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THE REVEILLE THAT AWAKENED KARL BARTH !
William W. Wells*

The Danish writer, philosopher and theologian Seren Kierkegaard devoted his
life to chiding, arguing against and even laughing at the ideas of G. W. F. Hegel
and F. Schleiermacher, the two monumental figures who set the philosophical
and theological tone of the nineteenth century. But in spite of a voluminous liter-
ary effort he was largely ignored in the historical flow of ideas until rediscovered
by a Swiss pastor named Karl Barth. Since Barth is the man who established the
theological tone of the twentieth century, a look at Kierkegaard’s reveille may
help clarify the roots of modern theology and suggest questions regarding that
original foundation. More specifically, an examination of Kierkegaard’s influence
on Barth’s theology will show that the Dane had much more of a role in the devel-
opment of Barth’s mature work than the latter was willing to admit.

Hegel asserted that there is a fundamental unity between the human and the
divine, and that ultimate reality (the divine) is rational. Consequently man can
comprehend God through the exercise of his reason. At about the same time
Friedrich Schleiermacher, one of Hegel’s contemporaries, was proclaiming that
religion must be built on the foundation of an immediate awareness of God
through an experience of the universe or on man’s “feeling of absolute depen-
dence.” Both men, therefore, asserted that there is a point of contact between
God and man, a point that is permanently accessible to man.

Kierkegaard was the first major thinker to see that the adoption of this “iden-
tity principle” in the work of Hegel and Schleiermacher involved a radical break
with the theology stemming from the Reformation. He insisted in opposition that
a relationship with God cannot be based on a man’s immediate awareness of the
infinite, either as found through the use of reason or as experienced in the feeling
of absolute dependence.

Kierkegaard asserted that the man of faith will acknowledge a dichotomy be-
tween the finite and the infinite; he will manifest a permanent awareness of the
otherness of God. According to Kierkegaard, the loss of the individual is implicit
in any principle that absorbs the finite into the infinite. According to Hegel, this
dichotomy is overcome when the philosopher through the use of reason compre-
hends the underlying identity of man and God. Kierkegaard demurred, and his
insistence on the infinite and qualitative difference between God and man is as
basic to his thought as the identity principle is to Hegel’s.2 To deny this differ-
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ence is, in Kierkegaard’s opinion, to leave Christianity for pantheism, a charge
that he brought against both Hegel and Schleiermacher.?

The fundamental misfortune of Christendom is really Christianity, the fact that
the doctrine of the God-Man . . . is taken in vain, the qualitative distinction be-
tween God and man is pantheistically abolished—first speculatively with an air of
superiority, then vulgarly in the streets and alleys.*

This is the charge of the Philosophical Fragments, one of Kierkegaard’s clearest
denunciations of the Hegelian system.

In that work Kierkegaard began by asking, “How far does the Truth admit of
being learned?” 5 The question is the Socratic question discussed in the Meno.
Kierkegaard characterized it as a

“pugnacious proposition”; one cannot seek for what he knows, and it seems equally
impossible for him to seek for what he does not know. For what a man knows he
cannot seek, since he knows it; and what he does not know he cannot seek, since he
does not even know for what to seek. Socrates thinks the difficulty through in the
doctrine of Recollection, by which all learning and inquiry is interpreted as a kind

of remembering.8
After examining the Socratic doctrine of recollection briefly, Kierkegaard pro-
posed to conduct a thought experiment in order to examine the logical antithesis
to the Socratic solution. The solution when fully developed is quite obviously
Christianity, although that fact is not mentioned until the last couple of pages in
the book. Looking beneath the literary form one can discern that the real ques-
tion is whether Christianity is compatible with any system built on the identity
principle. Kierkegaard’s intent in the Fragments was to show that these two ap-
proaches are diametrically opposed: Hegelianism and Christianity are absolutely
irreconcilable. Whereas in the “system’ God reveals himself through the whole
of the historical process, in Christianity God, who must be seen as absolutely dis-
tinct from the created world, enters time in order to reveal himself. The infinite
qualitative distinction between God and man was abolished at one point: The
Eternal became a man, an individual.

While the reality of an infinite qualitative difference between God and man
was either stated or implied in everything Kierkegaard wrote, the nature of this
gulf was not so clearly spelled out. Some have suggested that—intentionally or
not—Kierkegaard created a logical gulf that could not be crossed by either
thought or language.” Others have categorically denied, that interpretation.?
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It would appear to me that Kierkegaard used metaphysical characterizations
to emphasize the distance between God and man so that God and man could be
related in a meaningful way. Without this distance anything beyond a logical re-
lationship would be precluded, as indeed it was in the Hegelian system. It may be
that he was occasionally carried away in his concern to assert the reality of a gulf
and did involve himself in logical problems. His intent, however, was not to pre-
clude the possibility of a relationship between God and man by creating a logical
gulf but rather to “deny man access to the endless round of intellectual evasions
of God’s claim.” ?

Kierkegaard clearly believed that there is, or at least should be, a relationship
between God and man. This ideal is taught in The Sickness unto Death, where
one of the forms of despair is the disruption of the natural relationship between
God and man. Man was intended to be related to the Power that originally posit-
ed him, and the human predicament is precisely the disruption of that com-
munion.

There are therefore two aspects to the gulf. First of all, God is the Creator and
man is the creature; “the qualitative difference between God and man is this,
that only God is the Lord.” 1° This aspect of the gulf will remain for all time, al-
though God and man may resume communication across the gulf. Furthermore
the fact that “only God is the Lord” precludes the possibility of man finding God
by searching. Socratic thought, paganism, Hegelianism and all other immanen-
tal modes of thought are doomed to defeat. God must take the initiative if there is
to be a renewed relationship. The second aspect of the gulf is the abnormal dis-
tance between a holy God and the individual who is a sinner, turned away from
God. Revelation is intended to destroy this distance, this element of separation.
God has acted in order to renew the relationship with man, and precisely this is
the significance of the God-Man.

Although reared in a conservative theological environment, Karl Barth chose
to attend schools known for their liberal theology and upon graduation he was ap-
parently quite happy to think of himself as a liberal theologian. His understand-
ing of the nature of revelation was in the Schleiermacher-Ritschl-Herrmann tra-
dition. Hence he would have taken it for granted that

God has indeed revealed himself to man and that the relationship established in his
self-revelation is a given, indissoluble state or condition, a sort of nexus of divine-
human contact. On the one hand one must not endeavor to go beyond this nexus for
knowledge of God; on the other hand one may rely altogether and unquestioningly
upon it as the point of departure, objective and enduring through time, for all
Christian life and for the inquiries of theology.!!

He understood theology as an effort to give conceptual formulation to this contin-
uing experience of God’s self-revelation—in spite of the fact that this experience
is not conceptual by nature. He was therefore a partisan of what Frei called “rela-
9bid., 104.

1]bid., 103 n.
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tional theology”’—that is, a theology based on what I have here called the identity
principle.

Between the time of his graduation from university and his call to be professor
of Reformed theology in Géttingen in 1921, Barth served a parish in the Swiss
town of Safenwil. During the second half of his tenure in that position he read and
was deeply influenced by the writings of Seren Kierkegaard. Only a few short
years later the ideas of Kierkegaard came to the attention of the theological pub-
lic in Europe through the publication of the second edition of Barth’s commen-
tary, The Epistle to the Romans, the work that was to inaugurate twentieth-
century theology. The preface to this volume states clearly the about-face Barth
had taken from his earlier stance.

If I have a system it is limited to a recognition of what Kierkegaard called the “in-
finite qualitative distinction” between time and eternity, and to my regarding this
as possessing negative as well as positive significance: “God is in heaven, and thou
art on earth.” The relation between such a man and such a God is for me the theme
of the Bible and the essence of philosophy.!?

In 1912 Barth had claimed that there was a theological succession that began
with the prophets and apostles and ran through the Reformers. He had also
claimed that this theological succession had been broken after the death of the
Reformers but had been renewed by Schleiermacher.!* In 1922, ten years after
that statement and a year after the appearance of the second edition of his Ro-
mans, his opinion was radically different. He claimed that his theological an-
cestry ran “through Kierkegaard to Luther and Calvin, and so to Paul and Jere-
miah.”141t did not, he asserted in the same place, include Martensen, Erasmus or
Schleiermacher.

There are those to whom Schleiermacher’s peculiar excellence lies in his having dis-
covered a conception of religion by which he overcame Luther’s so-called dualism
and connected earth and heaven by a much needed bridge, upon which we may rev-
erently cross. Those who hold this view will finally turn their back, if they have not
done so already, upon the considerations I have presented. I ask only that they do
not appeal both to Schleiermacher and the Reformers, both to Schleiermacher and
the New Testament, both to Schleiermacher and to the Old Testament prophets,
but that from Schleiermacher back they look for another ancestral line.!

Thus by his rejection of relational theology and, at a more fundamental level, by
his rejection of the identity principle Barth placed himself in radical discontin-
uity with the tradition in which he had been educated.

The implications of this decision can be seen in Barth’s statement concerning
his debt to Kierkegaard. Negatively, it meant that “God is in heaven, and thou

12K Barth, The Epistle to the Romans (tr. E. C. Hoskyns from 6th German ed.; New York: Oxford, 1968)
10.

18], D. Smart, The Divided Mind of Modern Theology: Karl Barth and Rudolf Bultmann, 1908-1933
(Philadelphia: Westminster, 1967) 49.

14Karl Barth, The Word of God and the Word of Man (tr. with new Foreword by D. Horton; New York:
Harper, 1957) 195.

15Barth, Word, 196.
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art on earth.” There is a gulf between God and man that must be considered
whenever one takes up the theological task. Positively, the nature of this gulf con-
ditions the relationship between God and man, the existence of whlch is the
theme of the Bible and philosophy.

But Barth’s understanding of the “infinite qualitative distinction” contains a
basic ambiguity. It is clear in Barth’s Romans that sin separates man from God,
but it is not always clear what the word “‘sin” meant for Barth. Some writers have
concluded that he associated sin with temporality,!6 others that he held sin to be
finitude.!” There are also passages in the Romans which seem to define sin as
pride, the rebellion of man against his creaturely status.!® Recall, however, that
Barth had been reading the works of Kierkegaard while he was rewriting his com-
mentary for its second edition. It would not be unreasonable to suspect the pres-
ence of an ambiguity in his understanding of the distance between God and man
similar to the ambiguity found in the writings of Kierkegaard. A study of the Ro-
mans seems to bear out this suspicion.

There is abundant evidence in the Romans that Barth was thinking of the
classic distinction between the Creator and the created.! In fact, this aspect of
Barth’s thought was so clearly heard during the 1920s that Lowrie could say that
Barth’s

protest against the prevailing doctrine of God’s immanence in the world and every
sort of disguised pantheism was so downright that it seemed as if he would separate
this world altogether from God.2°

Such, however, was clearly not Barth’s intention. He argued against all “improp-
er notions of immanence,” not against the concept of immanence.?!

In the words of Brunner: when the theologians of crisis speak of the transcendent

God, they are ‘“‘treating of an epistemological but not a cosmological transcen-

dence.” They revive the old slogan of the Reformed Church, Finitum non capax in-

finiti, which means that, from the viewpoint of man, God is always the unknown,
the remote.2?

Barth saw, however—just as Kierkegaard had seen—that there is another
aspect of this gulf. He saw and acknowledged the distance between God’s holi-
ness and man’s sin. And this form of the gulf between God and man appears ex-
actly when man denies the reality of the distinction between God and himself.

16K, Lewis, ‘““Where is Barth Wrong?”’, Christian Century 50 (March 22, 1933) 385; J. McConnachie, The
Significance of Karl Barth (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1931) 84; Frei, “Doctrine,” 49; cf. Barth,
Romans, 10-11, 44,

17A. C. Knudson, “Theology of Crisis,” Methodist Review 111 (1928) 555; W. Pauck, “Barth’s Religious
Criticism of Religion,” JR 8 (1928) 465.

18Barth, Romans, 177, 181.

9Ibid., 28, 84, 244; cf. Barth, Word, 205.

20W. Lowrie, Our Concern with the Theology of Crisis (Boston: Meador, 1932) 92-93.
21Barth, Romans, 107-108.

2W. Pauck, Karl Barth, Prophet of a New Christianity? (New York: Oxford, 1931) 108.
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Before sin appeared there was a distinction between God and man, but the rela-
tionship that existed between God and man hid that distinction.?® The fall oc-
curred when man first perceived the distinction between God and himself and
chose to set up an alternative God. “Sin is, essentially, robbing God of what is
His: and because it is robbing OF GOD, sin is essentially the appearance in the
world of a power—like God.” 2 In sum, Barth accepted Kierkegaard’s under-
standing of the distance between God and man in both of its aspects.

It is not surprising, then, to find that Barth developed a theological position
that has clear parallels to Kierkegaard’s. First, he recognized that there is no way
for man to get to God on his own.25 The knowledge of God that is available to man
without revelation is clearly circumscribed in the Romans. The philosopher can
see that there is behind the visible universe an invisible universe which is the
“Qrigin” of all concrete things.26 He also sees that all things are under judgment
but he cannot see the God who places everything under judgment. Man in sin
thinks that he can gain a relationship with God without the miracle of revela-
tion.2” He thus obscures the distance between God and man and manages to find
a God in this world—he finds himself.2¢ Once he had recognized the epistemologi-
cal distance between God and man, Barth found philosophy and natural theology
hopelessly inadequate to establish positive knowledge of God. Natural man with-
out the intervention of revelation can know only that God is the Unknown.?

A second consequence of Barth’s rejection of the identity principle was his
radical departure from the nineteenth-century understanding of religion. ‘“To
suppose that a direct road leads from art, or morals, or science, or even from reli-
gion, to God is sentimental, liberal self-deception.” 3° Religion is always one
thing among others. It is a human possibility—even the highest human possibil-
ity—but it is a limited possibility. Whatever else one may choose to say about it,
it is neither divine nor a road to the divine.3! In fact, Barth pointed out that man
has a desire for religion just as he has other natural desires. Speaking of the nat-
ural man Barth said: ’

His vigour is the vigour of lusts of his mortal body (VI.12). If we undertake to cata-

logue these lusts, we have to own that the higher, as, for example, the excitement of

23Barth, Romans, 247-249.

2Ibid., 177; cf. 181, 247, 49, 167-168.
25]bid., 87; Word, 1717.

26Barth, Romans, 46.

27Tbid., 50.

28]bid., 44.

#bid., 250-251.

Ibid., 337.

31Tbid., 185, 229-231.
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religion, are distinguished from the lower, as for example, the desire for sleep, only
in degree.®

But religion is quite capable of drugging a man to his real needs.?® The signifi-
cance of the prophets of Israel was precisely their proclamation that religion too is
under the krisis.3* Religion as it usually appears is a man-made monument in
which the truth has been mummified.?

Religion offers, nonetheless, the possibility of coming to see that man’s whole
concrete and observable existence is sinful. Religion is that human possibility
through which man comes to recognize that sin dominates him.3¢ But religion not
only points out the problem. It also points to the Answer.

Moving within the sphere of human activity, religion is without doubt holy, be-
cause it points from humanity to divinity; it is without doubt righteous, because it
is correlated with the will of God and parallel to it, being indeed the parallel of it;
and it is without doubt good, for it is that concrete, observable, mediated experi-
ence which bears witness to the immediacy which has been lost. Should we remove
ourselves consciously or unconsciously from the dangerous ambiguity of religion,
either we must take refuge in some other less exalted human possibility—in some
possibility that is ethical or logical or aesthetic or even lower; or we must side-step
into some ancient or modern variety of religion; and, if we are not fully aware of the
ambiguity of all religion, to do so will mean inevitably that the alternative variety
which we have selected will be a bad one. There is no human advance beyond the
possibility of religion, for religion is the last step in human progress. Standing as it
does within humanity but outside divinity, it bears witness to that which is within
divinity but outside humanity.3?

So Barth acknowledged that religion has a positive value. The individual belongs
within the Church because it is the place where revelation may again strike.38

The third consequence of Barth’s rejection of the identity principle is now
quite obvious. If man is to know God, then God must reveal himself. Man is total-
ly incapable of coming to know God by his own efforts.?®

In 1927 Barth published the first volume of his Christian Dogmatics. As the
reviews of this work began to appear, he became aware that he was being pro-
foundly misunderstood because of his association with existentialism and partic-
ularly because of his use of ideas taken from the writings of Kierkegaard. As a
result he found it necessary to rethink the relationship between philosophy and
theology, his own relationship to the ideas of Kierkegaard in particular, and thus

w2Ibid., 235.
Ibid., 236.
wIbid., 244.
*Ibid., 129.
sIbid., 243-253.
o7Ibid., 254.
wIbid., 242, 334.

#Ibid., 38.
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ultimately his whole theological methodology. The consequence of this reapprais-
al was a repudiation of all theology built on a philosophical foundation. Theology,
he concluded, must declare its independence from philosophy, and so his own use
of Kierkegaard’s ideas in the theological enterprise must be terminated. The first
volume of the Christian Dogmatics was subsequently rewritten and issued in 1932
as the first volume of the Church Dogmatics in order to effect these changes. But
in spite of his intentions Barth could not shake off the influence of the melan-
choly Dane. .

Upon entering the world of Barth’s Church Dogmatics the reader discovers
very quickly that while the concept of the “infinite qualitative difference” be-
tween God and man seems to lie behind virtually everything written in it there is
almost no overt reference to that distinction. After 1931 Barth himself rarely even
mentioned Kierkegaard by name and almost never said anything good about
him. Yet Barth admitted in the 1960s that

what attracted us particularly to him, what we rejoiced in; and what we learned,
was the criticism, so unrelenting in incisiveness, with which he attacked so much:
all the speculation which blurred the infinite qualitative difference between God
and man. . . . In the second phase of the revolution, in which we then were, he be-
came and was for us one of the cocks whose crowing seemed to proclaim from near
and far the dawn of a really new day. . . . I believe that I have remained faithful to
Kierkegaard’s “reveille,” as we heard it then, throughout my theological life, and
that I am so today still. To go back to Hegel or even Bishop Mynster has been out of
the question ever since.

The nature of the distance between God and man was not clearly spelled out at
the beginning of the Dogmatics. But the reality of the gulf between God and man
was nevertheless assumed and even intensified.

In the Romans, for example, Barth has allowed that the philosopher could, to-
tally apart from revelation, come to some understanding of his own condition as
separated from God. As a result of the reappraisal of his theological methodology
he could no longer accept this position. Thus he argued in the Dogmatics that
even the fact that God is hidden is known only through revelation.

Revelation itself is needed for knowing that God is hidden and man blind. Revela-

tion and it alone really and finally separates God and man by bringing them to-

gether. . . . If that is heard, then and not till then the boundary between God and
man becomes visible, of which the most radical sceptic and atheist cannot ever
dream, for all his doubts and negations.4! )
In revelation God offers himself for fellowship with man. In religion man grasps at
truth by himself instead of believing God as he ought.

Because it is a grasping, religion is the contradiction of revelation.*?

For what is the purpose of the universal attempt of religions to anticipate God, to

foist a human product into the place of His Word, to make our own images of the

«K. Barth, “Thank You and a Bow: Kierkegaard’s Reveille” (tr. H. M. Rumscheidt), CJT 11 (1965) 5
[italics mine].

4K, Barth, Church Dogmatics (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark) /2. 29.

42]bid., 301-303.
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One who is known only where He gives Himself to be known, images which are first -
spiritual, and then religious, and then actually visible?43

True religion is the event of the outpouring of the Holy Spirit in the existence of
the Church. “The Church and the children of God and therefore the bearers of
true religion live by the grace of God. Their knowledge and worship of God
.. . are determined by the realization of the free kindness of God. . . . [It] does
not leave anything for man to do except to believe and give thanks.” 4 True reli-
gion listens to the Word of God. Barth refused to allow that the Church could
construct her own bridge across the gulf between God and man.

Furthermore there is no effort in Barth’s Dogmatics, as there is in Roman
Catholic theology and in some Protestant theology, to argue for certain theologi-
cal propositions on the basis of reason alone. Since God and man are totally dis-
tinct, man can come to an understanding of God only by listening, not by reason-
ing about him. So in volume one Barth argued that the function of dogmatics is to
judge the proclamation of the Church by the criterion of the Word of God.*5 But
since the Church does not possess the Word of God it must use the Scriptures, the
witness to the Word of God that it does possess, as the norm for this task.4 At no
time does the Church measure its proclamation by that which is the possession of
all men—i.e., by reason—but rather by the Word of God that is heard by the
Church through the witness of the Scriptures.

Barth developed several corollaries to this understanding of the place of rea-
son in the context of his discussion of the possibility of dogmatic prolegomena.
Here he argued strongly against several suggested justifications for prolegomena.
One type of justification sees prolegomena as ‘“‘a comprehensively explicated self-
interpretation of man’s existence, such as will, among other things, also help at
the right point to the preliminary understanding and criterion of theological
knowledge.” 4" But according to Barth, man should not bring to faith an under-
standing of human existence built on philosophical analysis.8 Against Brunner,
Barth argued that there is no need for apologetics as a part of prolegomena.
“Apologetics and polemics can only be an event, they cannot be a programme.” 4
God can speak to men in a way which other men cannot, if only the Church will
fulfill its commission and proclaim the gospel of Jesus Christ.

In sum, all aspects of natural theology are omitted from the Dogmatics. In
fact, the decisiveness of Barth’s rejection of natural theology is unique in the his-

43Ibid., 308.
“Ibid., 344.
“Ibid., I/1. 46.
“lbid., 304.
“Ibid., 39.

“Note that in the excursus that follows the statement just quoted Barth mentions Schleiermacher,
Kierkegaard, Heidegger and Bultmann, showing by example the kind of theological work he had in mind
in his criticism.

“Ibid., I/1. 33.
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tory of the Church. God has revealed himself in Jesus Christ, and according to
Barth we have absolutely no authority to look elsewhere. Therefore when man in-
sists on trying to come to an understanding of God through natural theology he is
saying, in effect, that the distance is not really great. He is saying that man is
competent to bridge the gulf. But not only does this effort on man’s part say
something about his conception of the gulf between God and man, it also reveals
something about that man himself: his lack of awareness of a need for God’s
activity on his behalf.

The fact that God is revealed to us is then grace. Grace is the majesty, the freedom,
the unreservedness, the unexpectedness, the newness, the arbitrariness, in which
the relationship to God and therefore the possibility of knowing Him is opened up
to man by God himself. . . . Grace is God’s good-pleasure. And it is precisely in
God’s good-pleasure that the reality of our being with God and of His being with us
consists. . . . His good-pleasure is the truth by which we know the truth. Hence,
God’s good-pleasure is His knowability.5®

Thus when man is willing to accept God’s self-revelation he is showing that he

recognizes his need for the miracle of grace and his subjective willingness to ac-
cept God’s grace.5! The effort to produce a natural theology is therefore

no more and no less than the unavoidable theological expression of the fact that in
the reality and possibility of man as such an openness for the grace of God and
therefore a readiness for the knowability of God in His revelation is not at all evi-
dent.52

Man’s insistent striving to know God through natural theology is according to
Barth a statement of his own lack of openness to God’s self-revelation.

In short, the gulf between God and man is of such a nature that it defies man’s
best attempts to bridge it. There is no alternative approach to the knowledge of
God than that which was provided in God’s self-revelation, Jesus Christ.?* Such
claim could not be sustained if the distinction between God and man were to be
blurred. Even the revelation in Jesus Christ does not break this distinction; the
Word comes across the gulf, but man receives no new possibility for God except
that which occurs in the revelatory event itself.>

Kierkegaard, according to Barth’s own admission, was the dominant in-
fluence on his Epistle to the Romans. But after 1931 Barth consistently claimed
to have abandoned his former use of Kierkegaard. On the basis of the data, one is
forced to conclude that Kierkegaard was abandoned in name only. Ideas that
clearly had their origin in Kierkegaard’s writings appear not only in the Romans
but also in the opening part-volumes of the Church Dogmatics. Indeed in some
cases ideas that were only partly assimilated in the Romans appear fully assimi-
lated into Barth’s thinking by the time of this later work. And since the ideas here

50Ibid., II/1. 74.

51Ibid., 130.

32Jbid., 135.

5Ibid., II/1. 163; cf. ibid., IV/2. 120-125.

$4bid., I/1. 239-260; cf. ibid., I/2. 31.
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discussed provide the foundation for Barth’s doctrine of revelation and thus are
part of the prolegomena to Barth’s whole dogmatic enterprise, one is justified in
concluding that the influence of Kierkegaard constitutes the very foundation of
Barth’s Church Dogmatics.

Why, then, was Barth so adamant after 1931 in denying any continuing influ-
ence from Kierkegaard? This is, of course, a moot point, but Hamer may have
been correct when he asserted, “The theologian of Basle prefers to pass over in si-
lence [his] doctrine parent and not risk the accusation of placing philosophy at
the basis of his theology.” 55 Strictly speaking, such an accusation would be false
since Kierkegaard was much more a Christian theologian than a philosopher. But
since Kierkegaard was being used extensively by existential theology and since
Barth considered it essential to emphasize the distinction between his own work
and existential theology, he may have felt forced to ignore or deny the influence of
Kierkegaard on his work.

Whatever Barth’s reasons may have been for ignoring the influence of Kierke-
gaard on his theology, his silence on the subject was not insignificant. It rendered
a careful criticism of Kierkegaard’s ideas impossible for him. Whether Kierke-
gaard’s understanding of the distance between God and man was formed more by
Artistotle and his successors or by the Bible is a real question. By taking Kierke-
gaard’s dualism over into his own theology uncriticized, Barth laid himself open
to the criticism of having built on a philosophical base that is foreign to Christi-
anity—in spite of his best intentions. He stands thus as a warning to all who re-
fuse to examine the influences on their own theological perspective.
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