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these natural orders, then the immanence of God in the 

spirit of man and in nature is a problem which Christian 

theology is forced to face. 

Thia volume will play a significant role in the second 

chapter of our discussion, •srunner•a Idea of 'Christian 

philoeppby'1 1
8 because it gives an excellent demonstration 

of the Cllristia.n philosopher 1n action. 

It can be said with few reservations that it was this 

book that made the dialectical, crisis theology famous out­

side of the Continent. Professor J. HcOreary correctly ob­

serves: uxt was in the Brunner of .'nl!!, DivinA Imperative that 

the British and American theologians first began to welcome 

to any appreclable degree the crisis theology that had 

emerged on the Continent in the opposition of Barth to Her­

man."25 But, needless to say, it ,ma anything but welcomed 

by Karl Barth. Because of its very presupposition that 

God does speak through nature, and that man can perceive, 

even though in sin1 the revelation of God in the natural 

orders, the Professor of Basle considered it worthless, 

yea, worse than worthless. Yet Barth managed to contain 

his impatient silence until Emil Brunner issued lY, lju.eation 

.2!..th§. Point ,2f Contact in Theology. in which he definitely 

relates discontinuity to continuity and states that man's 

formal (in opposition to his material) personality still 

35. John mcCreary, JE.• cit., p. 210. 
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retains the Imago R!1, has the capacity for perception and 

is the point of contact for the Gospel. 

In seething vexation Barth could contain himself no long­

er and let fly with both barrels J Three articles burst 

.forth almost simultaneously: •rate and Idea in Theology,• 

"Theology and Present Day Jlan, • and "Theology and Modern 

Missions.• In the first he stoutly rejected any polarity 

between philosophy and theology. In the second and third 

he loudly decried any attempt of the modern missionary to 

f i nd a •point of contact• for the preaching of the Gospel. 

A suboequent article of equally violent nature even accused 

Brunner of lapsing into a Thomistic natural theology. Brun­

ner could not let his pen lie idle either in the face of 

such invective. He poured forth articles defending his 

ffnatural theology," and in the last of these he demanded 

that present day theology find its way back to a more sound 

natural theology. Such an order Barth could only interpret 

as adding grievous insult to severe injury, and so be shouted 

in angTy :cetaliation with the curt and caustic .!!.!ll!!I He ex­

plosively declared that to grant man any "susceptibility to 

the ~ord of r-oa,• and •addressability,• and •verbicompetence• 

is to deny explicitly the Reformation doctrine of .!.2J4S!1-

,a. Again and again he emphatically declaimed that the sub­

jective point cf contact (Anknuepfungspunkt) is created 

anew by grace. To say anything lees than that, as Brunner 

was doirig, was to render worthless the doctrine of total 
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deprav1 ty. The cleavage between the t~,o Sw1.ss theologians 

was complete and so the battle still goes on toda.y~ 

Emil Brunne~•s second period of conflict concerned it­

self with Frank Buchman and the Oxford Group, but the out­

come of thi~ conflict when compared to that with B~rth is 

as different as night and day because the attack on the Ox­

ford Group resolved itself into a joyous reconciliation 

with Brunner•s becomtng the theologian of the group. Let 

t _hat not minimize the seriousness or the severity \'11th 

which Brunner precipitated the initial attack. f hen he 

went to lecture at Princeton and there found faculty and 
. 

students deeply engrossed in all sorts of Oxfordian spirit-

ual awakenings and experiences, he denounced this "error of 

Methodism" ,vith the greatest vehemence. He outright.ly con­

demned it ae a "vitiating influence upon orthodox thin~­

ing" that could only result from a •deplorable misunder­

sta.nding0 of Romans VII and VIII .• as The O:xf ordian awaken­

ings, in a. most disasterous fa.sh-ion, turned the individual 

from the 'lord of God to religious experience. And at that 

time Professor Brunner had little room for religious ex­

perience: 

Therefore faith must cling solely to the Word, 
but not to experience. Experience comes from faith, 
but faith never comes from experience. The prin­
ciple of Christian life is not experience but the 

as. Emil Brunner, l'l!!, Theology 9!, Crisis, p. 21, quoted 
by Dale Moody, .sm,. cit., p. 323. 



~ord of God, which can only be believed "9 gap­
not be experienced. (Underlining my own. ? 

A second contact with this revivalistic group came 

a1 

when he lectured at King's College at the University of 

London in 1931, but it only increased the fervor of his~ 

tipatlly. Yet a. third contact was forced upon him ithen the 

movement began to stir the very foundations of Zurich, and 

directed him finally to attend a hcuse party in Ermatinger. 

Then a.11d there, almost with the suddenness a.nd forcefulness 

of an Old Testament vision, it came upon him that this vig­

or.ous movement had definite possibilities for resuscitating 

the :11oribund Church about him. True enough, there was much 

or nonsense and superficiality in it that did not escape his 

oritioal eye, but where else had there appeared sucll a hope­

ful si~11 for the revival of the Church which was f a iling 

abominably to satisfy the masses• pangs of hunger for the 

eternal bread of life? This is abundantly certain the.t af­

ter his espousal of the Ox.ford Group, Brunner made & sharp 

about face from his earlier assertions that had made revela­

tion and religious experience mutually exclusive. This is 

quite evident in his subsequent production entitled, l'.11!. 

Church and the Oxford Group, \Vhich is his word of congratu­

lation to the group and commendation to the world for the 

great role the Group had played in the revival of the Church. 

37. Ibid., p. 64, quoted ..121!1• 
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Therein he states quite revealingly: 

According to the lew Testament teaching, faith 
creates experience and not the contrary. But f a itll 
s!Qll create this experience, this new thing which is 
to be perceived in experience. -He who tes chea 
otherwise does-

3
not remain in the tradition of the 

New Testament. S 

A vast difference is already discernible here bet~een Mfaith 

~ create this experience, this new thing which is :per­

ceived in experience,M and his earli~r statement before tbe 

American students at Lancaster: -•The principle of tbe Christ­

i an life le not experience but the nord of Cod, which can 

onlx be. believed mid oannot be exner\enced.• (Underlining 

my own.)29 

This chasm between hia· earlier and l a ter beliefs gre~ 

even more pronounced ~hen Professor Brunner1s fourth large 

volume appeared, his monumentel J:!!n.!!!.Revolt. 30 In chief­

ly attending to the possibilitien of setting forth a Christ­

ian antlmopology, the author also stresses the relation or 

revelation to human experience. Indeed, here f a ith and ex­

perience become so intimate that Brunner declares the Bible 

procla ims no other faith than that -:1hich is exoerience, 1. e. 

11 a real meeting with the real God. 1131 The ~iord of God nev­

er la.ya claim on man ape.rt froin hie experience. It is only 

38. Emil Brunner, The Church ,m the Oxford Oroun, p. 55, 
quoted ibid., p. 324. · 

29. _2!. footnote no. 27. 
30. Trans. Olive Wyon. German title: ~ l.lensch !!l , 1der­

sprugh. 
31. Emil Brunner, K!:!!. .!!!. Revolt, p. 205. 
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in this way thAt man recognizes h1s 11actual state, as he 

really is, 1133 hie contradiction before God. Karl Barth 

was only one among 1nany who well suspictoned that with such 

sta tements Brunner es ma.king some r ~ther elaborate amen.de 

for his severe criticism of ex.perience in earlinr writings.• 

These suspicions ~ere soon confirmed by Brunner•s own con­

fession: 

For the grave injustie:;~hich undoubtedly has 
been done P1etism during the past twenty years, 
I !ael it a duty, ac one of those more or less 
responsible, to make some amends. It is pre­
cisely v1e - the group of 1dialectic' theologians 
who several years back still enjoyed some unity 
in being fellow combatants - who have every 
reason to remember Pietism with the highest gra-
t i tud.e.33 · 

hen ~ve compare this prese!nt embracing attitude toward 

e:tperience ,., 1th the antagonisrn aroused by bis firs t intro­

duction to the Oxford Group, ·,-:e may r.:ell sllout: quantum 

nautatus !2, illo J and quietly add that loVP. a t £1.:rs t sight 

may not be the strongest love after all. Incidentally, this 

newly found love of Brunner•s only accentuates Barth's an­

tipathy for his theological opponent. 

(3) la!. Period m: Pers·onaliem (1938 ---). While the 

two 11B1 s 11 were taking in hand the reins of Reformed theolo-

gy in Switzerland and directing it along renewed paths, also in 

Sweden theology was undergoing a critical etate of agitation 

32. l!l!,g,., p. 306 
33. Emil Brunnsr, The Divine-Human Encounter, p. 39, 

trans. A. ~- Loos. German title: Wahrheit !:!!. Begegnung. 
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and transition. Because Brunner had demonstrated himself 

as being a competent, authoritative and popular guide 

. through the ~shed out beds of the very fluid modern the­

ology, he was invited to deliver the famous Claus Petri 

lectures at the University of Upsala in the Fall of 1937. 

The President of the Foundation at that time, Professor A. 

Runestam, suggested .that Athe relation between the objec~ 

tive and the s~bjective in the Christian faithA34 be ma4-

the theme of the lectures. This suggestion struck a B1DP 

pathetic chord in Dr. Brunner•s soul the like of which was 

rarely struck before! 

For years Brunner had been fighting an intense battle 

on t wo fronts, one against the false subjectivism of mod­

ernism, and the other against the false objectivism of 
. 

orthodoxy. Both ru~noualy perverted the true conception 

of the Biblical tradition in their over-emphasis of their 

respective extreme. But now he could, with this volume, 

make a permanent "break-through• into the realm of the per­

sonal. But let Brunner speak for himself: 

This theme has proven to be an extremely val­
uable starting point for reflection abo~t the 
Biblical concept of truth - reflection which led 
to the insight, important -alike for theology and 
for the practical work of the Church, that our · 
understanding of the mes sage of salvation and 
also of the Church's task is still burdened with 
the Subject-Object antithesis which originated 
in Gr$ek philosophy. i'h~ Biblical conception 

34. Ibid., p. 7. (foreword) 



of truth is, truth as encounter.35 (Thus the 
German title of his book m i'lahrheit ala Be­
gegrmng.) 

Astonishing results were achieved when Brunner applied 

this conception of Biblical truth to different phases of 

life and practice, as he himself asserts by declaring that 

if his thesis be correct, •then indeed muah of our thinking 

and action in the Church must be different from what we 

have been accustomed to for oanturiee.•36 That his new 

proposition for truth has made quite an impression already 

is attested to by Dale Moody of Southern Baptist Theologi­

cal Semina-ry who announces: •Thia slender volume, read 

by the undiscerning as just another book, is likely to 

become a turning point in the interpretation of truth.•37 

Much more will be said about this significant writing 

in Chapter III of this discussion, for exactly the intri­

guing usubject-Object antithesis0 and his •divine-human 

encounter• principle will be the topic of that section. 

A year later saw the famous Swiss again sail for 

America, escaping from the plaguing Barthian controversies, 

and bearing an invitation to lecture at Princeton Seminary. 

But there a controversy broke out in the Presbyterian 

Church engaged in chiefly by the fundamentalist Dr. Barn­

house and the more liberal President Mackay of Princeton. 

35. Jlwi. 
36. Ibid. 
37. Dale Moody, .211• £l1., p. 326 
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Thia controversy proved to be more violent and intolerable 

than the seething theological cauldron from which Brunner 

had fled. 38 So, the very next yea.r he returned to his 

beloved Zurich just as World War II exploded ln Europe. The 

trying war years saw him busier than ever with preaching 

and with reconcerted efforts to apply the Christian faith 

to the eoct al order, especially in the light of the pecul­

iar problems presented by the war. Yet he took time to 

follow through on bis Upsala lectm:-es. Hineteen hundred 

forty-one saw another tremendous volume of thought and pene­

tration go to the press, hta scholarly Revelation and B!!!,­

son.39 The first part of this book is a reiteration of 

much of the thesis presented rud1metarily in lAI., Mediator, 

1. e. a thorough discussion of natural theology, revelation 

in the Creation and historical revelation. Natural theol­

ogy is the Catholic doctrine that man in his sin ~nd. with­

out direct Biblical revelation can come to a valid knowledge 

of God. This sort of theology the Professor of Zurich com­

pletely disavows, and Barth praises him for it. But they 

come to blows again when Dr. Brunner begins discussing man 

as a •theonomoua0 being, a being related to God who is God's 

human partner in the process of revelation. Of course, man 

38. For a detailed presentation, .sz.t. D. G. Barnhouse, 
•some "1Uestions for Professor Brunner n and J. A. Mackay, 
•some Answer.a for Dr. Barnhouse,• in +he Presbyterian, Vol. 
CVIII, No. 181 (~ay, 1938), pp. 8ff. 

39. Tr.ans. Olive Viy.on. .German title: Offenbarung l!!!l, I!.£ 
nunft. 



a, 

cannot even attain the truth of the revelation of Crea­

tion, which includes sin, by himself. Only in the "unique• 

bre~king through of the Word made flesh into the realm 

of the earthly, which is the historical revelation, can 

he come to comprehend the revelation in Creation and hia 

sin. Thie makes possible the free man, the man ruled 

only by agape. the J!i!!!. whose reason !!. completely w. l!:n· 
Whereas in the poaitivistio, rationalistic metaphyaicist 

"reason arrogates to itself the right to define the whole 

range of truth from the standpoint of ma.n,• now reason op­

erates from the legitimate standpoint of God, and "within 

the truth of revelation all that reason knows and recog­

nizes falls into place.•40 The proper placement of the 

Christian's reason makes Christian philosophy not only po11-

sible but essential and. unavo1d.&ble. 

The reader has correctly surmized already that it is 

this work of Brunner 1s which will play the most important 

role as this dissertation .advances, particularly in the 

nexv chapter whtch will concern itself solely with Dr. 

Brur1ner•s idea of •Christian philosophy.• In this book 

he for the first time clearly sets forth in some detail 

his Christian philosophy devoting an entire chapter to this 

theme alone, though the theme has bobbed to the fore many 

times in nearly every one of his previous works. 

40. Emil Brunner, Revelation and Reason, p. 213. 
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Two years later, 1943, Brunner ~ut to practical test 

his theeie presented in Revelation .!DSl, Reason in another 

highly significant volume which he simply called Juetica.41 

Deploring the fact t:tiat •the Protestant O.hurch is ao un­

sure of itself in questions of the social order, economics, 

law, politics and international law anc1 ••• (that) its 

statemento on these subjects are so haphazard and impro­

vised that they fail to carry convict!on,•42 Dr. Brunner 

strives to restore some sense to all the chaos by defining 

and applying justice. Here we definitely see the Christ­

ian philosopher in action as he seeks to discover the why, 

wherefore and whereunto of law, politics, economics, fam­

ily and society. 

Emil Brunner•s last great contribution to the world 

of theological literature thus far, and perhaps the begin­

ning of his finest, appeared in 1946. It was the first 

volume of his proposed four vo·lwne systematic theology 

bearing the title, .lw!, Christian Doctrine~ God.43 After 

years of impatient delay, the Swiss theologian bad finally 

found time to follow up•bis principle which had blazed 

a trail for the complete rethinking of the Christian faith, 

"truth as encounter,u set forth first in The Divine-Buman 

Encounter. The task of theology la also given particular 

41. Trane. llary Hottinger. German title: Gerechtikeit. The 
English edition bears the title: Justice Ys! the Social Order. 

42. Ibid •• p. 1. (Foreword) , 
43. German title: Die Ohristliche Lehre !:2!l Gott, Zurich, 

Zwingli-Verlag, 1946. 
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emphasis in this production. In a few words• that task is 

to see to it that Christian revelation keeps abreast of the 

times. To achieve that end there can be no final, absolute, 

once-for-all system of Christian doctrine. Dogmatics must 

remain entirely flexible so that it can perform the task of 

"a mediator in between worldly science and a supra-worldly 

testimony of faith.•44 By this method Christian revelation 

can maintain its station unblushingly and remain vital and 

valid for any scientific world view that future generations 

may evolve. Thus today, Emil Brunner - prolific writer, 

brilliant lecturer. stirring preacher - has taken bis etand 

and is zealously striving to reinterpret, theologically and 

philosophically what he thinks Christianity must be ma.de to 

mean for his community and for the whole world at large if 

the Church would endure. 

It may be woll to discuss two terms ~hich a.re insepar­

ably united with the names of Barth and Brunner, which do 

not, however, make a direct debut in this dissertation, 

namely, "dialectical theology" and its inunediate descendant, 

•crisis theology.• All other terms necessitating elucidation 

will be defined as they are introduced into the discussion. 

The dictionary does not assist us a great deal in de­

fining "dialectic," but we know that the word is derived 

44. !l!!sl·, p. 77, quoted in Dale ~oody, .sm, • .£11., p. 338. 



from the combination of two Greek words:/>,-.· and J:,,,~. 
These t wo words mean •to speak between. ~ Dialectics is 

30 

just that, a skillful method of •speaking between. 0 Two 

affirmations are made, the one. ia contradictory to the 

other, and yet they do not cancel each other out because one 

oan always •speak between• them or withhold speaking at all. 

Neither of two paradoxical statements can be accepted to the 

entire exclusion of the other because there is never such 

a remaining statement that contains only a •no.• Every oon­

tradiotory statement, except such naive oontradiotions as: 

"this paper is white• and •this paper is black, 11 embodies 

the possibility of a •yea• at the same time. Barth puts 

it most intelligibly of all when he says: "There is never so 

decisive a yes that it does not harbor the possibility of 

a no. There is never so decisive a no that it is not li­

able to turn into a yes. 1145 An exarnple pure and simple 

are the two seemingly appositional statements: •ur. Xis 

a bad man,• and •ur. Xis a good man." Yet everyone well 

realizes that neither .in the first case is Mr. X always 

bad, nor that in the second case is he always_ good. So 

when all is said and done, we conclude that Mr.Xis both 

bad and good. Thus a dialectical situation is one about 

which we must say yes and no at the same time in order to 

45. Karl Barth, Das Wort Gottes Jm!lJUA Theologie, p. 75, 
quoted in Theodore Engelder, MThe Principles and Teachings of 
the Dialectical Theology,• in Concordia Theological Konthlv. 
Vol. VII, No. 4, (April, 1936), p. 249. 


