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There is no path from
which a man must not allow himself
to be summoned if a higher
necessity presents itself.

KARL BARTH,
CHURCH DOGMATICS III/2, XI.





Preface


There’s no shortage of books on Karl Barth. If you’ve come here looking for the latest new insight or interpretation on the Swiss master, let me save you some time and disappointment by making it clear that this book was not written to make an original scholarly contribution to Barth studies. If that’s what you’re looking for, I would suggest you put the book down, back away, and keep looking . . .

However, if you’re relatively unfamiliar with Karl Barth but want (voluntarily) to know more, or if you’ve been asked (involuntarily) to become familiar with him for a class or study group, then I hope this book will be of some assistance as you begin your study. Indeed, my primary objective in writing this book is to provide a guide—a handbook of sorts—explicitly designed to help new explorers of Karl Barth to get quickly acclimatized to his thought.

Because I’ve aimed this book at Barth beginners, I’ve focused less on the technical debates scholars are having (although I do mention a few of those along the way) and instead have given readers the most important information they need to keep moving forward. Consequently, I’ve also tried to keep the material as objective as possible (even if I know that it is finally impossible). Everyone has an opinion, and you, the reader, won’t have a difficult time discerning that I am generally a fan of Barth’s contributions, even if I don’t follow him every step of the way. (Barth would be disappointed anyway to find out that anyone followed him at every single point. Dialogue, debate, and difference of opinion kept things interesting for Barth.)

Alongside the primary objective of creating an introductory-level book on Barth, I’ve tried to keep the prose light, tried to inject some occasional humor (though you will have to be the judge of whether there’s anything humorous at all in this book—my teenagers groan at my “dad jokes,” so I won’t be too hurt if you groan, too), and tried to make the book as user friendly as possible.

Throughout this project, I’ve kept the image of an “explorer’s guide” in mind. I find the metaphor helpful because of the way a good guide gives the traveler only enough information needed to enjoy the sights. Any guidebook that has vacationers spending more time reading it rather than enjoying the scenery is, in my mind, not a good guide. So, delicate balancing act that it has been, my goal is to produce something that readers can read as much or as little as they need in order to get them back to reading as much as they can from Barth himself. That means there is no need to read the book from start to finish, or even to read entire chapters. Read only what interests you or what is most pertinent in the moment. Then get back to reading Barth!

The book is divided into two parts. In part one, “Getting to Know Karl Barth,” I provide enough insight into the man and his work for you to be better prepared to read him with profit (as in intellectually and theologically, not financially—theology doesn’t have great prospects for that kind of profit). In this part, I outline a brief apologetic on why Barth is worth the effort, provide a brief biography of his life, give answers to some commonly asked questions about him, offer a glossary defining major ideas and persons that he interacted with, and then introduce readers to his life work through a tour of ten representative works carefully selected from the first couple of decades of his life.

In part two, “Exploring the Church Dogmatics,” the focus turns to Barth’s magnum opus. There I provide a primer on the nature and features of the work. I have also included an admittedly unusual chapter on how to use the Church Dogmatics for exegesis, for preaching, and for writing academic papers. This is followed by a chapter in which we take three paths through the Church Dogmatics for varying levels of interest, need, or time along with a brief commentary on the major themes and features of each part volume. In the last chapter, I provide a short annotated list of secondary sources and resources selected out of the mountain of secondary literature written on Barth. There are, after all, some texts that have more perennial or classic status that I believe readers should eventually read if they want to go further into the world of Barth studies.

I wish to thank several people who were instrumental in the production of this book. Thanks to David Congdon and the editorial staff at IVP for seeing the project as worthy in the first place and for encouraging me to get it done. Of course, I owe an ongoing debt of gratitude to my family for their love and support. My wife, Maureen, kept me writing at times when I didn’t want to write, and my kids, Joey, Chiante, and Sierra, don’t seem to be too damaged from the experience! Finally, I wish to thank all those people in the past decade who have been involved in the weekly Barth Reading Group at Briercrest College & Seminary in Caronport, Saskatchewan, Canada. I think there have been about sixty to eighty participants over the years—you know who you are. Thanks for allowing me to be your guide and colearner in our journeys through Barth’s Church Dogmatics. It is to all of you, my fellow Karl Barth Reading Group pilgrims, that this book is dedicated.








Part One

Getting to Know
KARL BARTH
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Why Karl Barth?




To celebrate our twenty-fifth anniversary, my wife and I decided to save up for a trip to Australia. In addition to seeing a travel agent, booking our tickets, and making sure we had vacation time booked, we also engaged in some planning on what we wanted to accomplish while we were traveling. We had only two weeks of vacation, and we wanted to make the best of it. So we bought a couple of those tourist guidebooks you see in the travel section at your local bookstore. It was exciting, and a bit overwhelming, to pore over all the opportunities! In the end, we embarked on our trip and enjoyed it immensely. But in the process we learned two vital lessons: first, two weeks is wholly insufficient to try to see Australia, and second, having those guidebooks saved us a lot of time in trying to figure out where we wanted to go and what we wanted to do on our journey.

It’s my hope that this book will serve a little bit like one of those guidebooks—except that this one is designed to guide you on a journey through that continental land mass which I here awkwardly designate “Karl Barth’s Theology.” Newcomers to Karl Barth can find his cartload of books immensely intimidating, and so it is my goal to guide readers gently past some of the initial barriers that might discourage them from pressing on. In other words, I tried to write the book I wish I could have had in my first encounter with Barth. If only someone had tried to give me a basic understanding of what dialectic was, or what it meant when people called him a theologian of crisis. Whether this book will actually make it easier to go on an exploratory journey of Barth will be up to my readers to decide, but I offer it because of how enriching Karl Barth has been to my own theological development, thinking, and indeed, my Christian discipleship.


My Journey with Barth

Karl Barth was someone I encountered on a theological rabbit trail in my seminary education in the early 1990s. The topic I had chosen to research for a historical theology class was Augustine and the filioque. It was during my research that I found out that Karl Barth had written an extensive defense of the filioque in his monumental Church Dogmatics,1 so I checked the first half-volume out of the library and began to read. Let’s just say I was simultaneously overwhelmed by Barth’s complex theological prose, yet unmistakably hooked by the beauty, depth, and breadth of his reflections. In fact, I became so enamored by Barth that eventually I pursued and finished a PhD degree in which I examined in depth the origin, meaning, and implications of Karl Barth’s defense of the filioque.2 Since then, I have continued to teach theology in a Canadian evangelical college and seminary and have found myself returning to Barth’s work again and again. I have written several pieces in journals and reviews on Barth, and I even run a Karl Barth reading group that meets weekly to discuss a portion of his CD. As of this writing, we are celebrating our tenth anniversary as a group!

▸ Filioque: The word filioque is Latin for “and the Son” and refers to a phrase included in certain sixth- century Latin versions of the Nicene Creed that was not in the original fourth-century Greek text. Consequently, Latins began to confess belief in the procession of the Holy Spirit from the Father and the Son, which eventually became a major factor in the split between Eastern and Western Churches. To see Barth’s most complete comments on the filioque, see CD I/1, 473-87.



When I began writing this book, I decided to make one of two fundamental assumptions about you, the reader. Either you are interested in exploring Barth but don’t really know where to start, or you are being forced to read Barth because your theology professor is making you! If you fit best in the former category, then I hope this guide will get you started posthaste. If you fit better in the latter category, I hope that what follows will help you understand why your professor wants you to get interested and learn something about Barth. Which begs the question: Why Barth?




A Case for Getting to Know Barth

Exploring Barth’s theology is, without question, a daunting task. Most beginners are exposed to his CD and can be overwhelmed by its tiny print, its Latin and Greek citations, and its multiple volumes. Those factors alone can be enough to turn people away from Barth to someone a bit more accessible!3 But that makes me sad. I really think Barth is worth the effort of getting to know, so allow me the opportunity to provide a brief “apologetic” for why those studying Christian theology need to spend some time getting to know him.

There are many theologians who are worth getting to know, and in any case, it has little to do with whether in the end you find yourself agreeing with or aligned to the theologian or not. Far too often, we are too quickly biased for or against theologians on the basis of our theological teachers’ advice. We all make recommendations and warnings based on those biases, including me, so you might think that my case for Barth is just an inevitable part of my own bias. But I hope you will see that my argument for reading Barth is not just a matter of theological preference or style. There are substantial reasons for why Barth must be engaged, even if in the end we may come to radically different conclusions on various issues or even on the value of Barth himself.


EXPLORE FURTHER

For two relatively recent collections of evangelical engagements with Barth, see David Gibson and Daniel Strange, eds., Engaging with Barth: Contemporary Evangelical Critiques; and Bruce L. McCormack and Clifford B. Anderson, eds., Karl Barth and American Evangelicalism.




I can testify that there was (and still is, in some sectors) a real bias in certain theological circles against Karl Barth. On the one hand, the anti-Karl Barth bias I received in my earliest theological education came from the theologically conservative end of the spectrum, which essentially dumped Barth into the “liberal” camp, despite his clear battle against his own liberal forebears. You see, I was educated in the 1980s at a theologically conservative evangelical Bible college (the same school where I now teach) whose teachers (with one really important exception) either knew nothing about Karl Barth or, if they did, often warned us students to stay studiously away from him, probably because their teachers had told them to do the same. I discovered much later, when I was going through some of my old college notes, that many of their criticisms of Barth, while valid to a point, often echoed the critiques that theologians such as Cornelius Van Til had made against Barth but that today have been either discredited or significantly qualified.4 Fortunately, this bias was eventually overcome in my case through one of my theology professors who actually assigned readings from Karl Barth in a couple of my seminary theology classes.5 This is not to besmirch my earlier teachers (who I am sure were doing the very best for the Lord that they could do) but simply to indicate how very much things have changed in the past twenty or thirty years, even in the Canadian evangelical context in which I now find myself working.

On the other hand, there are those at the other end of the theological spectrum—those who see themselves more aligned with the liberal theological traditions—that have resisted Barth for very different reasons than my teachers did. For those schooled in the historical-critical methods of scriptural interpretation, it seemed as if Karl Barth was simply too theologically and exegetically naive. Although Barth was plainly aware of the findings of the critical biblical scholarship of his day, he often either rejected those conclusions out of hand or wrote as if those findings simply didn’t exist. In contrast to those working in my own tradition who thought Barth was simply too influenced by critical scholarship and was too quick to acknowledge the fallibility of the Bible and the Christian tradition, those working from within the liberal tradition thought Barth was too quick to jump to traditional, precritical, exegetical, and theological conclusions. For example, while many of Barth’s contemporaries had jettisoned the idea of the virgin birth of Christ, Karl Barth continued to defend the virgin birth as “theologically fitting” even in a modern context.6 The point here is that Karl Barth is one of those theologians who seems to have been consistently attacked from both his right and his left, either because he sounded too “liberal” or because he seemed too “theologically conservative and/or naive.”

My argument here is not that everyone in the past was wrong about Barth and that we now understand Barth better from both sides of the theological spectrum and that we must now see Barth as the perfect middle position between liberal and conservative theologies. That would be silly. What I am arguing, however, is that regardless of the conclusions one ultimately makes about whether Barth is friend, foe, or somewhere in between, one cannot claim to be engaged in the study of Christian theology without in some way engaging or becoming at least familiar with Karl Barth. One need only do a survey of major theological works being produced in virtually every quarter of Christianity—Lutheran, Reformed, Baptist, Catholic, Anglican, Anabaptist, Eastern Orthodox, neo-liberal, neo-evangelical, radical orthodox, fundamentalist, liberationist, feminist, analytical, philosophical—and you are bound to run up against Karl Barth. In the end you don’t have to like Barth, but you will be hard pressed to ignore him if you want to truly be theologically informed.

Because Barth is widely engaged in the different sectors of Christian thought doesn’t, however, automatically mean that he is worth being understood. We know that having a majority of people approve of something doesn’t necessarily make it right or good. So, too, the fame or popularity (and I would admit that Barth is pretty popular these days) of a theologian is no guarantee either of her or his orthodoxy or relevance. So beyond his widespread appeal, why else should we study Barth? Though more could be adduced, I give you two of the most important theological reasons I can think of: because (1) Barth is thoroughly Christ-centered, and therefore, to be read with great spiritual benefit; and because (2) Barth is thoroughly biblical, and therefore to be taken seriously as a theologian of Scripture.

So what do I mean when I say that Barth is thoroughly biblical? To begin with, do not think I am claiming that everything Barth says aligns with Scripture. It would be naive at best and foolish at worst to attribute theological infallibility to a mere mortal. No, when I say Barth is thoroughly biblical I mean that Barth, perhaps with few peers in the history of the church, is both committed to and practically uses the Bible as the basis for his theology more than any theologian I know.7 One only needs to peruse the index volume (as I will recommend at various points throughout this book) to become aware of how committed to and how much Scripture Barth practically engages in his CD. Not only does he explicitly mention or cite, according to my estimates, up to half of all of Scripture’s verses, but there are implicit allusions to Scripture every step of the way. As Webster puts it, the CD “is best read as a set of conceptual variations upon scriptural texts and themes, sometimes explicitly tied to exegesis, sometimes more loose and indirect, but always attempting to indicate what is already proclaimed in the prophetic and apostolic witness.”8

Furthermore, when I assert that Barth is a biblical theologian, I mean that Barth explicitly intends to build his theological arguments and assertions up from the basis of his reading of the Bible and, more indirectly, yet intentionally, avoids as much as he is able to build his arguments on the basis of other sources. Whether or not in the end he succeeds in trying to excise, for example, philosophical assumptions from his work (or even whether such an objective is possible), at least Barth should be properly credited for his refreshingly self-critical efforts to do so. We may or may not agree with his assertions or his omissions, but we cannot ignore that at the very least he has intentionally and deliberately sought to make those statements on the basis of biblical evidence and not on the basis of cultural, philosophical, historical, or scientific evidence. Thus, if you value the role of Scripture and its authority in theology, and whether or not you agree that other sources can or should be ruled out in doing theology, Barth stands as one of the best exemplars of seeking to construct his theology under and submit his theology to the authority of Scripture. Therefore, I argue, he is someone to whom any Christian theologian should, at the very least, listen and respond. I suppose I see it this way: I may disagree vehemently with someone’s interpretation of Scripture, but I will engage with anyone who explicitly seeks to make their case on the basis of Scripture and under the assumption of its authority. I see at least one of the most important of these someones in Karl Barth.

Barth as a biblical theologian can be understood at a more profound level. You see, for Barth the Bible was not simply a set of quotations about God and systematic theology was not simply arranging those quotations in systematic and logical order. Rather, Barth was utterly convinced that God continued to speak to and transform us humans in our everyday world in and through the Bible. It was not simply a record of God’s speaking in the past. As T. F. Torrance once eloquently put it, “For Barth true Biblicism meant accustoming himself to breathe the air of divine revelation . . . and to indwell its message in such a way that the truth of divine revelation became built into the very walls of his mind.”9 I believe Barth is worth learning from because I am convinced he so well illustrates not only what it means to discern what is written about God in the Bible but also how the Bible continues to be used by God to write and rewrite what we know about ourselves.

Learning a bit about Barth is also worth the effort because he is Christ-centered. Now, I realize it’s fashionable to speak about being “Christ-centered” in many aspects of the Christian life. We speak of Christ-centered preaching or Christ-centered marriages or Christ-centered Christian education or even Christ-centered leadership. Yet such Christ-centeredness is not always easy to define, and the phrase is admittedly wearing thin in its descriptive power. I want to argue that Barth is an excellent example of what it means to be a truly Christ-centered theologian. What do I mean by this?

You’ve probably heard it mentioned in Christian circles that Jesus is the standard Sunday school answer children give when they don’t know the answer to a question. Sometimes at my Barth reading group, I ask a question and answers aren’t immediately forthcoming. After a moment or two of silence, sometimes someone will timidly whisper, “Jesus?” to which we all laugh, only to realize how often the answer is in fact true. The serious side of this little Christian inside joke is that Jesus Christ is, for Barth, not only the proper answer but also the proper question! Barth was not simply content to repeat the name of Jesus as a given but was convinced that Jesus Christ—the person, not just the words or the name—calls into question virtually everything that we think we know about God and his world.

We may believe, for example, that creation is everything that we know exists—the world, the stars, the trees, the animals, us, and so on. But Barth insists that such a perception is not true. Creation, Barth would argue, isn’t just the stuff that God made: it’s the whole context or environment in which God has chosen to enter into covenantal relationship with his creatures. And for Barth, that relationship is made possible and real at God’s initiative in the one mediator, the man Jesus Christ. Thus, it’s in meeting Jesus Christ that we come to know and understand the significance of this place we call our world—creation—a creation that was made by and for Jesus (cf. Col 1:16).

We may also believe that universally humans know what sin is. Everyone knows that we do some things right and other things wrong, and that the things that are wrong are sins. Right? Wrong—according to Barth. Barth insists that even the concept of sin cannot be properly understood apart from reference to God’s living standard in the man Jesus. Barth even attempts to define sin as anything that is opposed to the obedience, exaltation, and glory of Christ.10 That is, sin is not simply the failure to live up to the standard of a particular law or set of laws like the Ten Commandments (that is still, I daresay, the way most Christians think about sin—as a breach of a moral code), but a failure to live in obedience and in conformity to the image of God’s Son, Jesus. Sin for Barth, therefore, is a failure to relate to God in the way that he has decided he wants to relate to us—in and through Jesus Christ.


EXPLORE FURTHER

For a more thorough examination of Barth as christocentric, see Marc Cortez, “What Does It Mean to Call Karl Barth a ‘Christocentric’ Theologian?” On occasion, some have argued that Barth is ultimately a “pneumocentric” theologian, i.e., someone who puts the doctrine of the Holy Spirit at the center of his thought. See Philip J. Rosato, The Spirit as Lord: The Pneumatology of Karl Barth.




So you see, Jesus is not only the answer for Barth but also the question that calls into question all our presumed answers to what we think we already know about God and the world. Indeed, Barth so routinely and so regularly sought to work out his theology from the perspective of God’s revelation of himself in the person of Jesus Christ that some of his critics labeled him a “christomonist” theologian,11 one for whom Christology overshadowed or obliterated virtually every other theological theme. Barth personally disliked the term and preferred instead to speak of the “Christological concentration” in his thought, noting that “Christian doctrine, if it is to merit its name and if it is to build up the Christian church in the world as she must needs be built up, has to be exclusively and conclusively the doctrine of Jesus Christ.”12

Barth is Christ-centered (or christocentric) because he stands as a model of what it means intentionally, often, and consistently to ask this question: What can we properly say about this theological topic as understood through the lens of God’s self-giving and self-revelation of himself in Jesus Christ? As for me, one seeking to be a follower and disciple of Jesus Christ, Barth’s christocentrism has been often a source of both theological and personal inspiration for me in my own biblical exegesis, teaching, writing, and sermon preparation.

I commend Barth to you not only because he is historically famous or even theologically ingenious but much more importantly because he is spiritually valuable: he is valuable because of how well he has tutored me in trying to see and measure everything through the lens of the living Lord Jesus Christ. I have often had the experience in reading Barth, either as in individual or in a group setting, when I have either had to pause and thank the Lord in prayer for who God is and what he has done by Christ and the Spirit, or be astonished at how rather non-Christ-centered I still am in my perceptions of life and this world. Barth, in other words, keeps pushing me to realize that the Christian life is being transformed increasingly and every day into someone who truly says, with John the Baptist, “He must increase, but I must decrease” (John 3:30 KJV). That is really what I think it means to be “Christ-centered,” and it really is the best theological reason I can give you to spend more time reading Barth.

At this point, I still doubt that my case is watertight for why it’s worth the effort and time of getting to know Karl Barth. But let me add one more piece of personal testimony: there has been no other theological writer who has done more to sharpen my own theological thinking and teaching than Karl Barth. Barth is not always the first one I consult on a question I am pondering—but he almost always is consulted. Barth is not always the one with whom I agree—but he almost always causes me to consider things I had not considered before. Barth doesn’t always have something to say about a theological topic—but he usually does. Barth doesn’t always have direct biblical support for his statements—but he almost always pushes me to consider whether in fact I have such support. And as much as Barth probably was not always the most authentic model follower of Jesus Christ, he most certainly has repeatedly forced me to consider whether I am truly a follower and witness of the Lord Jesus Christ. If for no other reason than this latter one, I will continue to read and teach Karl Barth. And I hope you will, too.
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Karl Barth

Who Was He?




There are widely varying opinions on the status of Karl Barth in theological history. Some readily announce that Barth is a twentieth century “church father” and one of the greatest, if not the greatest, theologians since the Reformation. Others are more reticent, thinking that ascribing greatness to Barth at this point in history is premature. They don’t necessarily belittle his contribution, but argue that it’s still too early to know his long-term impact in the unfolding of Christian history to come. Still others discern that Barth is one of the more dangerous, if not the most dangerous, threats to Christian orthodoxy in modern history.

But whatever one’s theological assessment of his significance (an assessment we will resist making this early in the book), it is always good to situate a theologian’s contribution in the broader context of history. When we do so, we remember that our battles are likely not theirs and that our ultimate assessment of them must not fail at least to consider their life history. So we “begin at the beginning,” as Barth liked to say, and seek here to provide a brief account of his life.



Karl as a Child

Karl Barth’s life began and ended in his hometown, Basel, Switzerland. He was a firstborn son and came into this world on May 10, 1886, to parents Johann Friedrich (“Fritz”) and Anna Katharina (née Sartorius).1 It was almost as if Karl were destined to be an academic, as his father was a professor of theology and his mother was the granddaughter of a professor of literature.

Karl was known as a boisterous young man who was both a dreamer and a fighter. His teachers testified that he often daydreamed in class and consequently often had to stay in for detention for failing to complete his schoolwork. He was also known to enjoy getting into fights with some of the local boys, so much so that Karl became the leader of a small gang of boys. Karl’s band of fighters eventually got into a feud with another gang led by a boy named Martin Werner, who, ironically, also eventually became a theologian!

In between dreaming and fighting, Karl also took up poetry and playwriting. Barth’s most important biographer, Eberhard Busch, called the young Karl a “fighter and a poet.”




Karl the Pupil

Barth began his theological education in 1904 at the university in Berne, Switzerland. The decision to attend Berne was at Fritz Barth’s insistence. Though young Karl resisted, he eventually acquiesced. Once Barth felt his obligations to honor his father’s wishes were fulfilled, he moved to Berlin where he started to soak up the lectures of the great dogmatic historian and theologian Adolf von Harnack (1851–1930), a professor to whom Barth was drawn more than any other of his teachers.

In Barth’s day it was common for students to study at various universities, so, again at the insistence of his father who was concerned with the liberal influence at Berlin, Karl moved for a brief stint to Tübingen in 1907. Unfortunately for father Fritz, young Karl remained even more unconvinced by the more theologically conservative faculty he encountered at Tübingen and so quickly moved on to Marburg where in late 1907 he became a pupil of Wilhelm Herrmann, one of the most revered professors of dogmatics of the day. Under Herrmann, Barth learned of the intersection of theology and politics—an interest that never left him his entire life. It was during this time that Barth also became acquainted with Rudolf Bultmann and Ernst Troeltsch, both of whom Barth would later enter into longstanding theological disputation. While at Marburg, Barth published his first theological article in 1909 in the Journal for Theology and Church (Zeitschrift für Theologie und Kirche), titled “Modern Theology and Working for the Kingdom of God.” Barth would later point to this article as evidence of what was then his utter and complete support of the program of modern theology, particularly as he had learned it from Herrmann and Harnack.




Barth the Political Pastor

After completing his theological education, some of Barth’s peers were surprised to hear him announce his intention to move into pastoral work. And so, in the autumn of 1909, Barth became an assistant pastor in the Reformed church in Geneva at the same church where the great Reformer, John Calvin, had preached. Barth stayed at Geneva for two years, during which he learned the pastoral ropes, especially the art of preparing sermons, which he thoroughly enjoyed. He himself recollected especially his series on the epistle of James. As sermons, they tended to be quite academic in nature, and Barth later confessed that he doubted the great Calvin himself would have likely approved either of their form or content.

While in Geneva, Karl met young Nelly Hoffmann, a student and accomplished violinist in the confirmation class he was teaching. Karl and Nelly were engaged in 1911 when Nelly was only 18 years old. They eventually married in July 1913. Together, Karl and Nelly had one daughter (Franziska) and four sons (Markus, Christoph, Matthias, and Hans).

In 1911, between his engagement and wedding, Barth moved to Safenwil, Switzerland, where he became the sole pastor of a small village church. At the time, Safenwil was a small industrial town facing serious economic hardship. Barth became politically involved in the labor union movement, and even became a member of the Social Democrat party, which sought to bring social and economic relief to the everyday workers, thus earning Barth the epitaph of being a “red pastor.” Even though Barth eventually left church ministry to became an academic dogmatic theologian, his concern for matters political and their intersection with the reign (kingdom) of God never left him.

Barth spent just over a decade at Safenwil, during which he underwent what most Barth scholars now see as a significant conversion away from the theological liberalism he had adopted from his divinity professors. However, Barth, together with his close pastor friend Eduard Thurneysen (pronounced, “Tur-NYE-zen”), knew that leaving liberalism did not necessarily mean adopting the “positive theology” that his father had hoped he would adopt. But what was the alternative?

It was during an extended study of Plato, Paul, and Kierkegaard during the years of the Great War (World War I) that the pastoral pair, Barth and Thurneysen, discovered a “strange world within the Bible.” More specifically, Barth spent a number of intense months studying the epistle to the Romans accompanied by his own notes—a furiously written biblical commentary that turned out quite unlike most commentaries of the day. That commentary—Barth’s first edition of The Epistle to the Romans (German, Der Römerbrief     ) published in 1919—became one of the most significant public evidences that Barth had abandoned the liberal leanings of his teachers. The release of the commentary eventually launched him into the theological limelight. After gaining increased attention during a series of lectures delivered in both Switzerland and Germany, Barth was offered a teaching post at a theological faculty in Germany. Barth accepted the offer and left the pulpit in Safenwil for the podium in Göttingen in 1921. It was during this tumultuous period that the alternative to liberalism began to emerge: the theology of crisis, or dialectical theology (see dialectic in chapter four).




Barth the Professor

Prior to leaving Safenwil for Göttingen, Barth completed an extensive revision of his Romans commentary, which was eventually published in the second year of his first professorship in 1922. Barth’s position at Göttingen was chair of Reformed theology in what was predominantly a Lutheran school. At first, Barth spent his podium time lecturing on biblical exegesis of New Testament books, while in his study he immersed himself in the dogmatic tradition of Reformed theology—an area of study he realized had been lacking in his own theological education.

By 1924, Barth finally began teaching seminars on dogmatics, the lectures of which would much later be published as the Göttingen Dogmatics. While Barth continued to lecture and write, he met Charlotte (“Lollo”) von Kirschbaum, a Red Cross sister from Munich who had great interest in theology. Charlotte eventually, though not without some controversy and family tension, became Barth’s lifelong research assistant, who also took up residence in the Barth household for many years.

When Barth’s fame grew as a cutting-edge theologian who was bucking the theological establishment of the German universities, he again received an invitation to take up a post in Münster, Germany. While in Göttingen, Barth had contended with his Lutheran colleagues, but now in Münster, he was introduced to the intellectual and dogmatic challenges of the Roman Catholic professors teaching there. During this time, he increasingly understood that his task as a Reformed theologian was to engage, and indeed, counter, the Roman Catholic wing of Christian theology. The new context and the pushback he received from his Catholic colleagues convinced Barth that he needed to start his dogmatic project all over again—a task that he took up with vigor mixed with frustration. Most importantly for the so-called Christian Dogmatics in Outline (Die christliche Dogmatik im Entwurf    ), which he began at Münster, Barth felt that he needed to bring his understanding of Jesus Christ even more into the center of his thinking. And so it was at Münster that the primary structure was formed of what would eventually become his magnum opus, the Church Dogmatics (Kirchliche Dogmatik). But this was not to happen without at least one or two major detours and distractions.

In 1930, Barth yet again took up an invitation to join the prestigious faculty at the University of Bonn as the chair of systematic theology, a post he held until 1935. It was, of course, during this decade that Germany was going through the tumultuous rise of National Socialism led by Adolf Hitler preceding the outbreak of World War II.

The move to Bonn resulted in Barth starting, for a third time, on a “new and improved” version of his dogmatics—the CD on which Barth would work for the remainder of his life. His tenure at Bonn was also one of the most politically and theologically pivotal moments in Barth’s career. In 1934, a contingent of representatives from the Lutheran and Reformed wings of the church in Germany joined forces to create the Confessing German Evangelical Church, which was in essence an attempt to resist what they deemed to be the highly destructive and dangerous theological and political direction of the “reforms” of the German National Church under Hitler’s regime.
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Figure 2.1. Karl Barth stamp, commemorating the 100th anniversary of his birth (author’s collection)




In May 1934, the Confessing Church joined together to respond to the threats of the German National Church and produced the Barmen Declaration—a jointly adopted confession of faith resisting the illegitimate encroachment of the state into theological and ecclesiastical life.2 Although the official Barmen Declaration was released without authors’ names attached, it is widely acknowledged that Barth was its principal architect and author. Shortly thereafter, when Barth refused to provide an unqualified oath of allegiance to the Führer (i.e., Hitler) in 1935, he was removed from his teaching post and unceremoniously escorted out of Germany.3 Barth returned to his homeland, Switzerland, where he lived out the remainder of his days teaching at his hometown university in Basel.

In the years following Barth’s return to Basel, he worked diligently and consistently on his CD, the massive multivolume work that he never finally finished, which will be the focus of the second half of this guide. It was during his last thirty-plus years that Barth received numerous honorary doctorates, international awards, and worldwide media recognition, including being featured on the cover of Time magazine on the April 20, 1962, edition.4 Barth rarely strayed from his hometown, though he did make his one and only trip to the United States in early 1962. He was also privileged to have an audience with Pope Paul VI in 1966. Karl Barth died sometime on the evening of December 9 or morning of December 10, 1968. Even on his last day, he continued to work on a lecture he had been asked to deliver—a lecture that remained unfinished and undelivered but which once again sought to testify to the center of his theological and life focus: the Lord Jesus Christ.




For Further Reading

If you wish to get more into the details of Barth’s life, I recommend one of the following.

 

Short

Jüngel, Eberhard. Karl Barth, a Theological Legacy. Philadelphia, PA: Westminster Press, 1986, 22-27.

Webster, John. Barth. London and New York: Continuum, 2000, 1-19.

 

Medium

Franke, John R. Barth For Armchair Theologians. Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2006.

 

Long

Busch, Eberhard. Karl Barth: His Life from Letters and Autobiographical Texts. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1976.
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Frequently Asked Questions
About Karl Barth




Entering the world of Karl Barth can be intimidating, and while my experience has been that (most) Barth aficionados are pretty patient with novices, it does help to get answers to some of the basic questions that come up over and over again. Thus, the “frequently asked questions” (FAQ) I cover in this chapter are real- world questions that I have been asked in the past, along with a few more that I wish would get asked more often. It was difficult to know how to arrange the questions, and though there are some that seem to logically follow another, for the most part there was no real logical order other than the order in which I thought of them! Enjoy!


[image: image]

Barth sounds like “Bart” (as in Simpson), not like “Darth” (as in Vader). Avoid embarrassment and just imagine Karl Barth going to work on Bart Simpson’s skateboard and you’ll never go wrong.






Was Barth a liberal theologian?

In his earliest years, yes. Later, not so much. Barth took his earliest theological training under some of the best scholars that German liberal theology had to offer. In essence, liberal theology sought to interpret the biblical text in light of the best advances of critical scholarship available. It sought to make sense of the historical and cultural contexts in which the Bible was written, the way in which sources underlying the texts informed the text, and the way in which the biblical texts found their way into their final form. Liberal theology also sought to better understand the history of Christian doctrine over the ages and how historical context through the centuries influenced how and what theologians and the church taught about what they thought the Bible said about God and the world. In essence, liberal theology took the historical nature of the Bible and Christianity very seriously and understood that both the Bible and Christian theology were subject to ongoing development and change.

Barth’s most well-known teacher in the liberal tradition was probably the historian of dogma Adolf von Harnack. Some of Barth’s early writings reveal his affinity for the methods and findings of modern liberal scholarship. However, at the outbreak of the Great War (World War I) in 1914, Barth was uncomfortable with what appeared to be his own theological teachers’ nationalistic justification of the war effort. It is now widely recognized that Barth broke with his liberal teachers somewhere around 1915 while he was serving as pastor in Safenwil, Switzerland. It was then that his distinctive “dialectical” form of theology began to emerge, which was most clearly evident in his early commentaries on Romans.1 Unlike his liberal forebears that saw the Bible as fundamentally an ancient text stranded in the past, Barth read Romans as an instrument by which God’s very own word could be heard today, directly confronting the church in its beliefs and actions.
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