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prominent place in the efforts of those. who we identify with this criticism. These advocates did 

not presume to think that they faced the same substantive problems as Luther; rather they saw the 

issue generally as one of the experience of God's word by the church in history (Luther and 

Lutheranism). It was a church opposed to the false, abstract notion of theology as discreet truths 

systematically arranged according to an a priori set of rational laws (medieval scholasticism and 

Enlightenment rationalism). The metacritique identified all theology and doctine as a prosteriori, 

finding statements of truth in the church's doctrine as it was experienced by the church 

throughout its history. 

The exposition of Vilmar' s theology is a study in growth as he developed from a liberal 

and even revolutionary leader of the university Burschenschaft movement in his student days, to 

a conservative politician and confessional theologian. Both the personal and public events of his 

day marked his movement in this direction. His participation in the major events and interplay 

with major currents of thoughts of his day lend clarity to both his conversion to and defense of 

the Lutheran Confessions and Lutheranism as they took place in his land of Lower Hesse. 

Though localized, the struggle was with trends of far greater importance than this small German 

state. 

For that reason the next chapter will examine Vilmar's life and the noteworthy events of 

his time concerning the church and the theologies which supported the government actions he 

opposed. The third chapter will examine the hermeneutic which led his defense of 

confessionalism and his understanding of so much of the world; he always remained within the 

bounds of his method. This method he set forth most concisely and completely in his 

programmatic work, Theology of Reality versus the Theology of Rhetoric, and will serve as the 

primary, though not exclusive focus. The next three chapters will then investigate and analyze 
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the controversies that proved the seedbed of his design and therapy in the church, ministry, and 

cultural criticism as each was discussed above. The seventh and final chapter will provide a 

general assessment for the church and Lutheranism, both to his contemporary church and to 

subsequent generations. 
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CHAPTER2 

REVOLUTION AND RESTORATION 

Orthodox Against His Own Will 

The birth ofVilmar on 21 November 1800 brought him onto a stage soon to be shared with 

many distinguished luminaries who would be identified with Lutheran confessionalism: Wilhelm 

Hengstenberg (1802-1869) in Prussia, Claus Harms (1788-1855) in Kiel, Friedrich Julius Stahl 

(1802-1861) who was long a professor in Berlin, Ernst Wilhelm Hengstenberg (1802-1869) 

who was Professor of Biblical Exegesis in Berlin, Wilhelm Lohe (1808-1861) in Bavaria, 

Theodor Kliefoth (1810-1895) in Mecklenburg and professor in Rostock, Theodosius Andreas 

Harnack (1817-1889) who served as professor in Erlangen and Dorpat, C.F.W. Walther (1811-

1887) who would be one of the fathers of the new Lutheranism in America, and A.F.C. Vilmar's 

own brother, Wilhelm (1804-1884) who would join his brother in the struggles for the church in 

Lower Hesse; later Wilhelm assumed leadership of the Lutheran free church organization 

(Renitenzkirche) as it struggled for survival in the wake of Prussian annexation in 1866 when a 

Kirchenkampfmarked the persecution of those Lutherans who had been followers of A.F.C. 

Vilmar. There were other noteable churchmen who played leading roles in defining the church in 

Germany following the Enlightenment. These include the Catholics Johann Adam Mohler (1796-

183 8) and Johann Joseph Ignaz von Dollinger (1799-1890). Alongside these men those in Britain 

such as John Henry Newman (1801-1890) and Edward Bouverie Pusey (1800-1882) should also 

be considered because of their defense and ground-breaking writings on the church. All of these 
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churchmen are identified with the church movement which began circa 1817-1830 and swept 

through the W estem Church, where great Lutheran theologians were prominent. 

Vilmar was born into a Reformed parsonage in the village of Solz in the vicinity of Fulda 

in Electoral Hesse. It was a large and pious family whose religious belief and practice reflected 

pre-rationalist sensibilities and convictions. Vilmar soon lost these convictions when taught the 

religion of late rationalism in his theological studies in Marburg, 1818-1820, and his convictions 

shared much with the Kantian religion taught him at the university. Completing his studies with a 

high level of academic distinction, he assumed duties of tutor for the children of petty nobility in 

the Hessian town of Kirchheim when he was ordained in 1824, though he did not serve in a 

parish but became the rector of a small Gymnasium or secondary school in Rotenburg-on-the­

Fulda in the same year. His career in education continued as Gymnasium teacher in Hersfeld in 

1827. Then in 1833 he assumed the duties of director of the Gymnasium in Marburg.94 

Education remained his profession until 1850 when he accepted a consistory position 

(Konsistorialrat), with duties similar to that of bishop, with a conservative government in the 

Department for Church and School Affairs in the Diocese of Kassel. His varied pursuits, such as 

parliamentary representative, embraced many interests and disciplines including education and 

theological education, Germanistik, philology (he assisted Wilhelm and Jakob Grimm with their 

famous Worterbuch), hymnology, liturgics, and the history of dogma; he served as editor for two 

94 Three biographies ofVilmar offer a favorable assessment of the Hessian theologian. The most extensive is 
the two-volume work by Friedrich Wilhelm Hopf, August Vi/mar: Ein Lebens-Zeitbild (Marburg: N.G. Elwert'sche 
Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1913. The two remaining are more concise and are written in the midst of stuggles within 
Germany concerning the church. The longer of these is Johann Heinrich Leimbach, August F.C. Vi/mar weil Ritter 
des Kurfurstlich Wihelmsordens, ardent!. Professor der Theologie, Doctor der Philosophy, und Konsistorialrat zu 
Marburg nach seinem Leben und Wirken (Hannover: Buchhandlung von Heinr. Feesche, 1875. The shortest but 
nevertheless often cited work is by Walther Schwarz, August Friedrich Christian Vi/mar: Ein Lebenfiir Volkstum, 
Schule, und Kirche (Berlin: Im Furche-Verlag, 1938). 
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different publications, each of which ran for a number of years with wide circulation. 95 "Yet his 

heart always belonged to theology."96 

Vilmar initially was a rationalist who opposed all vestiges of orthodox Christianity. He 

deplored the Awakening Movement (Erweckungsbewegung) in the early nineteenth century 

which Paul Tillich called the second Lutheran pietist movement. Many countries in the W estem 

Church witnessed this revival, and certainly Germany was no exception. Our young rationalist 

educator dismissed its piety as "catholicizing mysticism." He also condemned the new Lutherans 

such as Claus Harms about whom he wrote: 

Which voices are raised more frequently than the shrieks for mass, for crucifix, for 
high altar and confession? These are only the first of the new Romans .... Still I am 
comforted that the wheel of time in its omnipotent movement cannot go backwards. 
Should it stand still for a period as it did in the grim times of the Middle Ages, all the 
more powerfully it will later move and strike the feeble, smashing them against the 
earth. Indeed the Middle Ages is their idol. For the last time: damned be all 
catholicizing and non--catholicizing mysticism.97 

Nevertheless he came to see the inadequacy, the emptiness, and the despair in rationalist 

theology. Hermann Sasse credits a change of heart beginning in 1827 to several factors: the 

influence of many his close friends and especially that of his brother, Wilhelm, the influences of 

the time which rejected the philosophy and poetry of the Enlightenment, and his serious study of 

95 Many were university lectures and were published posthumously. His works include Geschichte der 
deutschen National-Literatur (1850) [this work was a standard textbook into the twentieth century and by 1871, for 
example was in the 14th edition], Schulreden uber die Frage der Zeit, 2d edition (1852), Die Theologie der 
Tatsachen wider die Theologie der Rhetorik (1856), Zur neuesten Culturgeschichte Deutsch/ands, 3 vol. (1858-
1867), Geschichte des Co,ifessionsgeschichte der evangelischen Kirche in Hessen besonders im Kurfiirstentum 
(1860), Augsburgische Co,ifession Erkliirt (1870), Die Lehre vom geistlichen Amt (1870), Lehrbuch der 
Pastoraltheologie (1872), Kirche und Welt: gesammelte pastoraltheologische Aufsatze, 2 vol. (1872-1873), 
Collegium Biblicum (1880), Dogmatik, 2 vol. (1874), Ober den evangelischen Religionsunterricht in den 
Gymanasium: Vorschliige aus derf Erfahrung, ed. by Johannes Haussletier (1888), Theologische Moral: 
Academische Vorlesungen, ed. C. Christian Israel, 3 vol. (1871). 

96Hermann Sasse, "Zur Einfuhrung in Vilmars Theologie," Lutherische Blatter 14 (1938), 8. 
97 Hopf, Vi/mar, 94-95. "Welch Stimme erhebt sich wohl haufiger als das Gekreisch nach Messe, nach 

Kruzifix, nach Hochaltar und nach Beichte? Da lies nur den ersten den besten der neuesten Romane! ... Doch troste 
ich mich noch damit, <lass das Radder Zeit in seinem allgewaltigen Umschwunge nicht riickwarts gehen kann. 
Sollte es auch eine Zeitlang stille stehen wie in den grausen Zeiten des Mittlealters, desto gewaltiger schwingt es 
sich spater und schlagt die Ohnmachtigen zerschmettert gegen die Erde. Aber, aber <las Mittlealter ist ihr Abgott! 
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Augustine and Tertullian. Further his study of Calov, Hollaz, and Johann Gerhard as well as an 

examination of the Lutheran Confessions beginning in 1830 completed his transformation and 

opened his heart to the Scriptures. 

The celebration of the [tricentennial of the] Augsburg Confession approached. Now I 
seriously took it up and its Apology and increasingly recognized-like a view 
extending over a wide landscape-that all my seeking was in vain, because all I 
sought was already long at hand. The AC opened up to me completely all at once the 
readings of Tertullian, Augustine, Gerhard, and my theological change was 
complete. 98 

All of these appealed to the longings of his own heart so that step by step he came to the 

knowledge of a new theology. Schleiermacher still had to be seriously dealt with but he was in 

fact already overcome in Vilmar' s thought through his readings. 99 

Vilmar's development coincided with the transition from the subjective piety of the 

Erweckungsbewegung to a new understanding of the church. This new development was 

primarily Lutheran in character, though other denominations would also rediscover their old 

confessions in this period. Luther as well as the old orthodox theologians were the objects of a 

resurgance of interest. Sasse compares this development of Vilmar to the conversion of Harless 

who similarly progressed from the Bible to the church fathers and the orthodox Lutheran 

theologians and then to the Confessions of the Lutheran Church and finally to Luther himself. 

Under the influence of this transition, the 1830s witnessed a systematic and renewed study of 

Luther. These theologians sought neither a Luther Renaissance nor a repristination of Lutheran 

orthodoxy. 

Zurn lezten Male: Verdammt sei all katholisierende und nicht datholisierende Mystik!" 
98Ibid., 167. "Nun nahete die Jubelfeier der Augsburgischen Konfession. Jezt nahm ich diese und mit ihr die 

Apologie ernstlich vor und erkannte nunmehr-dass alles Suchen umsonst sei, weil schon alles Gesuchte Hingst 
vorhanden sei. Die A.K. schloss mir wie mit einem Male alles bei Tertulian, Augustin, Gerhard Gelesene vollstandig 
auf, und meine theolgische Wendung war vollbracht." 

99Sasse, "Zur Einfuhrung," 9. 
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They sought much more the lost church, as did all serious men in the Christian West 
at that time, in the century of pietism and the Enlightenment, of religious 
individualism and the rule of reason. They heard the voice of the church for the first 
time as the Lutheran Confessions spoke again to them. So they became Lutherans; 
they became orthodox Lutherans really against their own wills. 100 

As we shall see, this movement met with resistance from many quarters. 

Vilmar' s activities were not confined to education; his political activities as a churchman 

are noteworthy. In 1831 he was elected to the Electoral Hessian Diet (Standeversammlung), a 

position which coincided with his other positions within the church and school. For his political 

activities Vilmar has been called the most hated theologian in the nineteenth century. By 

comparison with the Lutheran Hengstenberg in Berlin, a professor who faced the hostility of the 

liberals, Vilmar shared in this approbation but also incurred that of the Prussian conservatives 

and German nationalists for his political views opposing Prussian expansion. In his works such 

as the Culturegeschichte cited above and Kirche und Welt101 he is considered prophetic in light of 

the fall of the Bismark government and the catastrophes which overtook Germany in the next 

century. 102 Vilmar was frequently tagged as a reactionary, but this term requires scrutiny; many at 

the other end of the theological spectrum, such as David Friedrich Strauss and Bruno Baur, were 

outspoken advocates of Bismark and his nationalist policies. 103 The summit of his career was 

during the period 1851-1855 when he served as representative (Ordinat) of the General 

Superintendant of Diocese of Kassel. So well was he received by the pastors of this diocese that 

he was elected by them to be the Superintendant by a large majority. But because Vilmar had 

been critical of concessions to the liberal forces of revolution immediately following 1848 with 

100 Ibid. 
101 A.F.C. Vilmar, Kirche und Welt, 2 vol. (Glitersloh: Druck und Verlag von C. Bertelsmann, 1872). 
102Renate Salter, Die Vilmarianer: Von der fiirstentreuen kirchlichen Restaurationspartei zur hessischen 

Renitenz, Quellen und Forschungen zur hessischen Geschichte 59 (Darmstadt and Marburg: Selbstverlag der 
Hessischen Historischen Kommission Darmstatdt under Historischen Kommission fiir Hesse,1985), 346-389. Also 
Sasse, "Zur Einfuhrung, 10." 

103 Lichtenberger, F. History of German Theology in the Nineteenth Century, Translated and edited by W. 
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regard to the church, the Elector did not ratify the pastors' choice. As a consolation to the 

Lutheran party, he was instead appointed as professor (Ordinariat) of theology at the University 

ofMarburg, a position he retained until his death in 1868. This short account ofVilmar must be 

seen against the great historical moments and movements in Lower Hesse and the rest of 

Germany. 

The Era of Revolution 

The tum of the century, was the birth year of Vilmar and marked the beginning of a period 

which would encompass four revolutions in his life time. Vilmar explained that two of these 

were "from above," and these he could only watch; these he counted as the French Revolution 

brought to Hesse by the invasion of the French in 1806 and the annexation of Lower Hesse by 

the Prussians as they defeated the Austro-Hungarian Empire in 1866. Goethe had said only a few 

years before the beginning of the century in 1 792 on hearing the sound of cannon fire, "From 

here, today, begins a new epoch of world history." For Vilmar and Hesse it was immediately the 

Age of Revolution. It began by occupation and ended with the loss of sovereignty of Lower 

Hesse; regaining of sovereignty during the Restoration following the defeat of Napoleon marked 

a new epoch, but as it turned out, it was the last Hessian Epoch. The other two revolutions "from 

below" were the Revolutions of 1830 and 1848; as a leader in the government and church Vilmar 

"was himself part of the history of the German people. " 104 

Though only an observer for the first of these revolutions from above, this revolution and 

the reaction against it a decade later brought with it ideas and institutions which would provide a 

focus ofVilmar's career. He addressed concepts of church, government control of the church, 

Hastie (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1889), 347-48, 367-68. 
104Walter Schwarz, August Friedrich Christian Vilmar: Ein Leben Fiir Volkstum, Schule, und Kirche (Berlin: 

Im Furch-Verlag, 1938), 7, 16. 
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the public nature of the church. Rationalist convictions formed the presuppositions of many of 

his theological opponents. They labored under the "Cartesian anxiety"105 as they sought to find a 

firm foundation for theology in epistemology which for rationalists placed it in human reason, or 

with Schleiermacher in locating religion in human consciousness. In both cases the "tum to the 

subject" dominated epistemology. The philosophy of Hegel would provide some the most far­

reaching effects, especially as it found expression in Strauss and Feuerbach, as well as the 

relationship between church and state in the various German states. The reaction of 

Schleiermacher who hoped to save religion from being subsumed in rationalism as well as the 

influence of Hegelian philosophical systems provided the basis 

for the greatest battles ofVilmar's life and challenged him to struggle not only to reassert 

the objective certainties of the Christian faith, their relation to the church, the church as the locus 

of theology, the teaching authority of this institution, but also to explore the manner in which 

subjective faith would find its expression. 

Restoration and Schleiermacher 

The government exercised legal authority over the administration of the church in the lands 

where the Reformation had taken root in Germany. This sovereignty found its role in the person 

of the prince who was supreme bishop (Summepiskopat) over the churches in his territories as 

understood within the widely accepted Theory of Episcopalism (Theorie des Episcopalismus ). 

Under this arrangement, the civil government provided oversight over such areas as the 

management of property, education and placement of pastors, and much more. A distinction was 

made between the iura in sacra and the iura circa sacra where the former term concerned the 

105Richard Bernstein, Beyond Objectivism and Relativism: Science, Hermeneutics, and Praxis (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1983), 18; quoted in Ronald Thiemann, Revelation and Theology: The Gospel as 
Narrated Promise_(Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame, 1985), 94. 
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spiritual and theological affairs of the church and the latter the legal, financial and administrative 

affairs. By expanding the arrangements of the Peace of Augsburg (1555) the Theory of 

Episcopalism was replaced by the Theory of Territoriality (Theorie des Territorialismus) during 

the period of absolutism. The state now exercised sovereignty in both areas of the church by a 

bureaucratic structure established as a department, or consistory, in the interior ministry. The 

lawyers and theologians in this consistory guaranteed the legal code of a particular confession, 

provided oversight for pastors who were considered state employees, and provided a general 

supervision over all congregations. This arrangment was to have far reaching implications in the 

period following the Congress of Vienna (1815) when Europe sought to establish a political 

system aimed at destroying the revolutionary spirit and restoring the former political rule and 

order. 106 

In this political environment immediately following the Treaty of Vienna, thirty-nine 

German states formed the German Union (Deutsches Bund) with the goals of resolving all 

conflicts among member state and opposing all revolutionary spirit. With this background of 

growing absolutism, the German Union sought to form confessionally unified or "union" 

territorial churches. 

There was no teaching sufficient to justify or define the church within these unions. Certain 

theologians attempted to fill the gaps. One advocate of the unified church under the 

administration of the state was the Hegelian, Philip Marheinecke. Friedrich Schleiermacher, a 

faculty member with Hegel and his opponenent, serving with him at the University of Berlin, 

offered another alternative. Marheinecke promoted a unified Protestant national church whereby 

the faith of the people would be one with national character. Church and state should be two 

106Jacques Gadill and Jean-Marie Mayeur, Liberalismus, lndustrialisierung, Expansion Europas (1830-1914)~ 
German edition edited by Martin Geschat, Die Geschichte des Christentums: Religion, Politik, Kultur Series, vol. 11 
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sides of the same idea. The church was depicted as the inner side of the state, while the state was 

the outside of the church. The church only found legitimacy as a state church. Church 

administration should be an annex of state administration. He was not so logical or consistent as 

his sometime rival, Schleiermacher, who thought the. solution of synodical government best. 107 

Two proposed solutions of church synod gained currency. The first was the Restoration 

Model where Christianity was viewed as a basic power enabling people to live together 

peacefully and thereby stabalize society. The organization was the one described above where 

the state church would be contained within the organization of the state and the state church 

would be given the status of a welfare institution (Heilanstalt). The second was proposed by 

Reichsfreiherrn Heinrich Friedrich Karl vom und zum Stein (1757-1831 ). He proposed a model 

where the church was thought to be most effective as it was able to exercise a certain measure of 

independence. To obtain this independence he proposed a presbyterial-synodical church also 

proposed by Friedrich Schleiermacher108 where the governing of the church would come from 

below; the congregation would elect members of the governing synod, and clergy and laymen 

would govern the church together; under this plan the monarch's authority as the 

Summepiskopat was reduced to that of a figurehead. This model was not accepted, but it had a 

living endurance and long provided an alternative to those who opposed the more absolutist 

institutions of the Restoration. 109 

The discussion over the nature and governing of the church focused on three problem 

areas: the church constitution, the liturgy, and the union between the Lutheran and Reformed 

Churches. Addressing these issues Friedrich Wilhelm III (Brandenburg-Prussia) announced on 

(Freiburg: Herder, 1997), 309-10. 
107Heinrich Steitz, Geschichte der Evangelische Kirche in Hessen und Nassau: Unionen, Erwechungen, 

Kirchenverfassungen, vol. 3 (Marburg: Verlag Trautvetter & Fischer Nachf., 1965), 349-350. 
108Lichtenberger, German Theology, 122-28. 
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27 September 1817 a unified Lord's Supper between the two confessional churches for 

Reformation Day which marked the tercenntential of the Reformation. The Theory of 

Territoriality provided him with the claim of praecipium membrum ecclesiae, prince of the 

church, a role to which he was entitled as prince of the realm. His advocacy of a union had both 

religious and political goals. These included the desire to strengthen the control of the ruling 

Hohenzollern family, who were of Reformed conviction, over their mostly Lutheran subjects. 

His government sought to strengthen the church which had been severly weakened by the 

philosophy of the Enlightenment as it had affected theology. Many of the clergy as educated men 

were children of the Enlightenment and had little sympathy for German nationalist aspirations 

nor had they shown much loyalty to the monarchs in their struggles with Napoleon. 110 

The union proved to be a widespread innovation among the restored governments, 

especially to the west. Nassau had actually effected a union of the confessions a week before the 

announcement by the Prussians. Other German nations followed as well with church unions 

enacted over the next several years. In spite of his sympathy for the presbyterial-synodical form 

of church government, Schleiermacher became one of the most ardent supporters for the union of 

the Reformed and Lutheran Churches. Certainly he had publically opposed the Prussian Union 

with a series of pamphlets and other protests. The chief reason for his opposition was the 

arbitrary manner with which it was forced from the top down. But his support was based upon 

his view of doctrine. The doctrine of the churches was time-bound and conditioned by 

contingency and should not serve as a reason for the separation of Christians. The basis of 

Christian identity was not doctrine, but it was faith in Christ. He saw the rise of Confessionalism 

with the greatest of apprehension. 

109Gadill and Mayeur, Liberalismus, 311. 
110Ibid. 
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In his Alamanac of the Reformation (1819) he addressed this issue. It would be folly to 

follow the ecclesial traditions of former generations. There was no advantage to doing it since 

the confessional documents and creeds were all subject to different interpretations. They are 

themselves then no effective measure against unbelief. To return to ancient creeds would be to 

create a break with culture, and return to an age of scholasticism. Rather the way to effectively 

promote Christianity lay with exciting the laity in the things of the church and allowing them full 

participation in managing its affairs. He only advocated the broadest and vaguest of requirements 

for pastors; they should accept the fundamental principles of Protestantism as stated in the 

doctrine of justification by faith and the authority of Scripture, and oppose the abberations of the 

Roman Church. In the interests of liberty, he even would allow pastors to embrace naturalism 

and free thought. Schleiermacher and others who supported the union of the confessions did so 

because they were able to subordinate doctrinal differences. The old differences now disappeared 

in order to promote other interests: for the governments of the Restoration, it was to consolidate 

their power, suppress revolutionary tendencies in society, and to otherwise promote the welfare 

of society by solidarity with the support afforded by a common church body. For Schleiermacher 

and others of his convictions, it was in the interest of individual liberty. 111 

This link between doctrine, theology and the church became the focus of the debate and the 

grounds for the confessional opposition which began to gain momentum in this period. It 

displayed a widespread aversion to a confessionless religion and a distinct dislike for 

governments who displayed an increasing antagonism in enforcement of the church union. The 

question of church, doctrine, and the connections between the two became inextricably linked by 

the theology of Schleiermacher. By contrast, Enlightenment rationalism considered the past to be 

a time of superstition which had been alleviated only in the present time. It displayed disdain for 

111Lichtenberger, German Theology, 129. 
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things of the past and developed a rationalist theology which recognized human reason as the 

ultimate authority in matters of religion. Schleiermacher developed his theology during the early 

period of Romanticism which sought to establish a bridge to what had existed in the past. Out of 

this effort developed the positive religion or theology which was to influence the conception of 

the church so decisively. 112 

The meaning of "positive theology" is distinguished from English positivism by Paul 

Tillich. The English version of postivism by someone such as David Hume was based upon 

empirical considerations, from a critical epistemology based upon sense perceptions and other 

given data. But on the continent and especially in Germany it was a facet of Romanticism which 

valued the historically and traditionally given. 113 Thus systematic theology becomes the 

description of the faith as it is present and experienced in the Christian churches. In 

Schleiermacher' s famous ordering of theological disciplines into philosophical, historical, and 

practical theology, he includes dogmatics and ethics under historical theology. They are 

associated with a particular time, place, and denomination but there are no truth claims to be 

associated with them. Thus theology becomes the positive knowledge of historical phenomena. 114 

He identifies Christian theology as the total theoretical insights and practical rules without 

which no church government is possible. Here there is a specific link of theology to the church, 

and there is also something new: there are no claims to truth, indeed, the question is entirely 

absent. Theology becomes a matter of historical development but not the development of 

objective truth within the church or in theology. Schleiermacher posited a problem which Vilmar 

112Paul Tillich, Perspectives on Nineteenth Centwy and Twentieth Century Protestant Theology, ed. and with 
an Introduction by Carl Braaten (London: SCM Press, Ltd., 1967), 102-3. 

113Ibid., Schleiermacher's book, The Christian Faith, was entitled, Die Glaubenslehre or "the doctrine of 
faith." He could not give it the literal title of"theology" or "doctrine" of God because the faith is only what is 
positively given. 

114 Ibid., 103. 
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would address: how is doctrine developed and how can we describe or even know what is 

objectively true in theology? Christianity was conceived as a phenomenon of religion in general, 

religion as a universal human experience, though Christianity is the best example of it. His 

definition of religion was the absolute dependence upon God. This absolute dependence was a 

consciousness of God and rendered Christianity in its essence as neither thinking nor doing. 

Another type of church theory identifed by Vilmar was one whose roots were found in 

pietism where the means of grace were based within the congregation itself, that is with the royal 

priesthood of all believers. Such a concept considered the true church as invisible, but as Vilmar 

noted, they cannot administer the means of grace and remain invisible; this issue will be 

discussed below. This view of the invisible church coincided with a tendency to promote 

personal piety while diminishing the merit of doctrine. In this manner it agreed with 

Schleiermacher who essentially ended the era of doctrine. But elements of the Awakening 

Movement departed from Schleiermacher since these Christians actually believed in objective 

theological truth. Consequently, this pietism as it found expression in the Erweckungsbewegung 

fueled the Lutheran confessional revival as people rediscovered the sixteenth century 

confessions. 

Vilmar addressed along with others engaged in the fray, the immediate issues of church 

constitution (Kirchenverfassung), liturgy, and the nature of doctrine. He discerned more 

profound concerns in questions of the church in a public domain, binding doctrine, subsequent 

theology, its basis, locus, and task, and the nature and teaching authority of the church itself. 

These of course would shape the theology of ministry and lead to a social critique by the church 

and its ministers as one of its tasks. Another task of the state power would be the occasion of 

extensive thought by Vilmar: education of the clergy at state universities. With the church 
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considered an arm of the state, a church whose task was viewed largely as instructing the people 

to support the state and its laws a new definition emerged: "The church ... embraced the world 

of feeling and faith while the state manifested the absolute. " 115 

Lutheranism and the Renewal of Church Life 

These religious currents left hardly any of the German nations untouched. The trend to 

confessional union was not met with universal acclaim. While many were moved to external 

religious unity, others rejected this unity in the name of the same faith. These currents, complex 

in their appeal across class lines and confession, shared a general move to a renewed life of the 

church and the re-examination of the nature of the church. In particular the confessional 

renaissance known by Germans between 1830 and 1866 often bore a deliberate and often 

decidedly Lutheran character. 116 These years coincide almost exactly with the Vilmar's lifetime 

efforts to defend and sustain Lutheran belief, practice, and thought. 

Though it would be difficult to identify a specific date when the A wakening Movement in 

Germany shifted from a spiritual renewal reflecting Bible study and personal piety to one of 

concern for confession and the nature of the church, it seemed to coincide with reaction against 

the rationalism, resistance in some places such as Silesia to an enforced confessional union, and 

the celebration of the tercentennial of the Augsburg Confession in 1830. Lutheran professor at 

Erlangen, Gottfried Thomasius (1802-1875), related this shift among Bavarian Protestants as he 

described their Christian sensibilities and relation with the established church in the 1820s: 

The external form of church life did not matter; they let them [sic] be without worry; 
likewise the confessional statements had little meaning for them. What inspired them 
was the faith in the free mercy of God in Christ, what united them was the love of 
Christ. What stood before them as their most desirable goal was the free association 

115Seitz, Kirche in Hessen, 348. 
116Conser, Walter H., Jr.,_Church and Co,ifession: Conservative Theologians in German, England, and 

Amercica, l 8 J 5-1866_(Mercersberg: Mercer University Press, 1984 ), 3 8. 
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of all believers from all confessions, after the example of the community of the 
Brethren or the apostolic church in Jerusalem. 117 

By the 1830s there was a marked change in concern and practice among these same 

believers: 

We were Lutherans even before we knew it. Without reflecting very much on the 
confessional peculiarity of our church nor on the confessional differences that 
separate it from other churches, we were Lutherans. We did not even yet know what 
these differences were. We read the confessions of the church as testimonies of sound 
teaching for the clarification and support of our knowledge of salvation. Their 
symbolical meaning did not bother us. As soon as we began to investigate the road on 
which God had led us, about the testimonies out of which our faith had arisen, and 
about the historical roots of our church's past and present condition, we became 
aware of standing in the very middle of Lutheranism. Our Christian faith was the 
Lutheran faith, exactly as the Lutheran church is and aspires to be nothing other than 
an example of the one, Christian, saving truth, and as its confessional statements 
intend to be nothing other than the sound scriptural confession of the gospel, which 
has its center in the free grace of God in Christ. ... In this way we became Lutherans 
voluntarily, from the inside out. 118 

Whether against their will (Sasse) or from the inside out or before they knew it, it 

is clear that by the 1830s a distinctive confessional Lutheran faith was emerging 

throughout Germany. The rise of this movement is usually measured before this decade from the 

landmark "95 Theses" of Claus Harms in Kiel in 1817, the tercentennial of the beginning of the 

Reformation. This polemic was a call for a return to Lutheran confessional faithfulness 

coinciding with a reawakening of religious sentiment during the national wars for liberation from 

the French, opposition to rationalism in the church, and response to the union of confessions just 

beginning to gain momentum in the German lands. His timing echoed the sentiments of many as 

well as inciting a hostility that would characterize the confessional struggle for future decades. 

117Thomasius, Gottfried, Die Widerwachen des evangelischen Lebens in der lutherische Kirche Bayers. Ein 
suddeutscher Kirchengeschichte, 1800-1840 (Erlangen: Deichert, 1867), 143-144, in Conser, Church and 
Confession, 37. 

118Thomasius, Widerwachen, 244-245, quoted and translated in Conser, Church and Confession, 38. 
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Within a year over two hundred petitions both in support of and in opposition to Harms 

appeared. 119 

The rift in Germany over the nature of the church began to find expression in many 

Lutheran thinkers, not the least, Friedrich Julius Stahl (1802-1861), educated in Wtirzburg, 

Heidelberg and Erlangen. His opposition to the union of confessions theologically presented by 

Schleiermacher provided a succinct and clear view of the confessional parties, i.e. those who 

opposed union and Schleiermachers understanding of church and doctrine. In his books, Die 

Philosophie des Rechts (1831) and Die Kirchenverfassung nach Lehre und Recht der 

Protestanten (1840) he elucidated a view of the church which provided an alternative view to 

Schleiermacher' s teaching of the church. In this debate he identified two alternatives for the 

Christian church: it was either an organic institute (Anstalt) of Christ, uniting both visible and 

invisible facets of the church united in Christ, or it was an association of individuals who 

established requirements for membership. Thus Stahl laid out the primary contours of the church 

question among German Protestants. 120 

Accordingly church polity could best exist, in his view, in episcopal form, rightfully 

delineating the supportive responsibilities of civil and church authorities, or it could exist as 

individual association with either a territorial government or a collegial government of the 

masses with their authority resembling that of popular sovereignty. Both of these latter 

alternatives appealed to individuality and pietism, as he saw it, demonstrated in the union of 

confessions imposed by ruling princes and supported by Schleiermacher's theology. Nor did 

119Conser, Church and Co,ifession, 23. 
120Ibid., 46, 50. 
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Stahl desire an episcopate modeled after Rome. He believed that in Roman Catholicism, polity 

came before creed, but in Protestantism, understanding, creed came before polity. 121 

The nature of the office of the ministry has to be included in any consideration of this 

debate. Stahl denied that the ministry was in any way based upon the congregation nor did the 

office proceed from it. Rather it is part of the institution of grace, the "objective" nature of the 

church instituted by Christ and exists for the "subjective" part of the church, i.e. the 

congregations. The office exists according to Scripture and church history and is not a jure 

homano. The issue stated within the framework of the office of the ministry is either prius to the 

congregation or posterus. Since the human association of church congregations comes from the 

means of grace administered by the office, then the office cannot possibly emerge from the 

congregation. Stahl opposed lay participation in the governing of the church, a position which 

Vilmar found condescending and looked at Cyprian for an example of how to govern the church, 

governing with the advice of clergy and the agreement of the laity. Stahl rejects to Vilmar's 

satisfaction the understanding of the office of the minstry as only a leader of an individual 

congregation, a manifestation of human freedom in governing, and that it exists apart from the 

means of grace. 122 

Stahl influenced another Lutheran leader, Theodor F. D. Kliefoth (1810-1895), a native of 

Mecklenburg. He was educated at the University of Berlin for a year and and felt an early 

influence of his professors, Schleiermacher and August Neander. In 1830 he returned home and 

completed his theological education at the University of Rostock, and an entirely different 

theological view would emerge. An early friendship with the ruler of Mecklenburg, Grand Duke 

Friedrich Francis, led to his appointment as Superintendent of the Lutheran Church in 

121Ibid., 48-50. 
122A.F.C. Vilmar, Kirche und Welt, oder die Aufgaben des geistlichen Amtes in unserer Zeit: Gesammelte 
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Mecklenburg in 1844 after serving as parish pastor from 1840 to 1844. He was already known 

for Einleitung in die Dogmengeschichte (Introduction to the History of Dogma) (1839). There he 

rejected positivism in the study of church history. He dismissed the contemporary study of 

dogma as crude empiricism and advocated study of church history identifying the unity 

underlying it. This method of fragmented empiricism he rejected as.atheistic, "objectivity" 

focused only on singualities and individual incidents and not the unifying objective, spiritual 

nature of what lay behind historical phenomena. The historian of dogma should investigate the 

history of salvation with this in mind as it was attested both in Scripture and in human history: 

... to grasp history, to recognize its unity in the many facets of its form, the order in 
its varied multiplicity, the abiding law in the succession of its changes. And if this 
proves difficult it is also the task of our time. In all historical science it is now 
essential to recognize the the law of historical development; and it is just this spiritual 
consideration of history that historical research in our day recognizes about earlier 
ages .... 123 

He saw this unity or "law" in history as spiritual, both objective and subjective. The objective 

was the Holy Spirit and the subjective were the spheres where the Holy Spirit worked. 

The first element of dogma is the spiritual. The Christian spirit is the living source out 
of which emerges all things Christian including dogma. Nothing can really be a 
dogmatic product which does not proceed from this Christian spirit as a manifestation 
of it. Thoughts and teachings which have another source, e.g. philosophical teaching, 
theories of natural science, etc. can never be dogma. . . . The Christian spirit has its 
objective and its subjective side. The objective side is the Holy Spirit, the substance 
of the Christian life and its own development, historically given in the appearance of 
Christ. From the subjective it is the Christian spirit of the subject, whose life is 
permeated and disposed by the Holy Spirit; in so far as it can only take shape this 
way, it becomes the principle oflife of the individual. [There is] on the one side of 
dogma its Christian character, and on the other side its connection to the particularism 
in which it takes place, and thereby again in connection to the time in which it 

pastoral-theologische Aufsatze; 2 vol., (Gtitersloh: Druck und Verlag von C. Bertelsmann, 1872-1873), 200-9. 
123Theodor Kliefoth, Einleitung in der Dogmengeschichte (Parchim and Ludwigslust, Verlage der D. C. 

Hinstorffschen Hofbuchhandlung, 1839), v." ... die Geschichte zu begreifen, in der Mannigfaltigkeit ihrer 
Gestalten die Einheit, in ihrer bunten Vielheit die Ordnung, in der Riehe ihrer Veranderungen das bleibende Gesetz 
zu erkennen. Aber wenn dies auch schwierig sein mag, so ist es doch einmanl die Aufgabe unserer Zeit. In alien 
historischen Wissenschaften gilt es j etzt die Gesetze der geschichtlichen Entwickelung [sic] zu erkennen; und eben 
diese geistige Behandlung der Geschichte ist es, was die Geschichtsforschung unserer Tage auszeichnet vor der 
friiher Zeiten .... " 
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emerges, to the people's spirit (Volksgeschichte) and the historical connections out of 
the midst of which it grew .... 124 

The second impulse behind dogma are the words of the Bible and the preceeding 

development of Christian dogma. 125 This undertanding suggests idealism. The Greek church was 

succeeded by the Roman church and then the Protestant Church appeared in succession. But 

unlike the idealism of Hegel who saw an unfolding of reason in history, Kliefoth saw the 

unfolding of the promise of salvation in Jesus Christ. Unlike Hegel, he did not see a synthetic 

development (aufheben) but an additive view of development (annehmen). Each era brings 

unique, essential Christian elements into appearance and consciousness, adding the results which 

have developed up to that point. Here he developed many of the themes which would become 

prominent in his reflections of the 1850s: the Christian expreience as both subjective and 

objective and the concept of unity understood within a developmental framework. 126 

The period of 1848-1858 was especially meaningful for him as he articulated his doctrine 

of the church in light of revolution and condemned what he termed radical attempts to seize the 

state and either gain control of the church or dismiss it from public life altogether. He directed a 

124Ibid., 43-44. "Das die erste Moment des Dogma is <las geistige. Der christliche Geist is der Lebensquelle aus 
dem Alles Chrsitliche mithin auch das Dogma, entspringt. Nichts kann wirklich dogmatisches Erzeugniss sein, was 
nicht aus diesem Geiste als <lessen Erscheinung hervorgeht. Gedanken und Lehren, die einen andem als diesen 
Ursprung haben z.b. B. philosophische Lehren, naturwisenschaftliche Theorien, u.s.w. konnen nie Dogma sein .... 
Der christliche Geist aber hat seine objective und seine subjective Seite. Die objective Seite ist der heilige Geist, die 
Substanz des christlichen Lebens und seiner Entwickelung [sic] selbst, geschichtliche gegeben in der Erscheinung 
Christi. Von der subjectiven Seite is er der christiliche Geist des Subjects, <las vom heilige Geiste durchdrungene 
und bestimmte Leben des Individuums. In so fem <las Dogma aus jenem hervorgeht, ist es die Darstellung der 
christilichen Wahrheit selbst. ... [Es gibt] in dem geistigen Momente des Dogma einer Seits sein christlicher 
Chraracter, andereer Seits aber auch sein Verhalniss zu der Eignethuumlichkeit <lessen, der es geshaffen hat, und 
damit Wieder ein Verhaltniss zu der Zeit, in der es entstanden, zu dem Volksgeist udn den geschlichen Verhaltnissen 
, aus deren Mitte es hervorgewachsen/ ... " 

125Ibid., 44. 
126Conser, Church and Cor,fession, 84-5. 
126Theodor Kliefoth, "An die hochwurdige theologische Fakultat der Georg Augustus Universitat zu Gottingen, 

"Kirchliche Zeitschrifi (1854), 44, quoted in Conser, Church and Cor,fession, 90. 
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series of pamphlets (1854-1855) at the Gottingen faculty who favored church confessional union. 

He stated: 

We came from a subjective feeling about Christianity to a new sense of the church, 
and indeed to a new conscious understanding of the Lutheran church. Clearly we 
stand here now quite different from when we left school: we did not have to dream 
about the church of the future, but rather to worry about the future of the church. 127 

He published a second influential book, Acht Bucher von der Kirche (Eight Books on the 

Church) ( 1854 ). He saw the danger to the church of congregations becoming nothing more than 

free societies without faith or creed and where then atheism and irreligiosity, indifference, and 

immorality would be legalized. This view fit very well with Stahl's understanding of the church 

as the organic institution of Christ. The word of God was the essential element to join the people 

together, bonded by the means of grace administered by the clergy. For the congregation was 

brought into existence by God's action through these means. Grace was transmitted by the 

church. As a servant of the state or as simply an association of individuals who came together 

based upon mutual agreement, this sense of the church was lost, and as Vilmar would recognize, 

Christ was lost to the church. 

Summary 

It is a modem phenomenon that the church became an issue- as the revolutionary passions 

of Europe spread over the continent following the French Revolution. The origins of this concern 

had a basis deep within the period of the Enlightenment which distrusted the authority of the 

church as opposed to reason. And since all men possessed reason, it was thought a liberating idea 

that men could base their beliefs on reason. As the church was weakened by over a century of 

such thought, a growing awareness by 1800 seemed to recognize that the Christian faith could 

only be found within the institution of the church although the form and origin of this institution 
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led to public disagreeement. A broad spectrum of paths led to locating this "lost" church either as 

an instituion of the state as Hegel did on the one hand, or it could be based simply on human 

choice with a government reflecting the democratic nature of human choice by individual 

consciousness as did Schleiermacher. This latter solution Schleirmacher sought in the interest of 

human freedom but ironically his solution reinforced the domination of the spiritual affairs of the 

church by the government as its doctrinal structure was dismissed as "positive" historical 

phenomea with no truth claims on contemporary believers. Such a position allowed the 

government of Brandenburg-Prussia to dictate the belief and cultus of the churches resulting in 

an alliance between the political reactionaries and the political reformers. 

Many people of the time, especially those who were caught up in the A wakening 

Movement found this solution inadequate and even hostile since Christ seemed lost to a church 

which became a human institution of either voluntary association or an extension of the 

government. It became necessary to find the church. This the Lutherans attempted to do. They 

followed several paths in this quest. 

They addressed issues of polity finding episcopal government by clergy most beneficial for 

the spiritual interests of the church (Stahl) or a security of the church and its teaching authority in 

a newly stated understanding of the clergy as the objective administrators of grace and thus the 

means by which Christians and Christian congregations find birth as the people of God. This 

view of the ministers of the church was not conceived in a vacuum; the state responsibility of 

training of pastors was met with the model of Schleiermacher where pastors were taught doctrine 

as an historical discipline only and found a diminished or even non-existent confessional basis 

for their beliefs or duties. Kliefoth probed further for a confessional basis and found it in the 

68 



unity of the church, inspired by the Holy Spirit, who gave it objective certainty throughout its 

history. Thus doctrine again assumed its traditional role as a basis for belief and practice. 

Vilmar took the argument further to demonstrate how the Reformation was initially a 

refomation by the clergy, for the Reformation without Luther and his ecclesial allies was 

unthinkable. He saw the Reformation as a hermeneutical reformation and saw this task of 

interpretation with the authority of the Christ ever-present with his church as the only possible 

basis for authority and the only acceptable basis for the task of theology. The task of theology 

was essentially descriptive and Vilmar realized that the clergy had to be trained in this 

understanding before the church of his day could again understand itself as the true church of 

Christ, that is, where Christ was present with it. 

Accordingly much ofVilmar's efforts and writings adddress educational issues, 

condemning the education of pastors characterized by Schleiermacher' s postivism or an idealism 

which made the church an arm of the state. His writings also emphasized the unity of the church 

and its doctrine because Christ had always been present with his church and would continue to 

be present, with the means of grace administered with his authority. His presence through the 

Holy Spirit also led to an understanding of how personal and institutional understanding of 

Scripture came about. This led to a discussion of hermeneutics, how the church understands the 

Scriptures and how they teach these Scriptures with authority. 

These discussions about the church, its authority, ministry, and doctrine and these struggles 

for the church were not an effort to repristinate or return to a sixteenth century church. The 

questions raised by nineteenth century issues had to be answered in the nineteenth century. 

Vilmar, while treasuring the Lutheran Confessions and their understanding of the Christian 

church, nevertheless maintained that they did not sufficiently address the most pressing issue of 
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his day, the nature of the church. He believed this pressing issue made additional confessional 

statements necessary to clarify issues and lend a basis of authority to Christ's institution of the 

church. 

Consequently, the metacritique, the term used to describe Vilmar's work in the preceeding 

chapter, was part of a movement which brought something distinctively new. It sought not 

simply to return to an old set of presuppositions but introduced a critique of modem secularizing 

thought and was itself a modem phenomenon. It might be argued that certain other Lutheran 

theologians did indeed seek repristination with a return to the scholastic method of the 

seventeenth century. We can justifiably maintain that Vilmar promoted the traditional Lutheran 

arrangement between church and state since the time of Luther, maintaining the distinction 

between tasks of iura in sacra and iura circa sacra. 

The developing views of the relations between church and state during the period, 183 0-

1866, formed two competing positions of the church and state: either the ruler who would 

exercise sovereignty in all affairs of the church ( circa in sacra) or a complete separation of 

church and state as sought by the Frankfurt Parliament (Vormarz) in 1848 in the wake of the 

Revolution of that year. A consistent theme of these Lutherans discusssed here was the rejection 

of both of these positions. Vilmar was not insisting on a return to a spiritually mandated form of 

government but was rather finding the best solution to the question of church polity and authority 

when confronted with secularizing tendencies. Following the Elector of Hesse's concessions to 

revolutionaries after 1848, Vilmar and his colleagues advocated a synodical form of government 

themselves. The irony of this position dismisses all suggestions of a church;..state repristination as 

well. 
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So Vilmar employs his own understanding and that of others like him to interpret and 

create the understanding of Christology, ecclesiology, hermeneutics, history, and other areas of 

concern as needed in his own day. Though coinciding with modernism, we might describe their 

thinking as antimodem, leading them to a polemic against modem secularizing tendencies as 

they faithfully sought the Christian Church. Vilmar' s interpretation of the Scriptures and of the 

Lutheran Confessions were a primary focus of his effort in this undertaking. 
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CHAPTER3 

INTERPRETATION AND THE CHURCH 

A Search for Reality 

One of the most unusual features of Vilmar in comparison to those other Lutheran leaders 

who sought a renewed confessional Lutheranism in the 19th century, was his vocation. He was 

trained as a theologian and ordained in 1821. Yet his formative professional years, as well as his 

final years, were spent largely as an educator. As we have seen in Chapter 2 he served variously 

as private tutor, teacher and rector in Rotenburg (on the Fulda), professor at the gymnasium in 

Hersfeld, and from 1833 to 1849, Director of the Marburg Electoral Gymnasium (Marburger 

kufrurstlichen Gymnasium). YOU REALLY SHOULD CHECK YOUR GERMAN SPELLING 

THROUGHOUT, I'M SURE I'M NOT CATCHING ALL THE TYPOS. Beginning in 1855, he 

taught future pastors while serving as a professor of theology at the University of Marburg. It is 

worth noting that his famous programmatic writing, The Theology of Reality versus the 

Theology of Rhetoric (Die Theologie der Tatsachen wider der Theologie der Rhetorik) published 

in 1856, appeared as a critique and proposal to reform theological education of future pastors. 

One cannot grasp Vilmar' s contributions to Lutheranism without examining his career as a 

teacher. 

His years as an educator comprise only one of four pursuits in a life know for its 

theological dedication. Accordingly we will also examine here his passion for German literary 

studies as a new and controversial discipline in the academic community, his well-known 

dedication to the renewal of confessional Lutheranism in his land of Lower or Electoral Hesse, 
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and his political undertakings as legislative representative and church official in the civil 

administrative structure. It should here be noted that these pursuits were not discrete areas of life 

but complemented one another. These endeavors provided the scene from his transformation 

from religious doubt to a champion of Lutheran doctrine, from a revolutionary inclination as a 

leader in the student Burchsenschaft of his university days to a conservative church politician 

with friends in the highest offices in the land, and from a disciple of abstract rationalism to a 

student of German history and literature. As one biographer noted, he did not so much move with 

the currents of his times as find fulfillment in them. 

As we shall see he often either added something new to discussion or took what was not 

original to him and gave it fresh exposition in the struggles of his Hessian homeland. Indeed all 

his undertakings reveal key presuppositions, complementing and illuminating each other as the 

Theologian of Reality constructed a legacy tangible to this day in congregational life and 

doctrinal discernment. As we examine Vilmar' s understanding of these various endeavors, we 

will discover a hermeneutical approach in his discernment of church, Scripture, the pastoral 

ministry, the nature of confessions and other doctrinal statements of the church, and a legitimate 

critique of government and the culture by the church. Traditionally this term, hermeneutics, was 

reserved for interpretation of sacred texts, but in the nineteenth century, its scope was increased 

to include humanistic and historical inquiry. In assessing these transformations in his life, Vilmar 

observed late in life that by 1840 he stood fast in all that he was to maintain and defend, God 

willing, to the end. 128 

During these early formative years, Vilmar participated in a new academic movement 

promoting the study of the history of German language, literature identified simply as 

Germanistik, and establishing such studies alongside traditional classical studies as a legitimate 
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part of the curriculum of university and gymnasium alike. As a philologist he participated in 

research for the Brothers Grimm's monumental German Dictionary (Deutsches Woerterbuch) 

beginning in early 183 9, an early product of the new regard and assessment of the value of 

German national language and literature. 129 He is listed as one of 83 researchers in the first 

volume of the project. This focus led to his presenting a series of lectures in Marburg to 

interested members of the public as a forerunner to his History of German National Literature 

(Geschichte der deutschen National-Literature) published in 1844. This work became the 

standard textbook for the topic throughout the nineteenth century and well into the twentieth 

century as well. It appeared in numerous editions and sold a then enormous number of 131,000 

copies. 130 He published numerous articles on philology and German literature. In 1856 he 

received an offer to serve as Professor for Modem Language (Ordinarius filr neuere Sprachen) at 

the University ofRostock. When appointed to the faculty ofMarburg in 1855, another professor 

at Marburg, Wilhelm Julius Mangold, a critic of Vilmar's theological views, nevertheless, 

proposed that he serve as Professor for German Philology. For Vilmar it was a tum from the 

Kant of his earlier years to the Brothers Grimm in his mature years. 

Vilmar considered German literature to be the way of making the inheritance of the past 

concretely present for the benefit of a world that had long ignored the past while enamored with 

the abstraction associated with reason and the Enlightenment. In his lectures on German 

literature, leading to publication, he wanted not only readers, but hearers-hearers to be 

persuaded that reality lay in the experiences of the German people, not in abstract constructions 

128 Wilhelm Hopf, August Vilmar: Ein Lebensbild, vol. 1 (Erlangen: Martin Luther Verlag, 1912), 371. 
129 lbid., 334-335. 
13° Klaus-Gunther W esseling, "Literaturgeschichtsschreibung als V or-Schein einer besseren Wirklichkeit," 

Literature Theologie und Kirche 27, 1 / 2 (Februar 2003): 32, 44. When first published this popular work on German 
literary history appeared as Vorlesungen uber die Geschichte der deutschen National-Literature and was issued with 
its later title in the third edition appearing in 1848. 
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of rationalism and "scientifically" contrived theological systems, and that this experience was 

profoundly Christian. The German people had had an identity as such only since the time they 

had embraced the faith and were identified as a Christian people, he maintained. 131 So Vilmar 

introduced into his educational program the then innovative study of German literature in the 

gymnasium curriculum. The study of German literature as a receiving of the inheritance of the 

past, offered an alternative understanding of reality to the rationalism which had dominated his 

own theological education and was reflected in Schleiermacher' s view of theology as a positive 

science. The true reality was found in the real events and experiences that had taken place in the 

history of the German people and were accessible in the present by the study of literature. It was 

a rejection of the abstract and an embracing of "reality." On such an inheritance, the German 

people could reclaim their heritage as a foundation for a renewed civilization. This conviction 

did not find its only expression in secular literature but revealed the value of certain "critical 

retrievals"132 from the past, for example, the Lutheran Confessions. 

Accordingly we must identify a third stream of interest, activity and thought not only in a 

general interest in the faith but in his belief that a renewal of Germany, and especially of Lower 

Hesse following foreign rule by France, and further withered by rationalism, would be found in a 

rediscovery and renewal of the Lutheran faith. In his speech on the occasion of the 

terrecentennial of the presentation of the Augsburg Confession held at the Hersfeld gymnasium, 

Vilmar celebrated retrievals from the past, retrievals that would serve as treasure for people of 

his day and succeeding generations. He not only participated in a widespread, renewed interest in 

131 A.F.C. Vilmar, Geschichte der deutschen National Literature, 4th ed/ (Marburg und Leipzig: N. G. 
Elwert'sche, 1871), 39. This theme is a common one in Vilmar's work as he wrote about the German people and 
their inheritance of faith. 

132 William C. Placher, The Domestication of Transcendence: How Modern Thinking about God Went Wrong 
(Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1996), xii, 2. I have borrowed this term as a way of expressing the 
rediscovery and use of pre-modem Christian insights which are not to indicate a return to a pre-modem world but to 
be used critically in our own time. 
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Lutheranism (Neuluthertum), but by 1830, it had become his passion. His speech in October 

1830 turned out to be a landmark in his development as we find a statement matching this 

dramatic moment in German and Church history. He said on that occasion: 

Presently interest in the Church is one of the most pressing of our time, and it has 
progressed already so far, that the greatest and the least participation which one 
shows for the Church, provides the measure of the genuine growth of progress shared 
with the age. . . . So then, one has also in our time again viewed with the right 
viewpoint the Lutheran Symbols, these basic pillars of the Church, long forgotten and 
hardly known historically and often absurdly judged. . . . What is said in the 
Augsburg Confession about works and about faith, about confession and mass, about 
forgiveness of sins and redemption, about celibacy and the power of bishops, all that 
is in every connection so entirely for our times-spoken for the following 
[generations]. If we want to be evangelical Christians, we have to make this 
confession ours almost from article to article. 133 

Here we see features of Vilmar' s concern for the church, features that would loom large in 

his activities in these formative years and later as he served as church official, professor of 

theology, and widely read author. The retrieval of writings from church history enriched the 

practice of the faith as it addressed issues of its own day. The church and theology could not be 

legitimately separated from the events and experiences of the past expressed in doctrinal 

formulations. For Lutheran Christianity (and for other confessions with similar documents as 

well) these documents were reality. These retrievals were not a simple repristinating return to the 

past but as the reality of the church continued to bear special significance in relation to the issues 

facing his generation and its continuing relationship to the Lord of the Church. They would serve 

as well for succeeding generations. The reality of doctrine and of the Church should be 

133 Walter Schwarz, August Friedrich Christian Vilmar: Ein Lebenfiir Volkstum, Schule und Kirche (Berlin: 
Im Furchep-Verlag, 1938), 29. "Gerade das kirchliche Interesse ist eins der wichtigsten unsere Ziet, und es ist schon 
so weit gekommen, <lass die grosere und geringere Teilnahme, welche man fur die Kirche zeigt, den Massstab der 
eigenen Bildung des Forschreitens mit der Zeit abgibt ... So hat man denn auch in unserer Zeit die lange 
vergessenen und kaum noch historishc gekannten, oft aber verkehrt beurteilten Symbole, dies Grundpfeiler der 
Kirche, wieder aus dem rechten Gesichtspunkte betrachten gelertn. . . . Was in der Augsburgischen Confession von 
den Werken und von den Glauben, von der Vergebung der Stinden und der Erlosung, von Beichte und Messe, von 
Zolibat und Bischofsgewalt gesagt ist, alles <las ist injeder Beziehung so ganz fur unsere Zeiten, fur die 
nachstfolgende gesagt, dass wir, wollen wir rechte evangelishe Christen sein, dieses Bekenntnis fast von Artikel zu 
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existentially known by the people. In his curriculum for religious instruction written in 1833 for 

the Marburg Gymnasium he recognized that he did not want to spread a purely subjective faith, 

nor to plant a faith of the Church in his students as a merely academic exercise, but would 

communicate the Holy Spirit and must himself have the Holy Spirit of Christ to perform this 

task. Only by growth in the faith would his students avoid the abyss of rationalism and learn to 

see from a different viewpoint, to know different words, and to speak with a different voice. 

According to his biographer, Walter Schwarz, "The reality of the Church rose from him."134 The 

objective reality (Tatsache) and the subjective reality of experience (Erfahrung) stood in 

conceptual tension and present us with the framework of revelation to the Church. 

A fourth charge he undertook in these formative years in the early 1830s was service in 

political office under a new constitution following the Revolution of 1830. This activity led to an 

interest in education reform at the state level. His thought expressed in education, literature and 

theology, found a definite expression in his later activity and writings as he considered the 

church and its relationship to the government and culture. In 1831 he was elected to the 

legislature (Landtag) in the wake of the Revolution of 1830 as a liberal representative from the 

Lower Hessian district (W ahlkreis) Hersfeld/Melsungen. In December of that year he was called 

to a position in the government High Church Commission (Oberkirchenkommission). He soon 

became disenchanted with liberalism, and we date his change to a political conservative during 

this period. His term in the legislature allowed him to engage in the reform of secondary and 

theological education. His interests in both would find further engagement in his journalistic 

writings and in his later appointment into the conservative government in the consistory 

managing church affairs at the diocesan level. He served as Advisor for Spiritual and School 

Artikel zu dem unsrigen mach mlissen ... " 
134 Ibid. 

77 



Affairs in May 1851. In May he was also appointed as Assistant (Suppleant) to the 

Superintendent and influenced parish life as he promoted a renewed understanding of the value 

of worship, catechesis, confession, and church discipline. He proved to be very popular with the 

pastors in the Diocese of Kassel; in 1855 the pastors by an overwhelming majority of votes chose 

him as their candidate to be the new superintendent. 135 

Like pastors holding a preaching office, Vilmar held the office of educator to preach the 

gospel. His study of literature, and specifically religious instruction in the gymnasium, served as 

his pulpit. 136 Here we note that his presuppositions concerning faith, revelation, and the Christian 

Church produced a new and noteworthy hermeneutic of reality versus what he called a 

destruction of the Church and Christianity through a new paganism. He pointed to the 

Enlightenment and rationalism as the culprit whose inheritance still corrupted Germany and its 

educational institutions. Vilmar did not propose a new model or paradigm to teach or to justify 

the Christian faith, but he recognized that Christian faith was a presupposition to education in a 

Christian nation, and culture and should proceed from that basis to teach the students what they 

otherwise could not know by themselves. Indeed human beings were incapable of knowing the 

revelation of God through rationalist inquiry. 

We shall examine the ideas which he identified as opposed to his program of instruction 

with its Christian responsibilities and content. We will see his thoughts expressed at first in 

essays written in the conflict over his new educational undertaking as gymnasium director in 

Marburg. From these writings we can understand his regard for the Church and its faith which he 

embraced and later in life taught at the university in his mature years. 

135 Ibid., 13-14. 
136 Wolfgang Pfaffenberger, "Bllitezeiten und nationale Lieraturgeschichtsschreibung: Eine 

wissenschaftsgeschichtliche Betrachtung," Dissertation Frankfurt a. M./Bern/Cirencester 1981, 353, quoted in 
Wesseling, "Literaturgeschichtsschreibung," 51. "Flir Vilmar ist Literaturgeschichte eine andere Kanzel. ... " 
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Education vs. Development 

In his essay, "Concerning Education Which is the Task of the Gymnasium" (Uber die 

Erziehung, welche die Augabe der Gymnasium ist) published in 1841, Vilmar contrasts his belief 

concerning education with what had been established by the Enlightenment. He specifically cites 

Gotthold Ephraim Lessing (1729-1781) and his book, The Education of the Human Race, and his 

convictions concerning education: 

'The education of the individual is the revelation to the entire human race'. With 
these words begin one of the smallest but one of the most noteworthy and influential 
books written in the preceding century that served human knowledge against 
Christian truth. If somehow a book has been a fact, as we like to say today, then this 
book was a fact of the decisive separation of human consciousness from the 
fundamental basis of Christianity. Now was a penetrating, striking, and fruitful 
expression found for the long present but unclear attempt to clothe divine thoughts in 
a human [thought], (though his aim was not a conscious one) to equate the divine 
office to a human office, to explain with human works the eternal power of the 
Creator of heaven and earth. Lessing's thought was the battle flag of rational writing 
around which a great number have rallied for fifty years. 137 

Lessing possessed an optimism concerning human ability that Vilmar believed had little 

warrant. Rationalism asserted that revelation from God the student learned by human reason. Not 

only were these truths attainable, but all had access to the same truths, and since reason led to 

revelation, all could be brought to agreement in grasping truth. Idealism was not new to the 

Enlightenment. Such convictions were not new to the era; as stated earlier, Descartes had 

attempted to lay to rest epistemological anxiety with just such an assertion that the truth was 

137 A.F.C. Vilmar, "Uber die Erziehung, welche die Aufgabe der Gymnasium ist," Schulreden uber fragen der 
Zeit, 3d ed. (Gtitersloh: Durck und Verlag von C. Bertelsmann, 1886), 94. '"Was die Erziehung dem einzelnen 
Menschen ist, das ist die Offenbarung dem ganzen Menschengeschlechte '-mit diesen W orten beginnt eins der 
kleinsten, aber der merkwtirdigsten und folgenreichsten Bucher, welche wahrend des vergangen Jahrhunderts im 
Dienste der weltlichen Weisheit wider die christliche W ahrheit sind geschrieben worden. W enn irgend ein Buch 
eine That gewesen ist, wie man heute zu sagen pflegt, so war dieses Buch eine That: eine That der entschiedenen 
Ablosung des menschlichen Bewusstseins von der Fundmenten des Christentums. Jezt war ein durchgriefender, 
schlagender und freuchtbarer Ausdruck gefunden fiir das langst vorhandene, aber unklare und seines Zieles sich 
nicht bewusste Streben, den gottliche Gedanken in einen menschlichen umzulkleiden, das gottliche Gedanken in 
einen menschlichen umzukleiden, das gottlichen Amt einem menschlichen Amte gleichzustellen, aus menschlichem 
Wirken die ewige Kraft of allmachtigen Schopfers Himmels und der Erden zu erklaren; Lessings Gedanke wurde 
das Feldzeichen der Vemunftschriften, um welches sie fiinfzig Jahre lang in dicten Massen geschart blieben." 
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available to all. Lessing further asserted that such knowledge was indeed revelation from God, 

for God was known neither from history nor from the doctrines of the Church of the past, but 

could be known only from reason immediately available to everyone. Hence, what one 

individual learned by reason, all could likewise learn. It was not long before the writings of Kant 

left religion bereft of much certainty about anything, so others attempted to enrich the content of 

religion with a different system. Though Vilmar does not mention Hegel in this passage, he 

mentions those who took Hegel's idealism in new directions, and indicts them, along with 

Lessing ( who he claims did not grasp the full import of his assertions) for replacing God and his 

revelation by the human and his ability to reason. Many were willing to take such idealism in 

new directions and to further dissolution of the Christian faith. 

Nowadays clearly Lessing himself, who still assumed an objective, 
reigning and educating God, must be numbered among disciples 
and the idiots of the latest and most extraordinary wisdom. Overall 
there is no longer anyone called a God by [David Friedrich] 
Strauss [1808-1874], [Georg Freidrich Daumer] Feuerbach [1804-
1872], [Arnold] Ruge [1802-1880], or [Bruno] Bauer [1809-1882]. 
Also for them there is no longer an education, only a development. 
But Lessing, the idiot, still saw the deep, inner connection between 
education and revelation; he knew yet of an 'education of the 
human race,' and if he erred in the concept of this connection, then 
he erred not in the smallest and least noteworthy fashion. If he was 
an opponent and destroyer of the Christian Church, a judgment he 
clearly cannot escape, so was he at least a strong and open and 
truly an enemy, without malice, without a pent-up poison and 
without fanatical will to destruction in his strength. 138 

138 Ibid., 94-5. "Heut zu Tage freilich muss sich Lessing, welcher noch einen gestandigen, einen regierenden 
und erziehenden Gott annahm, von den Jtingem der allemeusten und ungemeinsten Weisheit selbst unter die Idioten 
rechnen lassen: ihnen gibt es uberall keinen Gott mehr, der nicht Strauss, Feurback, Ruge oder Baur heisse, fur sie 
gibt es also auch weiter keine Erziehung, nur eine Entwickelung. Lessing aber, der Idiot, sah noch den tiefen inneren 
Zusammenhang zwischen Erziehung und Offenbarung, er wisste noch von einer 'Erziehung des 
Menschengeschlechts', so irrte er wenigstens nicht auf eine kleinliche und nichtswurdige Weise; wenn er ein Gegner 
und Zerstorer der christlichen Kirche war, als welcher er allerdings dem gerechten Urteils nicht entgehen kann, so 
war er wenigstens ein starker und in siener Starke offener und ehrlicher Feind, ohne Heimtilke, ohne verhaltenes 
Gift und ohne fanatische Zerstorungsmut." 
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Vilmar's criticism is instructive of the kind of contemporary obstacles he addressed; these 

obstacles were not confined to educational theory specifically but dealt with systematic treatment 

of the world, knowledge, and the Christian faith. An examination reveals the examples Vilmar 

cites are extreme, and if Lessing did not deliberately undermine the Christian Church and its 

faith, the men he mentions in the same sentence knew no such inhibitions. Lessing did not find 

historical events, even those long considered divine revelation, to be convincing. "Accidental 

truths of history can never become the proof of necessary truths of reason," Lessing wrote in 

1777 On the Proof of the Spirit and of the Power (Uber den Beweis des Geistes und der Krafl). 139 

Lessing did not look to the past for reality but looked instead to the rational ability of the human 

mind for "revelation" immediately available to the mind. What took place in history was not 

"necessary," i.e. reasonable, so one had to discard the inheritance of the past if it were not 

reasonable. For someone like the Theologian of Reality, this was a false step at the very 

beginning. It led to attributing what can only be divine, revelation, according to the Church, to 

crediting the human with this unique feature. Vilmar then attributes contemporary atheism to this 

step of Lessing who became a standard bearer for rationalist thought. The others named by 

Vilmar were "radical" or "left-wing" Hegelians, e.g. David Friedrich Strauss (1808-1874), 

Ludwig Feurerbach (1804-1872), Bruno Bauer (1809-1882), who decided that what had been 

considered divine was in fact only human, and God became either unknown from Scripture, or 

he did not exist at all. Vilmar clearly could distinguish the difference between the idealist 

rationalism of the Enlightenment-Lessing-and the metaphysical idealism of Hegel. Yet he 

attributed this step embraced by so many as leading to the attack on the Church and its faith. It is 

significant that such theologians as Bauer and Arnold Ruge (1802-1880) were outspoken 

139 Gotthold Lessing, "On the Proof of Spirit and of Power" in Lessing 's Theological Writings, ed Henry 
Chadwick (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1956), 53. 
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supporters of the German Empire and Bismark's policies to unite Germany under an emperor by 

force because they found it consistent with their understanding of inevitable human progress. As 

we shall see in Chapter 6, Vilmar considered Bismark's model of government demonic and saw 

Germany advancing into an abyss of destruction by embracing Prussian ideas and hegemony. 

A New Pantheism 

Metacriticism in the tradition of Hamann, Jacobi, and others takes shape in the assertion 

that Lessing and the theorists of the German Enlightenment advocated a new pantheism. This 

charge grew out of the recognition that Benedictus de Spinoza (1632-1677), the influential 

philosopher of early modem philosophy, had infected and inspired rationalist thought of the era 

with his pantheistic system of epistemology. Before Spinoza, Descartes considered mind and 

body to be substances in only a secondary sense, depending upon God and upon God alone for 

existence. Spinoza considered them primary substances, existing from necessity. Further, 

Spinoza demonstrated that the only relation in reality is that of logical necessity; consequently 

there can be only one substance since all exists by necessity. Since God exits by necessity as all 

things do, he is also part of this same, solitary substance, of which all exist. By logic then, he 

considered the universe to be deity, ascribing to nature many of the attributes which the 

scholastics had ascribed to God alone. "By denial of all accidents, possibilities, and freedom, he 

can argue for a monistic pantheism. "140 

As Lessing's health declined, it was clear to most that he was not long for this life; he was 

to die on February 15, 1781. On July 5, 1780, Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi visited Lessing at 

W olfenblittel and there spent some time with Lessing in conversation. He told Lessing that he 

hoped to obtain help from him in opposing the philosophy of Spinoza. Lessing said to him, 

140 Diogenes Allen, Philosophy for Understanding Theology (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1985), 178-79. 
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"There is no other philosophy but the philosophy of Spinoza." Jacobi was surprised by this 

revelation, and even though there has been much subsequent discussion over just how much of 

Lessing' s opinions conformed to those of Spinoza, Jacobi thought it worthwhile to state publicly 

that the influential Lessing had admitted to him, nearly on his death bed, that he was a Spinozist. 

There was a general consensus that Spinoza was either a pantheist or atheist, and the 

Enlightenment philosopher, Moses Mendelsohn felt it necessary to come to defense of the late 

Lessing's reputation. 141 

In 1785, Mendelsohn published Morgenstunden oder Vorlesungen uber das Daseyn Gottes 

defending Lessing against Jacobi's charge. It was followed in 1786 by An die Freunde Lessings: 

Ein Anhang zu Herrn Jacobis Briefwechsel uber die Lehre des Spinoza in a public and 

acrimonious exchange with Jacobi. Jacobi responded to Mendelsohn with Ober die Lehre des 

Spinoza in Brie/en an den Herrn Moses Mendolssohn (1785) and Wider Mendelssohns 

Beschuldigungen in dessen Schreiben an die Freunde Lessings (1786). 

For Jacobi, and later for Vilmar who saw the threat of pantheism in like fashion, 

Spinozaism is "' according to its form, the system of consequent rationalism;' according to its 

content, it is consequent atheism." Jacobi and Vilmar indeed considered such works as The 

Education of the Human Race to be in error. Jacobi provided a truly original contribution to the 

argument: "he was able to show with forceful arguments how, strictly speaking, Spinozist 

atheism flows from Spinozist rationalism: to identify God with blind necessity of nature is to 

eliminate God as a distinct personal being and to espouse deism, which is the same for Jacobi." 

Consequently he derived a more general conclusion: " ... all metaphysical systems, because 

141 Gerard Vallee, J.B. Lawson, and C.G. Chapple trans., The Spinoza Conversations Between Lessing and 
Jacobi, with an Introduction by Gerard Vallee (Lanham, New York, and London: University Press of America, 
1988), 10-11. 
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they rest upon reason alone, are at bottom atheistic; thus for Jacobi the philosophical enterprise 

as such is doomed."142 In the ensuing debate, Jacobi came to other conclusions as well. 

He maintained that his opponents, the champions of reason, would not yield to arguments 

in order to find the truth, but could only assert their opinions as objective truth when in fact it 

lacked the foundational basis they claimed. Facing intense public opposition, not only by 

Mendelsohn, but also by numerous defenders of the Enlightenment and its idealist philosophy, 

he labeled their defense not so much one of reason but "hyper-crypto-Jesuitism" and "a 

philosophical popery." The philosophical attacks he endured revealed detractors to be the 

champions of "philosophical dogmatism and fractiousness ... no less hot-tempered, contagious, 

pompous, and bombastic than priestly breeches! ... superstition more blind and stubborn, than 

is the case with the priests"143 

He pointed out their own inconsistencies by demonstrating that champions of rational 

thought, such as Lessing and Kant, would not agree with their defense. 

'I blasphemed against reason'-because I assert that, according to the doctrine of the 
theists, it can neither demonstrate apodictically the existence of God nor satisfactorily 
refute the objections to it. They claim I said therewith 'that all philosophy leads to 
atheism' (Nicolai). I am a 'fanatic and intend to promote blind faith or even faith in 
miracles.' because I affirm that one can only believe in God and establish oneself in 
this faith through practice alone. 

. . . And Kant, who has been teaching that same thing for more than six years, has 
not blasphemed against reason? Kant is not a fanatic and is not trying to promote 
blind faith or faith in miracles. 144 

Jacobi concluded that, "The shouts of these men in praise and defense ofreason can be in 

part quite innocent. They actually believe that their opinion is reason and reason their opinion." 

Jacobi labels such men, who cannot be classified as "madmen [Schwarmer ]" because madmen 

142 Ibid., 28. 
143 Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi, "Wider Mendelssohns Beschuldigungen in <lessen Schreiben an die Freunde 

Lessings," Werke IV, 2 (Leipzig), 1819 quoted and translated in Vallee, Spinoza Conversations, 156-58. 
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actually have some object in mind. But those who attacked him have no object in mind, or an 

"un-real object" are "daydreamers." Here it can be said that Vilmar would substitute the name, 

"rhetoricians." 

Jacobi can be faulted for a characterization of Lessing which was overly-facile by seeking 

to dismiss a complex character with the caricature of a Sponizist, even though there lingered 

influences of Spinoza in a number of his works. Yet Jacobi asserted his own interpretation in this 

debate that reason left to its own devices could only result in pantheism. Because it tried to 

explain everything, "rationalism led to determinism, to fatalism, and finally to atheism. In short 

'Spinozism' is atheism."145 His critique of Spinoza and his influence on Lessing led to a similar 

critique of German idealism. Pure rationalism must lead to atheism because reason by itself 

cannot fathom God's existence, and those who depended solely on a system of metaphysics were 

naive. 

Whatever the faults of Jacobi's assessment serving as a complete and accurate evaluation 

of Lessing, this eighteenth century debate "considerably shook the confidence of the German 

Enlightenment . . . . The pantheism debate is full of respectable efforts undertaken by worthy 

thinkers with a view to shaping a concept of reason that would not exclude religion and morality 

from the realm of intelligibility. We can still learn from it."146 

Clearly Vilmar had learned from it, and he knew that he addressed a learned world familiar 

with these debates. So when he charged "pantheism" in the "science" of theology in the next 

century, he could do so with this debate having set the boundaries of the arguments and with 

little more explanation. He dismisses the dialectical thought of Hegel, Schleiermacher, and the 

144 Ibid., 158. 
145 Vallee, Spinoza Conversations, 12. 
146 Ibid., 2-3. 
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theology of Martensen which "leads quickly to pantheism."147 In the same way, had Jacobi 

asserted that all metaphysics apart from faith must lead to this same position. 

The charge of "pantheism" not only could be applied without referring to this debate, but 

Vilmar could credit Jacobi for the insight. 

So many admit presently (since Jacobi) that faith and knowledge are equally certain, 
contrary to the earlier (Kant) view of faith for the true believers is explained as 
something subjective, and accordingly, ... faith is depicted as something uncertain. 
That faith entirely comes from knowledge, is a pantheistic opinion. 148 

So Vilmar draws the conclusion, as Jacobi had, that faith and knowledge are equally certain, 

based upon presuppositions, rather than the questionable certainty of an epistemology based 

upon metaphysics or a philosophical principle. 

The Hermeneutic of Reality 

The inheritance of the Enlightenment may be described as the search for truth as it is 

recognized and as it can be ascertained in the human mind and consciousness. It seeks an 

objectivity that eventually resulted in Kant's "turn to the subject."149 This quest of epistemology, 

the task of which came to dominate philosophy and indeed well into the twentieth century, was 

manifest in analytic philosophy that dominated the discipline, and shares these features with the 

Enlightenment: doubt as an underlying fear which excites the quest of absolute certainty, the 

Principle of Contradiction150 to assess truth value, and the subject-object schema in which one or 

the other gains the upper hand and relational concerns are not considered. 

147 Vilmar, Theologie der Rhetoric, 40." ... schnell zum Pantheismus fiihrt." 
148 A.F.C. Vilmar, Dogmatik: Akademishe Vorlesungen, Vol. 1 (Giltersloh: Druck und Verlag von C. 

Bertelsmann, 1874), 34. "So viel gesteht man gegenwartig (seit Jacobi) zu, dass Glauben und Wissen gleich gewis 
seien, wogegen die fiiihere (Kant) Anschauung den Glauben fur das Ftirwahrhalten_aus_subjectiven Grunden erklart, 
und somit, ... den Glauben als etwas Unsicheres dargestellte .... Dass der Glaube ganz im Wissen aufgehe, ist 
pantheistische Vorstellung." 

149 Bernard Lonergan, The Subject (Marquette University Press, 1968), quoted in George A. Lindbeck, The 
Nature of Doctrine: Religion and Theology in A P ostliberal Age (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1984 ), 21. 

150 William L. Reese, Dictionary of Philosophy and Religion: Eastern and Western Thought, new and enlarged 
edition (New Jersey: Humanities Press, 1996), 139-140. "Since the point is that if a given proposition is true its 
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Such presuppositions and methods were applied to Christian truth claims as well, and 

become problematic when God is frequently defined in this method of thought as someone who 

is unknowable; Christian truth claims were to be justified apart from the traditional teaching 

authority of the Church. Vilmar does not offer an alternative system of theology. Rather he offers 

what might be called a criticism of the critics, providing a therapeutic correction to theological 

discourse rather than a comprehensive one. Instead of an "either/or" engagement to identify the 

causes of Christian knowledge/faith and to justify its truth claims, Vilmar leads the church on a 

different playing field altogether. Instead of an analytic approach to gain discrete, propositional 

truth claims within the scheme of subject-object, he sought wholeness and underlying 

relationship as is seen in his assertions on the source of all Christian faith. 

Instructive in this regard is Vilmar' s common ground with such confessional theologians as 

C.F.W. Walther since both deny a charge of slavish adherence to tradition by a "repristination of 

the confessions." Walther defends the timeless value of the Lutheran symbols by the timeless 

nature of doctrine and God's word which have always been present though clear understanding 

and its proclamation wax and wane with given periods ofhistory. 151 

contradiction is false, it is not the case that the given proposition and its negation can both be held to be true .... 
According to Leibniz the denial of truths of reason,--or analytical judgments-leads to contradiction. They are, to 
be regarded as true in all possible worlds." 

151 See David Lotz, "The Sense of Church History in Representative Missouri Synod Theology," Concordia 
Theological Monthly 42, no. 9 (October 1971): 597-619. Among several theological works, Lotz examines 
Walther's The True Visible Church (1867) and concludes that the theology there, which was typical of the theology 
of the early Missouri Synod, simply did not treat the historical "conditionedness" of theological statements. "The 
Scripture is interpreted through Luther and the Confessions, and these sources in turn are approached through the 
medium of 17th century Orthodoxy (p. 605)." Consequently, "such a conception of church history leads to a 
periodization of history. There are periods of great light and great darkness, interwoven with varying shades of gray, 
in accord with the degree to which the formal and material principles are apprehended and clearly set forth (p. 609)." 
Inextricably mixed with this understanding of church history is the absolute rejection of any 'evolution' in church 
history, that is, any legitimate [italics mine] development of doctrines or institutions beyond their original exhibition 
in the Scriptures." Lotz identifies (p. 608, fn. 42) this tendancy with what the English philosopher. R. G. 
Collingwood, in his book, The Idea of History (1956), calls "substantialism" which involves a distinction between 
"act" and "agent" with both terms being synonymous with "accident" and "substance" respectively". In our case, the 
agent is doctrine which stands outside of history and flows into the world in order that acts may flow from it. Yet the 
agent exists unchanged in spite of people, acts, institutions, etc. and comes into existence without the intrusion of 
historical factors. Doctrine in this method remains identical with its Scriptural "deposit." The flux of history can 
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By contrast Vilmar rejected a repristination label by asserting a hermeneutic which 

recognized the historical manner in which the church formulated true doctrine. The extended 

scope of hermeneutics in his day was apparent in Vilmar's explanation of doctrine. For he 

considered doctrine to be the life and experience (Erlebniss und Erfahrung ) of the church and 

thus only the church could legitimately produce doctrine or possess it. Systematic, philosophical, 

and "objective" theology apart from the presuppositions of faith were not legitimate tasks for 

secular scholars. The task of theology was exclusively the task of the Church. For the truths of 

doctrine and the veracity attending the work of all real theologians could not be proved but only 

"viewed, seen, heard, discovered." Thus doctrine is not simply true by virtue of abstract proof, 

but is the reality that Vilmar saw in the church's teaching. 152 

His rejection of repristination and recognition of the reality of church life was presented in 

1856 in his Theology of Fact versus the Theology of Rhetoric: 

Mercifully it is no repristination at least not in all churches that the Holy Spirit 
through prayer and laying on of hands is mediated, but something proven from the 
apostles' time in unbroken continuation to the present day of new consummated 
reality. Among these fortunate territorial churches is the church in Hesse to be 
counted. 153 

The reality of doctrine and its relation to the Church presents an unbroken continuation in 

its pedagogical responsibilities primarily through its pastors and other theologians who are 

enabled by the Holy Spirit to perform these tasks. The reality of the Church has been continuous 

throughout its history. It continues by the Holy Spirit's gifts into the present time. The reality 

which doctrine expresses recognizes what was always there as the Spirit leads the Church to a 

only be overcome by doctrine, or in other words, only by "meta-history." Vilmar offers a different historical method 
than this scholastic method which Lotz considers an understandable reaction to the relativization of dogma by 
historical conditioning as promoted by Adolph von Harnack (p. 618). 

152 Vilmar, Dogmatik, I, 2, 56. 
153 Vilmar, Theologie der Tatsachen, 57. "Gliicklicher Weise aber ist es keine Repristination, wenigstens nicht 

in allen Kirchen, <lass der h. Geist <lurch Gebet und Handauflegung mitgeteilt wird, sondem eine aus der Apostelzeit 
in unabgebrochenen Fortgang bis auf diesen Tag bewahrten und allezeit sich von Neiim vollziehende Thatsache. Zu 
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more complete and richer expression of the reality in which it lives. Hence we call it with Vilmar 

a "consummated" reality. The debate over these issues we read first in his writings on education. 

The Office of Educator and the Task of the Gymnasium 

In an early 183 7 essay, "Concerning the Relation of Gymnasium Studies to Christian Faith 

and to the Christian Church" ("Uber <las V erhaltnis der Gymnasialstudien zum christlichen 

Glauben und zur christlichen Kirche"), a meaningful title in itself, Vilmar provides a wide 

ranging and comprehensive exploration of the task of the school, contrasting it with that 

commonly understood in the educational practice of his day. The presupposition of Christian 

faith and the Christian Church directed his thoughts. 

"The first requirement of the school which one places on the gymnasium 

(Gelehrtenschulen) is that it continuously maintain its relationship to the outside world in which 

it stands, not only in the realm of books and intellect, but also to real life and the course of the 

external world."154 This responsibility would not be carried out simply by a shallow overview of 

the outside world or by a one-sided course of studies, swinging back and forth from one to the 

other. Rather it would be accomplished primarily by recognizing the relationship of the 

gymnasium to the Christian faith and to the Christian Church. Other studies were to be 

understood and presented in this context and awareness. 

In this early 1837 essay, Vilmar observes that the classical studies had always been the 

highpoint of the gymnasium curriculum. These studies had served the Christian faith and the 

Christian Church well. They were the chief means for the advancement (Hauptfdrderungsmittel) 

diesen gliiklichen Landeskirchen is denn auch die Kirche in Hessen zu rechnen." 
154 A.F.C. Vilmar, "Uber das Verhaltnis der Gymasialstudien zum christlichen Glauben und zur christlichen 

Kirche," Schulreden iiber Fragen der Zeit 3d ed. (Giitersloh: Druck und Verlag von C. Bertelsmann, 1886), 1. "Es 
ist eine der ersten Forderungen, welche man an die Gelehrtenschulen zu stellen hat, dass dieselben sich stets des 
Verhaltnisses bewusst bleiben, in welchem sie, nicht allein zu der Bucherwelt und Gelehrsamkeit, sondem auch zu 
dem wirklichen Leben und dem Laufe der ausseren Welt stehen." 
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of the Reformation, and the Reformation was rightfully praised as the mother of humanistic 

studies. It was unfortunate that this role changed in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and 

especially during the eighteenth century when they became a subject only for intellectual study 

and served to widen a gap between the learned and the common people. Existing study of the 

classics portrayed paganism alongside the Christian faith and promoted an understanding of the 

"universal human" ("allegemein Menschen") with original sin laughable and redemption as a 

superfluous topic. 155 

Classical studies became an issue as pietists opposed the teaching of pagan literature in 

Christian schools. Vilmar defended these studies against those who opposed them, maintaining 

that they were misused but nevertheless useful. The Wiirttemberg pastor, Eduard Enth, opposed 

the study of classical literature in the gymnasium. He found the ancient philosophy and profane 

poetry along with the history of a godless culture to be a bad influence on young students. His 

attacks resounded throughout pietist circles in Germany, and a call went out to replace this 

traditional classical study with grammar books alone to teach the Latin and Greek languages. 

This preparation would ready students for theological and other professions where such 

knowledge was required. Vilmar opposed these initiatives. In 1839 he responded in the 

Evangelische Kirchenzeitung defending classical studies by comparing these attacks to those by 

Pfefferkorn in the Reuchlin controversy of the early sixteenth century against teaching Christian 

students Hebrew: 

The Christian Church never excluded an art or science from its system or banned it 
from the examination of the faithful, insofar as it did not directly condemn Christ ... 
the church could not and was not allowed to, and cannot and may not do this now, 
because it is its task to lead all people to the saving and redeeming word, and lead in 
all human trends and efforts, there, by the Holy Spirit himself, to permeate, conquer, 
purify, and sanctify in this way to create new, if at the same time, unregulated tools of 

155 Ibid., 2, 5. 
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proclamation and spread of the gospel, new tools of knowledge of God and world 
redemption. Also it has never considered an art or science as directly opposing Christ. 
In such cases it was erring people the Church rejected, only the misuse of the subject, 
the form, never concerning the thing itself. The abolition of an art or science suggests 
something sectarian, fanatical, Mohammedan. There is nothing in the world which 
would be so unyielding from all sides that it in itself would oppose the Holy Spirit. 
[The Church] opposes and struggles against the evil will of people .... 156 

On the contrary, the study of ancient languages served the Gospel. Enth and his adherents 

entirely overlooked: 

... that the study of languages, including the classics of the pagan world, to w];iich 
the gospel stands in a certain, very near connection and in any case in far more 
intimate relationship than material interests. What the gospel and the language studies 
have in common, the point of relationship, lies in that both deal with human 
concerns. 157 

Not only were the studies of Greek and Roman classics not harmful to the Christian faith 

but served the gospel by addressing human concerns. Here we read of a point of view which 

defies a purely scientific understanding of the subject, consciously rejecting all presuppositions 

which might place the subject outside a context and relationship to spiritual concerns. Here we 

see an abiding conviction ofVilmar that the subjects should be taught within a context of 

156Evangelische Kirchenzeitung 6-8 (January 1839), quoted in Hopf, Vilmar, I, 278-79. "Die christliche Kirche 
hat niemals irgend eine Kunst oder Wissenschaft aus ihrem Systeme ausgeschlossen oder aus dem Gesichtskreise 
der Glaubigen verbannt, sofem sich dieselbe nicht direckt wider Christus richtete . . . die Kirche konnte und durfte, 
sie kann und darf auchjetzt dieses nicht, weil es ihre Aufgabe ist, das heiligende und erlosende Wort allen 
Menschen zu- und an alle menschlichen Richtungen und Bestrebeungen heranzu:fiihren, damit der heilige Geist 
dieselben durchdringe, bewaltige, reinige und heilige, aus diese Weise aber neu, wenngleich untergeordnete, 
Werkzeuge der Verkiindigung und Verbreitung des Evangeliums, neu Werkzeuge der Gotteserkenntnis und 
Welterlosung schaffe. Auch hat sich wohl niemals irgend eine Kunst und Wissenschaft geradezu wider Christus 
gerichtet, vielmehr waren es die Menschen, welche sich dieser Mittel wider den Herrn der Kirche bedienten; darum 
soll das Verwertsungsurteil der Kirche immer nur die irrenden Personen, immer nur die Behandlung der Sache, die 
Form, niemals die Sache selbst treffen. Die Abolition irgend einer Kunst oder Wissenschaft tragt immer etwas 
Sektiererisches, Fanatisches, Muhamedanisches an sich. Es gibt keinen Stoff in der Welt, welcher so sprode ware, 
<lass er aller und jeder Durchdringung von seiten des heiligen Geistes an und :fur sich widerstrebte, <lass er gegen alle 
undjede Dienstleistung unter der Herrschaft des Evangeliums sich unbedingt wehrt. Was da widerstebt und sich 
wehrt, dis ist der hose Wille der Menschen .... " 

157 Ibid., 279-80." ... <lass die Sprachstudien, mithin auch die Klassicker der heidnischen Welt, zu dem 
Evangelium in einem gewissen, sehr nahen Verhaltnisse und jedenfalls in einer weit engeren Verwandtschaft stehen 
als die materiellen Interessen. Das bindende Glied zwischen dem Evangelium und den Sprachstudien, der 
V erwandtschaftspunkt, besteht darin, <lass beide sich mit menschlichen Angelegenheiten beschaftigen .... " 
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Christian and Lutheran understanding. This undertaking was the responsibility of the gymnasium 

in a Christian nation, or the Christian culture as Vilmar described German culture: 

Who is now presently educated in the gymnasium? The Church answers, 'The 
Christian leaders of the Christian people.' Among these leaders of the Christian 
people we not only number the actual messengers of the faith, the clergy, but also the 
jurists and statesmen, yes indeed-and especially-the physicians whose calling we 
list close to the calling of preacher. All these determine the spiritual life, determine 
the way and the direction of the people. Such leaders of the Christian people should 
and must know the spiritual nature of people; they this they must do with the 
particular manifestations of the human race, with whose language, morals, culture 
and history they have to be entrusted .... 

The Church understands this type of Christian-ecclesial education for its members, 
[the Church,] this specially qualified servant, language education, to gather together 
the beginning and last threads uniting all these peoples and the fabric of humanity ... 

158 

Such a passage joins many others in presenting themes common to his subsequent writings: 

the Church as the instrument in instructing the people with the presupposition that the historic 

faith of the Church was God's revelation; the spiritual welfare of a people; the role of language 

in discovering spiritual concerns common to all people, the value of the particular over the 

abstract, and the common beneficial relationship between the individual and the society. 

Classical studies assumed a basic role for Vilmar to realize his intention of not only informing 

the future leaders of the German people but transforming them into Christian disciples. The 

Germans, who were Christian not only from the beginning of that time when the German people 

found common cultural identity, but became a people through a common confession of the 

158 Ibid., 280-81. "Wer wird nun in den Gelehrstenschulen erzogen? Die Kirche antwortet: 'Der christliche 
Ftihrer des christlichen Volkes.' "Zu deisen Ftihrern des Volkes rechnen wir nun nicht allein den eigentlichen 
Glaubensboten, den Geistlichen, sondern auch den Juristen und Staatsmann, ja auch-und zwar ganz besonders­
den Arzt, <lessen Beruf wir nach seiner geistigen hohern Bedeutung ... ganz nahe an den Beruf des Predigers 
rticken. Alle diese bestimmen das geistige Leben, bestimmen den Weg und die Richtung des Volkes. Solche Ftihrer 
des christlichen Volkes aber sollen und mtissen wissen, wie es um die geistige Nature ofMenschen steht; sie miissen 
mit den eigentiimlichesten Ausserungen des Menschengeschlechts, mit <lessen Sprache, Sitten, Kulture und 
Geschichte vertraut sein .... " 

"Die Kirche kann sich darum fur die christliche-ecclesial Erziehung dieser Gattung ihrer Angehorigen, deiser 
besonders berufenen Diener, der Sprachbildung, in welcher die Anfange und letzten Faden aller dieser Volker- und 
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Christian faith, he maintained. Thus the literature of the German people offered an equal if not 

more immediate method of making Christian disciples. 

Accordingly, Vilmar not only assumed the role of champion of the traditional against 

religious objections but also became an advocate for something new in the curriculum. 

Literature and National Christian Identity 

The early study of German national literature was hailed by its proponents as the means of 

summoning and finding national identity to serve the society and culture. It was their claim to 

pursue this historical and literary study to distinguish the "course of God through the ages." A 

common assessment since the days of Vilmar is that such literary research, of which Vilmar' s 

National Literature was the most famous example, was politically motivated during a period 

when society needed an identity following the Napoleonic occupation. "They sought in any event 

an 'ideal' reconstruction of German history, the 'real' history it wanted to assist in being or at 

least help prepare, sprung from the historical concrete situations of 1813 to 1871, and directly 

addressed them. " 159 The hermeneutical consequences of this study fell under the suspicion of 

those who sought a more liberal reform of Church and state in this age of revolution. They 

considered these literary studies to be largely an exercise in legitimizing the conservative 

Restoration effort. 160 

Others have been receptive to Vilmar's work. His biographer, Leimbach, assessed his 

National-Literatur not produced for "science or criticism, but to serve the entire and complete 

Menschengewebe zusammenlaufen .... " 
159 Wolfgang Pfaffenberger, "Bllitzeiten und nationale Literaturegeschichtsschreibung. Eine 

wissenschaftsgeschictliche Betrachtung" (Ph.D. diss., Frankfurt a. M./Bern/Cirencester, 1981), 40, quoted in 
Wesseling, "Literaturgeschreibung," 39. "Die wenigstens 'ideale' Rekonstruktion deutscher Geschichte, die 'reale' 
Geschichte sein oder doch zumindest vorbereiten helfen wollte, entsprang den historisch konkreten Situationen von 
1813 bis 1871 und beantspruchete, ihnen unmittelbar zu dienen." 

160 Wesseling, "Literaturgeschreibung," p. 38-39. 
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life of his people. . . . "and to produce a "true folk book for the intellectuals. " 161 Wilhelm Hopf, 

writing generations later, noted that "another reason for the unusual attraction of the book is 

attributable to the basic German consciousness and in the basic powers ofVilmar's personality, 

which were born again and clarified through the Christian faith; he was able to understand the 

real calling and the true world position of our people in the area of its poetical works and in its 

entire depth and width."162 

Calling for a new assessment of Vilmar' s work as a Germanist, Klaus-Gunther W esseling 

observed that lacking a national state correlation for a national concept, Vilmar postulates a 

religious basis as the "Archimedian Point."163 He saw a correspondence between these literary 

achievements and periods of great historical striving and attainment. Contrary to the metaphysics 

of Hegel, Vilmar did not see a continuous, linear history of human progress but a period of 

alternate decline and rise. He observed that Germany had experienced two periods of literary 

blossoming marked by remarkable achievement in literature: the period from the fall of Rome 

until 1150. The second period began at the end of the sixteenth century and ended with the death 

of Goethe. This blossoming of literature had an organic connection to the culture as a whole. The 

purpose of the study of national literature was to "discover who we really are." 164 

It is clear in the view of this historian of German literature that the outpouring of poetry, 

epics, and the like, were not a natural result of the subjective experiences of the Germans, but 

161 Johann Heinrich Leimbach, August Fr. Chr. Vilmar, weil. Ritter des Kurfiirstlichen Wilhelmsordens, 
ordentl. Professor der Theologie, Doctorder Philosophie und Konsistorialrat zu Marburg, nach seinem Leben und 
Wirken dargestellte (Hannover: Buchhandlung von Heinrich Feesche, 1875), 101." ... nicht der Wissenschaft und 
der Kritik zu dienen, sondern dem ganzen und vollen Leben seines Volk.es .... " " . . . wahren Volksbuch der 
Gebildeten .... " 

162 Hopf, Vilmar, I, 349. "Ein anderer Grund der seltenen Anziehungskraft des Buches ist der zu den 
Elementarkraften des Vilmarschen Wesens gehorige grunddeutsche Sinn, der, widergeborne und verklart <lurch den 
christlichen Glauben, ihn befahigte, den wirklichen Beruf und die wahre Weltstellung unseres Volk.es auf dem 
Gebiete seines poetischen Schaffens in seiner ganzen Tiefe und Weite zu erfassen." 

163 W esseling, "Literaturgeschichtsschreibung," 46-7. 
164 A.F.C. Vilmar, Geschichte der deutschen National Literature, 14th ed. (Marburg and Leipzig: N.G. 
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rather came from outside of itself, from the conversion to Christianity. The early literature 

continued to sing of heroes and kings, but also of the praising of God and the glorifying of 

Christ. The knowledge of German literature was not simply informative but a participation in the 

character, the Christian character, of the nation. 165 The change from the outside, that is from the 

external word, and the subjective experience is a theme of the experience of the Church 

(Erfahren und Erleben). 166 He sought to introduce a new summit of cultural achievement and 

Christian faith. The inheritance of the Chrf stian heritage was endangered by the period of 

revolution beginning with the French Revolution in 1789 and continuing into his own day. These 

revolutions where the result of ideas opposed to the Christian faith and which threatened to 

plunge Germany into an abyss-another common theme of Vilmar' s cultural criticism. 

The belief that one could and should learn the literature of the culture, that is, something 

not originating with the contemporary, creative individual, shows Vilmar's belief that those 

convictions, desires, and goals that people should have were not those whose source was the 

autonomous individual. Rather they were inherited by one generation and passed on to 

succeeding generations by means of customs and language imbedded in the German culture. 

There the Germany of his day would find the very best worth possessing as a culture, provide a 

basis for further flowering, and this basis was explicitly Christian. The Theologian of Reality did 

not prize individual autonomy and considered it a modem invention that would deceive people 

Elwert'sche Universitats Buchandlung, 1871), 2." ... was wir wirklich sind." 
165 Vilmar maintained with others such as Hamann, that the appeal to reason and the prepositional, abstract 

reasoning it promoted impoverished the ability of people to experience life through language but also was based on 
a falsehood. Language must preceed reason, Hamann maintained, because words and meanings are always 
embedded in historical context. Vilmar promoted the German epics, sagas, and verse of German troubadours as they 
imparted pictures of life as it was experienced, and as people found meaning in it. The inherent Christian meaning of 
such works were for Hamann "God language." "God is found in the God language of the past, the visions of fictions 
given to other men at other times, and God an be envisioned in the present as man forms new images which are 
related to but are not ttoally like the image used by the geniuses of the past. God is met in in God-language verging 
upon and becoming human language.". Terrance J. German, Hamann on Language and Religion (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1981), 97. 
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and allow them to believe they had discovered religious truth when in fact they were in grave 

error. The people were forgetting the importance of their own language, customs, and laws and 

especially the German language as the bearer of the Christian faith; it was the language in which 

people had praised and sung of their Lord Jesus Christ. 

Vilmar believed that becoming religious, was like learning the language and customs of a 

culture. Grammatical patterns, idiom, and lexical resources gave one a non-optional competence 

in interiorizing and describing reality. Modernity increasingly believed that religious insights 

were first experienced subjectively and then may find external expression in, for example, 

joining a church of one's choice. Vilmar stood on the opposite side of the argument. Religion, or 

at least true Christianity, came from outside the individual and was experienced subjectively only 

after it was learned. Hence he emphasized the religious instruction and literature written with 

Christian presuppositions. This process indeed gave people a means of expressing reality which 

would elude them otherwise. 167 It is no wonder his gymnasium activities and his study of German 

literature could be described as his pulpit. 

The "Atheology" of Science 

For someone whose legacy is a distinctive theology of church and ministry, there may be a 

surprise in the discovery that most of his observations and assertions, though based upon a 

learned approach to the subjects and with a strong conviction, were written in the context of the 

school and its task. Most works about Vilmar's theology focus on these areas in a systematic 

fashion since most of what was published on these topics was issued posthumously, as the 

content of his academic lectures, by his former students. 

166 Vilmar, National Literature, 5-8. 
167 George A. Lindbeck, The Nature of Doctrine: Religion and Theology in a Postliberal Age (Philadelphia: 

The Westminster Press, 1984), 22. It is unquestionably true, that at least in critique of modernism, Vilmar 
anticipated many questions that are being asked only in recent years, and leveled a critique of modernism and 
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Of these years his biographer, Wilhelm Hopf wrote that his theological development 

unfolded as he pursued theological studies as well as the responsibilities pursued by the Church 

in its mission. He reports an assessment by Vilmar himself in an autobiographical fragment: 

In the year 1833 I had to undertake instruction in religion for the top form in the 
gymnasium in Marburg. At first I recognized in the early weeks that it was the most 
important thing forthe entirely neglected student. The exegesis, done in an 
unbelieving manner, was spoiled for me by the rationalism of the university. But very 
soon I knew that I was not to communicate through my instruction only my own 
subjective faith, nor simply the belief of the Church, but that it would be in the Holy 
Spirit and the Holy Spirit of Christ, that I had to bring, if I were not to lead them into 
an abyss of despised rationalism, only another viewpoint, mere words and voices. 

· The reality of the Church opened to me, not all at once, because some, e.g. the reality 
( exhibitive working) of Absolution, were still not completely clear to me in the year 
1837. But somewhere around the year 1840 I was steadfast in all things as I am today, 
and if God wills it, will defend to the end: the true presence and personally direct 
work of the Holy Spirit with his gifts, the true presence of Christ whose body the 
Church is-not mere indirect activity, by which one finally returns in sublime ways 
again to the old image and example of Christ-development of the Church through 
the Holy Spirit, not only through human thoughts and efforts, in organic progress, etc. 
Luther's writings I first began to read in 1832; actual serious study I first did around 
1841 or 1842. The modern-faith dogmatics repelled me earlier; they left me cold. 
There was for me too many and completely unnecessary words, and the things which 
were important to me, I found shamefully neglected. 168 

modernist presuppositions that are associated with our post-critical understanding. 
168 Hopf, I, 371-2. "Im Jahr 1833 musste ich den Religionsunterricht in der Prima des Gymnasiums zu 

Marburg untemehmen. Zunachst fiihrte mich dies, da ich Lesung der Schrift fiir die ganzlich vemachlassigten 
Schuler als das Notwendigste schon in den ersten Wochen erkannte, auf die Exegese, die mir <lurch den 
Rationalismus auf der Universitat in unglaublicher Weise war verleidet worden. Aber sehr bald, erkannte ich, <lass 
ich nicht bloss meinen subjecktiven Glauben, auch nicht bloss den Glauben der Kirche <lurch meinen Unterricht 
fortzupflanzen habe, sondem <lass es der heilige Geist und in dem heiligen Geist Chrisitus selbst sei, den ich bringen 
mlisse, wenn ich nicht dennoch wieder, wie die von mir bis in den Abgrund verachteten Rationalisten, nur auf einem 
anderen Standpunkt, Worte und Stimmungen fortpflanzen wolle. Die Realitat der Kirche ging mir auf: nicht mit 
einem Male, denn manches, z.B. die Realitat (exhibitive Wirkung) der Absolution, war mir noch in Jahre 1837 nicht 
vollkommen klar; aber etwa mit dem Jahre 1840 war ich in allen Dingen fest, die ich heute habe und so Gott will bis 
an mein Ende bewahren werde: wahrhaftige Gegenwart und personalische direkte Wirkung des heiligen Geistes mit 
seinen Gaben, wahrhaftige Gegenwart Christi, <lessen Leib die Kirche ist-nicht bloss indirekte Fortwirkung des 
heiligen Geistes oder Christi, womit man am Ende <loch wieder auf das alte V orbild und Beispiel Christi in 
sublimierter Weise zuruckkommt-Entwickelung der Kirche <lurch den heiligen Geist, nicht bloss <lurch 
menschliches Denken und Streiten, in organischem Fortschrift, etc. Luthers Schriften habe ich erst 1832 zu lessen 
angefangen; recht grtindlich studiert habe ich sie erst etwa 1841 bis 1842. Die modem-glaubige Dogmatik stiess 
mich eher ab, als <lass sie mich angezogen hatte. Es waren mir zu viel und noch dazu vollig unnotige Worte darin, 
und die Sachen, die in meinen Augen Hauptsachen waren, fand ich schmahlich vemachlassigt". 
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In this context of education, the Theologian of Reality attacked presuppositions of 

scientific method common since his era. The role of the Church he presents in an 1844 essay, 

"Concerning The Relationship of Education to Religion" ("Uber das V erhaltnis der Padagogik 

zur Theologie"). He not only asserts the unique position of the Church to teach students the faith 

but enters a contemporary debate over the nature of education and theology. Noting that many 

institutions and disciplines had freed themselves from their root institutions and disciplines from 

which they sprang, he questions whether one can consider theology a science. In the debate it is 

asserted by many educators that education and theology are two distinct sciences. Originally, the 

role of pedagogue as the western world had known it stemmed from the Christian Church. Now 

it was asserted that education should also be freed from the bonds of theology which was a 

science in its own right, and freed from the institution of the Church [Vilmar's wording], and 

should allow the same for education. Such arguments also agreed with contemporary modem 

thinking that religion was a discrete area of inquiry, a new secular science according to Vilmar, 

and its manifestation could be seen in the privatizing of the faith, and accordingly, it should not 

dominate the field of education. 169 

The author uses a quote by a deceased theologian, Johann Arnd, to show how theology can 

erroneously be considered a science, but how this assertion is an error: 

Many think that theology should only be a mere science and linguistic study 
(W ortkunst) because it is a living experience and exercise; everyone studies it 
accordingly as it is highly regarded and famous in the world. But no one will learn to 
be godly. Everyone seeks well learned people to whom one wants to teach art, 
languages, and wisdom. But only from one teacher, Jesus Christ, will one learn 
gentleness of character and sincere humility, because truly his holy living example is 
the right rule of our life, indeed the highest wisdom and art. 170 

169 A.F.C. Vilmar, "Uber das Verhaltnis der Padagogik zur Theologie," Schulreden uber Fragen der Zeit 
(Gutersloh: Druck und Verlag von C. Bertelsmann, 1886), 142-45. 

170 Ibid, 145. "Viel meinen, die Theologie sei nur eine blosse Wissenschaft und Wortkunst, da sie doch eine 
lebendige Erfahrung und Obung ist; jedermann studieretjetzo, wie er hoch und beriihmt in der Welt werden moge, 
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Here a new word, "science" (Wissenshaft) enters our examination of Vilmar as he criticizes 

the modem understanding of "science." The things which modem science seeks to find and to 

systematize by examination of detailed phenomena, are a point of contention and display the 

different presuppositions of Vilmar. In the next decade, as a professor of theology at Marburg, he 

would further examine this usage of science to show the fallacy in the modem conception of the 

Christian faith. 

More than a decade after publishing these words on education, he addressed the subject 

further in the second chapter of his programmatic writing, The Theology of Reality versus the 

Theology of Rhetoric (Die Theologie der Tatsachen wider die Theologie des Rhetorik). The 

reader is prepared for this discussion by an introduction to the subject in the "Introduction," 

calling it a misuse of the term to apply it to theology and the result of doing so he labeled, 

"rhetoric." 

... science, a word which once almost always still used to mean in the Roman 
[Latin] sense scientia, doctrina, ars, and no special meaning implied. While today it is 
the label in almost every endeavor of human life, for many, and especially in the area 
of theology, it has become anathema. 171 

Vilmar appealed to the old usage of the word, scientia, meaning a presupposition of 

knowledge and not something to be derived from a human system of thought. In commenting on 

this facet ofVilmar's thought Peter Hauptmann distinguishes the difference in science in the 

older sense and that of modernism. "While science in the older received sense was one of a 

aber from sein will niemand lemen; jedermann sucht jetzo hochgelehrte Leut, von denen er Kunst, Sprachen und 
Weisheit lemen moge, aber von unserem einigen Doctore Jesu Christo will niemand lemen Sanftmut und herzlich 
Demut, da doch kein heiliges lebendiges Exempel die rechte Regel und Richtshnur unseres Lebens ist, ja die hochste 
Weisheit und Kunst. ... " 

171 A.F.C. Vilmar, Die Theologie der Tatsachen wider die Theologie der Rhetorik: Ein Bekenntnis und Abwehr 
(Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1984), 4." ... Wissenschaft, - ein Wort, welches damals fast nur 
noch in dem einfachen romischen Sinn von scientia, doctrina, ars gebraucht wurde, und keine sonderlichen 
Ausprliche in sich schloss, wahrend es heut zu Tage das Bann wort auf fast allen Gebieten des menschlich Lebens, 
aufvielen, und verzugsweise auf dem Gebiete der Theologie ein Fluchwort geworden ist." See also Robert P. 
Scharlemann, "Confessio and Scientia: Life and Truth in Theology," Discord, Dialogue, and Concord: Studies in 
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known presupposed whole from which one examined the details, modem science seeks in the 

modem sense respectively the seeking of details for a still unknown whole. " 172 

He elaborated further in the Forward to the third edition of this work: 

What I meant with the best of intentions was to pave the way to some circles, but did 
not achieve, is this, that one on our side stop toying with the word, "science." Are we 
strong enough to use the word science again in its usage in the old sense . . . not 
carelessly but to use the word 'science' again for ourselves with full justification for 
our own theology, especially for dogmatics and ethics? I believe for all that, that our 
strength for change of language usage hardly suffices, especially because the same 
undeniably qualifies in itself. . . . We confuse . . . the borders if we are not indeed 
the enemy, human autonomy, through the use of this term introduced unnoticed by 
ourselves in the midst of our own discipline. 173 

A theology which worked on the presuppositions of modem science, Vilmar thought, 

contained within itself the means of its own destruction. He labeled such theology, "atheology" 

("Atheologie"), and stated that such an atheology would never be willing to admit the truth of its 

own self-ordained decay, indeed if it did not provide radical results such as those of his 

contemporaries whom Vilmar cites: David Friedrich Strauss and Ludwig Feuerbach. 174 Ironically 

dismissing both Schleiermacher and Hegel together, he asks: "The world spoke then of a new 

science of theology; then was this wild exchange science? Was it theology? All that the world 

had on their tongues was the word 'research' and the 'progress' in the area of theology. Was 

something new explored? Has a higher standpoint on this way been achieved?"175 

the Lutheran Reformation's Formula of Concord (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1977), 102-4. He offers a discussion 
of scientia as it was classically understood in theology. 

172 Peter Hauptmann, "August Vilmars Vermachtnis," Lutherische Beitrage 5 (4, 2000): 282. 
173 Vilmar, Tatsachen, vi, vii. "Was ich woleinenden und zugeneigten Kreisen gem-nicht erreichen aber­

anbahnen mochte, ist das, dass man auf unserer Seite <las Spiel en mit dem W orte "Wissenshcaft" beseitgte. Sind wir 
stark genug, dem W orte Wissenschaft seinen altem Sinn . . . im Sprachgebrauche wieder zu versachaffen, so mo gen 
wir uns nicht allein unbedenklich, sondem mit vollem Rechte des Wortes Wissenschaft fiir unsere Theologie, zumal 
fiir die Dogmatik und die Ethik, wiederum bedienen. Ich glaube jedoch kaum, dass unsere Starke zur Anderung des 
Sprachgebrauches ausreicht. ... Wir verwirren ... die Grenzen, wenn wir nicht gar den Feind, die menschliche 
Autonomie, <lurch den Gebrauchjener Bezeichnung mitten in unser Besitztum unvermerkt selbst einfiihren." 

174 Ibid., 13. 
175 Ibid., 18. "Alle Welt hatte die'Forshungen' und die 'Fortschritte' auf dem Gebiete der theologie im Munde; 

ist etwas Neils erforscht, ist ein hoherer Standpunkt auf jenem Wege erreicht worden?" 
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This effort to distinguish between theology and science assumed the nature of a recurring 

theme in his writing and instruction. In further analysis, he pointed out that that nature of 

revelation served neither science nor science revelation. The nature of revelation is recorded in 

his Dogmatik . 

. . . it [human knowledge] proceeds from the details and seeks the whole, must 
employ thus the sharpest methods of observation (and research) of the specific 
subject before it includes the member in the whole, and this is arranged in a place 
within in a still greater complex of knowledge. The faith of the Christian proceeds 
directly in the opposite way: from the whole . . . to the individual parts, and encloses 
the entire person. 176 

Consequently, theological knowledge can only be a posteriori because it discovers the truth 

already present in revelation. The inability of anyone to create a theological system based on a 

priori philosophical knowledge led Vilmar to comment in Theologie der Tatsachen: 

Theology should know that there is nothing new to find, nothing new to discover, that far 

more its task should only be, what is recorded the Holy Scripture, to protect the means of grace 

in the church and to pass these on to future servants of the church. 177 

This task is hardly a passive one. Rather the Holy Spirit leads the church and its servants to 

new insights and new doctrines as it lives and experiences them: erfahren und erleben. Vilmar 

meant that what is to be found in Scripture, the reality there, already exists; it is a matter for the 

church to experience these truths and express them in its doctrine. In this manner, there is 

"nothing new to be discovered." Vilmar labeled this discovery of existing reality "Repetition." 

176 A.F.C. Vilmar, Dogmatik: Akademische Vorlesungen, vi, "sie geht vom Einzelnen aus und sucht nach 
einem Ganzen, muss folglich jede Einzelheit in der scharfessten Weise zum Gegenstand der genauesten 
Beobachtung (und Forschung) machen, ehe sie denselben gliedlich in ein grosseres Ganze, und diess wieder in einen 
noch grossern Complex von Erkenntnissen einzureihen im Stande ist. Der Glaube des Christen geht den gerade 
umgekehrten Weg: vom Ganzen, ... nach den eingezelnen Teilen hin, und schliesst eine, den ganzen Menschen 
afficierende Erkenntnis in sich." 

177 Vilmar, Theologie der Tatsachen, 17. "Die Theologie soll wissen, dass sie nichts Neues zu finden, nichs 
Neues to entdecken habe, <lass vielmehre ihre Aufgabe nur die sei, das in der heiligen Schrift niedergelegte, von der 
Kirche aufgenommene Seligkeitsgut zur ewahren und so an die kiinftigen Diener der Kirche zu iiberliefern .... " 

101 



On Repetition 

This term, "repetition," Vilmar employs to explain the nature of revelation and doctrine 

and to correct common philosophical concepts of revelation in his own day. 178 He rejects 

Lessing' s description of revelation as something confined to what we have learned ourselves as 

well as what we might learn. He dismisses Fichte's assertion in his Critique of Revelation (Kritik 

aller Offenbarung, 1792) that revelation is a subjective calling forth of a great movement of the 

spirit. Likewise he rejected Hegel's description of revelation as an uncompleted concept finding 

its achievement in manifestations in history. 

All of these concepts Vilmar attributes to the understanding that revelation is incomplete 

and continues. Accordingly the faith become Docetic and the Christian faith or any 

understanding of God and religion is reduced to an idea. By the term, "repetition," he finds an 

alternative understanding of how revelation is made known to the church only as it is revealed in 

Scripture and indeed experienced by it as led by the Holy Spirit. 

Against these ideas current in the 19th century, Vilmar stressed repetition as the process by 

which the church has found and continues to find meaning in the Scriptures and has formulated 

and continues to formulate its teaching. The belief describes revelation as the unveiling of reality 

as it already exists, and this unveiling is accomplished not through individual striving but 

through a process of historical events. These historical events are experienced by the church, by 

the people of faith, and are set forth in doctrinal formulations, thus making them the experience 

and life of the church. 179 It is not revelation that is incomplete for Vilmar; it is the body of 

doctrine developed by the church that grows cumulatively over time. 

178 Vilmar, Dogmatic, I, 21. 
179 Ibid., 23. 
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Berhard Lohse criticized this view considering that the word of God making a posteriori 

reality manifest to the church rendered the word dead rather than a living word. 180 Yet Vilmar 

thought that the life of the church was manifest in the meaning found in the words of Scripture; it 

was the living God who brought these to the church as the people of God and thus to its 

individual saints as well.· Without this process, if the church did not experience this meaning, this 

reality in its own time, then the church becomes an empty institution and is petrified. 

As we have seen in the discussion of the Spinoza Conversations between Jacobi and 

Mendelsohn this hermeneutic did not suffer from the dialogical dispute of the day concerning the 

reliability of reason and revelation. In this dispute the champions of reason could not accept the 

truth of revelation which did not agree with reason. This presupposition favoring reason lay 

behind the scientific task of theology that Vilmar condemned. Surprisingly, and with original 

insight, Vilmar did not necessarily ally himself with those who championed revelation over 

reason and this observation focuses on a unique, original contribution of this Theologian of 

Reality. He sensed the weakness of the dialogical dispute as two sides of the same coin: 

attempting to demonstrate the truth claims of either side. 

This dismissal of modem theology as a science brings to our attention a unique feature of 

the Theology of Reality that made it stand out among the others of his day. Today we might call 

it "intratextual." Rather than locating meaning outside the texts of Scripture, e.g. in feelings of 

absolute dependence (Schleiermacher) or in philosophical truth propositions based from a 

standpoint outside the text (e.g. Hegel) the meaning in the statements of the various doctrines of 

the Church only have meaning as they are based on the texts of Scripture and consistently 

following the logic within these texts. These texts possess their own conceptual language and 

syntax which lend meaning to subjective experiences rather than the inner feelings or contrived 

180 Bernhard Lohse, "Kirche und Offenbarung bei A.F.C. Vilmar," Evangelische Theologie 10 (1957): 460. 
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propositions lending their own meaning to the language of the faith. In this Vilmar noted 

something original and primary about doctrinal statements of Christianity and the basic patterns 

of faith that are internalized and passed on to future generations. 

The religious controversies of the nineteenth century can be divided between the two poles 

of reason or revelation. 181 As Christoph Link noted, these two poles, as they existed, really are 

two sides of the same rationalist coin. " ... the supranaturalists are also real children of their 

time. Not only is revelation used in a dialectical connection to reason, but with its fixation in the 

canon as well, one proves with rationalist categories, unless the Holy Spirit furnishes an 

independent meaning to the inner witness. " 182 As Vilmar' s metacritique is examined, issues of 

hermeneutical method emerge and transcend the familiar arguments over the source of religious 

knowledge. By contrast Vilmar provides a critique of what can be known, by whom and with 

what authority. For Vilmar, the issue is not simply one of disagreement over conclusions based 

upon reason and conflicting conclusions from revelation. The original and essential part of his 

argument is a method presuming faith and the presence and actions of God himself within his 

church, denying rationalist categories, as well as presuppositions of faith which must attend the 

Christian theological task. 

The arguments advanced are not directed to rationalist dispute of factual truth but to the 

methods that reason can use to find and embrace the truth. Vilmar maintained that faith must be a 

presupposition in any theological undertaking if it is to avoid error from the beginning 

(Atheology). With this understanding, the critique of Link can apply only to those who employ 

rationalist methods to prove truth claims, e.g. their historical truth. But with Vilmar the 

181 Christoph Link, "Die Grundlagen der Kirchenverfassung im lutherischen Konfessionalismus des 19. 
Jahrhunderts insbesondere bei Theodosius Harnack," vol. 3 of Jus Ecclesiasticum: Beitrage zum evangelischen 
Kirchenrecht und zum Staatskirchenrecht (Milnchen: Claudius Verlag, 1966), 20. 

182 Ibid., 23. 

104 



difference first must be calculated not only in method but in the presupposition of the revelation 

of God in the Scriptures and the faith which accepts it. In this Vilmar gives a valuable 

contribution to the religious discussion of his day and our own understanding as such questions 

arise today. 

Thought and Institution 

The development of Vilmar' s hermeneutic sought to check and correct a trend that he 

found only to promise ruin for the church and consequentially a disaster for the German people. 

As new ideas emerged and old Enlightenment presuppositions of rationalism held sway among 

the intellectuals and theologians in Germany and increasingly throughout the world, Vilmar 

provided a metacriticism in his native Hesse that proved to be a microcosm of the wider struggle. 

His efforts were embedded in the struggles of institutions and thought in education, Germanistic, 

the political stage, and the church itself. 

He sought to give Germans a renewed culture with Christian faith as he thought Germans 

had known in their most productive years when they had prospered as a culture and Christianity 

had flourished. He entered into the fray following the fall of Napoleon as the nations dominated 

so long by this dictator attempted to define themselves. He sought this definition not by simply 

returning to the past as many Restoration rulers wished to do in the security of absolutism, but 

facing the challenges of thought and institutions which sought to work these changes. 

During these struggles of public policy, revolution, and academic activity, he joined with 

rest of the Christian world in its lively discussions of the church: its character, origins, basis of 

authority, its ministry, and the means by which it was to engage the culture in which it found 

itself. There were currents of thought examined in this chapter and the preceding ones which 

sought to place the church outside the life of its people by relegating theology to that of a 
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discrete, rationally pursued science. It was to assume its place alongside other academic 

disciplines with the church's voice of faith becoming increasingly faint as only one opinion 

among many. Conversely, this trend allowed other ideas to enter Christian thought from many 

disciplines that were alien to it. These efforts presented no unified front under one paradigm but 

found expression in the scientific and romantic presuppositions of Schleiermacher, the 

metaphysical idealism of Hegel, and the ever increasing tendency for the Christian faith to be 

questioned on the basis of an epistemology of doubt. 

On the other hand, the church was also in danger of being subsumed by the state, justifying 

its sovereign governing of spiritual matters in the various state churches using these competing 

ideas to justify its actions. This conflict between confessional churches and states became more 

pressing than ever with the revolutions that visited Germany and other European states in the 

period of Vilmar' s life. Revolutionaries wanted to disestablish the church in the interest of free 

thought, and governments sought to counter this move by imposing a church with no 

confessional basis or many officially sanctioned confessions to better consolidate state power. 

Both were a growing danger to church and faith as the truth of the faith became relative to so 

many competing priorities. 

These undercurrents of history were aimed at marginalizing the church by replacing faith 

with ideas and the church as only another institution which less and less to say to society. 

Religion was to become either a merely personal conviction or a state institution with the 

interests of the state as paramount to its activity. If these undercurrents flowed through Vilmar's 

life and thought, then overarching the whole of his life was the Christian church. In Germany 

Lutherans sought to address the problems they confronted with a renewed confessionalism as a 

basis for their understanding of their life in the church that proclaimed Christ in the world and 
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remained faithful to this theological task. The church-that institution whose presence was ever 

the object of conflict-was both the source and increasingly the purpose of Vilmar's toil. 
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CHAPTER4 

DOCTRINE OF THE CHURCH 

Introduction 

One of the most notable aspects of the new century following the fall of Napoleon was the 

emergence of Christology as a systematic discipline. The concern for the dogmatic discussion of 

the church embraced a number of different traditions. This common interest developed in a new 

historical context following the years of Enlightment, revolution, and warfare, a context marked 

by the Congress of Vienna in 1815. The century was marked the by diminishing and elimination 

of temporal power by archbishops whose authority was curtailed by French occupation; before 

another half century passed, the Papal States would be lost to revolutionary forces seeking to 

unite Italy. These events precipitated an self-examination of the Roman Catholic Church by a 

number of theologians. The ecclesiology examined here is that of the Tiibinger School producing 

the highly influential theology of Johann Adam Mohler. His examination of the church, Catholic 

and Protestant, identified issues that would inform others such as Vilmar. 

Lutherans were also drawn into this discussion as they turned to the past for Lutheran 

theology of the 16th and 1 ?1h centuries. The critical retrieval of the Augsburg and other Lutheran 

Confession in the anniversaries of 1817 and 1830 were milestones in the celbration of church 

and culture as well as lending a valuable resource to the discussion of church and ministry. 

Events in Germany and Europe at large provided a catalyst for these discussions as theologians 

met the crisis of government-enforced union of Protestant confessions, as well as the 

privatization of the church in the theology of Schleiermacher as religion became little more than 
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personal conviction. In these movements claims of truth were lost as truth increasingly lost its 

historical foundation, either as being unhistorical, or the conviction that the past had no claim on 

the present. The Silesian Church Crisis, the conflict with the established church structure in 

Bavaria, and the revolutions that bled from France into the other nations of Europe, make the 

theological task of ecclesiology not only one of long-range importance, but also one of urgency. 

Vilmar joined Julius Stahl, Theodor Kliefoth, and others as they addressed the church question 

within the context of their own lands and established churches. 

Vilmar would learn from these men, Lutheran and Catholic, and present an ecclesiology, 

though lacking systematic precision, was informed by the awareness of the richness of the past 

and the on-going discussion in the quest to identify that glorious reality that was the church. 

A Period of Ferment 

The Beginning of the Trajectory 

At no other time had the doctrine of the church, as it existed among the various Christian 

denominations, been so passionately taken to heart, Vilmar often observed. And this teaching 

provoked the bitterest opposition by what Vilmar termed the forces of "science." He assesses its 

magnitude in his address on the 183 0 commemoration of the Augsburg Confession. The passage 

of twenty-five years only reinforced his assessment repeated in Theologie der Tatsachen. At the 

beginning of the chapter, "Church," he wrote: 

No other article of Christian doctrine and of Christian life has been discussed in 
recent times and with more fruitfulness than the article of the church-indeed so in 
the domain of evangelical theology and in no way like it had been discussed quite 
like now-but also against no other article rages from the rhetorician such sharp 
expressions of antipathy and loathing as this one. 183 

183 A.F.C. Vilmar, Theologie der Tatsachen wider die Theologie der Rhetorik: Ein Bekenntnis und Abwehr 
(Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1984), 49-50. "Kein Artikel der christlichen Lehre und des 
christlichen Lebens ist in der neuesten Zeit mit mehr Eifer und mit mehr Fruchtbarkeit discutiert worden als der 
Artikel von der Kirche-ja es ist derselbe in dem Gebiete der evangelischen Theologie noch niemals in nur 
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But its time had not come for Vilmar during the period encompassing the years following 

his ordination and early years as a gymnasium teacher. He remained an opponent of confessional 

and church renewal. Later, having become a champion of confessionalism and the church, 

Vilmar knew his opposition very well, having once been a vocal member of those opposed to a 

renewed life of the church and the witness of its doctrines. His open letter to Sartorius serves as 

an example. 

In 1824, Professor Ernst Wilhelm Christian Sartorius (1797-1859), professor of theology at 

Dorpat, having left Marburg from a like position that same year (he had begun in Marburg only 

after Vilmar's graduation), an opponent of rationalism and an advocate for a renewed Lutheran 

church, returned to Marburg for a visit. He stood opposed to the kind of theology learned by 

Vilmar at the university there. Vilmar used the opportunity to write an open letter to him 

challenging him to defend his controversial convictions. 

You have, honored professor, already so often shown yourself through word and deed 
as the bitterest enemy of 'rationalism' and the most passionate defender of the old 
Lutheran ecclesial system in dogmatics and expounded of late so loudly and 
explicitly, you would make the battle against rationalism sharper, with less constraint 
and with a lack of consideration, that it cannot fail; rationalism has to rise to its feet 
and fight and indeed directly fight with you. But it appears before this fight can 
begin, a larger need has to be met. It is this: a strong, unshakeable foundation. This is 
universally as necessary as it is difficult, but necessary and difficult for you, because 
you appear arbitrarily to connect concepts with many words and to privilege ideas 
over other points. In order to smooth the playing field for a future fair fight, that is to 
lead to a fair assessment of the contested points, allow me, honored professor, to 
submit some questions .... 184 

annahemd, nur ahnlich bedeutender Weise erortert worden wie jetzt-aber gegen keinen Artikel regt sich auch mit 
so scharfem Nachdrucke die Abneigung und der Widerwille der Rhetoriker, wie gegen diesen." 

184 Monatschrift fiir Predigerwissenschafien , ed. Ernst Zimmeramann and August Hendenreich, vol. 6, 
(Darmstadt: Karl Wilhelm Leske, 1824), 43-9, in Wilhelm Hopf, August Vilmar: Ein Lebensbild, (Erlangen: Martin 
Luther Verlag: 1912), 119. "Sie haben sich, verehrter Herr Professor, schon so oft <lurch Wort und Tat als den 
bittersten Feind des'Rationalismus' und als den eifrigsten Verteideiger des altlutherisch-kirchlichen Systems in der 
Dogmatik gezeigt und erklaren neuerdings so laut und ausdriicklich, Sie wiirden den Kampf gegen den 
Rationalismus immer scharfer, freier und rlicksichtsloser fortfu.hren, dass es nicht fehlen kann: es milssen sich die 
Rationalismus zum Kampfe, und zwar gerade zum Kampfe mit Ihnen, erheben. Nur aber scheint, um diesen Kampf 
beginnen zu konnen, noch vorher einem grossen Berdurfnisse abzuhelfen zu sein. Es ist dieses: feste, unwandelbare 
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The article then asked four questions. The first three demanded to know what was meant by 

science and scholarly method, by rationalism, and the asserted relationship of rationalism with 

Catholicism. The last question asked, "Do you recognize a religious doctrine or theology as a 

rational science, as part of philosophy? And would these be, as you determine, according to their 

sources, limits, and main points?"185 Then asserting that everyone must answer this last question 

in the affirmative because whoever would answer in the negative "would immediately deny 

familiarity with the philosophy of both former and present times, all knowledge of self, to be 

sure, all sound ability to think, and in a theological issue not allow him to enter [into discussion] 

at all, without making himself laughable. " 186 

The hoped for printed exchange never took place since the newspaper in which it was 

planned inexplicably closed. Vilmar soon thereafter lost the enthusiasm for his cause, and even 

began to doubt his own rationalist system. He was not inclined to move immediately toward the 

position Sartorius championed, but he was troubled exceedingly by the great spiritual "nothing" 

to which he had arrived. It was in 1825 that we see the arrest of his radical development and the 

beginnings of his conversion. 187 The great spiritual void, of which he admitted, began to be filled. 

The trajectory leading to his mature convictions concerning the church dates from this period. 

Though his positions would shift dramatically in years to come, the identity of the main 

issue at the heart of public discussion was that of the foundation of certainty. As we have seen, 

the contending idealism of Hegel, and the opposite concerns of Schleiermacher' s romanticism, 

Konstantierung der Standpunkte. Es ist dieses schon im allgemeinen so notig als schwierig; notiger aber und 
schwieger noch bei Ihnen, da Sie mit vielen Worten ganz eigene Begriffe verbinden und tiber mehrere Punkte ganz 
besondere Vorstellungen zu hegen scheinen. Um einem ktinftigen Feststellung der streitigen Punkte hinzuleiten, 
erlaube ich mir, Ihnen, hochverehrter Herr Professor, einige Fragen vorzulegen ... " 

185 Ibid., 120. "Erkennen Sie eine Religlionslehre oder Theologie als eine Vemunftwissenschaft, als Teil der 
Philosophen an? Und ware <las, wie bestimmen Sie dieselbe auch ihren Quellen, Grenzen und Hauptmomenten?" 

186 Ibid., "denn, dem, welcher dieses leugnen wollte, ware geradezu alle Bekanntschaft mit der Philosophie 
alterer und jetziger Zeit, alle Selbsterkenntnis, ja alles gesunde Denkvermogen abzusprechen, und auf irgend einen 
theologischen Gegenstand konnte man sich mit ihm gar nicht einlassen, ohne sich selbst lacherlich zu machen .... " 
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lent identity to contending parties. The latter might assert that the liberty of the individual was at 

stake; religious truth had more to do with conscience and sensibility than objetively asserted 

truth. The former group might contend that the task of the church was that of sustaining public 

morality and stabilizing society with good and loyal citizens, thus the church's task largely 

became that of assisting and legitimizing the state. Such assertions would form the basis for 

contention in this age of revolution. Yet, "On what foundation do you assert your convictions?" 

Vilmar challenged. Though his conclusions would differ dramatically, at this early date he 

identifies the key issue knowing, epistemology. As we have seen, the hermeneutical issue would 

be one closely identified with his theology of the church. 

Attending A University 

His brother, Wilhelm, wrote that he must "attend a university" in effect with his free time. 

Together, they "unlocked" the Lutheran orthodox theologians, Callov, Gerhard, especially his 

Loci, and Hollaz, as well as the Church Fathers: Tertullian, Augustine, Ignatius, and Iranaeus. He 

included in his study Schleiermacher's The Christian Faith (Die christliche Glaube), and at this 

point he might have accepted it, he but realized now that he already had far more than anything 

Schleiermacher had to offer. Vilmar identified the book by the theologian Tholuck, The Doctrine 

of Sin (Die Lehre von der Sunde) as decisive in bringing about his conversion. Study of the early 

German epic saga, Heiland, also proved a moving experience as he saw there praise of the 

Redeemer Christ depicted allegorically in this product of earliest German Christian culture. 

Here the growing faith of Vilmar still lies more in the abstract than would its later 

expression. There is little or no mention of "church." In his attack on Sartorius, the problem he 

identified was one of epistemology. The task for the future Theologian of Reality lay not only in 

187 Ibid., 121-22. 
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discovering the treasures inherited from the past. He learned from an on-going discussion 

throughout Germany concerning the church, a discussion that crossed confessional boundaries. It 

would be difficult to attribute his developing views to any one writer, or to identify him with any 

distinctive school of thought. At this point the facts are these: Vilmar knew a great spiritual void. 

His rationalist training did not offer an alternative theology of the church, a theology that he 

would critique and change, so much as a great spiritual void to be filled. In the place of this void 

Vilmar' s distinctive theology emerged over time as an organism grows and matures rather than a 

sudden mutation from one kind of thing to another. 

A decade and more would be needed following his 1830 speech for his mature church 

theology to emerge in all of its distinctive parts associated with the name of Vilmar: the church 

as institution of Christ; a visible church and rejection of an invisible church; 188 the doctrine 

possessed and passed on to future generations as the very "life and experience" (Erfahren und 

Erlebnis) of the church; the reality of this life as opposed to "science" and "rhetoric;" the 

"exhibitive" nature of the means of grace which are a "word act" imparting what they speak; the 

objective church as the source of subjective faith; a dynamic church which is the only source of 

personal faith; the special role of the church as a critic of society, and the particular role of the 

office of the ministry instituted by Christ himself. 

188 A.F.C. Vilmar, Dogmatik, Akedemische Vorlesungen, ed. R. W. Piderit, vol. 2 (Gutersloh: Druck und 
Verlag von C. Bertelsmann, 1874), 198. Vilmar attributes the introduction of these distincitions to the period of 
Orthodoxy. For him the issue was not so much against a hierarchy and its claims to be the one ture, church, but 
against the atomization of the church into a society of aggregate, individual belivers. Hence the visible church he 
asserted was that where Christ gathered people together around the means of grace, hence the church came from 
above and was visible by the administration of the sacraments and the preaching of the word. These terms can be 
located in Lutheran literature from the Orthodox period, for example, in the work of Johann Konrad Dietrich from 
that period; see, J.C.W. Lindemann, ed., Evangelische Katechismus-Milch: 75 kurze Katechesen iiber Dr. Martin 
Luthers Kleinen Katechismus, nach der Erklarung Joh. Konr. Dietrich (St. Louis: Druck und Erpedition der Louis 
Lange Publishing Co., 1885), 242. "Was haben wir von ihr unter anderem auch gelemt? Dies, <lass sie [the church] 
unsichtbar sei." 
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During this decade of "attending a university," his writings reveal the church emerging as 

the central feature of his attention. As it had filled a void in his own life, he perceived a void in 

the corpus of church doctrine that needed to be filled: specifically, a pressing need to complete 

the still incomplete doctrine of the church. However these ideas were germinating even as he 

came to the faith that he unashamedly identified as Lutheran. The rejected, abstract arguments of 

philosophical foundations, he replaced with the concrete fact of the church. 

Ferment: The Tiibingen School 

An Early Ecclesiology 

The Hessian brothers' research came at a time when discussion of church theology 

occupied not only the emerging Lutheran theologians but also Roman Catholics who sought 

"new understanding of the meaning of the Gospel, the nature of the Christian life, and the 

church's mission and structure," and "in their styles of spirituality, attitudes toward communal 

and private prayer; types of preaching, sacramental celebrations, and pastoral priorities they 

presented not competing theologies [to the Enlightenment view of the church] but contrasted 

worldviews."189 Vilmar wrote of one leading figure who moved him profoundly. 

In a letter of October 11, 1832, Vilmar reported to Wilhelm from Marburg; 

I am presently occupied with a work which stirs up again from its deepest causes the 
age old conflict between Protestantism and Catholicism. More than all Protestant 
books, has this one opened for me a consciousness of these things, and if I remain 
here this winter and am only moderately occupied, I will continue to occupy myself 
with it as much as I can. 190 

189 Michael J. Himes, Ongoing Incarnation: Johann Adam Mohler and the Beginnings of Modern Ecclesiology 
(New York: The Crossroad Publishing Company, 1997), 2. 

19° Friedrich Wilhelm Kantzenbach, "Vilmar's 'Theologie der Tatsachen' und die 'Symbolik' Johann Adam 
Mohlers," Zeitschriftfiir Kirchengeschichte 70, no. 3-4 (1959): 254-5. "Ich beschaftige michjetzt mit einem Werke, 
welches die uralten Grundstreitigkeiten zwischen dem Protestantismus und Katholizismus wieder vom tiefsten 
Grunde aufiiihrt: Mohlers (Professor der katholischen Theologie in Tlibingen) Symbolik. Mir hat dies Buch, mehr 
als alle protestantischen, den Sinn flir diese Dinge geoffnet, und wenn ich diesen Winter hier bleibe und mass_ig zu 
tun habe, werde ich, soviel ich kann, daran fortarbeiten." 
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That winter, in a letter dated January 10, 1833, Vilmar wrote to his sister: 

The storm raged in my heart, and the current dug its course through the depths of my 
life; but it was a blessing-many lies were swept away-of course not all of them­
and much arrogance-again, not all of it-the crown broken; many loose words stuck 
in my mouth and delusions exposed.-The main point is: I have done nothing, but it 
has been given to me by grace, and I hope that it ·happens even more,-and if it 
happens, with even greater pain. 191 

In this work, Symbolik, by Johann Adam Mohler (1796-1838) Vilmar had encountered the 

Roman Catholic Ttibingen School whose theologians introduced new themes concerning the 

church in the wake of the Enlightenment. German Romanticism offered an alternative 

worldview. It offered new insights into these pressing issues: the relationship of the individual's 

faith to the community of faith, its ecclesial offices, and its polity. The influences of philosophers 

such as Friedrich von Schelling (1775-1854) who sought to overcome the closed universe of 

Immanuel Kant by examining the relationship of idea to its finite, concrete expression. By 

understanding the incarnation of God as always having been incarnate in humanity, from 

eternity, and with the Christ only manifesting it perfectly in the Incarnation of Jesus, Schelling 

embraced a Pantheism given concrete form in theologies of the period. 192 The influence of 

Schelling and other philosophers like him can be seen not only within Catholic circles, but also 

among Protestants such as Schleiermacher. Schleiermacher in tum influenced Mohler in his early 

publications, but provided Mohler a position to refute later in his Symbolik. 

Theologies of the church, developed from post-Enlightenment perspectives, cross 

denominational boundaries and interest this study because of the exchange of ideas between 

191 Ibid., p. 255. The "pain" spoken of in this letter, likely speaks of the death ofVilmar's first wife, Karoline, 
in this same year. "Der Sturm hat meinem Herzen gewiihlt und der Strom sich in meinem Lebensboden sein Bette 
gegraben; aber er hat wohlgetan;-viele Liigen hat er ausgefegt-freilich noch lange nicht alle-und vielen 
Hochmutsbaumen-auch nicht allen--die Krone ausgrebrochen; vie le lose W orte mir im Munde erstickt und 
Gaukelbilder mir von den Augen vertrieben.-Die Hauptsache ist : von alledem habe ich nichts getan, sondem es ist 
aus Gnaden an mir getan worden, und ich hoffe, es geschieht noch mehr,-und wenn das, gewiss mit noch grosseren 
Schmerzen." 

192 Himes, Ongoing Incarnation, 243. 
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Catholics and Protestants. An early expression of this trend is to be found in the Tu.bingen 

School, which began forming its influential theology of the church when Vilmar was yet a 

rationalist, and it had defined the framework of many of the arguments when Vilmar became a 

Christian educator and began to explore his own theology of the church. 

Enlightenment thought had reduced the Catholic Church to a school of morality in the 

assessment of many Catholic theologians. Rejecting this arid, limited, and inadequate 

assessment, Tiibingen sought to locate and define the faith relationship between the individual 

and the community, the inner and outer life, the ideal and the organic manifestation, and sought 

to identify the nature of the church beyond the narrow limits of an authoritarian institution. 

Rather they explored the church as it was manifested in the world, as the community of faith-a 

pronounced rejection of the abstractions of the Enlightenment. 

Second, the offices of the church stood in need of examination as these Catholic professors 

sought new insights and justification for spiritual offices as more than simply hierarchical 

supremacy by divine fiat. The permanent secularization by Napoleon of the great archbishoprics 

in Germany of Speyer, Wurz burg, Trier, Mainz, Cologne, and Worms shook the foundations of 

ecclesiastical organization in Germany and the "major support for the ecclesiology that had been 

their theoretical justification."193 

Finally, this school examined the polity of the Catholic Church, examining the hierarchy in 

light of Romantic thought: was the governing organization of the Church an institution of Christ 

and existed by necessity or was it a process of evolution and could be modified as the inner spirit 

of the community found need?194 

193 Michael J. Himes, Ongoing Incarnation, 4. 
194 Ibid., 147-49. 
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This latter term, "institution (Anstalt)," would become a term to defend the church against 

the theology of Schleiermacher, who described it as an association of like-minded believers. It 

emphasized the objective nature of the church uniquely. 

Mohler recast the church as an intergral part of the mystery of the faith and not 
merely the bearer of the mysteries .... Mohler made the church one of the truths 
which it proclaimed. It was no longer the bearer of revelation but the embodiement of 
revelation, no longer the possessor of God's self-communication but the extension of 
that communication. 195 

The discussion they framed was not confined to Roman Catholic circles but received 

widespread circulation, either indirectly through their students, or in a number of significant 

books, and in the periodical, the Tiibinger Theologische Quartalschrift, launched in 1817. The 

Ttibingers framed the discussion of church even as the Lutheran renewal was in its infancy. They 

identified terms and insights used in later discussions, recognized issues extending across 

denominational boundaries, and developed many of the theological possibilities to launch a 

spirited and fruitful debate over the meaning of the church. Lutheran confessional renewal was 

yet in its infancy, and it was perhaps inevitable that many of the insights offered by Rome would 

be appropriated by Wittenberg and given new meaning or serve as a point of departure to fresh 

insights, especially when considered with the lens of the Lutheran Confessions. This Catholic 

school of thought would in turn find itself influenced by the Protestant writings of 

Schleiermacher. 

Johann Michael Sailer 

An early member of this school was Johann Michael Sailer (1751-1832) who deviated from 

post-Tridentine and Enlightenment Catholicism with the insights provided by Romanticism. 

Maintaining that true faith that gives life must be based on individual experience, he became the 

195 Ibid., 326-27. 
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most distinguished representative of the Catholic Pietist movement at the end of the 18th century 

and beginning of the next century. This movmenet of which Sailer was the most prominent 

member characterized a movement for spiritual renewal in southwestern Germany. 196 Though a 

Jesuit he discovered the Ingatian tradition only late in life, and believed that one comes to 

religious experience only through the use of the imagination. "The senses must be stimulatedif 

there is to be any experience. This is the method behind all his widely read devotional writings." 

Sailer increasingly began to demonstrate a need for the visible church with an emphasis on the 

community of believers as the bearer of tradition. For example, one must not only hear the 

preaching but must also experience it. That is to say, it was not simply the content of preaching, 

but preaching is itself the revelation. He may have emphasized such theology to discourage the 

extremes of individual piety, and extremity that led to the resignation of his former students, 

Martin Boos and Johannes Gassner from the priesthood. They became Lutherans. 197 

Experience results, he maintained, not from individual endeavor but is the individual's 

reception of divine activity. The human grasp of salvation comes only as a secondary step in the 

human being grasped by the Almighty. Theology may discuss this experience in rationally 

controlled terms, but the experience precedes this reflection and remains transcendent to this 

endeavor. As some Catholics gave way to Romantic excesses, Sailer increasingly demonstrated 

the need for a visible church for the living proclamation of the apostles. The power of this 

message was the Holy Spirit. "The same Spirit who gave the living force to the preaching made 

ready the ears of the hearers." In the theology of Sailer we find 8:-n advocate of experiential 

196 This movement's most extreme representatives were actually two of Sailer's students, Martin Boos ( 17 62-
1825) and Johannes Gossner ( 1773-1858). Sailer unintentionally opened a path for these men to join others in 
denying any significance to the church I the religious life of Christians other than as a gathering of like-minded 
individuals for the purposes of mutual support and encouragement. Sailer defended these men against the Roman 
Catholic authorities, but he did not participate in these extreme measures. 

197 Ibid., 23, 26. 
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theology (Erlebnistheologie) with the continuing influence of the Enlightenment emphasis on the 

individual. It was the individual's personal experience that validated the community in this 

eccelesiolgy where the Holy Spirit stood as its basis. 198 

Johann Sebastian Drey 

Another leading figure, rememb~red as the "father" of the Catholic Tu.bingen school, and 

another advocate of Erlebnistheologie, and who also had a far-reaching influence was Johann 

Sebastian Drey (1777-1853). To illustrate what was wrong with contemporary rationalist 

theology, Drey compared contemporary writings with those of the Middle Ages. In that earlier 

period, theology had emerged from a culture marked by the interpenetration of the Christian faith 

and life. As such, historical Christian faith assumed a role greater than historical facts 

remembered, but rather was embraced as a reality vividly experienced. He acknowledged that 

scholastic theology appeared to be hair-splitting word-games. But a "game of words must be 

judged," he wrote in his essay, "Toward the Revision of the Present State of Theology" 

(Revision des gegenwartigen Zustandes der Theologie ), "in terms of its own time if it is to be 

judged rightly. If this is done, it will still ever appear to be a game, but a game, like those of 

children, has life's earnestness and a real sense to it."199 It was in experience or in the heart 

(Gemilt) that religion was grounded, not in reason (Verstand), thus he developed 

Erlebnistheologie beyond what Sailer had offered .. 

Drey sensed that it was in an environment of mystical and contemplative spirit that the 

theology of the Middle Ages had emerged. There one found a synthesis between life and 

religion, of reason and experience, but it fell apart because of the divorce between reason and 

life. Reason alone could not grasp experience and appreciate the church as a community united 

198Ibid., 22-7. 
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on the basis of common experience. No longer, Drey maintained, could the Catholic Church then 

rely on shared tradition for unity but only on institutionalized authority. Theologians were 

compelled to appeal to the only source of objective thought left to them, the Scriptures. The dry 

scholarship of reason made salvation history appear to be a set of discrete events explained by 

appeal to God's will or reduced to contingent causes rather than the magnificent, organic 

unfolding of a positive, spiritually enlivening reality across history. The lifeless analysis of 

discursive reason (Verstand) had replaced the insights of intuitive reason (Vemunft) and the 

reality of history.200 Drey considered it the task of the theologians in his day to bring theology 

back to its vitalizing source. 201 In this analysis we see a common Romantic feature of research: 

history became for them revelatory of Christian life. 

A Hermeneutical Moment 

The philosophy of Schelling sought the connection between Kant's metaphysical noumena 

and the phenomena of the physical universe. This effort sought a connection between the ideal of 

the former and experience in the latter. In Schelling's scientific method, the ideal existed a priori 

and the evidence of it existed a posteriori. The church thus became the phenomenon of the ideal 

of doctrine and served as the true basis of all theological knowledge. 202 In like fashion, doctrine 

could be inductively posited a priori based upon the parts known a posteriori. With this 

understanding, Drey could posit then a unity between all doctrine as it was expressed in history. 

199 Himes, Ongoing Incarnation, 33. 
200 Ibid. 232-3. This distinction became common coin among post-Kantian philosophers and was given its 

most influential formulation for Catholics from the friend of Hamann, and German philosopher who criticized 
Kant's system, Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi. 

201 Ibid., 34-5. 
202 Ibid. 3 8-9. "The ideas of religion directed toward the intuition of the infinite in the finite must be expressed 

pre-eminently in existing reality .... It must accordingly be represented through a similarly infinite and yet limited 
manifestation, which is itself not simply real, like the state, but ideal, and which proclaims as a presence the unity of 
all the spirit in the midst of their separation into individuality. This symbolized intuition is the church as a living 
work of art. Schelling, Vorlesungen iiber die Methode des akademischen Studiums, 5: 292-3, quoted in Hime, 
Ongoing Incarnation,127. 
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This organic concept considered the Church to be based upon the Holy Spirit who filled the 

Church and gave it the illumination of the a priori unity of all doctrine. Such an understanding 

presented Mohler with the problem of the presence of the Spirit and the problem of panentheism 

that was inherent in subsuming all doctrines into this one ideal explanation, and the life of the 

church community as one and the same as the Holy Spirit. 

Mohler and the Symbolik 

Drey's student, Johann Adam Mohler, sought to resolve the tension between Sailer's 

Erlebnistheologie and the existence of an ecclesial community and between the Christian 

community spirit (Gemeingeist) and the historical church.203 At an early stage, Protestant thought 

influenced this Catholic theologian just as, in return, he would affect Protestant ecclesial thought. 

Mohler' s writings revealed the profound influence of Schleiermacher in the Tiibinger' s early 

Unity of the Church (Einheit der Kirche) (1825). Under Schleiermacher' s influence, he identified 

in effect the Holy Spirit and the life of the Christian community as one and the same. Eventually 

he realized that such an understanding, like Schleiermacher' s exposition of the church, could not 

avoid falling into panentheism. The divine became the spirit of the community itself, and thus, 

there no longer remains any essential difference between the two. Within this concept the Spirit 

is present essentially in the church, and from this common community spirit emerges the offices 

of the church, its polity, and its theology. This notion offered an organic explanation of 

Romanticism where the material surfaced from the spiritual within the individual and from 

within the community. This organic principle explained the evolution of church history and was 

the key to understanding the present church according to early romantic thought. 204 

203 Himes, Ongoing Incarnation, 150-1. 
204 Ibid., 119-21. 
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Mohler and the Tiibingen school were an early effort among others soon to follow in an 

attempt to locate and explain existing tensions: the relationship between inner and outer, ideal 

and organic manifestation, the community and the individual. In Mohler' s early work, Unity of 

the Church, there was no clearly distinguishable moment between a priori and a posteriori. After 

further reflection and study, especially study of the church father, Athanasius, Mohler was to 

revise his earlier understanding described above by placing Christ as the origin, basis, and center 

of the church. 

Another Hermeneutical Step 

The inseparable but unconfused union of the two natures of Christ becomes the paradigm 

for the understanding of the union of the divine and the human in the church. 

The institution of a visible church was not only suitable in view of the manner of the 
union of God and humanity in Christ, for suitability implies that another possibility 
could have been chosen that might have been less adequate. Today, to say that the 
form of the church is suitable to the form of the Incarnation is to say that those 
doctrines are independent of one another and only extrinsically related to one another. 
The denial of that independence, that extrinsic relationship between doctrines, is at 
the heart of Mohler' s thought. Such an extrinsic relationship would completely 
undermine the 'scientific' character of theology. For science, Wissenshaft, means the 
logical and organic interrelatedness of knowledge. To isolate doctrines from one 
another would deprive them of their a priori necessity. Mohler certainly does not 
intend to claim that doctrines are deducible one from another with a necessity that 
denies the freedom of God who is the revealer of doctrine. Rather doctrines, once 
discovered, are to be interrelated in an organic system. 205 

Hence there is organic connection between doctrines though individual doctrines can only 

be revealed by God before they can be known. Yet once discovered, they are seen to be part of 

one idea. For Drey, that one idea was the kingdom of God as it unfolded in history. This notion 

found expression by Mohler most often in the God-humankind relation. The Incarnation and the 

205 Ibid., 257-8. 
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church are not isolated facts; rather the former implies the latter. Leading humanity back to full 

communion with God, the· Incarnate Word spoke as human to human. 

This was decisive for the character of those means through which the Son of God 
after his withdrawal from the eyes of the world would still work in the world and for 
the world. Since divinity had shown itself active in Christ in an ordinary human way, 
so with this the form was likewise designated in which his work should be carried 
forward. 206 

The Symbolik explored three areas of inquiry: the nature of the church, its function, and its 

means for effecting those functions. He answered these questions by asserting that the church 

was a visible community created by Christ. "The ultimate basis for the visibility of the church 

lies in the Incarnation of the divine Word; he had the heart of man, without assuming his 

bondage, and if he had not appeared in the flesh, he would only have founded an invisible, inner 

church. "207 

In this context, Mohler locates the "visible" church in the means of grace. Noting that if 

Jesus had not appeared in the flesh, but only filling men's hearts in a spiritual fashion, there 

would be only an invisible, inner church: 

But not the word made flesh, it spoke in an expressible, pleasing human way; it 
talked as human to human, and suffered and acted according to the way of humans, in 
order to win back humanity to the kingdom of God. Accordingly, the means chosen 
to achieve this result, which through nature and the need of humanity suited fully 
necessary normal instruction and educational methods. This was decisive for the 
character of those means, through which the Son of God after his withdrawal from 
before the eyes of the world still ordained to work in the world and for the world. 

206 J.A. Mohler, Symbolik, oder Darstellund der dogmatischen Gegensatze der Katholiken und Prostestanten 
nach ihren offentlichen Bekenntnissschriflen (Regensburg: Druck und Verlag von Georg Joseph Manz, 1871), 332. 
"Dies war entsheidend fiir die Beschaffenheit jener Mittel, <lurch welche der Sohn Gottes auch noch nach seiner 
Entrtickung aus den Augen der Welt in der Welt und fiir die Welt wirken wollte. Ratte sich die Gottheit in Christo in 
gewohnlicher menschlicer Weise thatig erwiesen, so war damit die Form, in welcher sein Werk fortgesetzt werden 
sollte, gleichfalls bezeichnet." 

207 Ibid., 332. "Der lezte Grund der Sichtbarkeit der Kirche liegt in der Menschwerdung des gottlichen Wortes; 
hatte sich dasselbe den Herzen der Menschen eingesentkt, ohne die Knechtsgestalt anzunehmen, und somit 
tiberhaupt ohne auf eine leibliche Weise zu erscheinen, so wlirde es auch nur eine unsichtbare, innere Kirche 
gestiftet haben." 
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Since divinity had shown itself active in Christ in an ordinary human way, so with 
this, the form was likewise designated in which his work should be carried forward. 208 

Mohler goes even further. The church is not simply the best possible means for the 

supernatural to be communicated to humanity through human means. Mohler continues: 

So from the point of view advanced here, the visible church is the Son of God 
appearing within mankind in human form in a continuous fashion, constantly 
renewed, eternally rejuvenated, his ongoing incarnation, just as the faithful are also 
called in Holy Scripture the body of Christ. 209 

So from Christology Mohler asserts a church based upon theologies developed long before 

in the debates of the early church. Considering the two natures of Christ in one man as the 

paradigm for the church, he sought to counter heresies developing in his own day. The extremes 

of these heresies he described as classical christological heresies. The church must avoid 

ecclesiologies that are Nestorian on the one hand and Monophysite on the other. The former 

described the church as one where the separating of the supernatural mission from the human 

organization resulted in a separation of a visible from and an invisible church. The second 

constituted an opposite extreme where the divine so merges with the institution that the human 

disappears in a divinized community. The battle for him in his day was most clearly that of 

combating the Monophysite ecclesiology. For Mohler one community existed in two modes and 

must be examined accordingly. Mohler would then of course reject an invisible church. 

208 Ibid., "Indem nun aber das Wort Fleisch geworden ist, sprach es sich selbst auf eine Ausserung 
vemehmbare, menschliche Weise aus, es redete als Mensch zu Menschen und litt und wirkete nach Menschenart, 
um die Menschen fiir das Reich Gottes wiederzugewinnen, so <lass das Mittel, das zur Erreichung dieses Zweckes 
gewahlt wurde, der <lurch die Natur und die Bedtirfnisse des Menschen bedingten allgemeinen Unterrichts-und 
Erziehungsmethode vollig entsprach. Dies war entsheidend fiir die Beschafffenheitjener Mittel, <lurch welche der 
Sohn Gottes auch noch nach seiner Entrilckung aus den Augen der Welt in der Christo in gewohnlicher 
menschlicher Weise thatig erwiesen, so war damit die Form, in welcher sein Werk fortgesetzt werden sollt, 
gleichfalls bezeichnet." 

209 Ibid, 332-3. "So ist denn die sichtbare Kirche, von dem eben entwickelten Gesichtpunkte aus, der unter den 
Menschen in menschlicher Fonn fortwahrend erscheinende, stets sich emeuemde, ewig sich verjiingend Sohn 
Gottes, die andauemede Fleischwerdung desselben, so wie denn auch die Glatibigen in der heiligen Schrift der Leib 
Christi genannt werden." Also Himes, Ongoing Incarnation, 258-9. 
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Vilmar would find these arguments compelling. Late in life his posthumously published 

Dogmatik would describe the church in a fashion reminiscent of Mohler' s paradigm, an 

institution with a divine nature: "So . . . the church is a continuation of the presence, life, and 

work of Jesus Christ, an expansion of his person, it is his own I, depicted in a communion for the 

redemption of called men."210 This theology acted as a stimulus for Vilmar and has been 

examined before. F. W Kantzenbach attributes the overall understanding of church as institute 

and the high view of the office of the ministry to Mahler's influence.211 This single source theory 

or reception explanation does not do full justice to the development of Vilmar' s theology over 

the remaining years of his life, where changes in his own responsibilities and the revolutions 

from both above ( e.g. Prussia) and from below ( e.g. the Revolution of 1848) would serve as 

catalysts for further explication of his theology. 

Ulrich Asendorf points out the facets of Vilmar' s theology yet to be developed counter this 

interpretation of Kantzenbach. Also when the theology found expression there was little mention 

of Mohler or his Symbolik. Kantzenbach sees clear lines of reception in the concepts of the 

church as the ongoing incarnation, the explanation of the church by means of organic 

philosophy, and the continuing presence of Christ through the office of the ministry. This 

concept of the church as ongoing incarnation has only peripheral meaning in the Theology of 

Fact; organic is not overly significant but more descriptive than conceptual, and the association 

of the ministry with the presence of Christ elucidates Apology VII, 28 more than Mohler. 

210 A.F.C. Vilmar, Dogmatik: Akademische Vorlesungen von Dr. A.F.C. Vilmar, vol. 2, ed. K.W. Piderit, 
(Glitersloh: Druck und Verlag von C. Bertelsmann, 1874), 183. "So ist auch die Kirche eine Fortsetzung des 
Daseins, Lebens und Wirkens Jesu Christi, eine Expansion seiner Person, sie ist sein eigenes Ich, dargestellt in einer 
Gemeinschaft zur Erlosung berufener Menschen." 

211 Friedrich Wilhelm Kantzenbach, Gestalten und Typen des Neuluthertums: Beitrage zur E,forschung des 
Neokonfessionalismus im 19. Jahrhundert (Glitersloh: Verlaghaus Gerd Mohn, 1968), 122. 
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Asendorf does concede that Mohler may have contributed to his understanding of the 

Confessions. 212 

Further, Kantzenbach fails to credit the hermeneutical approach of these theologians such 

as Vilmar and Mohler in the insight of historical development of doctrines while yet defending 

their divine truth. This critique levels an idealist challenge to the historical development of the 

church while failing to address the fact of the development of doctrine as the witness of the 

church and its Scriptures to the pressing issues of the contemporary life. 

The Emergence of a New Lutheranism 

Friedrich Julius Stahl and the Paradigms of Church Polity 

As Lutheran theologians began to address concerns arising from the Protestant unions, 

many of the insights presented by Mohler in the Symbolik took shape as these Lutherans 

nevertheless assumed their own course. Lutherans were intent on countering the unionist 

tendencies, correcting the hermeneutical error that they considered so destructive of church and 

society, and to augment and complete what Vilmar would consider an incomplete doctrine of the 

church as confessed by Lutherans. He considered historical development and the development of 

doctrine to be inseparable. Without this "organic" concept, to maintain the objective validity of 

Lutheran Confessions was beyond defense.213 Fellow Lutherans offered groundwork of their 

own, lending Vilmar some of their insights and proposals, just as Mohler influenced them all. 

Friedrich Julius Stahl (1802-1861) provided an early assessment of the church question in 

Germany and influencing the wider discussion, revealed the influence of Mohler, and in turn, 

were reflected in the writings of Vilmar and others concerning the church. Stahl was born in 

212 Ulrich Asendorf, Die europaische Krise und Amt der Kirche: Voraussetzungen der Theologie von A.F.C. 
Vilmar (Berlin and Hamburg: Lutherisches Varlaghaus, 1967), 92, fn. 170. 

213Chistoph Link, Die Grundlagen der Kirchenve,fassung im lutherischen Confessionalismus des 19. 
Jarhunderts insbesonere bei Theodosius Harnack (Munchen: Claudius Verlag, 1966), 49. 
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Munich to a Jewish father and attended the universities at Wurzburg, Heidelberg, and Erlangen 

where he became a Lutheran in 1819. An early conflict with his fellow student, Feuerbach, 

prefigured the church and hermeneutical struggles of his mature years as a theologian. He was 

first appointed as a professor at Wurzburg, then Erlangen, and then was called to the University 

of Berlin in 1840 along with Schelling to combat the influence of Hegel. 214 

He soon became an adherent and advocate of the Lutheran symbolic books. He served in 

the role of a very influential politician in the conservative monarchist circle of the kingdom. 

When comparing his political sympathies with Vilmar' s conservative political sympathies, it 

should be remembered that the government in Berlin ruled over a far different religious 

arrangement than that found Lower Hesse where Lutheranism was established in the Diocese of 

Kassel. Though that region knew the religious debate of so many other regions, an established 

union did not become a reality until Prussian annexation in 1866. 

Stahl was known early for his works, Philosophy of Law According to the Historical 

Viewpoint (Die Philosophie des Rechts, 1830), and Church Polity According to the Doctrine and 

Law of Protestantism (Die Kirchenverfassung nach Lehre und Recht der Protestanten, 1840). It 

was in this latter book that we learn his view of church and ministry that would remain consistent 

throughout the remainder of his career and which offered alternatives to Schleiermacher' s 

understanding of the church. We can organize them in three key theses. 

First, the term introduced by Mohler becomes prominent. The church is the visible, 

revealed institution (Anstalt) for the Kingdom of God .... "Second this institution contained the 

invisible and visible church in one indissoluble bond. This organic organization could not be 

divided without a false understanding since there was a unity in both these sides of the church, a 

214 F. Lichtenberger, History of German Theology in the Nineteenth Centwy, trans. and ed. by W. Hastie 
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unity of the communion of saints and the "true doctrine of the Gospel and the true administration 

of the sacraments." Finally, he insisted that the visible church was distinguished by its 

confessional statements and constitutional polity.215 

Further he identified three types of church polity known and practiced in Lutheranism: the 

episcopal, the territorial, and the collegiate. His analysis also identified each with a particular 

period of history. The episcopal system he identified with the independence of the church as it 

was maintained throughout the land. The territorial system corresponded to the era of political 

absolutism by princes. Finally, the collegial system, identified with the ecclesiology of Friedrich 

Schleiermacher, developed as the masses established authority over their own rulers, and was 

extended over the church as well.216 

The episcopal system is a reflection of that time, in which the independence of the 
church, as with all other corporate bodies, was maintained throughout the land. The 
territorial system belongs to the period in which the authority of the prince was all­
powerful. The collegial system, finally, is of that period in which the masses and their 
authority were established as rulers, it is in the church the analogy of popular 
sovereignty. 217 

Additionally Stahl assessed both the territorial and collegiate systems with inner 

subjectivity of the pious life, opposed to any organically conceived and institutionally grounded 

understanding of the church. The territorial system granted to the prince authority over the 

external church structure to obtain social tranquility and tolerated freedom of undisturbed, 

individual religious belief and practice. This view of the church Stahl ascribed to Pietism which 

was conceived under this system. Accordingly the church became a free association of believers. 

The dignity and true nature of the church was in danger of compromise. The church stood before 

(Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1889), 425. 
215 Friedrich Stahl, Die Kirchenverfassung nach Lehre und Recht der Protestanten (Erlangen: 1840), 49-53, 

quoted in Walter H. Conser, Jr., Church and Confession: Conservative Theologians in Germany, England, and 
America, 1815-1866 (Macon: Mercer University Press, 1984 ), 46-7. 
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the danger of reduction to little more than an association of believers. On the other hand, the 

prince was poised to exercise illegitimate power over the church thus surpassing his powers. The 

former danger Stahl feared the most.218 

It comes as no surprise then that Stahl would oppose the collegial system even more than 

the territorial system. In this system, an innovation attributed to Friedrich Schleiermacher, the 

church was an association of individuals much like any other association in form but with a 

different goal in mind ("Nicht das Wesen, sondern allein der Zweck unterscheidet diese von 

anderren Vereinen."219
). "It consisted of individual personalities, and was to bring forth and rule 

believers' lives with this model of common life. "220 Through a common confession, the 

individuals were knit together in a visible assembly. He offered German Protestants an 

alternative to the ecclesiology of Schliermacher which added up to little more than a social 

contract, or the territorial system threatening the integrity of the church. The church rather was 

an organic institution established by Christ. This institution had prospered most, he thought, 

under the episcopal system. 

Here, then, were two clear theological alternatives on the interpretation of the 
Protestant church. The church could be seen as an institution divinely established and 
preexistent to any given congregation or parish, unified in both its visible and 
invisible natures and ordered in a hierarchy of properly constituted offices. Or it 
could be seen as an association that had special membership requirements and whose 
very process of association testified to the important part it played in society as the 
harbinger of the message of salvation and the moral life.221 

The result is a church surrendered to the state as in the unions established in this period. 

Indeed the invisible church concept became the "way station to the ethical state." Individuals, 

43. 

217 Stahl, Die Kirchenve,fassung, 46, quoted in Conser, Church and Confession, 48. 
218 Conser, Church and Confession, 48-9. 
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exercising their own choice joined a confession of those in agreement with them, and by living 

the life of pious individuals, made the state a place not only of moral citizens, but also obedient 

subjects. 

Stahl faced opposition from many quarters by his assertions and their implications. Critics 

disapproved of his describing the church much like the state as an institution directly from God, 

not the result of natural sovereignty (and revolution). Using legal concepts derived from 

Savigny, he identifies the law of the state as emerging from culture and society and thus 

manifests itself in the state. The church, also an institution, manifests itself as the institution of 

salvation, and indeed acts in a civil capacity with church discipline. The church thus becomes 

much like the state mediating God's rule in the world. Using this legal model, Stahl maintained 

that the visible church is perceived in its constitutional polity and its confession.222 

Stahl's understanding to the church was criticized for making the church an ius humanum 

where the visible polity and the office of the ministry separated the congregation from the church 

itself, since the congregation was relegated to the invisible part of the church. Others would 

criticize Stahl for not recognizing the forward-looking social currents of the day because of an 

abiding fear of revolution. Consequently the Lutherans became identified in many circles with 

the forces of political reaction, not only against communism and socialism, but against 

democracy itself, all considered instruments of revolution.223 

Such criticism mirrors the critics of many historians of Lutheranism examining both the 

nineteenth century and the Reformation which are often presented as a missed opportunity for 

reform of government and other aspects of society, and thereby resulted in securing the absolutist 

territorial system of princes. Yet this criticism often overlooks the context of both movements. 

222 Link, Gundlagen, 74. 
223 Ibid., 45-6. 
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As Stephen Ozment has noted, German history is "not a steady stream flowing in only one 

direction."224 Far from the experience of other countries, the German experience was not one in 

favor of absolute or totalitarian rule. "Historical experience has instead left Germans more 

fearful of anarchy than tyranny, inclining them to hedge, if hedge they must, on the side of good 

order. This they have done in a compelling belief that it is not freedom, once attained, but 

discipline, carefully maintained, that keeps a people free."225 

Thus the experience of the Germany of the sixteenth century where foreign domination by 

pope and emperor were seen as great dangers, so did foreign domination in the early nineteenth 

century-recently experienced from France-remain a concern as well as the domination from 

other emperors such as the Hapsburgs. In the nineteenth century another sixteenth century 

concern, separatism and revolution, were coupled with the French fear and gave the Lutherans 

great concern. The French Revolution of 1789 resulted in the defeat and occupation of German 

nations. The Revolutions of 1830 and 1848 began in France as well, and spread to the German 

lands, serving as a continuing reminder of the ever-present danger of anarchy. 226 

Likewise the great social reforms owed to the Reformation and the Lutherans are often 

overlooked. The Lutherans of the nineteenth century were closely engaged in social issues. Stahl 

served as a member of parliament in Berlin. Kliefort spent his most productive years as the 

Superintendent of the churches in Mecklenburg. Vilmar served in the legislature of Lower Hesse 

and remained close to the seat of political power in the capacity of advisor the Ministry of the 

Interior. The reform he undertook in education has already been examined. Lutherans thought it 

224 Stephen Ozment, A Mighty Fortress: A New History of the German People (New York: Harper & Collins 
Publishers, 2004), 13. 
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was a rejection of Christian responsibility to avoid engagement on social issues.227 Likewise in 

the church questions of the day, they sought reform built on a foundation of ecclesiology for a 

church, suffering under the double charged danger of a panentheistic theology of Schleiermacher 

and the danger of domination by princes. Stahl identified a third way to understand the church. 

He forged the path that led to a church governed by its churchmen though maintaining long­

standing collaboration with the established governments. If the Lutherans could not support 

human liberties by illegal uprising, then they could support a society where the princes gained 

their powers by the law. Other theologians further refined Stahl's approach. 

Vilmar, though building on Stahl's thought, placed "institution" at center stage of his 

theology of the church. Also unlike Stahl, he would completely reject sovereignty of the state 

over the church in spiritual matters.228 In an 1863 essay in his periodical, Pastoral-theologican 

Blattern, published from 1861-1866, gathered into the collection, Kirche und Welt, Vilmar 

would discuss the conflict that had developed within the German lands with church union. 

Moreover, as we cannot tire of saying, it is beneficial for the church and for 
ourselves, it is high time that we finally stop relying totally on the civil authority (auf 
den weltlichen Arm) that we will on the contrary point entirely to ourselves, or more 
correctly, toward our Lord Jesus Christ.229 

Theodor Kleifoth of Mechlenburg 

Theodor Kleifoth (1810-1895) joined Stahl in his portrayal of the church as an institution 

(Anstalt) and in opposition to the collegial system. Yet the Mecklenburg theologian was far more 

than an imitator of Stahl, having contributions of his own to make to an emerging theology of the 

church. Born in the Mecklenburg village of Korchow, he served as head or Superintendent of the 

227 Ibid., I 00. 
228 Bernhard Lohse, "Kirche und Offenbarung bei A.F.C. Vilmar," Evangelische Theologie IO (1957): 465-

466. 
229 A.F.C. Vilmar, Kirche und Welt, vol. I, 39. "Es ist indes, wie wir zu wiederholen nicht mtide werden 
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church there while in the role of a vigorous defender of Lutheran confessionalism. Attending the 

University of Berlin, he demonstrated academic ability and recalled an early ambition to be a 

professor of theology. Leaving Berlin after one year, he returned and completed his education at 

the University of Rostock. Appointed as instructor to Duke Wilhelm of Mecklenburg in 1833, in 

183 7 he was appointed tutor to Grand Duke Friedrich Francis. This appointment lasted until 

1839, and was followed by service as a parish pastor. In 1844 he was surprised by appointment 

as Superintendent of the Mecklenburg church by his former student and now ruler. In this 

position he was known as a defender of the Lutheran cause as well as a participant in the wider 

effort to reinvigorate the church. 230 

Ever a student of history, his famous History of Dogma (Dogmengeschichte) appeared in 

1839. In this widely read work, he dismissed the scientific approach to theology, as "crude 

empiricism," incapable of finding the unity and "laws" within history. Rather, theology must 

give an account of the "Christian Spirit" from which spring dogmas. This Christian spirit he 

depicted as both objective and subjective. Its objective side was the Holy Spirit, mediated by the 

preached word of Christ; the subjective side resided in the spheres where the Spirit was active: 

among the Christian people.231 

The church found unity even though historical movement brought new developments. In 

contrast to Hegel's philosophy, the resulting church was not synthetically changed so much as 

receiving additions to what had previously been added. This additive view of development 

explained the development of doctrines. Unity within a developmental framework explained how 

Protestantism for example could modify certain doctrinal emphases rather than replace all with a 

aufuns selbst, oder genauer auf den Herrn Jesus Christus, gewiesen werden." 
23° Conser, Church and Confession, 82-84. 
231 Theodor Kliefoth, Einleitung in die Dogmengeschichte (Parchim und Ludwigslust: Verlage der D. C. 
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new system. The inheritance of past doctrines was received and passed on, reflecting a unity 

within the church.232 The ages of history which produce dogma are productive, additive, 

accumulating new dogma while appropriating the old: 

The dogma-forming stage [ of history] is productive and by means of a prevailing 
quality of striving, it possesses living movement, creating power. This productive 
quality of this stage proves to be in another connection influential. The dogma­
forming stage is the beginning of a new period of dogma. It joins thus to the 
preceding period, an earlier time .... a new period forms its own ecclesial and 

11 . .C. 233 tempora 11e .... 

This new period forms an antithesis to the concerns of the preceding period but it is a two-

sided antithesis: 

The later period is the continuation of the earlier. Every period manifests an essential 
side of Christianity and brings it to awareness. And the later always adopts the results 
of the preceding earlier development in a fitting manner. . . . Only insofar as the 
developments of the earlier period were pure will the results be adopted into the new 
period.234 

As enlargement of church doctrine occurs by successive addition, the historian can judge 

these different periods. This assessment avoids the system of Hegel, for example, because the 

doctrine was not "synthesized" into new doctrine, replacing what had preceeded it, nor was there 

a "conflict" to achieve such a synthesis. The effect was additive to what had gone before. For 

Kliefoth these periods were those of the Greek church responding to Judaism and paganism; the 

period of the Greek church was succeeded by the Roman church that in turn was then succeeded 

by the era of the Reformation and Protestantism. So for example, the Reformation appropriated 

content of Roman doctrine, e.g. Augustine, the Synod of Orange, while rejecting other 

tendencies such as Scholasticism, Pietism, and Roman Catholic "unbelief."235 

232 Conser, Church and Coefession, 84-5. 
233 Kliefoth, Dogmengeschichte, 132. 
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From this cumulative effect of the formation of the church and its dogma, Kleifoth 

contrasted the endeavors of rationalism which had sought to negate doctrines rather than add to 

them or correct them. It had elevated the abstract over the historical, and sought the good and 

true apart from and in opposition to the revelation of God in Christ. One cannot locate the 

historical moment in rationalism because it rejects the historical moment, and the Spirit becomes 

a speculative Spirit, and rationalism becomes true objectivity. Seeking what the working of the 

Spirit among the church by reason was a futile undertaking with the result of negating doctrine 

rather than adding to its truth.236 

Kliefoth takes the lead in at least two directions that Vilmar' s theology would follow: first, 

doctrine become descriptive of the reality, the life and experience of the church in history, 

developing not to negate what had come before but to add to it. The close observation of history 

makes the task of theology primarily descriptive of this reality or fact. For Kliefoth and Vilmar 

perceived periods of history were facts in the life of the church, and these periods were 

delineated by dogmatic development, dogma made larger by accumulations as the church 

experienced its Spirit-guided life in the world. Yet the theory of history stood not by itself in this 

thinking. As we have seen, Kliefoth also added a hermeneutical element that sought to show how 

current thought was opposed to this experience of the church and its guiding by the Holy Spirit. 

His critique extended not only to Enlightenment rationalists, but also to those who came after, 

the school of Hegel and those identified with his school, e.g. Strauss, whose presupposition were 

rationalistic and sought to destroy doctrine. 237 The exclusion of scientific method and rationalist 

foundationalism places both Kliefoth and Vilmar within the same Lutheran confessional effort to 

reassert theological presuppositions and method into the church in order to strengthen it and 

236 Ibid., 220. 
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oppose church destroying currents which in their view sought to overwhelm the faith. Secondly, 

the distinction between the objective and the subjective church, in Vilmar's thought, rests with 

such recognition of the church and rejection of a false, artificial distinction between a visible and 

invisible church. 

Vilmar: The Objective and Subjective Moments of the Church 

Bernhard Lohse contrasts these two distinctions in Vilmar' s theology of the church as he 

describes both the "objective moment" and the "subjective moment" in this theology of the 

church."238 The objective nature of the church was founded upon the very presence of Christ with 

his church, a presence mediated by the Holy Spirit. Yet this objective church was visible in the 

means of grace (Seligkeitsgut), word and sacrament, found only in the church, whereby all 

successive generations would be led into the certainty of salvation as the first generation of 

Christians had been. 239 

According to the Holy Scripture the church has to be grasped as that arranged 
structure from the Trinitarian God of the continuing, unchanging attendance or the 
living presence and activity of the Holy Spirit on earth, and through this presence, the 
mediated living presence of Christ, just as through this presence the contingent 
mediation of the Holy Spirit and of Christ to human beings.240 

Accordingly, the church cannot be considered as simply a society (Gesellschaft) or an 

association (Gemeinschaft) of individuals. Rather the church comes to us as an institute of fact 

(Tatsache) or reality, whose objective reality is generated from above, and whose reality is 

manifested in faith. The means of grace, the sacraments and the proclaimed word, are not only 

found in the church, but the church is the purpose (Zweck) for which they operate. Consequently, 

238 Bernhard Lohse, "Kirche und Offenbarung", 448. Also Vilmar, Dogmatik, vol. 2, 186. 
239 A.F.C. Vilmar, Lehrbuch der Pastoraltheologie: nach dessen akademischen Vorlesungen herausgegeben 

(Gutersloh: Druck und Verlag von G. Bertelsmann, 1872), 6. 
240 Ibid., 5-6. "Die Kirche muss nach der Hl. Schrift aufgegasst werden als die von dem dreieinigen Gott 

getroffene Anordnung der steten unveranderten Anwesenheit oder lebendigen Gegenwart und Wirksamkeit des Hl. 
Geistes auf Erden und der <lurch diese Gegenwart vermittelten lebendigen Ge gen wart Christi, sowie der <lurch diese 
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the institutional understanding, that might strike many as distancing God from his people with a 

mediating church and ministry; has the opposite effect and goal for Vilmar.241 By this objective 

church, he sought to describe the church as the "I of Christ, "242 an intimate presence by which he 

embraces us with his hands.243 He seeks to form the church as his body because he is the 

Savior.244 

This Word of God was rightly then conceived as a "means of grace" (Gnadenmittel), yet 

according to Vilmar' s theology of the church as institute, such means do not exist outside the 

church. The means of grace do not find expression outside the church because their goal is the 

church: for the conversion of unbelievers and for the benefit of believers. To perceive the means 

of grace outside the church would be a contradiction in Vilmar's understanding and his theology. 

Thus the chapter, "Concerning the Word of God" (Vom Gottes Wort) constitutes not a chapter or 

subject by itself in his famous Dogmatik, but is to be found as Chapter 2 of the fourth major 

section, "The Doctrine of the Church" (Lehre von der Kirche ).245 

Vilmar asserts his view that AC VII is not incorrect in its identification of the church as the 

communion of saints ( communion sanctorum), but believes, again in accordance with the 

cumulative notion of the development of doctrine, that the doctrine was incomplete and in need 

of further development. The church should be identified as the true believers and the means of 

grace, for these constitute the church: the means and the result. Additionally, since the 

communion of saints were the true believers, he proposed refining further the language of AC 

VII: "where the gospel is rightly taught and received and the Sacraments rightly administered 

Gegenwart bedingten Mitteilung des Hl. Geistes und Christi an die Menschen." 
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and accepted. "246 For the saints can only be those where these means of grace have had this 

effect. Consequently, Vilmar rejects Mohler' s observation that the Catholic Church is visible and 

the Protestant Church invisible. Rather the church comes into being through the means of grace 

and the church is thereby visible.247 

Consequently, it would be a vain undertaking to seek the word outside of the church as 

scholars might if they find the church essentially invisible. Therefore this objective moment 

constitutes a hermeneutical moment where meaning in the Scriptures is found in the 

presupposition of faith and the doctrines of the faithful church. Seeking truth of revelation 

outside of the church would be folly. Here we note a tension in this theology of the church. The 

means of grace precede the believing members and the congregation. There is no congregation 

without the office of the ministry and the means of grace they deliver. Meaning in the Scriptures 

is only found where faith has been produced by the proclamation of these same Scriptures. The 

faithful, individually and congregationally, therefore, constitute the subjective part of the church. 

This subjectivity is found in experience. Without this experience, as Lohse also notes, the 

church constitutes little more than a dead institution. This institution constitute the place where 

experience is continually present among individuals and the congregation. 

It would be a mistake to reduce Vilmar's theology of the church to a single formula as did 

Fagerberg and Haussleiter for example.248 The objective must be brought into experience, both 

individually and collectively. The institution without such experience would be dead; the place 

where the arrangement is realized remains the congregation. 

Church objectively expressed this arrangement of the Trinitarian God, through which 
the means of salvation are assured for all following generations and in the same 

246 Ibid., 200-201." ... in qua Evangelium recte docetur et accipitur, et recte administrantur et acipiunter 
Sacramenta." 
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manner are delivered and appropriated, as these happened to the first Christians 
Just as one expresses this subjectively, so the church is in this form also called 
congregation, this human association, in which this arrangement is fulfilled. 249 

Thus the congregation also constitutes the subjective side of the church and this fact cannot 

be reversed where the congregation would constitute the church. Here again we see the influence 

ofKliefoth. The subjective manifestation in the church of objective doctrine experienced, he 

identified with different epochs of the church as well, but described them differently. The first he 

classified as the doctrine of God the Father and Creator, second, the doctrine of the divinity of 

the Son, third, the doctrine of the divinity of the Holy Spirit, fourth, the doctrine of the divinity 

and humanity of the Son, fifth, the doctrine of the nature of sin and salvation, and now in his 

time, the doctrine of the church remained to the epoch in which he lived.250 So doctrine is within 

the history of doctrine, "the expression of the experience of the faith of the church."251 

The facts or reality existing in doctrine, in the confessions of the church, reflect the a priori 

reality, discovered only a posteriori through the experience of the church. When the church 

understands a new reality through its collective experience, then it also realizes that this reality 

existed even before it was discovered. 252 Vilmar made three points concerning this existence 

beforehand and its discovery within the church. 

1. "Christian doctrine is in the person of Christ, in the foundation of the church through the 

apostles ... implicitly completely contained. "253 

2. "In the ancient doctrines of the church all doctrines, chiefly the symbols, all realization 

[of these doctrines] is already bestowed."254 

249 Vilmar, Kirche und Welt: oder die Aufgaben des geistlichen Amtes in unserer Zeit, II (Gutersloh: Druck und 
Verlag von C. Bertelsmann, 1872), 203. 
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251 Karl Ramge, Vilmars Bedeutungfur die Kirche in der Gegenwart ( Publisher? 1941), 45. See also Vilmar, 

Kirche und Welt, 205. [The confessions of the church are the] "Resultate grosser Erlebnisse, welche die Gemeinde 
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