nature of Jesus as the revealer, the church as his earthly-historical form or the true meaning of faith. The truth of these historical realities can be known in their depth of meaning only by means of a miraculous action of the Holy Spirit enabling us to hear the Word of God active as the man Jesus reconciling us to God from both the divine and the human side. Simply put, no phenomenological analysis of human action, human belief or of any historical actions of church members—no analysis of general anthropology—can yield the truth recognized and acknowledged in faith, namely, that Jesus Christ is God’s Word acting for our benefit as the incarnate, crucified, risen, ascended and coming Lord. Faith is bound to this particular object who gives us a knowledge that simply cannot be gleaned from elsewhere or outside faith itself, because what we come to know in faith is something that transcends the world of experience that can be analyzed sociologically, psychologically, historically and therefore phenomenologically. That is why Barth rejected any notion that knowledge of revelation could be had via any a priori sort of reasoning. That is also why, as we shall shortly see, he opposed apologetic attempts to prepare for the gospel through any such analysis; such preparation is rendered unnecessary and indeed impossible by the fact that Jesus himself is the truth of God and cannot be bypassed in an attempt to know what God is doing now within history.


    Knowledge of revelation thus could only take place a posteriori because knowledge of faith follows and does not precede its object. The hard question here is this: can the truth of the Christian faith be seen, acknowledged and lived (as it is self-involving) by those who remain neutral in relation to the message of the gospel? Can the truth of the Christian faith be understood, in other words, by those who do not acknowledge Jesus’ lordship, which acknowledgment, we have seen, is itself a human act begun, upheld and completed through the Holy Spirit enabling it by uniting us to the risen Lord himself? In one sense the answer is yes, because people might hypothetically understand the claims of Christian faith, namely, that Christ died for our sins and rose from the dead, on a theoretical level as one set of claims over against others. But, in Barth’s understanding, any mere theoretical understanding of the gospel (that Christ died and rose for all) is not true understanding, since true understanding is indeed self-involving and thus excludes embracing any sort of neutrality with regard to who Jesus was, is and will be for and in relation to the human race. To put the matter bluntly: any attempt to understand Jesus Christ as one religious figure among others means that one may grasp Christian preaching in a superficial and theoretical manner, but that by the very attempt to compare Christ to others, one demonstrates that one is not and has not thought about who Christ was and is in faith, which by nature acknowledges his utter uniqueness as the one and only Word of God active in history and thus as the one Son of the Father who is the sole savior of the world.


    Comparing Barth’s thinking to Rahner’s on this point is very instructive indeed. When Rahner’s thinking is specifically focused on a theological theme such as our encounter with the risen Lord, his thinking appears to be in harmony with Barth’s. Thus, for example, in analyzing Jesus’ saying that he is the good shepherd as recorded in John’s Gospel, Rahner makes the important point that the “I am” sayings mean that “Jesus is uttering the words ‘I am’ in an absolute sense that is self-subsistent and all-comprehending. . . . Thus one can only realise what is meant by the reference to the good shepherd when one has first understood what ‘I am’ means.”15 Rahner continues by stressing that “In this case the subject determines the predicate, and not the other way round” (TI 7:174). Hence, when for instance Jesus says he is the way, the truth and the life (Jn 14:6), he is the one who determines the meaning of each of those terms. Rahner thus can say that “the ‘I am’ of Jesus is in itself, and without further addition, the object of faith which pronounces judgment upon the sins of unbelief” (TI 7:174-75). Clearly, Barth and Rahner would be one in this affirmation based on the teaching of John’s Gospel. Their agreement would go further. When Rahner says that since God himself “cannot be included in any system of reference pertaining to our own existence” and “cannot be conceived of from any point outside his own being” so that God cannot be placed into any system that we could understand and apply, Barth would agree fully. And when Rahner says additionally that just as God is absolute since God is a subject


    in the absolute, and not one which is susceptible of predicates, just as he reveals himself in this guise to Moses as “I am who am,” . . . so too Jesus is the “I am” in an absolute sense: God whose existence is absolutely sovereign, absolutely independent, and prior to the existence of any other being, and it is as such that he proclaims himself in the words “I am” (TI 7:175)


    Barth would agree completely.


    But things take a rather drastic turn when in another context Rahner claims that “It is possible to enquire about Jesus’ resurrection today (if we are to do justice to the facts and talk in a way that inspires confidence) only if we take into account the whole of what philosophy and theology have to say about man” (TI: 17:16). On this basis Rahner claims that we must begin by assuming that “the hope that a person’s history of freedom will be conclusive in nature (a hope which is given in the act of responsible freedom and which is transcendentally necessary) already includes what we mean by the hope of ‘resurrection’” (TI 17:16). Rahner goes further and maintains that “anthropology and Christology mutually determine each other within Christian dogmatics if they are both correctly understood” (TI 9:28). He says this because he believes that “it is correct to say that in every philosophy men already engage inevitably and unthematically in theology” since they are “anonymous Christians . . . whether they know it or not” (TI 6:79). There is thus a “latent ‘Christianness’ in the history of human existence” (TI 6:79). And Rahner says this because he believes that Christian anthropology “understands man as the potentia oboedientialis for the ‘Hypostatic Union’” (TI 9:28) so that Christology must develop an a priori demonstration of how human beings are always in search of a savior in order to make sense of Christology.16


    Rahner says this because his theological anthropology presupposes that we can only explain the hypostatic union in a credible way today that avoids mythology if “the idea of the God-man” receives “proof of a transcendental orientation in man’s being and history under grace. A purely a posteriori Christology, unable to integrate Christology correctly into an evolutionary total view of the world, would not find it easy to dismiss the suspicion of propounding mythology” (TI 9:28-29). From this Rahner concludes that it is not only important “for a true Christology to understand man as the being who is orientated towards an ‘absolute Saviour’ both a priori and in actuality . . . but it is equally important for his salvation that he is confronted with Jesus of Nazareth as this Saviour—which cannot, of course, be transcendentally ‘deduced’” (TI 9:29-30). Here Barth and Rahner could not be farther apart, since Barth contends that, in light of the cross, human beings are disclosed as those who are not in fact oriented toward Jesus Christ but actually opposed to him such that they need the reconciling enlightenment of the Holy Spirit opening them to the truth of what Christ did on the cross for the human race and revealed in his resurrection. Consequently, it is reasonable to conclude that Rahner’s remark that it is equally important to be confronted by Jesus and that this Jesus cannot be transcendentally deduced, while materially a true statement, has become void of force precisely because in his reflections the driving force is not exclusively Jesus Christ himself, but our supposed orientation toward an absolute Savior understood a priori and only then Jesus Christ. In other words, Rahner’s a priori Christology undercuts the need for Jesus of Nazareth at root by assuming that one can indeed deduce the meaning of the resurrection in some sense from our transcendental, grace-filled experiences of hope. And these experiences themselves, in Rahner’s thinking, can be described without any specific faith in Jesus himself as the risen Lord.


    How then do these assumptions and statements shape Rahner’s thinking about the resurrection? The answer is disturbing because Rahner concludes that he can “formulate the proposition that knowledge of man’s resurrection given with his transcendentally necessary hope is a statement of philosophical anthropology even before any real revelation in the Word” (TI 17:18). This conclusion, from within Barth’s understanding of faith, would represent an intolerable confusion of philosophy and theology, a denial of faith and a destruction of any possibility of Christian hope, which is inextricably tied not only to the risen Lord in whom we believe but also is in no sense whatsoever anthropologically grounded, as we have already seen. Here Rahner’s thinking even is in conflict with his own reflections on the truth offered in John’s Gospel. For if Jesus is the sovereign God and thus the subject determined by no predicate, then it is impossible to conclude that any Christian could know the meaning of the resurrection apart from an explicit encounter with the risen Lord himself conceptually and by means of the Holy Spirit enabling such knowledge.17 In fairness to Rahner, he does go on to say that he would have to counter his initial proposition by saying that, “at least initially, the elucidation of man’s basic hope as being the hope of resurrection was in actual fact made historically through the revelation of the Old and New Testaments” (TI 17:18). But this statement is rendered inconsequential by the fact that any elucidation of our basic hope of resurrection as shaped by the scriptural witness would never for an instant direct us to ourselves with the idea that we could philosophically demonstrate the meaning of the resurrection by analysis of general anthropology. One could respond to this analysis from Rahner’s perspective by noting that he is thinking on the basis of “graced existence.” Nevertheless, any appeal to the idea that human experience is “grace-filled,” from Barth’s perspective, would have already confused grace with nature by failing to notice that one simply cannot find God’s grace by exploring human nature but only by acknowledging, recognizing and confessing Jesus Christ as the grace of God active for us in the sphere of anthropology.


    It is for this reason that I think Barth’s position here is more meaningfully and consistently Christian than is Rahner’s. It is Rahner’s theological anthropology, which he believes conditions and is conditioned by Christology, that is the problem here. There is neither space nor need to go into Rahner’s view of the relation between philosophy and theology, nature and grace, and anthropology and Christology here. It is enough to note that in his anthropology, on the basis of which he believes it is possible to hear and understand the Christian message, “we do not have to be concerned about separating philosophy and theology methodologically in the sharpest possible way” since “transcendental philosophy of human existence is always achieved only within historical experience” (FCF, p. 25). Thus “we can never philosophize as though man has not had that experience which is the experience of Christianity.” And that specifically refers to the experience “of what we call grace.” Hence, “A philosophy that is absolutely free of theology is not even possible in our historical situation” (FCF, p. 25). This is why Rahner concludes that “theology itself implies a philosophical anthropology which enables this message of grace to be accepted in a really philosophical and reasonable way, and which gives an account of it in a humanly responsible way” (FCF, p. 25). Given these presuppositions, Rahner embraces the idea that Christianity as grace and historical message refers “to something which is accessible to every theoretical reflection upon and self-interpretation of human existence, and this we call philosophy” (FCF, p. 25).


    This brief discussion at least explains why Rahner can say that one could demonstrate the meaning of the resurrection through philosophical anthropology and apart from revelation. And my point here is simply this: any assumption that Christianity can be explained to everyone is an assumption that is not governed by faith in Jesus Christ engendered by the Holy Spirit. Here Barth and Rahner differ. And this is an enormous difference because even though they may be at one when interpreting Scripture, it is clear that Rahner’s thinking does not remain consistently theological precisely because he does not consistently allow the object of faith to determine the truth of his reflections; one might even say he cannot do this consistently precisely because of his philosophical presuppositions. And this is confirmed by Rahner’s belief that “To lead to faith (or rather, to its further, explicit stage) is always to assist understanding of what has already been experienced in the depth of human reality as grace (i.e., as in absolutely direct relation to God).”18 Thus, while Barth claims that one always comes from unbelief to faith, Rahner presumes that grace as God’s self-communication is implanted within everyone such that everyone really believes, even if they are atheists, as long as they accept the dictates of conscience and their transcendental dynamisms, which are presumed to be oriented toward God himself.19 This leads to our next consideration, namely, the idea that for Barth faith can only be obedience to Christ, whereas for Rahner faith can be so described but is not necessarily so described. The result is that Rahner thinks of faith as something universally discernible within all human beings, while Barth insists that, as a free human act, faith cannot be read off from somewhere within us. This is an extremely important point that divides the thinking of Barth and Rahner not only with respect to their understanding of faith but also with respect to their views of God, Christ and salvation.


    Where Does Faith Come From?


    Things get even more interesting when one asks where faith comes from. Naturally both Rahner and Barth would insist that faith ultimately comes from God. But, given Rahner’s transcendental anthropology as briefly discussed above, he thinks that “The primary approach to faith is a man’s direct confrontation with himself in his whole nature as free and responsible and thereby with the incomprehensible ground of this human reality, called God.”20 Once again, when Rahner thinks strictly as a theologian he has some very interesting and compelling things to say about faith, such as when he says that “The man who has experienced God in Christ . . . wants to and must confess him. . . . The man who has found Christ must bear witness to him before his brethren” (TI 9:124). This is a statement with which, as we have seen, Barth would agree, even though when Rahner spells out the meaning of belief in Jesus he tends to detach faith from the historical Jesus as its object and goal in the very way that Barth insists we must not. This explains why Rahner thinks he can understand faith by analyzing our confrontation with ourselves, and Barth continually insists that faith directs us away from ourselves and toward Christ alone. Still, Barth would also agree with Rahner when he says that “one cannot demand (and it would be heretical Modernism to do so) that the attempt must be made simply to deduce strictly all theological statements from man’s experience of himself as if they were the latter’s objectifying conceptualisation and articulation” (TI 9:41).21


    But things become a bit muddled when Rahner goes on to note that matters are more complex “than the traditional opponents of Modernism mostly think” (TI 9:41) and then concludes that “there is also an experience of grace, and this is the real, fundamental reality of Christianity itself” (TI 9:41). Whereas Barth identifies grace with Jesus Christ himself and thus consistently upholds our total dependence on Jesus Christ (as does Torrance), Rahner thinks of grace as part of our existential experience and thus speaks of a “supernatural existential,” that is, of God’s self-communication as the innermost experience of depth within everyone.22 Because Rahner thinks this way, he believes we can explore humanity’s transcendental experiences (which he assumes are inherently graced in light of God’s universal will to save) in order to make sense of Christian faith. It also allows him to conclude about someone that


    Without reflection he accepts God when he freely accepts himself in his own unlimited transcendence. He does this when he genuinely follows his conscience with free consent, because by such an action he affirms as well the condition of possibility of such a radical option which is implicitly bound up with this decision, i.e. he affirms God. (TI 16:55-56)


    Consequently, “If a man freely accepts himself as he is, even with regard to his own inner being whose basic constitution he inevitably has not fully grasped, then it is God he is accepting” (TI 16:67).


    Here once more there is a decisive difference between the two theologians’ interpretation of faith. For Barth faith means obedience to the call of Jesus Christ himself, which meets us after the resurrection in the witness of the church’s proclamation of the gospel and its witness to Christ. It meets us as the risen Lord himself frees us as only the Son can, to follow him and to live our new life in and from him alone in the power of his Holy Spirit. Obedience, to Barth, means that our faith does not contribute to the freedom we now have as God’s justified and sanctified creatures. It is a free human decision. But its truth cannot be found in us, as we have seen, because we are and remain the sinners that Christ has reconciled, and the change or transformation of human nature has taken place in him and not directly in us; it can only be reflected in our lives of obedience analogously, as we have seen. Justification thus shapes Barth’s view of faith, and so he claims it is not a free choice between possible alternatives but the only possible choice, given the fact that Christ has freed us to live as his children in faith looking forward to the final consummation when redemption will be complete. By contrast Rahner thinks of freedom in the first instance as our choice of the moral law in obedience to conscience. That is why Rahner can claim that such obedience to conscience means that even if one is a professed atheist, such a person can be a believer and thus justified and saved even anonymously, that is, without explicitly confessing Jesus Christ.23 Here we come to another very thorny issue, the question of non-conceptual knowledge or implicit faith. It should be obvious from what has been said that Rahner affirms such knowledge and faith while Barth opposes it.


    Non-Conceptual Knowledge and Implicit Faith


    Because Barth has been accused of being a fideist, it is important to explain why it would be a mistake to do so before discussing why he rejects non-conceptual knowledge. To my knowledge no one has ever accused Rahner of being a fideist. Thus, while neither Barth nor Rahner can be considered fideists, nonetheless, certain distinctions are required to avoid confusing the object of faith with the experience of faith. Some theologians understand fideism to mean “that faith is its own ground, and that it cannot and should not appeal to reason.”24 A lot depends, however, on what one means by such a statement. If faith is its own ground, then such a faith is contrary to Barth’s quite proper emphasis on the fact that it is only the object of faith that determines the truth of our faith. In other words Christian faith is never self-grounded; such a view would always amount to some form of self-justification, and that would be the very antithesis of a faith that is obedient and that lives by grace. Such thinking would undercut the all-important connection between the Holy Spirit and faith by suggesting that it is our believing rather than the Spirit who guarantees the truth of what is believed.25 What is implied when it is said that faith cannot and should not appeal to reason? Does that mean that in some sense reason is necessary as a factor that validates faith? It certainly seems so when, for example, one reads that “religious faith depends to some extent upon reason.”26 Given Barth’s view of faith as acknowledgment and recognition, he could never be considered a fideist in this sense, since for him all true knowledge of God that is born of obedience is not blind and thus not without knowledge; it is not rendered only as an emotion or as an act of will. Moreover, since faith lives by its object, one would have to say that for Barth the ground of faith could never be faith itself, since any self-grounded faith would be in conflict with true faith, which always finds its basis and goal in Christ through the Holy Spirit. In this context it would be better to describe fideism as “The view that faith rather than reason . . . is the means by which Christian truth is known.”27 In Barth’s thinking it is not a matter of either faith or reason but of the priority of the object of faith, which determines the validity of both faith and reason such that any proper use of reason will never abstract from Jesus Christ because we never live our lives as Christians outside Christ or apart from him. Faith enables reason to understand the truth that comes to us as an act of God himself. So we can at least all agree that neither Rahner nor Barth are fideists. The main difference between Rahner and Barth, however, concerns the fact that Rahner thinks of faith as a possibility imparted to human beings in their experiences of self-transcendence, while Barth insists that there can be no synthesis of the Word of God with our experience of it in faith.28


    Barth and Non-Conceptual Knowledge


    Still, as seen above, Barth rejected Augustine’s idea that we could acquire a type of knowledge of God that is timeless and unmediated by the incarnate Word. In Barth’s thinking non-objective or non-conceptual knowledge of God refers to any claim to know God that is not in fact grounded in the revelation of God in his Word and Spirit. In other words, we have objectively true knowledge of God because in a very real sense the God who meets us in Christ and in the power of his Holy Spirit enables us to know God with what Barth calls apodictic certainty by allowing us to participate in God’s own self-knowledge, which meets us in Jesus Christ. But to experience this and to know this means that we must have a conceptual grasp of the particular reality of God who reveals himself to us in and through the human history of Jesus Christ himself, and in and through the scriptural and ecclesial witness to that particular history. Any attempt to portray that specific reality without a concept of it, perhaps by claiming an unthematic or unconceptualized knowledge of it, could be considered a form of non-conceptual knowledge. For Barth we have no capacity in ourselves for God. But since we have been reconciled to God in Jesus Christ and no longer stand apart from God in ourselves (selves who in their attempted independence of God brought Jesus to the cross and now have been removed from the picture), we are now ready for God because of God’s readiness for us expressed in his Word and Spirit. In Barth’s words:


    About man as such, about autonomous man, existing otherwise than in Jesus Christ, the only thing we need to know is that he has brought Jesus Christ to the cross and that in this same cross his sins are forgiven; that in his independence he is judged and removed, really removed, i.e., moved and taken up into fellowship [communion] with the life of the Son of God. Absolutely everything that is to be said about his relationship to God, and therefore about his whole truth, his sin therefore, and the Law against which he has sinned, and his creaturely existence as such, has now to be said and can only be said from this point, from his being in Jesus Christ. (II/1, p. 162)


    For Barth, then, we may have apodictically certain knowledge of God. But that is possible only as our knowledge of God is the knowledge that comes from Jesus Christ himself and is thus never grounded in our experience of God, not even in our experience of Jesus Christ.29 Barth was at pains to indicate even in CD II/1 that knowledge of God that takes place in faith means acknowledgment, joyful thanksgiving and living exclusively by grace (II/1, pp. 218-23). Hence Barth could also say that


    If the revelation reaches us, if it becomes for us the necessary basis of our knowledge, this does, of course, mean that it approaches us from without, but it also means—how else can it reach us?—that it does actually come to us and therefore into us. It does not cease to transcend us, but we become immanent to it, so that obedience to it is our free will. (II/1, p. 219)30


    Because God remains transcendent to us even in revelation, we are, Barth says, elevated “above ourselves,” and this makes our knowledge of God “a joyful action. A gratitude that consists in an involuntary, mutinous and therefore forced and unjoyful action is not thanksgiving. A tribute paid to tyranny, however paid, is not thanks” (II/1, p. 219). This does not mean that we must or even could leave the sphere of human experience and of space and time to know God—it means rather that we reach out above ourselves while remaining the people we are in space and time by witnessing to what transcends us based on God’s encounter with us in his Word and Spirit. Our thinking and language, Barth believed, have no ability to enable our knowledge of God. But when God himself enables it, as he does in Jesus Christ, that which we cannot do actually occurs because “the kingdom of heaven has come to us” (II/1, p. 220). None of this can be explained from the human side but can only be acknowledged as a miracle. We receive God’s grace but “We never let reception become a taking” (II/1, p. 223). That is why our knowledge of God “is always compelled to be a prayer of thanksgiving, penitence and intercession. It is only in this way that there is knowledge of God in participation in the veracity of the revelation of God” (II/1, p. 223). We really do know God with our views and concepts as an object mediated to us through the words of Scripture and witness of the church, but “We do not create the success. Nor do our means create it. But the grace of God’s revelation creates it. To know this is the awe in which our knowledge of God becomes true” (II/1, p. 223).


    Ultimately, Barth’s understanding of our knowledge of God as the obedience of faith is shaped by his understanding of the doctrine of justification. Hence, while it is impossible for us as sinners to know God of ourselves, God is able to empower us to know him through our views and concepts. God even can be said to be in them (our views and concepts) in all his glory. Still, “It is not a question of a power to receive this guest being secretly inherent in these works of ours. . . . But there is a power of the divine indwelling in both the broad and the narrow which our works cannot withstand for all their impotence” (II/1, p. 212). However, this cannot refer to some “magical transformation of man, or a supernatural enlargement of his capacity, so that now he can do what before he could not do” (II/1, p. 212). People are still unable to accomplish knowledge of God even after their encounter with God in revelation; but a person is “taken up by the grace of God and determined to participation in the veracity of the revelation of God. . . . As a sinner he is justified” (II/1, p. 213). As forgiven sinners we are sanctified by this act of God so that even as sinners we are empowered truly to know God:


    The veracity of the revelation of God, which justifies the sinner in His Word by His Spirit, makes this knowledge of God true without him, against him—and yet as his own knowledge, and to that extent through him. By the grace of God we may view and conceive God and speak of God in our incapacity. (II/1, p. 213)


    Finally, we can say that “The obedience to the grace of God in which a man acknowledges that he is entirely wrong, thus acknowledging that God alone is entirely right, is the obedience” that has the promise that whatever our capacity or incapacity, we have God’s promise that he will confer his own truth on our views and concepts (II/1, p. 213).


    Having said all of this, one can easily see why Barth would reject non-conceptual faith or implicit faith that could lead one to assert that people know God without reflecting on God as God truly is in his revelation to us in his Word and Spirit. That is why Barth rejected any sort of knowledge of Christ, as noted above, that is formless, that is, a knowledge that is not shaped by Jesus himself as attested in Scripture and by the witness of the church. There is no Christ to be found outside of that witness because Jesus, the incarnate Word, is not an idea and certainly not the content of an experience, but the man from Nazareth who died for our sins, rose from the dead, ascended into heaven and is coming again. This man, who is God himself calling us to faith and obedience here and now because he lives, cannot be had if it is some formless idea we have in mind when referring to him.


    Thomas F. Torrance and Non-conceptual Knowledge


    Barth’s student Thomas F. Torrance offers a very clear picture of why he rejects any sort of non-objective or non-conceptual knowledge of God, as well as any sort of implicit faith that claims knowledge of God without the mediation of his Word and Spirit. First, for Torrance it is imperative that faith be objectively and not subjectively grounded. That means we must find the basis of faith in the reality of God who exists self-sufficiently as Father, Son and Holy Spirit and is not in the least dependent on creation for his existence, even though out of his eternal love, God created us and will never be without us. That love of course was manifested in the fact that, in the face of our enmity against him, the Father nonetheless sacrificed his own Son for our sakes so as to overcome that enmity and enable not only true knowledge of God but the ability to live wholly in harmony with God in and through Christ and his Spirit. Hence, Torrance insisted that the basis of faith is not found in us but only in its object, namely, Jesus Christ who is God himself present and active among us. Citing Hilary of Poitiers, Torrance writes, “‘In faith a person takes his stand on the ground of God’s own being (in substantia dei).’”31 And for Torrance scientific theology always allows the unique object of knowledge to determine the truth of what is said. Torrance thus objected rather firmly to what he called, following Martin Buber, the tendency in modern theology toward a “conceptual letting go of God” as happened for instance in the thinking of Schleiermacher.32 Torrance held that “Schleiermacher’s refusal to think of God as the object of our conceiving and knowing on the ground that He cannot be exposed to our ‘counter-influence,’ i.e. the objectifying force of our active reason” led him to claim that we could understand God only in so far as God was “‘the co-determinant’ of our feeling of absolute dependence.”33 But this thinking led Schleiermacher, in Torrance’s estimation, to reduce theological statements to “accounts of ‘religious affections set forth in speech.’”34 And such a view amounted to nothing more than a discussion of human experience in place of the God who meets us in our experience of faith in his Word and Spirit.


    That is why Torrance frequently objected to the thinking of Rudolf Bultmann and Paul Tillich. In his mind both of those theologians transformed scientific theology into an unscientific exercise by allowing theological language to be dictated not by who God is in himself as the eternal Father, Son and Spirit as experienced and known in faith, but by allowing their thinking to be dictated by their existential concerns and conclusions detached from the Holy Spirit. In Torrance’s view Tillich tended to be rationalistic because for him


    the “direct object” of theology was “not God” but what he called “religious symbols” which mediated not objective content but power. Correspondingly, Tillich held that faith is essentially “non-conceptual,” so that it can yield theology only if it borrows rational structures from something else and is conceptualized through them.35


    Bultmann essentially cut himself off from scientific theology by existentializing theology, that is, by reducing theological categories to descriptions of people’s existential reactions to the gospel instead of to objective descriptions of what God is doing in Christ, who meets us clothed with his gospel. The epitome of such existentializing is seen in Bultmann’s equation of the resurrection with the rise of faith in the disciples; such thinking clearly confuses the objective act of God in the history of Jesus with the experience of faith on the part of the disciples and subsequently with our experience of faith. This thinking leaves us only with a theology that objectifies our experience of faith and never escapes the problem of projection in theology, precisely because it detaches knowledge of God from the Holy Spirit, who unites us to the historical Jesus through the scriptural witness and the proclamation of the church.


    Since, for Torrance, faith is produced by the truth itself, and theology is thus faith seeking understanding and not understanding seeking faith, he held that faith could not be seen as some sort of “non-cognitive or non-conceptual relation to God.” Because faith involves “acts of recognition, apprehension and conception, of a very basic intuitive kind” when human reason is confronted with God’s self-revelation in Jesus Christ, one could never espouse non-conceptual faith or knowledge of the Christian God without obviating true scientific, theological understanding.36 Following Anselm, Torrance insisted that “we cannot have experience of [God] or believe in Him without conceptual forms of understanding—as Anselm used to say: fides esse nequit sine conceptione.”37 Consequently, for Torrance, faith involved obedience grounded in God himself so that, with Barth, he embraced Hilary’s dictum that realities are not subject to words but words are subject to realities.38


    Torrance helpfully makes a distinction between apprehension and comprehension of God. The former means that we do not just grasp part of God since God is indivisible. But when we do grasp God, that action “does not exhaust His transcendent reality and mystery; but it is not less conceptual for that reason, since it is the form of conception rationally appropriate to His divine nature and majesty.” The latter indicates that we cannot “bring the totality of God within the compass of our comprehension.”39 It does not follow from the fact that we only apprehend God, however, that our knowledge of God is not conceptual, since it is a form of conceptual knowledge appropriate to its object. Thus, one cannot argue from the fact that our concepts can never exhaust the divine being and that we therefore cannot conceptually define the reality of God with precision “that it cannot be conceptually grasped but may only be envisaged in some indefinite, non-conceptual way.”40 In a manner similar to Barth, Torrance insists that we may know God because we are known by God and are thus “seized by His reality” so that in response to God’s “grasping of us” our “human grasping of Him takes place, in functional dependence upon Him.”41 Torrance thus argues quite rightly that when our thought leads us beyond what is for us imaginable, that does not mean that it leads us beyond what is conceivable, because in the case of God what is conceivable is precisely what does not correspond to what is to us “picturable.” The fact that this is the case does not mean what we know is non-conceptual at that point. Thus Torrance claims that


    While there is no correspondence between the pictures latent in the language expressing our theological concepts and the realities to which we refer, this does not invalidate the concepts, for the conceptual relation they involve lies beyond the range of the imaginable. Indeed this is the only kind of conceptual relation that would be appropriate to God.42


    Any denial of this, Torrance maintains, would mean that we would identify what is conceptual with what is imaginable to us, and this would have to imply that we have equated what is truly objective with what for us is “objectifiable.” But, since the content of our creaturely conceptions does not correspond to anything in the reality of God, we might mistakenly conclude that “we have to reckon in the last analysis with a non-conceptual relation to Him.” But that, says Torrance, “would be a serious lapse from rationality.”43 It is for these reasons that Torrance objected to Tillich’s symbolic attempt to understand God and to Bultmann’s existential redefinition of theological truth. In other words, Torrance rejects both projectionism and symbolic description of what is for us imaginable. And he does this because our concepts must be controlled from beyond us by the reality of God revealed in and by the Word and Spirit. Moreover, this can only be known in and through our concepts and not symbolically as an imaginative or aesthetic description of our experiences of ourselves. Consequently, true knowledge of God always involves concepts appropriate to God’s own self-knowledge, into which we are drawn in faith by the Holy Spirit.


    Karl Rahner’s Approach to God


    Here, as we come to the end of this chapter, it will be especially helpful to contrast the positions of Torrance and Barth on non-conceptual knowledge of God with the thinking of Karl Rahner in order to make just one simple point. It is of course a point with profound and far-reaching implications. And that point is that whenever it is supposed that we can know God, faith, grace or revelation non-conceptually, our thinking no longer describes the reality of God and God’s actions for us within history. To that extent, it becomes either projection of our understanding of ourselves and our world onto the reality of God revealed, or only a symbolic description of what is imaginable to us. Either way, such thinking represents a very serious lapse from scientific theology and rationality so that even though one may still speak of the trinitarian self-revelation and our inclusion in that revelation by grace and by faith, the meaning of those terms becomes seriously distorted.


    Let me make my point first on a very basic level by comparing what Paul Tillich thinks about knowledge of God to what we have learned by thinking of God within faith along with Torrance and Barth. In a very famous quote referred to by those who wish to construct a theology of God non-conceptually in exactly the wrong way,44 one can see the implications of a theology shaped by faith in Jesus Christ and one that clearly is not. In a sermon Tillich once said:


    Today . . . the so-called “psychology of depth” . . . leads us from the surface of our self-knowledge into levels where things are recorded which we knew nothing about on the surface of our consciousness. . . . It can help us to find the way into our depth, although it cannot help us in an ultimate way, because it cannot guide us to the deepest ground of our being and of all being, the depth of life itself. The name of this infinite and inexhaustible depth and ground of all being is God. That depth is what the word God means. And if that word has not much meaning for you, translate it, and speak of the depths of your life, of the source of your being, of your ultimate concern, of what you take seriously without any reservation. Perhaps, in order to do so, you must forget everything traditional that you have learned about God, perhaps even that word itself. For if you know that God means depth, you know much about Him. You cannot then call yourself an atheist or unbeliever. For you cannot think or say: Life has no depth! Life itself is shallow. Being itself is surface only. If you could say this in complete seriousness, you would be an atheist; but otherwise you are not. He who knows about depth knows about God.45


    This statement is a perfect illustration of why Tillich’s understanding of God represents a supreme misunderstanding of who God is as understood by faith. And it does so because it is a type of non-conceptual symbolic knowledge of God. It is non-conceptual inasmuch as it asserts rather bluntly that one could forget all that one has learned about God, perhaps from the Nicene Creed, in order to know God. It even says that one could forget the word God itself. And this suggestion follows the assumption by Tillich that if the word God does not have much meaning for you, it is perfectly acceptable, even advisable to translate it and to “speak of the depths of your life, of the source of your being, of your ultimate concern, of what you take seriously without any reservation.” Here is the exact point that Torrance identified as the chief indication of a departure from scientific theology. In breaking free from a conceptual understanding of the reality of God revealed by God himself as he meets us and knows us in his Word and Spirit, Tillich ignores the knowledge of faith and directs our attention toward ourselves.


    Now for Barth and for Torrance this will never do, since faith must be controlled by its object, namely, Jesus Christ himself. The object controlling Tillich’s thinking very clearly is our own experience of ourselves and of what is for us supposed to be our ultimate concern. From this Tillich equates experiences of depth with experiences of God. And such experiences can be had by everyone without conceptual knowledge of God’s reconciling grace, which is active, revealed and effective in Jesus Christ and which reaches us in the power of his Holy Spirit. It is easy to see that everything that could go wrong in an effort to understand God within faith has in reality gone wrong in this definition. Equating depth with God utterly subverts the Christian understanding of God and supposes that knowledge of God, which only can take place in faith, is in fact explicable to everyone, even those who do not believe in Jesus Christ. That is the position Barth rightly rejected because he saw that such a procedure transmutes the particular revelation of God in Jesus Christ into a universal human experience, leads toward Pelagianism and, most importantly, changes God’s objectivity into the product of our human experiences of depth.


    Non-Conceptual Knowledge: Comparing Rahner, Barth and Torrance


    In an interesting explanation, Avery Dulles traces contemporary Catholic thinking on the subject of non-conceptual knowledge to Jacques Maritain and some mid-twentieth-century Thomists who based their thinking on what he labels an obscure text in the Summa Theologica (I-2.89.6). Thomas argued that when a child is first able to reason, that child chooses to be ordered toward the right end or not and is justified in the former instance but commits a mortal sin in the latter instance. Dulles further maintains that Maritain, “reflecting on this text, held that the moral option for the right end involves a vital, non-conceptual knowledge of God.”46 Maritain linked this text with another (Summa Theologica I-2.109.3) and claimed further that fallen creatures could not order themselves toward the final end without the assistance of grace. He concluded that


    when a child is faced by its first moral option, grace will in fact be given and that a virtuous response will be therefore elevated to the supernatural level. In this elevated act God will be sought as Savior. If it accepts the inner impulse of grace, the mind will be adhering to God’s testimony, and thus making an act of faith that is formal and actual even though devoid of conceptual content.47


    This so-called lived faith Maritain claimed was “a practical or existential knowledge of God,” and he also maintained that it could “coexist with theoretical ignorance of God” so that even a person who thinks of himself or herself as an atheist could be “adhering to the reality of God known in a vital, preconscious manner.”48 Such a fundamental moral option, it seems, need not be restricted to a person’s early life but could be made later on as well; and this could be understood to be an act of implicit faith. According to Dulles, this theory “insofar as it can appeal to the authority of Thomas Aquinas makes an important contribution. It brings out the value of non-conceptual knowledge through what Aristotle and Aquinas called ‘connaturality.’”49 In spite of this, Dulles goes on to note that this theory is difficult to reconcile with the insistence of Thomas and many others “that saving faith is a response to actual revelation, and not merely to an interior illumination.”50


    Unfortunately, however, Dulles does not seem to see that the real problem in this entire line of reasoning is the very idea of non-conceptual knowledge of God. Not only does such knowledge not make an important contribution to our understanding of Christian faith, but it completely distorts its meaning by claiming a knowledge of God that is overtly in conflict with knowledge of the Father that comes to us through the Son and by means of the Holy Spirit and thus through faith and by grace. It subverts Christian knowledge of God. Here a choice is required: either we freely obey the Word heard and believed conceptually through the hearing of the gospel or we equate knowledge of God with some sort of preconscious non-conceptual relation to our final end by choosing for or against the moral law. And it is thoroughly unhelpful to claim that such non-conceptual knowledge is upheld and enabled by grace because any such claim subverts the connection between the gift (knowledge of God) and the Giver (Jesus Christ and his Holy Spirit). Thus while Dulles certainly sees and wishes to maintain the connection between the Holy Spirit and faith, his openness to apologetics and to the idea that faith can and should be certified by reason and by the authority of the church, as well as his willingness to accept non-conceptual knowledge of God, all inevitably cut that connection.


    With this background we can perhaps better understand why Rahner’s embrace of non-conceptual knowledge of God in order to explicate his own understanding of the Trinity as well as other doctrines, including his view of faith, grace and revelation, is more than a little problematic. Rahner sees grace as an offer given to all human beings at every moment of their lives. This offer Rahner conceptualizes as a “supernatural existential.” According to Dulles, that means that prior to its acceptance,


    grace gives a new horizon to human consciousness, so that our relationship to God is perceived in a different way than it would be in a purely natural order. To accept ourselves as we really are, that is to say, as ordered toward the vision of God, is to accept grace, and this acceptance, in its cognitive dimensions, is an act of faith.51


    Here, as I have pointed out above and in detail elsewhere,52 the very claim to a knowledge of God supposedly attainable by reflection on our transcendental dynamisms ends up detaching knowledge of God from God’s specific actions in his Word and Spirit and locates grace and revelation within our self-experience. To put the matter directly, grace is identical with God’s giving of himself in his Word and Spirit so that grace can never be detached from the giver of grace. But that also means that any assumption that our transcendental dynamisms or human consciousness have been altered by grace in the way imagined here necessarily means the confusion of nature and grace. And this happens precisely because the focus of Rahner’s thought at this point is not the historical Jesus attested in the Scriptures, who is the very Word of God spoken to us and enabling faith through his Holy Spirit, but rather on our supposedly transformed horizon of reflection, which he mistakenly believes is ordered toward the God of Christian revelation. Of course that does not mean that Rahner has no interest in the historical Jesus and his significance for faith. He does indeed want to connect his transcendental deliberations with the historical Jesus. But for him the historical Jesus is the one in whom self-acceptance has simply reached its irreversible final form. And the problem with this notion is that if Jesus is simply the irrevocable completion of human self-transcendence into God, as Rahner frequently asserts,53 then, in spite of the fact that Rahner thinks his Christology from below properly ends with what he calls a descending Christology, he has in reality undermined the true meaning of the incarnation. It is true that what God has done and does in Jesus Christ is irrevocable and unsurpassable. But it is so not because he humanly gave himself over to God in a final way. It is so because he is God acting both from the divine and human side. The fact that Rahner never allows Jesus to be both the first and the final word in his thinking is a major indication that even his neo-Chalcedonian Christology is more than a little problematic.


    This is a crucial point since, as we saw above, what Barth and Torrance learn from the cross and resurrection is that we discover, in light of God’s saving grace actualized in these events, that we are sinners who are at enmity with the true God (since it is fallen humanity that brought Jesus to the cross). Furthermore, we need to rely on Christ himself, the risen Lord, to know God truly. Because Rahner thinks of grace as an offer made to persons in their conscious acceptance or rejection of the moral law, he can speak of our graced nature and then conclude that since we tend toward a direct relation (the beatific vision) with God as human beings who are historically graced because of the incarnation, we therefore have unthematic (non-conceptual) knowledge of and experience of God in experiencing ourselves as those who transcend ourselves toward God himself. As we have been seeing, however, faith in the Christian sense never means self-acceptance; it always must mean turning from self and toward Christ as the only one who can justify our faith. Faith means acknowledging, recognizing and confessing that we have no genuine existence outside or apart from Jesus Christ. The very idea of non-conceptual faith leads Rahner to detach revelation (grace) from the Giver (Jesus Christ himself) and to locate God’s self-revelation within our own experience as an a priori modality of human consciousness. Thus, in his attempt to explain God’s universal offer of salvation to all, Rahner argues that


    It is not the case that we have nothing to do with God until we make God conceptual and thematic to some extent. Rather there is an original and unthematic experience of God, although it is nameless, whenever and to the extent that subjectivity and transcendentality are actualized. And correspondingly, man’s supernatural transcendentality is already mediated to itself, although in an unobjectified and unthematic way, whenever a person appropriates himself as a free subject in the transcendentality of his knowledge and freedom. (FCF, p. 151)


    Hence, for Rahner, God’s self-revelation is not exclusively identical with the Word of God active in Jesus himself, as it is for Barth and for Torrance, but can and must be conceived as something present in our own transcendental experience of ourselves, that is, as


    an unreflexive but really present, and transcendental experience of man’s movement and orientation towards immediacy and closeness of God, that is, the experience as such prior to being made thematic reflexively and historically, must be characterized as a real revelation throughout the whole history of religion and of the human spirit.


    This transcendental knowledge, which is present unthematically wherever human beings act in knowledge and freedom and must be distinguished from “verbal and propositional revelation as such,” nevertheless can be called “God’s self-revelation.” Indeed,


    This transcendental moment in revelation is a modification of our transcendental consciousness produced permanently by God in grace. But such a modification is really an original and permanent element in our consciousness as the basic and original luminosity of our existence. And as an element in our transcendentality . . . it is already revelation in the proper sense. (FCF, p. 149)


    By wishing to distinguish this experience of revelation from verbal and propositional revelation as such (what Rahner calls transcendental revelation and categorical revelation), it is clear that Rahner wants to hold on to the traditional idea that revelation cannot be detached from Jesus himself. But once he ascribes revelation to us in our transcendental experiences of ourselves as a form of implicit faith and non-conceptual knowledge of God, that move eviscerates the meaning of faith as acknowledgment, recognition and confession of its object, namely, of Jesus Christ himself. It is just this thinking that leads him to espouse the idea that everyone who accepts himself/herself in the sense just described is an “anonymous Christian” and even has an “anonymous faith” (TI 16:58); that there is such a thing as an “anonymous” experience of the risen Lord;54 that knowledge of God begins with an unthematic experience of and knowledge of the “nameless” (TI 4:50); and that Christology and anthropology mutually condition each other when rightly understood. And beyond that, this move ends up ascribing grace, revelation and faith to everyone who makes a positive moral decision and accepts himself/herself as he or she is.55 It is this momentous move, which is thoroughly in harmony with the step made by Maritain, that is ultimately destructive of Christian faith and practice precisely because it changes the content of our knowledge of God and the meaning of faith itself. Instead of allowing faith to be defined by the action of the Holy Spirit uniting us to Christ conceptually and really, this thinking confuses faith with our obedience to ourselves. Thus,


    Faith . . . is simply the obedient acceptance of man’s supernaturally elevated self-transcendence, the obedient acceptance of his transcendental orientation to the God of eternal life. As an a priori modality of consciousness, this orientation has the character of a divine communication. (FCF, p. 152)


    This thinking stands in stark contrast to the position espoused by Barth in a way that I believe requires a choice: either faith is conceptually and therefore genuinely tied to Christ through faith enabled by the Holy Spirit and thus as a miracle, or faith can be had simply by accepting our own transcendental dynamisms, which are uncritically assumed to be directed toward the God of Christian faith. Barth believes that we always come from unbelief to faith and that this can only occur in the power of the Holy Spirit enabling our acknowledgment of our new being in Christ. Rahner believes that a preacher very likely encounters a person who is already justified “because he was obedient to the dictates of his conscience . . . and therefore already believes, in the theological sense, even if what he explicitly believes is very little.”56 “Bringing someone to the faith” in this view “will mean the endeavor to develop this already existing faith into its full Christological and ecclesiastical, explicit, social, consciously professed form. . . . Christian faith is the historically and socially complete form of what the person to be converted already ‘believes.’”57 It is important to realize that Rahner holds this position because he ascribes grace universally to everyone in their transcendental experience as when he asserts that “the grace of faith . . . is nothing else than the self-communication of God to the human spirit in the depths of its being” (TI 16:57). Hence, one can have implicit faith and even what he calls a “Searching Christology” without ever having heard the gospel.


    Moreover, instead of looking exclusively to the object of faith in order to understand faith itself, Rahner claims that “The primary approach to faith is a man’s direct confrontation with himself . . . and thereby with the incomprehensible ground of this human reality, called God.”58 That is why Rahner insists that “If a person by a free act in which he accepts himself unconditionally in his radical reference to God raised up by grace, also accepts the basic finality of this movement of his spirit, even if without reflection, then he is making a genuine act of faith, for this finality already means revelation” (TI 16:57-58). That, however, is exactly the problem with non-conceptual knowledge and implicit faith. Both ascribe grace and revelation to what is presumed to be a transformed human nature so that reflection on that transformed nature is then assumed to contain not only a reference to God but a reference to revelation itself. In both cases grace and revelation are detached from the action of God in the history of Jesus himself and from the action of the Holy Spirit in his essential union with the Father and the Son. And the indication of this is the fact that for Rahner one can speak of Jesus Christ, justifying faith, grace and of revelation without specifically adverting to the historical Jesus as the grace of God active in history through specific witness of Scripture and the church. For Rahner one can know these by reflecting on one’s own transcendental dynamisms, which are already presumed to be in some sense revelatory and to that extent identical with God’s self-communication. And that is why Rahner can speak both of an obediential potency for faith59 as well as an anonymous faith (TI 16:57-58) and anonymous hope (TI 16:18-19) and then conclude, as seen above, that our basic experience of hope and our experience of Jesus sustain and justify each other. It must be remembered at this point that from within the perspective on faith elaborated by Barth and Torrance and discussed above, the idea that we have an obediential potency for grace undermines the sovereignty of grace and ignores the problem of sin and the need for reconciliation before we can live by grace. Such an idea inevitably allows theologians to look toward their own capacities rather than exclusively toward Christ, who through his Spirit alone gives people the capacity to know and love God. Indeed in the view of Barth and Torrance, as we have seen, any sort of anonymous hope in the resurrection or any sort of anonymous faith is clearly not shaped by a specific knowledge of the gospel, which teaches that Jesus died for our sins and rose from the dead and that as such he is the hope of the entire world because of who he is and what he has done and is now doing in and through his Holy Spirit. Consequently, he alone justifies our faith, and thus our experience of Jesus does not justify who he is. It is entirely the other way around: who he is justifies our faith, which is and always remains grounded in him alone and never in ourselves.60 These difficulties highlight very clearly the problems inherent in any version of non-conceptual knowledge of God, revelation and faith. Rahner insists, of course, that none of these views undermine the need for explicit faith in Jesus. But in reality Jesus has been marginalized because he cannot have the first and the final word in this understanding, since both grace and revelation have been conceptualized as attributes of human transcendental experience; and knowledge of God and of Jesus becomes possible without any specific reference to God the Father through God the Son and by means of his Holy Spirit.


    The ultimate difficulty here is not that Rahner does not speak about the Holy Spirit as grace but that he does not allow the Holy Spirit in his essential union with the incarnate Son to shape what he means by faith. Hence, it is my argument that whenever faith is detached from the Spirit in the sense described at the beginning of this chapter, it always becomes self-grounded even when it is referred to as grace and revelation. And that negative assertion is made in this book in order to present the positive view that it is crucial to speak more explicitly and thus more clearly about the role of the Holy Spirit, especially since it is the Spirit in union with the Word who alone brings true knowledge of God the Father. It is the Holy Spirit who imparts faith and enables hope and love through union with Christ and through him with the Father. This is a miraculous action, so that no one can control it and all must pray for the coming of the Spirit to enlighten our minds and hearts and to enable our participation in God’s own self-knowledge and love. In order to make matters even clearer in this regard, we will next explore what theological knowledge looks like when one is consistently clear about the fact that the knowledge of faith is attainable only through faith as union with Christ that comes about exclusively through the miraculous act of the Holy Spirit.
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