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The Rdationship Between Dogmatics 
and Ethics in the Thought of Elert, 
Barth, and Troeltsch 

INTRODUCl"JON 

A concern for dogmatics and a concern 
for ethics do not always go together. 

The Lutheran Church - Missouri Synod, 
for example, has always had a suong dog­
matic tradition, but has in general been 
uninterested in what is commonly called 
ethia. But this is the opposite of the 
situation in many other American de­
nominations. To put the problem into a 
broader perspective, what is the relation­
ship between dogmatics and ethics? 
A helpful approach is to study the dis­
tinaive answers given by Werner Elerr, 
Karl Banh, and Ernst Troeltseh, which 
prove to be distinctive not only because 
their pcrsona1 theological convictions differ, 
but also because they reJlea quite dearly 
the three major traditions which they 
openly espoused: Lutheran, Reformed, and 
Enthusiastic-Spiritualist Christianity. 

Elert's Lutheranism led him to say yes 
to both a separate dogmatics and a sepa­
rate ethics based on a specific understand­
ing of their relation to each other, and in 
his lifetime he wrote one of each. Barth's 
Reformed heritage ( often consciously 

l!JJUNml H. S,hrtHtlw is •ssocid• twof •ssor 
Ill V•ltN,r,,iso U•wwsil~, Vtd/Mf'dso, Intl. 
Tim Mieu is • ,ntl.,,slllio,, of • tl,,c1ortd 
IHSis vmid, th. t1111bor n,l,,ni11.J lo lb• 
lb.alo6iuJ ft101ll, of lh• u.;,,.,s;,~ of H•m­
ffl6, 1""1 1963. 
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espoused against Lutheran theologoumena) 
led him to say "no" to any independent 
ethics and "yes" only co a Kirchlich• Dog-
111alik . Some of the intellectual roots of 
Troeltsch's answer ( "yes" to ethics and 
ethical Christianity, but litde interest in 
dogmatics) lie in his acknowledged kin­
ship with die "left wing" of the Reforma­
tion. Troeltsch's position - nondogmatic, 
antiauthoritarian, ethically conscious Chris­
ti:10ity - has typified large segments of 
American Christianity. 

WERNER ELERT1 

PRELIMINARY DBFINmONS 

Elert carefully defines the four key con­
cepts - dogmatics, ethics, dogma, and 
ethos. Dogmatics and ethics are separate 

. theological sciences. They are separate be­
cause they investigate two different sub­
ject matters, dogma and ethos. They are 
scientific in the same sense that other 

1 Werner Elcrt, a Lucheran cheologian, WU 
born Aug. 19, 1885, in Heldnm,ea, Su­
ony, and died Nov. 21, 1954. PollowiDJJ his 
education at che universities of Breslau, Brian· 
gen, and Leipzig (1906-1912), be served u 
pasror at Seefeld in Pomerania ( 1912-1919), 
direaor of che Lucheraa Semiaar, 111: Bialau 
( 1919-1923), and Pro/mor orJ;,,.,;,u at 
Erlansen (1923-1954). Amo.as bis chief 
worb are Aforpholo1i# tl•s C..thm,n,,s, 2 w1s. 
(1931-1932, Eng. [VoL I]: Th• s,,.a.,. of 
C..1hn•11inn, 1962); Dn ,hrisllkh• GIIIIIH 
(1940); and Da ,hristlkh• 1!Jhos (1949, Eq.: 
Th• Christi•• l!Jhos, 1957). 

744 
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THE llELATIONSHIP BETWEEN DOGMATICS AND ETHICS 745 

intellectual disciplines are scientific, as a 
aitical (in the sense of lwisis - making 
judgments) process of asking and answer­
ing the question of the "sufficient grounds" 
(zt1Teichnule, Gf'Untl) for any subject 
matter. All sciences - theological and 
nontheological - do this with their spe­
cific subject matters. Dogmatics docs this 
with Christian dogma; ethics does this with 
the Christian ethos. The disciplines of dog­
matics and ethics are separate and distinct 
because dogma and ethos are distinct enti­
ties. What is Christian dogma? It is "the 
required content of the kerygma" (Soll­
geha/1 des KcrygmtlS) 1 the necessary mini­
mum - and m aximum - content of the 
kerygma required to keep it what it was 
originally intended to be. What is Chris­
tian ethos? Ethos is a qualitative label. 
Christian ethos is that quality which a 
person has by virme of God's own verdict. 

Dogma is neither what you have to 
believe ( credcnd11) nor what you have to 
teach (docand11) 1 but what has to be 
preached (,pr11atlic11nu) if the proclama­
tion is to be Christian. The opposite of 
dogma is heresy - that which must not be 
preached under the guise of Christian 
proclamation. In this sense dogma is also 
the maximum necessary content of the 
kerygma. The authoritarian connotations 
implicit in dogma are not derivative from 
the church but from the kerygma itself 
which first brought the church into ex­
istence. In working with the basic ques­
tion of dogmatics (What are the sufficient 
grounds for the church's dogma? What is 
the minimum .required content of the 
kerygma, and why must this be so?) the 
question of authority, at least in the sense 
of authorization, is inevicable. 

When Oiristians refer to their dogmatic 

formulations as "confessions," they are al­
ready indicating that the authority of the 
confessions is secondary, for confessions 
are responses to something prior and they 
also indicate that they are freely given. 
The confessions are not coerced, but they 
are the personal convictions and commit­
ment of the confessors. The authority of 
the dogma does not consist in coercion 
to believe something but in the binding 
obligation and commitment to preach and 
teach something. Neither the confessions 
nor the ancient dogmas preceding them 
are original, nor is their obligating au­
thority primary. It is all derivative obliga­
tion. The original is the Gospel itself -
or even the Gospel "Himself." The 
derivative dogma and symbols are "con­
fessions to the Gospel." 2 

In seeking the sufficient grounds of this 
dogma, dogmatics is forced back behind 
the confessions and into the Bible in order 
to formulate the Sollgehllll of the kerygma. 
Just because it is in the Bible is not "suffi­
cient grounds" for its being in the 
authorized ,PrMtliundt,.3 Thus the dogma­
tician himself must listen to the kerygma. 
This does not mean listening to the church, 
but to the Christ and the canonical boolcs' 
to which the church itself listens. The 
centrality of Christ's own person is that 
He is the one absolute point, the irre­
placeable center, in all the canonical docu­
ments. He is both "the authorizer as well 
as the content of the church's kerygma 

2 Werner Elen, Dn Chris1lidJ• Gla6-. 
Gr•lllllu,;.,. tier Z.,,,l,.ns,:h•• Do&•GM, -4th 
ed. (Berlin: Purche-Verlq, 1940), pp. 38f. 
Hereafter cited u GlaH. 

a A favorite illustration of this for Elen is 
the pusqe in Jude 9 about Michael and Satan 
arguias over the body of Moses. Ibid., p. 261. 
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746 TIIE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN DOGMATICS AND ETHICS 

since in him the formal and the material 
'Solltm' of the proclamation coincide." ' 

However, when one gets all the way 
back to Christ as the necessary required 
content of the kerygma, then it is no longer 
Christ's own authority which stands be­
hind the requirement (Solle11). "But the 
obligatory character of this Solian, since 
it issues from Christ, is rendered even more 
obligatory because it is perceived to be 
a So/le,1 from God Himself. Here is the 
ultimate and most profound point where 
dogmatics must begin. Here and here 
alone one can seek and find sufficient 
ground for the required content of the 
kerygma which is the church's dogma." 11 

The sufficient grounds of the church's 
dogma has to be ''Thus says the Lord." -
God Himself authorizes this kerygma with 
precisely this required minimum content. 

In defining ethics and its subject mat­
ter, the Christian ethos, Elert says that 
ethos is not descriptive of what Christians 
do, nor is it the prescriptions which they 
seek to follow. It is not the corresponding 
11g,nult, ( what you must do) to the cre­
,l,md,,, which Elen has already rejected as 
the valid notion of dogma. Although the 
Christian ethos is normative, it is not 
normative in terms of the laws that guide 
one's daily life. Ethos is the quality, the 
value, which man has by virtue of God's 
verdict upon him. Therefore the central 
task of theological ethics is the question 
of the sufticient grounds of the divine 
judgment - what is it and how can we 
ascertain the quality of the divine judg­
ment? 

'With these definitions in mind, the 

' Ibid., p. 51. 
1 Ibid., p. 52. 

distinction and connectioo between the 
disciplines of dogmatics and ethics in 
Elert's thought is easy to follow. Ethics is 
basically theological anthropology. Dog­
matics is in the narrow sense theo-logy, 
the sufficient grounds for what God Him­
self authorizes as the necessary core of His 
own kerygmatic word. n1e faa that these 
two distinct disciplines are traditionally 
subsumed under "systematic theology" is 
largely a formal consideration, the produa 
of 19th-century intellecrual history, and 
not grounded in a material unity of both 
within the same "system" as this was un­
derstood under the hegemony of idealistic 
philosophy.° For Elert their different sub­
ject matter makes such a "systematic" 
treatment inappropriate. If some short­
hand description of their relationship need 
be given, it is not cretlc11d11/ agc11tlt, nor 
docc11da/ agc11da but tloc1ri1111/ qna/iltU. 

The subject matter of the disciplines 
docs, however, give them some common 
ground. 1) Both presuppose God's au­
thority to make judgments, as does all the­
ology. In fact, in this way any discipline 
becomes a theological one when God's ad­
dress to men becomes audible in it. 2) Both 
are dependent on Scriptures; however, not 
for the doctrinal statements of dogmatics 
nor for the moral regulations of ethics but 
rather for the content of the kerygma and 
for the source of the ethos. 3) By virtue of 
their subjea matter, both have a common 
foundation in Christ Himself. 4) Both also 
have contaa with the same keryma, though 

0 An eumple of this is Theodor Haering, 
whose S}'Stematic rheology wu centered on the 
principle of the ki1J8(1om of God. In his qsre­
maria, then, dogmaria demonlU'&tes how the 
principle becomes a personal qualir, for man, 
and erhia demonstrates how the KiDBdom maJ 
be realized. 
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THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN DOGMATICS AND ETHICS 747 

in different ways. Apart from the kerygma 
of the church, of which dogma represents 
the mandatory content, there can be no 
Ottistian ethos. 

In this sense "kerygma and ethos stand 
in the same rel:ition tO e:ich other as cause 
and effect." 7 The dogma in dogmatics de­
line:ites what has to be preached, the Chris­
tian ethos of ethics is the quality of a man's 
life that comes with his hearing and be­
lieving the kerygma. But the cause/effect 
relationship is not automatic. The Chris­
tian ethos is not the necessary consequence 
which must follow in a man when he has 
encountered the kerygma. Instead Elert's 
emphasis is that when God's verdict about 
a man changes and thereby that man's 
quality and worth also change, it is because 
the man has come in contact with the 
kerygma, and in believing its Sollgoh,,11 
( = Jesus Christ) the quality of his ex­
istence has changed. 

THB CBNTBR IN ELBRT'S THEOLOGY 

These somewhat formal considemtions 
about the definition of dogmatics and 
ethics rest on the "material" content of 
Elert's notion of the heart of Christian 
theology, namely, the distinction between 
Law and Gospel. The Scriptures them­
selves, says Elert, convey nothing about 
God apart from the rubrics of Law and 
Gospel. There is no undifferentiated 
"neutral" revelation of God referred to in 
Scriptures. The rubrics ''Law/Gospel" re­
fer to the "double dialectic" about God and 
man that comes int0 being by virtue of 

7 Werner Elert, D.s ehrisllieh• Elhos: 
Gnmtlli,,in tlw J,,11,msehn Blhilt (Tiibiasen: 
Pui:che-Verlq, 1949). English translation: Tu 
Christill,,. Blhos (Philadelphia: Muhlenberg, 
1957), p. 15. Hereafter dml u Blhos. 

God's revelation. Law /Gospel on the one 
hand indicates the wrath/grace dialectic 
in God Himself and on the other the 
sin/faith dialectic in man. The dialectic 
of Christian rheology is not God vs. man, 
but wrath/sin vs. mercy/faith, two anti­
thetical relationships. 

However, the revelations of God's wrath 
and grace and the correlative revelations 
of man's sin and faith are not the uncover­
ing of secrets, nor rhe uansmission of previ­
ously unknown information, but the aeation 
of a reality. Elert calls it the Go/tung (t0 
be paraphrased as "validity" in spite of ap­
parent paradoxes) of both Law and Gos­
pel, God putting a particular word of His 
into effect. Therefore the Law and Gospel 
tension cannot be resolved by subsuming 
the terminology or the content into a 
higher unity. The Geltung, the effective 
presence of contmdictory re:iliries, is the 
point of confiict, and if there is to be 
reconciliation between these, it will only 
come from the One who stands behind 
them and puts them into effect. This is 
exactly what happened through the mani­
festation of Christ ( Offnb11n11mJn 
Christi) •8 In Christ these confilctlng 
realities were reconciled. 

That is why the New Testament views 
Christ Himself as the cenual content of 
the Gospel. He is the Gospel's content in 
two dimensions - as the announcement 
(Borich,) of the historical words and 
events of Christ's ministry rogether with 
the announcement of the theological conse­
quence of these words and events for the 
relationship between God and men, 
namely, "God was in Christ reconciling 
the world tO Himself," and as the hortatory 

a Elert, Glau, p. 141. 

4
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.748 THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN DOGMATICS AND BTHICS 

proclam:arion (An,ede) of the significmce 
of the announcement for the hearers and 
readers: 'We beseech you on behalf of 
Christ, be reconciled to God." The horta-

. rory exhortation calls for faith, but not 
faith in general, not even faith in God, 
but faith in the Gospel. 

. · The alternative operative reality called 
"Law" is indicated by the apostles when 
they label their life before they h:id faith 
in the Gospel as a life "under the Law." 

. When they came to faith in the Gospel, 
. it was their "redemption from this life 
under the Law." 0 

Because ancient Israel h:id a verbalized 
and codified law, it was easy for her to 

· have the mistaken concept of God's law 
which Elert calls the "moral misunder­
standing," to which even the ancient church 
succumbed.19 But the revelation of "Law" 
is not the revealing of moral legislation 
and the resulting legal knowledge of God. 
. The revelation of the Law takes place not 
I by its being verbalized, but rather by its 
tl• f 11ao being put into effect. Law is 
being revealed when its fatal consequences 
are taking place, when sinful man is being 
provoked to exorbitant rebellion against 
God, when wrath, curse, and death are in 
effect and operative. 
. The revelation of the Law does not have 
. t0 be verbally expressed to be in action. 
.By conrrast the Gospel must be expressed, 
. "originally spoken in the person of Christ, 
and subsequently proclaimed by the apos­
tles," in order to be revealed and t0 be 

-operative.u God's law can be and has been 
. pttached vocally and verbally, but it is 

t Ibid., p. 130. 
10 Ibid., p. 131. 
11 Ibid. 

also validly in effect and operative on all 
those to whom it was not verbally ad­
dressed. Das Gt1st1I% Goll•s fllirh ••• •eh 
WO es nichl b,unnl isl.12 ("The law of 
God is effective also where it is not 

known.") 

TI1is concept of the Law Elert contrasts 
with the "moral misunderstanding" which 
views it only as God's legislation. law 
is not simply God's legislation ( Goll•s 
LegiJ/111m) but God in :iaion administer• 
ing justice (Got1t1s Jwdikllltw).13 This is 
the Law th:it "always accuses" (d. the la 
snnpa, 11cc11st11 of the Lutheran Confes­
sions), wherein the law is never simply 
divine information but divine accusation, 
divine condemnation, and divine execu­
tion. It is this radical judgmental char­
acter of the law which is central to Elert's 
view of the important relation between 
Christ and the Law. In a word: the law 
killed Him . 

Elert points out that not only St. Paul 
but also St. John ( 1: 17) conlrasl Christ 
with the Law. Therefore Christ is no law­
giver. It is the united testimony of the 
New Testament th:it Christ was not on 
the giving but on the receiving end of 
the Law. If nothing else, His death testi­
fies th:it He was "under the I.aw." .Al­
though it killed Him, the end result of His 
willing submission to the I.aw is that He 
silenced it. His death destroyed the law's 
"order of death" and brought life and 
resurrection into human hi1t0ry. "God was 
in Christ reconcilin&" not for Christ's own 

1:1 Ibid., p. 13 lf • 
u A concise 1W1U11UJ of the ],Jiu,., na­

cure of the law is presenled in Elc:rt'1 utide 
"Gesea und Evanselium" in Zwisdln GtuJ. 
_, U•1•111U (Mwuch: EY. PreSSCYerbuad fiir 
Dayem, 1948), pp. 1381. 
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THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN DOGMATICS AND ETHICS 749 

sake, but ,p,o nolm. The ,pro nobis turns 
the announcement (Berichl) into a hona­
tOI}' exhortation (lf.nretle). For all who 
receive this exhortation in faith, the reve­
lation of Christ is the revelation of the 
grace of God and the veiling of His wrath. 
The paradox that God's wrath is both re­
vealed and done awny with cannot be 
grasped and understood apart from faith 
in Christ, in whom the paradox was re­
vealed.H 

Faith in this Gospel, in the resolved 
paradox of a man's relationship to God 
through Christ, is always "faith againsl 
(gege11) the law, against appearances, 
against the God of wrath and judgment," 111 

"against the death verdict." 10 The paradox 
is always and only resolved in faith, specif­
ically in faith in Christ, for He is the only 
entity which man an interpose "against" 
the law, wrath, judgment, and death which 
continue as one paradoxical side of Chris­
tian human existence. 

THB FORMAL SHAPB OP ELBRT'S "ETHICS" 

These considerations set the stage for 
the pattern in which Elert arranges the 
material in his book on ethics. The ar­
rangement would be different, of course, if 
one viewed the basic question of ethics 
to be, "What ought I do?" Although many 
in the Christian tradition have written 
about ethics in these terms, Elert says it 
is inadmissible, for it necessarily winds up 
with the Law. Even though such ethics 
admit man's need for the grace of God in 
Jesus Christ, and thus avoid crass syner­
gism, the Law invariably bas the last word 

H Blert, Gltu,b•, p. 143. 
111 Ibid., p. 504. 

11 Ibid., p. 460. 

and the Gospel of grace in Jesus Christ 
is used to help man serve the Law. The 
truth of Christian ethics is, of course, the 
exact opposite. The Law is ultimately 
subject to and subjugated by the Gospel, 
for the Gospel is the "last word." 

In an ethics oriented to God's verdia 
about man, reference to the Law will be 
inevitable. But the upshot of man's life 
under the I.aw is the snn,per acC#SIII. That 
puts man under God's negative verdia -
the extent of which Elcrt develops under 
the qualitative rubric "nomological exis­
tence." Understanding nomological ex­
istence or acknowledging it does not make 
an ethics Christian. Specifically Chris1illn 
ethics first enters the piaure when we heed 
another of God's pronouncements, the as­
surance of forgiveness. Not God's Law as 
rules, regulations, demands, command­
ments, prohibitions, but God's verdia 
about man is what Ouistian ethics pre­
sents; and the distinctive verdia of God 
which brings about the distinctive quality 
of the Christian man is God's verdia of 
the Gospel.17 Therefore Elen says that 
Christian ethics "must approach its subjea 
from two directions." 11 It must exarnioe 
man's quality under God's verdia of the 
Law and also man's quality under God's 
verdia of the Gospel. 

So Part I of bis ethics is "Ethos Under 
Law." It treats the quality of "natural 
man" in God's perspective, whether the 
man acknowledges this quality of life or 
not. Part II is "Ethos Under Grace.• It 
treats the person and work of Christ as 
it changes the "quality" of the natural man. 
The tuk of the ethicist is to clarify the 

17 Bien. Elbos, p. 16. 
11 Ibid. 

6
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750 nlE RELATIONSHIP .aEI w.EEN DOGMATICS AND ETHICS 

anthropological qualities of these judg­
ments of God. 

This includes considering under the 
legal ethos such questions as crcarure­
hood, existence, .responsibility, guilt, in­
dividuality, and relationships with others 
in the created orders. In the ethos of 
grace there arise the questions of the role 
of Christ, the tangibility and empirical 
perceptibility of the new quality, the 
dilemma of the two qualities in one man, 
the change with respect to the old ethos, 
the new elements of the new ethos, etc. 

After these two major units Elert un­
expectedly adds a third part called "objec­
tive Ethos." The term "objective" here is 
used in contrast to the "subjective" indi­
vidualized ethos of Parts I and II. Elert's 
section on "Objective Ethos" considers the 
church as a whole, the community which 
is "still something other than the sum 
total of all Christians." 10 The community 
as a whole is also subject to the judgment 
of God. In this seaion Elert says "the Lu­
theran character of this ethics becomes 
apparent," and he expects that it will 
be "unacceptable to other Protestant 
groups." 20 

CoNSEQUBNCES FOR THB CliARACTBR 

OP OUllsnAN TuEOLOGY 

Since the Law will be operative even 
if it is not p.roclairned, God does not 
"need" the church to get 1/ns word of His 
communicated. The wrath of God and His 
justice upon the sinner happen "naturally." 
But the Gospel does not happen "naturally." 
It is not operative except by special effort. 

1• Ibid., p. 19. 
211 Ibicl. 

Christ's ministry is the special effort which 
brought it into existence, and subsequendy 
where it is not proclaimed by Christ's 
people in correspondingly "special efiorts," 
it is not present and operative. But God· 
really does want this, His last and final 
word, revealed to men. Therefore He has 
instiruted the church for this role of 
ambassadorial communication. ( 2 Co.r. 
S:19f.) 

As God's ambassador the church does 
not function "creatively" in producing her 
message, but she passes on what she has 
been commissioned to speak by Him who 
authorized her. Not only in her life but 
also in her message, the church is "follow­
ing after" (Nach/olga). She speaks God's 
Word afla, Him so that her theology is 
not her word about God, but her com­
munication of God's Word about Himself. 
The church does not communicate how 
she "feels" about God, but she announces 
God's Word about Himself and about how 
He "feels" toward man. The unveiling of 
God always results in an unveiling of man. 

"In executing the ambassadorial role, 
however, the church is not simply "on her 
own." God is personally present in the 
church, His church, supervising the work 
the church does for Him. This personal 
presence is the Spirit. The Spirit functions 
as the "plant di.rector" for the church's 
operation. Consequently the church's the­
ology comes under the jurisdiction of the 
Third Article. The Thi.rd Article tells the 
theologian about His place and work. The 
Spirit (Paraclete) with His p,,,dwis is 
the presupposition and the subject matter 

for the theologian. "Being toUChed by the 
Evangel • • • is a prerequisite for theo­
logical thinking. • • • It is 1JJ.olog,ul 

7
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1llE RELATIONSHIP nEIWEEN DOGMATICS AND ETHICS 7!H 

thinking only if it is thinking the evan­
gelical speech of the Paraclete after him." 21 

The Spirit is God Himself present in 
the church promoting God's own Gospel 
This is the fJt1r11lllcns of the Paraclete. In 
speaking the fJ11ralesi.s of the Spirit "after 
Him," the theologian must remember that 
his subject matter is fJaralcsis. It is not 
merely divine information. As fJ11r11lllesis 
his subject matter is essentially exhorta­
tion, and if the theologian is to handle it 
scientifically, he will have to do justice 
to its "paracletic" charaeter and not 
smother that which makes it most distina. 
According to this perspective if the theo­
logian no longer is handling the fJ11r111ll,ns 
of the Spirit, he is no longer engaged in 
Christian theology. 

CONSEQUENCES FOR DOGMATICS 

AND Ennes 
In Elert's mind dogmatics is the science 

investigating the Sollgehtd1 of the church's 
proclamation. By virtue of her ambassa­
dorial role, the church's kerygma is God's 
kerygma. Consequendy the dogmatician 
in reflecting (Naclxhnin) on his subject 
matter is not reBeaing initially on his own 
faith in God, his "verdia" about God, but 
he is reBcaing on God's own "sclf-reBec­
tion" about him, the dogmatician, as this 
is communicated in God's kerygma. One 
might still call this "faith's self-reflection," 
if faith were clearly defined as "receiving 
God's verdict about man." 2:1 

The church's proclamation of God's 
message is distina from the "quality of 
man" which results from that message, 
whether the message is law or Gospel 

21 Elcrt, G/11••• p. 199. 
22 Ibid., p. 226. 

Dogmatics is concerned with the "that" 
(Dt1Js) and the "what" (WM) of the 
divine speech. Ethics is concerned with 
the actual "quality" that a human life takes 
on when the man is the recipient of that 
particular divine speech. 

Elert calls the relation between dogma 
and ethos the relation between cause and 
effect. The essential Gospel content of 
the church's kerygma produces in the man 
who trusts it the new descriptive qualifica­
tion "forgiven sinner." The essential con­
tent of the other message, law, whether 
consciously perceived or n0t, produces the 
equally genuine qualification "sinner." 
Dogmatics investigates whtd God says men 
are, together with the need, the grounds, 
and the urgency of the communication. It 
is a science oriented to and focused on 
the kerygma, past and present. Ethics, on 
the other hand, investigates what men are 
by virtue of that proclamation. It is 
oriented toward the man who is the object 
of the proclamation, describing what hap­
pens "qualitatively" to him and in him. 

One might aslc whether the cornrnoo 
focus on law and Gospel might not estab­
lish some common bond betwrm dog­
matics and ethics, in addition to the cause­
and-effect connection already mentioned. 
The answer is obviously "yes," but not in 
the sense that we could assign either law 
or Gospel to one or the other discipline. 
Insofar as both law and Gospel are God's 
speech, both belong in dogmatics. Insofar 
as both have an operative effect on people 
qualifying their aaual existence, both be­
long in ethics. For Elert, the common con­
cern with law and Gospel is tbC' cornrnon 
concern of all theology-historical, esegeti­
cal, practical, ete. In fact, what makes any 
hisrory, any philology, any systematics, th.a-
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logiul is that God's verdicts are being 
heard in, with, and under it, and there are 
only two verdias from God, judgment and 
grace, Law and Gospel Terlium no,,, d-mu,. 

There is another way to see how Elen's 
understanding of Law and Gospel leads to 
his distinction between the disciplines of 
dogmatics and ethics. One can approach 
this by asking for the sufficio'11 reaso,1 be­
hind the Lutheran passion for the radical 
distinction of Law and Gospel. The suffi­
cient grounds for this distinction are not 
Biblicistic ( ''That is the way it is in the 
Bible"), nor traditional (''That has always 
been the Lutheran position"), but soterio­
logical and pastoral. The Lutheran Con­
fessions, to which Elert is admittedly 
committed, criticize the "mixing" of Law 
and Gospel in medieval Roman theology 
on precisely such soreriological and pas­
toral grounds, which eventually become 
christological and doxological. The con­
fessions call for keeping Law and Gospel 
distinct, because if they are mixed the re­
sults are: 
1) the merits and benefits of Christ are 

reduced, and Christ is dis-graced; 
2) the gift charaaer of the Gospel is 

turned into performance-demanding 
law; and 

3) disturbed sinners are robbed of the 
genuine comfort which God wants 
them to have. lll 

law and Gospel must be kept distina 
&om each other for the sake of the Gos­
pel, for Christ's sake. It is not enough for 
Christian theology to insist, ''Let God be 
God." It must also insist, ''Let Christ Be 
Christ." The corollary to letting Christ 

• Cf. Apolou to the Aussbur& Confession 
IV, 18, 81, 110, 120, 1'0, 1,1, 204f. 

be Christ is to "let the law be Law." The 
Law dare not be "evangelized." Only 
Christ has taken the sting and strength 
out of the Jaw with His death. Any 
attempt to manipulate the Law into some 
son of merger with the Gospel is finally 
a vote of "no confidence" in Christ. In 
his monograph on Law and Gospel, Elert 
speaks precisely in this fashion when he 
criticizes the peaceful coexistence of Law 
and Gospel in Calvin's theology. He says: 
"Thereby the Law is actually disarmed •.. 
which carries with it the consequence that 
the Gospel also is similarly reduced in 
power." 24 

To keep the Gospel distinctive and to 

let Christ be Christ for people is the suffi­
cient grounds for insisting on the dis­
tinction between law and Gospel. The 
serious heresies in the history of the church 
have been those aimed at the distinaive­
ness of the Gospel One way of seeing 
that Elert's separation of dogmatics and 
ethics into distinct disciplines stems from 
a concern for keeping the Gospel distinc­
tive is to examine the anti-Donatist and 
anti-Pelagian motifs inherent in the sepa­
ration. 

THB ANTI-DoNATJST MOTIF IN 

SEPARA11NG DoGMAncs AND En11cs 

Elert's anti-Donatist position on the 
nature of the church is centrally involved 
in his division between dogmatics and 
ethics. It is a distinctive characteristic of 
his ecclesiology that "the church is not 
dependent upon the ethos of men," 211 as 
the Donatists maintained. This means that 
the empirical ethos of the proclaimer, in-

lN Elert, ZwsehM G"-'• """ u,,,,,,n1., 
p. 168. 

:Ill Elert, Gt.Mb•, p. 400. 
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duding his "faith," or the empirical ethos 
of the person addressed do not add to nor 
detract from the content of the message. 
Such-and-such is the content of the 
church's message simply because God says 
so. This is so even if no one in the world 
believed it and even if no one's ethos even 
suggested it. This applies both to man's 
ethos under law where the empirical be­
havior of a man might be so "good" that 
it would suggest that this man cannot be 
a sinner, and also to man's ethos under 
gmce, where a Christian's empirical be­
havior might be so "bad" that it would 
suggest that this man cannot be a saint. 

Ethics "portrays man as God perceives 
him." 2 0 Insofar as this theological an­
thropology is part of the necessary con­
tent of the kerygma, it, too, will appear 
in dogmatics. But the extent of the ethos 
of the earthen "vessel" does not affect the 
nature, extent, or genuineness of the 
"treasure." 

In terms of his favorite passage (2 Cor. 
5) , Elert might well have said that dog­
matics is concerned with the "God was 
in Christ reconciling the world. . • . Be 
reconciled to God" (Bnich, and Ametle), 
while ethics is concerned with the "If any­
one is in Christ, he is a new creation." 
When Elert discusses the role of each dis­
cipline in connection with Christ, his re­
marks tend in this direction. He says that 
both dogmatics and ethics address them­
selves to the same question: Who is 
Christ? "But there are differences. Dogma 
is doctrine. When dogmatics raises the 
question 'Who is Christ?' it seeks to un­
derstand what the church teaches concern­
ing him ['God was in Christ ••• .'] Ethics 

11 Elert, BIIHn, p. 7. 

is the quality of man under God's judg­
ment as factual reality. The ethical inquiry 
into the nature of Christ is the question 
of His importance for God's judgment of 
men or - and this definition amounts to 
the same thing - it is the question about 
the quality of man. The purpose of its 
inquiry is not the formulation of a correct 
Christology;-hut the elaboration of the fact 
that the Christ-encounter endows human 
ethos with a new quality ['If any man is 
in Christ .. . .']" 27 

The anti-Donatist stance asserts that 
a man's faith is ethos, not dogma. Thereby 
from another angle the proposed cretle11da/ 
age11da scheme for dogmatics/ ethics is in­
validated. This cretle111Ja/ agenda scheme 
views dogmatics as concerned with God­
man relationships and ethics as concerned 
with man-man relationships. But this is 
invalid since the man who exists in either 
of the two possible God-man relationships 
(I.aw or Gospel) is always at the same 
time already in a multitude of man-to-man 
relationships, and his actual ethos is mani­
fested in both his relationship to God and 
his relationships to other men. The quality 
of his ethos ( either under law or under 
the Gospel) includes his "attitude" and 
actions coward God as well as his attitude 
and actions toward his human fellows. 

Ethics treats the quality of human life 
as it is lived. Under the law it is life lived 
for ourselves, in rebellion against God and 
in enmity against our neighbor. Under the 
Gospel, "precisely by virtue of the re­
demption we live our earthly life in free­
dom for others. To make this dear is the 
task of theological ethics."• Since "faith• 

27 Ibid., p. 177. 

11 Elen, G1-b•, p. 514. 
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towards God is one quality of man's life 
when he is under the Gospel, and unfaith 
or sin the corresponding quality of life 
under the law, both of these concepts be­
long primarily in ethics and not in dog­
matics. For in the Sollgaha/1 of the 
kerygma there is no section on either 
"faith" or "sin," even though it is ad­
dressed to sinners and produces the faith­
ful Elert is true to this form:il commit­
ment in that he does not have a section 
devoted to either sin or / mh in his dog­
matics, despite its title, Der Christliche 
Glt1Nbe, but he does have a chapter on each 
in his ethics. The content of the word(s) 
of God as treated by dogmatics is Law or 
Gospel; the consequence, the realm of 
ethics, is unfaith and its sinful manifesta­
tions or faith and its faithful manifes­
tations. The church lives and grows by 
virtue of what God says, and not by virtue 
of the ethos of her people. To contmdict 
this is to affirm Donatism. 

THB .ANTI-Pm.A.GIAN MOTIF lN 
SEPARATING DoGMAncs AND Enucs 

Dogmatics concentrates on the core con­
tent of the church's kerygma as it is 
preached and taught. .Although one can 
teach the core content of the kerygma, one 
cannot teach the subject matter of ethics. 
Ethos as a quality is not taught, it is pro­
duced by God revealing His law and His 
Gospel It cannot be produced even by 
teaching people what ethos is, what quality 
they would have if they believed, or what 
quality they will have j/ they do not. .As 
Luther's apple tree bore apples because 
it fllM an apple tree and Dot because it 
had been taught t0 do so, so man's life h.r 
specific qualities because he is either a 
sinner or a forgiven sinner. He does Dot 

become a sinner or a forgiven sinner by 
producing, achieving, capturing, learning, 
or being taught the qualities. The work 
of God, God's verdia, creares the qualities. 
In the dogma, the core content of the 
kerygma, we hear what God's creative 
work is and, insofar as He has revealed 
this, why He is doing it. Ethos is the an­
thropologic:il manifestations of that work 
of God. It is the concrete theologically 
"tangible" life that really follows ( G,l-
1tmg) from this work of God. 

There is no absolute break between dog­
matics and ethics, since the revelation of 
what God is (00,mbamng Golles) is al­
ways correlative to the manifestation of 
what man is (OO,mb11rang ths Menschn). 
Nor does Elert posit any absolute dichot­
omy. .As we noted above, he sees their 
common ground at sever:il points. His 
basic assenion is that they cannot be 
joined together in one and the same 
system. Faith and works, of course, are 
joined in one and the same Oiristian, just 
as unfaith and its works arc joined in one 
and the same unforgiven sinner. But 
dogma cannot be coupled with ethos for 
this reason. This is especially so because 
ethos is never empiric:illy dear and defi­
nite, but :ilways partially hidden, whereas 
what God says about Himself and me in 
Chm, (dogma) is dear and must be clear 
if faith is to exist at all. For faith is al­
ways faith in 1h111 message and never faith 
in the qualities I have learned tO produce 
or even such as I see God producing 
in me. 

E1ert seeks to keep the disciplines sepa­
rate Dot because he wants an "independent 
ethic" which will allow for the autoaomy 
(Bigng•s•l%lichln1) of the orders of 
creation free from any specific dogmatico-
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theological conncctlons ( the charge fre­
quently made against the Lutheran tra­

dition), but because he wants to 
preserve faith in Christ from every 
nomism inimical to this life-center of 
Christianity. In short, it is an anti-Pela­
gian motif that comes to the fore here. 
Elert wants to demonstrate formally that 
materially it is "the Gospel of Christ" 
which solves man's personal theological 
problem, i,ulifiClllio cor11m deo, and not the 
Gospel ,pl,u human qualities. 

Christian ethos is the actualization of 
God's verdict about man. But this actuali­
zation is nor the grounds of the church's 
kerygma. This is true in the anti-Donatist 
sense: the validity of the kcrygma does not 
depend on the ethos of the keryx, It is 
also true in the anti-Pelagian sense: the 
ethos of the recipient does not determine 
the truthfulness of God's vCl'dict about 
him. What God says, however, regardless 
of the extent of its actualization in empiri­
cal ethos, is the ground of the kerygma. 
ThCl'efore "everything that dogmatia has 
to say wishes to be understood as coming 
from God," 11 if for no other reason than 
to keep the Gospel as Gospel, that is, God's 
good Word to men who do nor have a 
very godly ethos. 80 

211 Ibid., p. 398. 
ao The operation of lhese anti-Donati1t and 

anti-Pc:lqian intentions an be seen in two of 
Elen'1 arch-Lulheraa theolo,goumeaa, (1) his 
opposition to any form of me l•rlilu IIJIIS J.1is 
in "subjective ethos" and (2) bis ~esiolo~ 
with ics "objective etboa." The lnUIU #1111 11 

rejected beaUIC it in'ftriably bemmes • crypm­
Pela&ian a,mpetimr to Christ. The anti-Doaa­
tist ecdaioloa focuaed oa Article VII of the 
Ausunaaa deals with Elen'• point that "the 
ethos of the church'• mcmben or ber clera 
does not coastimie • • • the ~ of ~ 
church. The eae:atial elemeat so ber • • • 11 

the actiYitJ of God'• Spirit." (Ibid.) 

SUMMARY 

The "sovereignty and certainty" of the 
Christian church is to be found in her 
relationship to the Gospel The greatest 
"danger" to the Gospel is the I.aw. One 
form of the "danger" is "pre-Christian 
minimalization" of the law. It occurs in 
the non-Christian naturally, and the situa­
tion is made worse when the church in its 
preaching to him concurs with him in the 
minimalization of it, so that he does nor 
hear irs radical call to him to justify him­
self before God. Or, on the other hand, 
he hears it but not in its radical condem­
nation; therefore he believes that he has 
succeeded in justifying himself cor11m tho 
but without the Gospel AnothC1' form of 
the "danger" of the law is "post-Christian 
maximalization." This happens in the 
third use of the law (lnli,u tuNS) or any 
similar attemprs to rehabilitate the law 
into some combination with the Gospel 
for the Christian. 11 Both situations arc 
instances of mixing dogmatia and ethia. 

Elert's separation of dogmatia and 
ethia into relative independence from 
each other is thus related tO ( though not 

identical with) his basic and central dis­
tinction between law and Gospel 

Man has a theological ethos apart from 
the Gospel It is the ethos of a sinner. 
Although there is a theological ethos apart 
from the Gospel, there is no dogma apart 
from the Gospel, since without the Gospel 
there is DO keiygma t0 proclaim, and 
dogma only comes into existence u the 
SoUg•IMll of the keiygma. Since there ii 
the theological ethos of •sinner" apart from 
the keiygma, there could be a theological 

11 p-.J. ol Co,,aml, Tl,or,,•16 D.-.. 
lio•, VI, 11, 20, 22-23. 
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ethia, an investigation of the sufficient 
grounds of that ethos, without any dog­
matics. To be sure. this is only the ethos 
and the ethics of a sinner, but it does indi­
cue the relative "independence" of theo­
logical ethics from dogmatics. 

Because the living Christ - one might 
even say Christ's own s1hos - is present 
in the kerygma, there is no place for man's 
ethos, his own biographical qualifications, 
to be part of the saving message. In fact, 
man's ethos dars nol be part of the 
kerygma. For if it were, it would become 
a competitor to Christ's exclusive claim. 
When the early church rejected Pelagia­
nism, it was acknowledging Christ's ex­
clusive claim. In effect, it was also sepa­
rating dogmatics from ethics by excluding 
man's ethos from the kerygma. 

This does not, however, exclude the 
"preaching of good works" from the 
kerygma. But it does exclude the legalistic 
preaching of good works. Christian preach­
ing of good works means reconnecting 
men to Christ so that they can be free to 
be Christ's people under His Lordship and 
then to do ;,. f llilh what the indwelling 
Spirit with His imperatives of grace 
prompts them to do.12 Because such 
preaching is the preaching of Christ, it is 
kerygma and belongs in the province of 
dogmatics and not ethics. On the other 
hand, legalistic preaching of good works 
tells people what good works they ought 
to do, now that they are Christians. It 
mixes dogma and ethos, which in this 

u The tenm mentioned in this sentence 
(freedom, Christ u lord and Muter, life "in 
faicb," the Spirit u livins leader, the grace im­
peratives) are what Blert sees u the evangelical 
altenwiva co tbe ,m;,,, ,mu l•fis u cangible 
l'elDWCa for the Cbrisaao "ethical life." 

instance is also a mixing of Gospel and 
Law. In.stead of implanting the indwelling 
Christ anew, it is evicting Him. It is seek­
ing to implant God's written code. or 
worse yet, the preacher's own code. in lieu 
of the living "mind" of Christ. 

TI1e "informational" notion of the law 
in all forms of the 1erli#s #SIii seems from 
the notion that men generally do nol know 
what they ought to do. The more realistic 
truth of the matter is that they do indeed 
know what they ought to do, but the 
trouble is, they do not wanl to do it. Such 
an "ethical" dilemma can only be solved 
by the subject matter of dogmatics, the 
kerygma, and not by ethics. 

KARL BAR.11111 

In defining dogmatics and ethics Barth 
begins with the problem of all theoloBf 
as he came to understand it during his 
days as a parish preacher. The problem 
of theology is the problem of preaching 
- the Word of God. Speech that is ob­
viously the word of man claims to be the 
Word of God as the preacher wrestles to 

unite the Word of God with human life. 
''The task of dogmatics is • • • investigat­
ing church proclamation as to its agree-

33 Karl Barth, Swiss theologian, was born 
May 10, 1886, in Basie, Switzerland. Educated 
at the universities of Berne, Berlin, Tiibinaen, 
and Marburg, he bepn his aan:er u a minister 
in Geneva (1909--1911) and then became 
pastor at Safenwil in .Aarpu Canton (1911 to 
1921). He was Prof•ssor 1lx1rt1Miblm111 at 
Gottingen (1921) and then professor at 
Munster in Westphalia (192,) and Bonn 
(1930). Ezpelled by the Nazis (193,) he be­
came professor of theology at Buie ( 193, to 
1962). Barth bu received honorary doaoraces 
from the universities of Glugow, Oxford, 
Munster in Wesq,balia, and Utieebt. Amons 
bis chief works are Dn Ro-•/ ( 1918) 
and o;. iirdJlkh• DolflllllM ( 1932 If.). 
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meat with the Word of God." a.i But this 
is not simple comparison with the Scrip­
tures. Preaching must be congruent to the 
revebtion behind the Scriptures to which 
these writings testify. This pre-Scriptural 
revelation Barth calls "Word of God in 
its original form" (,mprilnglub,w G•­
stall) .:JG Dogma (singular) is the agree­
ment which exists between the church's 
preaching and the "Word of God in its 
original form." Dogma is not an assertion 
or a set of assertions (dogmas), but the 
congruence (BezittbNngsbogriff) between 
the church's speaking and the original 
form of the Word of God. Dogmatics 
is the science of this dogma. The dogmas, 
venerable and worthy of respect though 
they be, are the word of man, separated 
from the Word of God "as the heavens 
are above the earth." ao They dare not be 
viewed as a final and perfect comprehen­
sion of the Word of God. Instead the 
dogmas point to the dogma, the con­
gruence, and then keep open the "inquiry 
after the Word of God." 31 

The word "science" applies to dog­
matics in the literal sense of the term, for 
dogmatics claims to be a "path to knowl­
edge." 38 But this path to knowledge is the 
path that leads to knowledge of God, and 
consequently the term dogmatics for Barth 
finally covers the whole of theology, and 
he can use the terms dogmatics and the­
ology interchangeably.111 Thus Barth's 

u Karl Banh, Ch11r,h Do&...iiu (Eqlisb 
uanslarion). (Edinburgh: T. &: T. Oark, 
1936Jf.), I, 1, 286. Heieafter died u CD. 

Ill Ibid., p. 304. 
II Ibid., p. 306. 
IT Ibid., p. 308. 
11 Ibid., p. 316. 
n E.g., CD, i, 2, 793. 

life work has been a dogmatics, for dog­
matics encompasses the entire field of the­
ology. All that belongs to the Word of 
God belongs to the field of dogmatics as it 
goes about checking the Word of God as 
initial revelation, or as insaiprurated testi­
mony to that revelation, or as contemporary 
proclamation. From this one an almost 
guess what the role of ethics will be, 
namely, an auxiliary of dogmatia. This 
has been Barth's constant position on the 
relation between dogmatics and ethics. 40 

''The problem of 'ethics' is identical with 
that of 'dogmatics': Son tho glori4!"'1 

Thus Banh asserted the unity of dog­
matics and ethics in bis commentary on 
Romans of 1918. A decade later in his 
lectures at Munster he said, "Ethics as an 
independent discipline alongside of dog­
matics is impossible. The ethical question 
is the question of human existence. The 
Word of God, the subject matter of dog­
matics, has precisely this human existence 
as its own subject matter. Consequently 
ethics necessarily becomes an amilwy 
discipline of dogmatia." a 

In the first volume of his Kird,lit:IJ. 
Dogm111iJl he indicated what the unity 

40 The oft-debated issue of anr sharp break 
or basic change of direction within Banh'• the­
oloSY over the yean must be answered in the 
negative according to Banh'• own evaluation 
as well u that of such diverse and penetrating 
criria u the Swiu Roman Catholic Haas 
Un von Baldwar, the Dutch Reformed lflle­
marician G. C. Berkouwer, and the Swedish 
Lutheran Gusuv Wiasmi. 

tl Karl Banh, Dn Rii-1,,-J. 2d. ed. 
(Munich: Chr. Kaber, 1926), p.417. 

,1 Prom John Cullberg"1 IWDID&rf of the 
1928 lectures in D111 Prol,1-. tin BJlni it, tin 
tlwlitisd,n Th«Jo&i#, I, Km &lrlh, (leipzis, 
1938), p.158. Tbe lectures themselve1 emt in 
an '"uno&i.dal'" mimeogmphed edition. 
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of dogmatics and ethics would mean in 
the ttiniwian structure of his m11gnum 
o{JUS, 

Ethics so-called I regard as the doctrine 
of God's command and do not consider 
it right to treat it otherwise than as an 
integral [better: integrating} part of dog­
matics, or to produce a dogmatics which 
does not include it. The concept of the 
command [better: commandment} of God 
in general should in this dogmatics be dis­
cussed at the close of the doctrine of God. 
The commandment of God from the view­
point of Order will be dealt with at the 
close of the doctrine of Creation, from the 
viewpoint of Law at the close of the doc­
trine of Reconciliation, from the viewpoint 
of Promise at the close of the doctrine of 
Redemption. 41 

In the next volume, under the caption 
"Dogmatics as Ethics," he goes on to say: 

The ethical question, i. e., the question con­
cerains right condua, is the existential 
problem of man (mmscblicb• Bxislfflz­
fr11g•J. As we will, [so} we are; and what 
we do, we are. It ia not aa if man first 
exists and then aas. He exisrs while he 
aas. He exists in that he acts. The ques­
tion whether and how far he acrs rightly 
is the question whether and how far he 
exiats rightly. And so it ia • • • the prob­
lem of man's existence which theology or 
dogmatia makes its own when it raises the 
ethical question • • • u its most charac­
teristic problem (ngms,. Pr•g•J." 44 

Barth sees himself allied with the re­
formers in this position. 'The ethics of 
Luther and Calvin 81'e to be sought and 
found in their dogmatics and not else­
where." 411 Mra .looking at the histmy of 

a CD, I, 1, ziY. 
44 CD, I, 2, 793. 
411 Ibid., p. 783. 

theology, Barth observes that one cannot 
say that "the unified treatment of dog­
matics and ethics necessarily implies in 
itself an agreement with the reformers' 
outlook. What we can say is that the 
divorce between them involves a necessary 
alienation from this outlook." 48 In 1946 
Barth said that ", . . any such separation 
is deadly." 47 

The Reformation outlook which Barth 
wants to have as his own outlook is that 
the unity of dogmatics and ethics is cen­
tered in "the knowledge of Jesus Christ," 
or the "grace of God" or the "Gospel," or 
his own favorite, "divine election," "pre­
destination," which is "in one word the 
whole content of the Gospel, its sum." 41 

Electing grace is also commanding grace.49 

Electing grace unifies dogmatics and ethics. 

In the one image of Jesus Christ we have 
both the Gospel which reconciles us with 
God and illumines us and consoles us, 
and the Law which in contradistinction to 
all the Jaws which we ourselves find or 
fabricate really binds and obligares us. 
This is the Law to which theological ethics 
clings. It is ethics of grace or it ia not 
theological ethics. For it is in grace - the 
grace of God in Jesus Christ-that even 
the command of God is esiabliahed and 
fulfilled and revealed aa such. Therefore 
'to become obedient,' 'to act rightly,' 'to 
realize the good,' never means anythins 
other than to become obedient to the reve­
lation of the grace of God; to lift aa 
a man to whom grace haa come in Jesus 
Christ. But this is the very reason why 
there can be no chanse of standpoint or 

48 Ibid., p. 787. 

" Karl Barth, Christlkh• BlhM, Bhl Yor/"'6, 
(Munich, 1946), p. 15. 

48 CD, II, 2, 510. 
49 Ibid., p. 511. 
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theme when dogmatics becomes ethics, or, 
rather, when it reveals its ethical content. 
It cannot live less, but must live wholly 
and utterly, by the knowledse of the Word 
and work of God, by the knowledge of 
Jesus Christ." GO 

Whereas the all-encompassing question 
of theology (dogmatia) is: Who and 
what is God?, Barth sees man's ethical 
question to be: What is the good, the right 
action? Both questions are answered by 
God's revelation, and in both cases the 
answer is the same, Jesus Christ. Typical 
are such statements as "Jesus ... does not 
gi11e the answer, but by God's grace He 
ir the answer to the ethical question." 111 

Barth frequendy opts for Micah's short 
answer (6:8) to the question of the good: 
"He has showed you, 0 man, what is good; 
and what does the Lord require of you 
•• • " D2 In Barth's own words the answer 
to the question of the good is: "Good in 
the Christian sense is that behavior, that 
action, of man which corresponds to the 
behavior and action of God in this history 
(of Jesus Christ] • • . whereby man accepts 
and not only accepts, but 11SSCnts to God's 
self-humiliation on his behalf so that he, 
man, might live and rejoice. • . . Good is 
that behavior and action of man which 
corresponds to God's grace." 111 

Ethia is "necessarily and decisively" a 
witnessing to that good which is the con­
tent of "the command issued to Jesus 
Christ and fuUilled by Him. There can be 
no question of any other good in addition 

110 Ibid., p. 539. 
111 Ibid., p. 517. 
112 B.g., Ibid., p. 537, 566, 572, 574, and 

throupout the Banh corpus. 

llll Chrisllkh• BJl,ij, pp. 9f. 

to this. Other apparent goods are good 
only in dependence on this good." 1K 

All signs point back to Barth's Chris­
tology as the hub from which his state• 
ments about dogmatia and ethics radiate. 
But the form of that Christology is al­
ready conditioned by several theological 
opinions, some of which are intimated in 
the citations above. 1) Man's personal 
theological problem centers in his lack of 
knowledge of God, who is the Good, so 
that in his ignorance he must ask Who is 
God? What is the Good? The cask of 
dogmatics and ethia, and theology as a 
whole for that matter, is primarily an 
epistemological one. Man needs God's 
revelation, Jesus Christ, as the answer and 
solution to this personal theological prob­
lem. The revelation that does come in 
Jesus Christ is primarily a communica­
tion of the predestinarian verdia of God, 
concerning which man is ignorant. Jesus 
does not and does not have to fl&mftJB or 
exeCNle man's redemption. Rather He 
reveals to man the news that God and 
God alone has done all this, and has done 
so in His eternal decree of predestination 
before the world began. 

2) Related to this is Barth's notion of 
the qualitative difference between God and 
man. This gap is occasioned not by sin, 
but by the given ontological separation 
between Creator and creature. No earthly 
human action, even that of the faithful 
Christian, can qualify for the adjective 
"divine." God and things divine are always 
tolilliler dlil,w. No human action, nothing 
in creation, can be more than a parable, a 
testimony, a sign and pointer from the 
earthly temporal realm into the heavenly 

M CD, II, 2, 518. 
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realm which is uuly godly. It has signifi­
cance and value only insofar as it fulfills 
the funaion depicted by Gruenewald's 
figure of John the Baptist in the Isen­
heimer altar - as it points away from 
self to the wholly other grace of God in 
Jesus Christ.GG Barth has developed a whole 
vocabulary, which Prenter calls "sign 
language" (Zeiche,1.sfmzche), to discuss 
this relationship of human to divine action 
and .reality.118 Such terms as correspond, 
re.Bea, demonstrate, represent, copy, imi­
tate, symbolize, indicate, point, parable, 
analogy, mirror, reproduaion are used to 
relate the Sein of man to the Sei11 of God. 
The predicament of man's language or any 
human activity is like that of a creature 
in an imagined two-dimensional world 
when faced with the task of constructing 
three-dimensional figures. De facto this is 
impossible because of the ontological 
structure of two- and three-dimensional 
worlds. But it is possible in a two-dimen­
sional world to indicate, .refiect, imitate, 
symbolize, a three-dimensional world -
as a painter does, for instance, when by 
shadows, foreshortening, and perspective 
he "aeates" a three-dimensional landscape 
on a two-dimensional canvas.'17 

1111 For Barth, Gruenewald'• Isenheimer aliar 
plaJI a similar role in painting as Mozart does 
in music. It is consiantly dred, as for example, 
in "Bvanaelium und Gesea," Th•ologueh• Ex­
isleu Hnu, mii, (1935). The exclusive role 
which John the Baptist plays as model preacher 
in the New Testament for Barth is not without 
lignmcance for Barth's theological system. 

1111 llegin Prencer, "Die Binheit von Schop­
fuq und Brlosung. Zur Schopfungslehre Karl 
Bartbs," Tbeologueb• Zn1sebri/l, II (May/June 
1946), p. 170. 

11T Prencer dnWI a para1ld between Barth's 
"sign languqe" and the •sl "'· signifie•I coa­
aoveny in put PIOlellant hisu,ry. "At mice in 
the debate benreen Barth and Luthen.n theology 

3) The qualitative opposition between 
God and man and man's personal theo­
logical dilemma of not knowing God, not 
knowing the Good, correspond to a char­
acteristic concept of "faith" in Barth's 
theology. Faith is essentially knowledge, 
man's knowledge of the divine .reality, the 
"grace-full God," on the other side of the 
divine-human gap. Faith "has no aeative, 
but only a cognitive character. It does not 
alter anything. . . . It is simply the con­
firmation of a change which has al.ready 
taken place." 118 In Prenter's words: 
"A transformation of the est into a sig-
11ifica1 in the ontic sphere corresponds 
consequently with the transformation of 
credo into an i11tclligo in the noetic 
sphere." r;o Man's unbelief is his theologi­
cal ignorance. Faith is the solution to the 
problem of unbelief. Faith is knowledge 
to replace ignorance. Thus the real con­
trast between church and world is the "con­
trast between the church's awareness 
[Wimm] and the world's terrible ig­
norance [Nicht,umse,1,].00 The main theo­
logical terms related to faith - baptism, 
justification, sanaification, sin, repentance, 
preaching - undergo under Barth's hand 
the basic transformation indicated by the 
formula credo = i11telligo.81 

is still this same ,m. Barth's entire theology of 
creation [Prenter \\'as reviewing Kireblieb• Dog­
m•lii, III, 1] s1and1 under the rubric signiPcd" 
(Prencer, p. 180). Already in 1922 Barth ad­
mined that "as 11. Reformed theologian I of 
course have the duty to maintain a certain final 
disiance in the face of the Luthen.n .sl." (D•s 
W'orl Goll•s _, ,;, Theolo8" [Munich, 
1925], p. 178) 

118 CD, IV, 1, 751. 
GI Prenccr, p. 171. 
00 CD, III, 2, 607. 
01 Very imporiant at this point is Barth's 

book .11..,.J,,,: Pitl•s Qu•rtnU ;,,,.11.a,,,,._ A.•-
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Thus we can see that the formal unity 
of dogmatics and ethics in Barth's theology 
has its roots in ( 1) the identification of 
God and the Good, ( 2) the noetic con­
ception of man's theological problems of 
sin, as a problem of knowledge which in 
turn is rooted in man's ontic separation 
from God, ( ~) the predestin:u:ian character 
of grace and the subsequent informational 
character of revelation, ( 4) an intellectu­
alized notion of faith (nolilia of and 
asse-,utu to God's prcdestin:u:ian verdict),02 

and ( 5) the "sign" character of human 
language and human action in pointing 
beyond to God's word and action. 

In Barth's presentation of Christology 
these roots became app:u:cnt. Jesus is the 
answer both to the question Who and what 
is God? and What is the Good? Jesus 
Christ is true God. He is Immanuel, God­
with-us. 'The truth of God is exactly this 
and nothing else." 03 God is with us, not 
against us. God is graciously disposed 
towards man; He does not demand that 
man merit His favor. God is reconciled 
with man. Jesus is also the answer to the 

st1lm's Proo/ of IN B,m,o,,e,, of Goll • lh• _. 
111x1 of Hu Tht1olo1ietll Sebt1mt1 (Richmond, 
VL: John Knox Preu, 1960), in which be exe­
gcsizes Anselm's thesis indicared in the tide, 
and which verbally parallels Prenter's formula. 
Barth assens of Anselm's influence on him: 
"I believe I learned the fundamental attitude 
to the problem of the knowledge and esisrence 
of God • . • at the feet of Anselm of Caater­
bW'}'." (CD, II, 1, 4) 

u There is little place for fiJ•d. in Barth'• 
Gl,,11bnsl,•,n/J bemuse there is no genuine 
reality in the world (sin, death, devil) in the 
face of which the Christian nc:cds m trust in 
God. There also is no actual verdict of con­
demnation from God apinst which m trust 
God's verdict of foraiveaea. 

ea Karl Barth, H•-•il1 of Gu (llichmo.ad, 
VL: John Knox Press, 1960), p. 49. 

question of the good in human life. He is 
true man. This includes His life of perfect 
obedience to the Father's will, but also the 
true and good humanity that consrandy 
points beyond itself to the One alone who 
is truly good. 

Man's theological problem of separa­
tion from God and ignomnce of God is 
solved by the person and work of Christ. 
Barth's preferred term for Redemption is 
Reconciliation. The message of recon­
ciliation, the heart of the Christian mes­
sage, is Immanuel. With this phrase Barth 
is incorporating Old Testament covenantal 
patterns into his Christology; he even has 
a 45-page section OD the covenant as the 
presupposition of reconciliation." "'Rec: 
onciliation' is the restitution, the resump­
tion of a fellowship which once existed but 
was then threatened by dissolution." Jesus 
Christ is "God in the work of reconcilia­
tion." 1111 What happens in this reconciliai 
tion is that the gap between the two 
covenant partners is bridged. "Reconcili­
ation • . . [is] a sovereign act of God ...• 
God's crossing the frontier to man." ~ 
'The frontier is a real one. On the one! 
side there is God in His glory as Creator 
and Lord, and also in the majesty of His 
holiness and righteousness. And on the 
other side there is man, not merely ~ 
creature, but the sinner • • • in opposition 
to Him. It is not merely a frontier, but 
a yawning abyss. Yet this abyss is~ 
not by man, not by both God and man, but 
only by God. • • • That is the insoluble 
mystery of the pee of God enclosed in 
the name Jesus Christ." n 

CK CD, IV, 1, 22--66. 
a Ibid., p. 22. 
80 Ibid., pp. 81f. 
GT Ibid., pp. 82f. 
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For Barth the original "sovereign act" 
is predestination in God's eternal (i. e., 
prctemporal) decree. Jesus Christ is ccn­
ual to the work of reconciliation, but more 
in an illustrative than a causative way. 
Therefore reconciliation ns Barth views it 
is centered in the incarnation, where one 
body bridged the gap between the two 
sides of the abyss.08 Bethlehem becomes 
the key event in his Chrisrology. Every­
thing after that is somewhat an anticlimax, 
the automatic consequences of God's hav­
ing stepped over the boundaries to reveal 
His gracious predisposition roward man. 
As a result, in Barth's Christology Good 
Friday and Easter play a subordinate role 
in the reconciliation. Although Barth 
warns against separating the person and 
work of Christ in the sense that what we 
do is what we arc, and vice versa, it clearly 
seems that the "work" of Good Friday and 
Easter is subordinated to the "person" 
incarnate at Bethlehem. oo 

ea Despite this concentrated focus on incar­
nation ("The central mystery of Christian proc­
lumtion is the incarnation": Goll•sGruJn-'1l 
[Geneva, 1936), p. 15), Barth has problems 
ri&ht hett: by virtue of the "abyss" between the 
human and the divine, which, in Winaren's 
words, "remains unbricfsed even in the incarna• 
tion. This is the idea, presented especially in 
CD, Ill, 2, that the humanity of Jesus Christ 
mirrors the divine in Jesus Christ. The idea of 
• mirror or a reflection • • • appean also in 
Christolon and extends rhett:fore to • • • the 
bumaniry of Jesus Christ." ''The statement, 
'the word became fteah', ousbt to be rendered 
'the word usumed fteah."" Gustav Winaren, 
Th.alon ;,, Co,,Jlia (Philadelphia: Muhlen­
berg, 1958),pp.30l 

• Tbe ptt:feimtial aeaanmt of Cuistmu 
over Good Priday and Easter runnina duouab· 
out Barth's work is consonant with his unwill­
iapea to aee the laaer evena u the ones which 
•p.roduad" the forgiftneu of sins and tt:eoncil­
iadon. Instead of an Buier ker,sma that sin, 
cleadl. and wrath att: dead, Barth ptt:fen the 

Cross and resurrection arc extensions of 
the original obedience shown by the Son 
of God in becoming man.TO Cross and 
resurrection are additional revelations, con­
clusive and final, concerning the "true God 
and true man" of the incarnation. Revela­
tion here answers the ethical question; here 
Christ reveals how a "true" man of God 
obeys God. This work of Christ does bring 
about "the alteration of the human situa­
tion," Tl but it must be kept in mind that 
what is central to the human situation as 
Barth views it is man's erroneous concept 
that God is not gracious and therefore 
must be placated. Thus for Barth recon­
ciliation entails changing man's vcrdia 
about God rather than God's verdia 
about man. 

The esl = sig11ifica1 equation and the 
"sign language" that accornpanics it ex­
pose some of the implications of Barth's 
Christology for ethics. In the Christian's 
ethical life of discipleship (Nt1eh/olge), 
Jesus is the "true man." His humanity is 
the prototype, the "original" ( Urbiltl), 
and that of his followers is the "copy" 
(lfbbiltl).12 However, the truthfulness of 
Jesus' own humanity is that in all things 
He constantly signified and pointed toward 
the divine realm and the graciousness of 
God on the other side of the abyss. Con­
sequently the Christian's ethical life as 
lfbbiltl of this humanity is typified in 
Gruencwald's John the Baptist, viz., a 

""''"'"'"""°• a ng,,ifiur• that points be-

Christian ker,sma that man's ainfulaea is not 
10 drutic u to prevent God from COftlWltina 
with him. 

TO CD, IV, 1, 313. 

Tl Ibid. 

T2 CD, III, 2, 50. 
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yond the temporal and human to the nst1 
of God's predestination. The Christian 
lives his life alert for God's due as to how 
he can live each moment "demonsua­
tiooally." His ethial actions are "a kind 
of silhouette of the elective, free, and total 
activity of God Himself • • • characterized 
by the will to seek God and to find Him, 
that is to inquire concerning His com­
mandment, to be guided by His decisions 
and attitudes, and to follow His direc­
tion." Ta Distinaive of a Christian's ethical 
action (Hen,tleln) is that in it "he now 
lives as one who seeks God," 74 enaaing on 
his own ethical stage (is it drama or panto­
mime?) the script written for and about 
him in predestination. 

This ties in with the crfflo = intelligo 
equation. The role of faith for ethics is 
not to create that kind of new being who is 
"free" from concern about the divine con­
sequences of his ethical actions as much 
as it gives him knowledge of the pre­
destinarian verdict for his existence. Faith 
and love are two forms of the new Sn. 
Both are intelleaually defined. As faith, 
the new being is "man's recognidon, ac­
knowledgment, and acceptance of this ver­
dict [and] the making of his own subjec­
don to this verdia." TII As love "it consists 
in the fact that he accepts the divine direc­
tion ( 'JY nang) ." TII In ethial decisions 
and actions the Christian "follows the de­
cision already made and the act already 
accomplished by God, a>nfirming them in 
his own human decision and act; [so] that 
he, for his part, chooses whar has already 

Ta CD, IV, 1, 104. 

H Ibid., and CD, I, 2, 370. 
TII CD, IV, 1, 93. 

111 Ibid., p. 99. 

been chosen and actualized for him." 77 

"What is involved in ethial decisions is 
the matter of divine predestination." TS As 
a new being, the man of faith searches out 
God's predetermined will and suives in 
his self-determination to correspond to it.70 

SUMMARY 

Dogmatics and ethics as sciences are 
both human activity. The faith and works 
of a Christian which dogmatics and ethics 
investigate concerning their congruence 
with the Word of God are also human ac­
tivities. .All human actions have their 
highest value when they point men to God, 
when in this sense they are an imitt11io 
Christi, a tlemonstrlllio Ml gloriam Dn. 
This happens when they point man away 
from man, his history, and his world to 
the wholly other Word of the living God. 
The person and work of Jesus Christ as 
the central event in human history is the 
revelation ( exposition, not execution) of 
God's reconciliation with man. .Although 
unredeemed man ought to be living a 
life that points toward God, he does not 
know where to point. .After reconciliadon 
has been made known, he does know when: 
to point. Jesus Christ is both revealer and 
prototype of the true God as well as 
revealer of true man. Chrisdan Nehfolg• 
is imittllio Christi when it, too, points men 
to the glory and grace of God. Dogmatics 
and ethics are finally united in this Nll&b­
folgt1. 

Thus dogmatics and ethics 0lD. oaly be 
"church" dogmatics and ethics. For only 

TT Ibid., p. 100. 

TS Barth's mimeos,aphed leaura OD etbia, 
vol I, p. 75. 

n Cullbera, pp. 143f. 
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'the church, ,as the gathering of those who 
know about the grace of God, can point 
out God's truth to the world. Thus the 
church must destroy the world's illusions 
,about both God and man and replace the 
ignorance with knowledge of the truth. 
This truth is the knowledge of the "true" 
God and of the "true" man. Thus Barth 
can say that it is supremely the knowledge 
of Jesus Christ. 

ERNST TR.OELTSCH 80 

Troeltsch agonizes about the modern 
:world and the modern breakdown of all 
past syntheses between Christianity and 
culture. All past syntheses, including the 
Reformation, were theologically "medi­
eval," authoritarian, supranatural, and 
miraculous, and ecclesiastically patriarchal. 
This is in conuast to modern man's in­
tellectual commitment to the autonomous, 
the immanent, and the scientific, and his 
organizational commianent to the rubrics 
-of personal decision, democratic individu­
.iism, and internal G•sinnrmg. What is 
needed for the modem world, charaaerized 
"as it is by the new components mentioned 
in pan above, is a new synthesis, a W nler­
"nlum:kl,mg of the synthesis which his­
"torical Christianity has always been 
between foreign cultural elements and 

80 Bmst Troelach, German theologian and 
pbiJosopber, wu born in Aussburg, Feb. 17, 
1865, and died Feb. 1, 1923. He t■ushr at the 
universities of Gottingen (1891-1892), Bonn 
( 1892-1894), and Heidelbers ( 1894 to 
i915). He wu Profeaor of Hiarory of Philoso­
phJ and Civilization at Berlin from 1915 to 
his death in 1923. Amons his chief works are 
o;. B__,,,,,, UI Proulllllllmn#I /ii, ,1;. 
B1111Uh•1 ur """""6n W•II (1906), D;. 
$-1J.1Jn,, ur ihrilllkhn KirdJn .,,,, Gn,p­
,,._ (1912), and Chm,- Tho•1h1: 111 Hillor, 
..ulA.~ (1923). 

distinaively Christian elements. Neo­
Prorestantism, for which Troeltsch was 
both prophet and apostle, was woriting for 
such a synthesis, a consciously pursued 
Kttl111,protesta11/i.smNS. 

The elfea of the modem situation on 
dogmatics and ethics is the recession of 
dogmatics and the supremacy of ethics. 
In the modern world " ... we do not ask: 
How can I find a gracious God? Instead 
our question is: How can I recover the 
soul and love?" (dieSeek 1111d, di.I.ieb•) 11 

Troelrsch himself produced neither a 
dogmatics nor an ethics, although a post­
humous volume of his lectures on tradi­
tionally dogmatic themes was published 
under the substitute label significantly 
favored by Troelrsch, Glt111btm1l11hr•.82 He 
envisioned his own major contribution to 
be the preliminary historical studies of 
the modern temper and the religious-philo­
sophical propaedeutics 13 necesssary for 
both the Gla11b,ms/11h,o and the ethics of 
Nee-Protestantism . 

The philosophical propaedeutics to the­
ology contained answcn to the following 
questions: Is there any place for religion 
and religious experience at all in the mod­
ern world? If so, why prefer Christianity 
above other world religions? The former 
question is answered affirmatively by twO 

means, the religious psychology of idealism 

11 Ernst Troeltsch, G.,.,,.,,,.11. Sih,if ,n 
(Tiibinsen, 1912-25), II, 522. Hereafter 
dted as GS. 

u Troeltsch, Vorl.,-1n U•lnr G£,-,,.,u. 
hl.nw (Munich, 1925). Retrospectively, he 
stated in his GS (IV, 13): "Understandably 
enoush I wu unable to convince myself to wriie 
a dosmatia." 

II Walier Bodensiein, Nn1• tl•1 Hilloril,,,.1 
(Giiienlob, 1959), pp 49Jf • 
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and neo-Kantian categorical cpistemoloBf." 
The second question bothered Troeltsch to 
the end of his life as he wrestled unsuc­
cessfully with the issue of the lf.bsol111hri1 
des Chris111n111ms. 

Such propaedeutics have the following 
consequences for dogmatics and ethics: 
( 1 ) Christianity is one form, to be sure 
the highest and most univers:al form, of the 
general category "religion," that is, an ex­
perienced encounter with the divine. (2) 
Kantian epistemological categories supply 
the aiteria for judging the validity and 
truth of this experience. ( 3) TheoloBf is 
therefore primarily a science of the re­
ligious experience of man who is as such 
homo relfgios#S. Thus Troeltsch prefers 
the more accurate label ReUgionsphiloso­
phia for this science instead of theology. 
( 4) In view of this anthropocenttism of 
Re/i.gionsphilosophi11, ethics moves for­
ward and dogmatics recedes. '"lbe monl 
is the meaning of the religious" 811 is what 
Troeltsch means with one of his favored 
hyphenated terms, religios-silllich ( "re­
ligio-ethical"). ( 5) The remaining role 
of dogmatics, especially in its traditional 
authoritarian and ttanseendental elements, 
is sharply modified to correlate with this 
individualism, which, although always in­
herent in the genuine essence (Pri• 
%i,p) of Christianity, now necessitateS even 
more modification by virrue of the modern 
autonomous and immanent characteristics 
of this individualism. 

The eifecrs of these principles upon 
a Nee-Protestant "dogmatics" is to be seen 
in the posthumous G1-l,nsklw11. Troeltsch 

N Ibid., pp. lSf. and pp. 22-28. 

11 Quocecl br Heinrich Benckett, Bnu, 
Tro,hst:h _, ""1 •lbist:M Pn16I•• (Gouia­
gea: Vandenboeck & B.uprecbt, 1932), p.16. 

summarizes its charac:teristic elements in 
his article ''Dogmatik" in Dill R11ligio• 
i• Geschich111 tmil G11gn111MI: (1) sur­
render of naive supraoatural.ism and ac­
ceptance of the historicity of Christianity 
together with other religions; (2) exten­
sive and open cooperation with philo­
sophical idealism; ( 3) allowance for re­
ligious pluralism while accepting the 
modern Weltbi/d; ( 4) resulting change in 
substance and not merely in the form of 
theological content ( "de-myrhing and re­
mything") i ( 5) nevertheless, a dose tie-in 
with the prophets, the person of Jesus, and 
the Bible, which are essential and central; 
(6) a dogmatics that is no longer norma­
tive, but an advisory, inspirational GJ.. 
bensleh,11, designed for the congregation 
and the proclamation. 81 

Although Troeltsch did not produce an 
ethics to parallel the G1-l,nsklw11, ethics 
"acrually were of central importance" to 
him. 8T For ethics, too, Troeltsch begins 
with philosophical propaedeutics to answer 
the first question: What is the ethical (rh.s 
Si11lich•) ? Then comes the second ques­
tion about the Pri,m,p of Christian ethics, 
and the subquestion of the Prin'Zi,p of 
Protestant Christian ethics. Finally there 
is "applied ethics," the practical formu­
lation of the principles in terms of the 
current situation and the exigencies of a 
given historical epoch. 

Troeltsch's answer to the first question 
of the essence of the monl is largely 
Kantian. It is the experience of an impera­
tive (Solln) in human consciousness, the 
experience that IOIDething necessarily 

II D;. Rlli,;o. ;,. Gudnd,1• -' G••­
_, lat ed. (Tiibiqen: J. C. B. Mohr, 1909 
m 13), II, mis. lOSf. Hezeafler dcecl u B.GGl. 

IT BeDe:kert_ pp.13 If. 
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ought to be, and if it is nor, then man 
ought to bring it about. 

Troeltsch's answer to the second ques­
tion of the particular Sol/e11, in Christian 
ethics is found in his historical study, The 
Social Teachingr of 1be Chm1i11n Chu,cher. 
In his concluding summary he lists four 
items as the distinctly Christian ethos of 
what ought to be. 

1 ) The Christian ethos alone possesses, 
in virtue of its personalistic theism, 
a conviction of personality and indi­
viduality, based on metaphysics. 

2) The Christian ethos alone, through its 
conception of a divine love which 
embraces all souls and unites them all, 
possesses a socialism which cannot be 
shaken. 

3) Only the Christian ethos solves the 
problem of equality and inequality, 
recognizing dufereoces as the inscru­
table will of God and then transform­
ing this condition by the inner up­
building of the personality. 

4) Throush its emphasis upon the Chris­
tian value of personality, and on love, 
the Christian ethos creates something 
which no social order can dispense 
with entirely-charity.88 

The Pri,mp which is the essence of 
Protestant ethics is "the Christian con­
sciousness of blissful ttust in God and lov­
ing service of the brother, which animates 
the system of natural callings by putting 
such loving service of neighbor into prac­
tice primarily in the form of fidelity to 

one's vocation and thus maintaining and 

88 Troeltsch, IM SflDlllul,n,. tin dmsllkl,n 
1Cinl,n ,nul Gn,f>lln (Tiibinaen: J. C. B. 
Mohr, 1911). Ens- nus., Olive W,oa, Th• 
Sodill Tudml11 of lh• Chmlin Ch11r,h•1 
(New York: Macmill•a, 1931); reprinled Har­
per To.n:bbook (New York. 1960), pp.1004f. 

promoting the whole." 811 Thus Protes­
tantism's principle is actually a delegalized 
moral law, a ". . • completely free and 
autonomous explication of the Christian 
notion of goals by means of personal con­
science and its free application to life." 80 

On the question of "applied ethics" 
Troeltsch's creativity "srood in a certain 
disproportion to the amazing riches of his 
speculative ( i. e., analytical) historical 
outlook." 01 Nevertheless he did talk about 
the necessary wk in contemporary ethics, 
but even this is handled rather intellec­
tually, perhaps from Troeltsch's perspective 
the most practical thing he could do. His 
description of the required task was "com­
bining the subjective ethics [of Kant] 
with the objective ethics [of Schleier­
macher]," 02 or combining "the morality 
of personality and conscience" with the 
"ethics of adtural values." 03 

The ethics of cultural values in societies, 
peoples, and mankind as a whole is not 
a system that can be consciously worked 
our, but its individual constituent parts de­
velop under the accidental conditions of 
the historical process. When, however, a 
given constellation of cultural values has 
become a system which is actually in effect, 
the individual moral man goes to work 
with his own moral reason to refine, coo­
centtate, liberate, and direct it. Here is 
where "subjective ethics," individual moral 
conscience in its freedom, creativity, and 

811 R.GGt, IV, col. 1915. 

IIO R.GG1, II, col. 1386. 
81 Ciled by Priedrich von Hiisel ia biJ in­

troducdoa to Troelrsch's posthumously pul,. 
lished lectures, Christ• Th0#1h1, (London, 
1923), p. :a:ii. 

Ill Troelrsch, GS, D, p. 623. 

N Troeltsch, Chris,;.,. Tho•1h1, pp. 39-99. 
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decision finally come into play in shaping 
the objective ethia of cultural values.°' 

Troeltseh is not trying to esmblish either 
a personal morality or a cultural one (al­
though World War I revealed unmis­
talcably the catasuophic crisis in cultural 
values), but he is rather trying to find 
the possible connection between the two. 
Actually this is just the ethical form of his 
lifelong problem of relating the absolute 
with the historically conditioned and rela­
tive, or reason with nature, in this case, 
moral reason, the individual Solian, with 
supra-individual nature or historical cul­
ture. 

Because of the praaical identification of 
the religious with the ethical, Troeltseh 
would say that dogmatia and ethia are 
one. Whereas for Barth they are united 
in their common concern with "Word of 
God," for Troeltseh their common objea 
is the Christian raligiiis-si11lich man in 
his internal consciousness ( Gt1sinn•ng) 
and his external actions. But even the in­
ternal G11sim1Nng is not the private domain 
of dogmatics, since this Gasinn•ng is 
where the ethical Salin is to be found. 
Because dogmatia and ethia are desaib­
ing the Christian self-consciousness of one 
and the same believing man, Troeltsch's 
hyphenated term rcligiiis-si11lich is in 
fact testifying to the identical subject 
matter in both dogmatia and ethia. 
Therefore Troeltseh shifts away from the 
term dogmatics to a Glllllbtmslt1hrt1, which 
he calls the "practical guidelines for pre­
senting the basic thoughts of Oiristian 
faith for congregational practice," 111 a 
historically conditioned, "semisci.entific;" 

°' Ibid., pp. 96ff. 
D:S Bodenstein, p. 31. 

highly autobiographical production of the 
thoughts and feelings of the believer. 

For Troeltsch, ethics is the fundamental 
discipline ( Funddmn11tllwisst1nsch11/I) of 
theology, and dogmatia is its helpmeet. 
Thus he can say that dogmatia and ethia 
are related as "knowledge and praaice" 
within the 11thisch-rt1ligios personality, 
yet even this knowledge is "practical, rt1li­
giiis-cthiscb." 00 Dogmatics in the form 
of a Gla11/Jc,zsl11hrt1 is an auxiliary science 
(Hilfs,wiss,msch11f1) to the ethics of the 
man who is already Christian. It stands in 
the service of completing the ethical man. 
It is "ultimately only a catalyst to produce 
one's own insights about faith, which then 
are to be the basis of Christian practice." 81 

The chief consideration in a Gl1111bt111Slt1hrt1 
is "whether it edifies the people" 08 by 
mediating the needed power of God's 
Spirit for man's own internal and external 
moral life. 

Troeltsch's intellectual roots can be 
found both in philosophical idealism 
and in the "left wing" of the Reformation. 
Troeltsch's admitted affinity to idealism 
has been apparent above. The following 
elements of idealism are relevant to his 
thought on dogmatics and ethia: ( 1) the 
dualism of spirit and nature, of intelli­
gence and the senses, of God as rational 
spirit and the world as sensitory nature; 
( 2) the possibility of the phenomenal be­
ing a vehicle for the numinous; (3) man 
as the prime paradox; fully Gtlis1 and 
fully nature; ( 4) "redemption" v.ia imma­
nent "revelation° - the presence of the 

N B.GG1, D, c:oL 1438. 

DT Troelacb, Vorl•1••1•• iil,n G/al,ns­
l,:I,,., p. 4. 

DB Ibid., p. 17. 
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divine in the human soul; (S) "redemp­
tion" as the supremacy of spirit in control 
over nature; ( 6) the notion of evolu­
rionary development in the progressive 
educarion of the human race. 

The second root goes back to the 16th 
century. Because in his judgment Luther's 
personal theological search for a gracious 
God was essentially a medieval quest, and 
because the later Luther remedievalized the 
young Luther's discovery of Christianity as 
a religion of faith ( Glattbtm.sreligion) or 
a religion of grace ( Gnade-11,e/igion) , 
Troeltsch could not utilize Luther for his 
own thought. However, he publicly pro­
claimed his kinship to the left wing of the 
Reformarion which Luther had rejected 
as enthusiasm (Sch-wiimzerei). Although 
Troeltsch could not accept their utopia­
nism, legalism, or naive mythology, he 
viewed the left-wing Reformers as the first 
"modern" Christians. They were the fore­
runners of Neo-Protestanrism because of 
their piety, which was interior, antidog­
matic, committed, aaive in love, and above 
all a genuine spiritual experience, and their 
polity which he desaibed as "free church," 
nonauthoritarian, democratic, simple. 

These two sources, idealism and Refor­
mation spiritualism, help shape Troeltsch's 
theology into the pattern of the gnostic­
pneumatic tradition, wherein Chrisrianity 
presents the redemption drama for freeing 
the spirit of man from its creaturely im­
pediments in nature. The life of faith is 
the r•ligilJs-sillli&b process of freeing the 
aeaturely spirit from its conditionedness 
in nature so that it may progressively grow 
into the life of the divine spirit toward 
the pl of "a complete union with God." 19 

19 Ibid., p. 381. 

History itself and the conditions of his­
torical existence are a constant threat to 
the life of the spirit. What is needed is 
an overcoming of history ( U•borwintltmg 
tler Geschicht•).100 

Chsistianity offers an encounter with the 
numinous, changeless, gracious, and loving 
supreme Spirit who is the source of all 
historically incarnate spirits. The redemp­
tion offered by Christianity, like that of 
other religions, is eventual escape of the 
spirit from the confining and strangling 
strictures of existence in the world of na­
ture under the conditions of history, into 
the "freedom of the Spirit." It is God's 
aeative will returning to itself.lOl '"lbe 
dialectic of God's self-transformation into 
creatures is itself transformed into the re­
turn transformation of the creature into 
God."102 

The modern world itself requires that 
ethics be the Ptmtlamtm1a/,wissenscbafl. In 
the ancient and medieval worlds dogmatics 
could be the cutting edge in Christianity's 
mission to the world, because the world 
itself already operated automatically with 
a transcendentalistic frame of reference. 
But in an immanentistic world, Christianity 
can only operate immanentistically. That 
means latching on to man in terms of 
what he automatically aclcnowledges, m., 
man's ethical self-consciousness. It means 
beginning with ethia. From here it may 
be possible to bring man to experience the 
Christian faith, and then to come in con­
taa with a Glallbtmilllhr•, which could not 
be meaningful to him before that. In the 

1oo The phrase is Walther Koehler'a, from 
his book, I!r,111 Tro.llseh (Tiibinsen, 1941), 
p. 374. 

l0l RGGl, II, col. 484. 
102 Ibid., col. 1471. 
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modern world dogmatics as Gl1111b11nsl11hr• 
is incomprehensible to the outsider. It is 
a hidden discipline (discipli1111 arcana), 
necessarily mythical, meaningful only to 

such as have had the faith experience. 
Even within the Christian community it 
is not ''universally valid," since in every 
case it is highly autobiographical, "cor­
responding to the individual scientific and 
religious conviaions" of the author.103 

Even these stated intramural, inner­
churchly msks for a dogmatics Eade some­
what, since Troeltseh has difficulty finding 
a necessary role for the church itself. Be­
cause of the individu:ilistic notion of re­
demption and the over:ill internalization 
and spiritu:ilizatioo inherent in the gnostic 
P3ttern, Troeltsch confronts the externally 
tangible redeemed community more as an 
embarmssing historical fact than as an 
integral component of redemption. Theo­
retically the church is superfluous. 

Ethics is the fundamental discipline in 
yet another way. Io Troeltseh's thought 
ethics is the locale where aetu:il redemp­
tion takes place. Not past history, but 
present history is the stage for redemption, 
and it takes place not by relating oneself 
to some past redemption-myth, but by 
pmctic:al and personal execution of the uni­
versal redemption-myth in one's own life. 
Ethics is the guideline for executing the 
redemption. Thus ethics compels one to 

plunge into his own present history, but 
curiously enough does so with a view 
toward redemption from this history. It is 
"overcoming history with history," my 
oanual history with my spiritual history, 
my N111iwl11bm with my G11is1.slabtm. 

1os Troelacb, Yorll1•111n •• Glalm,s­
ubn, p. 4. 

Dogmatics as the disci,pli1111 11rC111111 is ad­
dressed to the insiders who are no longer 
in real danger. It is part of their cultic 
life, deepening their insights after they 
have been redeemed. Ethics speaks direaly 
to the outsiders, those who are still in 
mortal danger from nature and history. It 
portmys the flia sal#lis. It is absolutely 
necessary. It is the P11ndamenlalwiss,,,,_ 
schaf1. 

SUMMARY 

Inherent in Gnosticism is a depreciation 
of history. Strange as it may sound for 
such a prominent historian, history was for 
Troeltsch the great nemesis, the threat to 
G11is1 and knowledge, to all the great ab­
solutes. Once he c:alled raw history the 
bell1'm omnium co111r11 omnes.1°' He 
himself could not be content to remain 
within it.1011 The absolute realities, e.g., 
the kingdom of God, he said, "lie outside 
all history. Io history itself, there are only 
relative victories." 108 History, like na­
ture, terms which he can use interchange­
ably, is a nemesis which must be dammed 
up and controlled, mastered and sub­
dued.107 The absolutea of the world of 
Spirit, because they "aanscend history, 
cannot limit or shape history." 1os 

Therefore even if man should seek to 
apply his own small share in the absolute, 
his own Gnsl, to hisrory, he cannot hope 
to overcome the threat. At best he can for 

10f Troelacb, Chrislin Tholl6hl, p. 167. 

1011 See Ham-Georg Drescher, "Du Problem 
der Gach.icbte bei Ernst T.roelacb," ZrilSdm/1 
/lir Th.ala,- ,nul Kmln, LVII (1960), 186 
CD 230. 

100 T.roelacb, Chrislia Th0111b1, p. 129. 
10T Ibid., pp. 93, 128. 
108 Ibid., p. 68. 
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a time impede its speed or modify irs direc­
tion. So finally the flight from history is 
also a filght from ethics. Although the 
Christian is sent back into the world to 
care for the "divine and the good in it," he 
"finally grows up away from this world, 
since in his worldly work he is only seek­
ing that which leads him beyond the 
world back to the world"s own ground, 
God Himself." 100 

Ethics is the bridge by which Troelrsch 
sought synthesis with the modern world, 
since traditional dogmatics (and even up­
dated dogmatics) were incapable of the 
task. Yet even ethics offers no absolute, 
unless that absolute is man himself. In 
seeking to work out a modern synthesis 
wherein the Absolt11hril des Chrislc11IN1111 
might be expressed without necessary re­
course to the Absolt11hn1 Chris#, the end 
product is a "transformation of Christianity 
into a profoundly Christianized religion 
of humanity." no 

CONCLUSION 

The undemanding of history is crucial 
in each of the three theologies we have 
surveyed. Elert's Lutheranism with its focus 
on the Second .Article operates throughout 
with the notion of God at work in, with, 
and under hisrorical existence, especially 
in the time of the life and ministry of 
Jesus and continually so in the life and 
ministty of the church that develops geneti­
cally from His history. Of the three 
models, Elert's Lutheranism allows for the 
most positive evaluation of hisrory. His­
tory is the place where dogmatics is fo­
cused; God's actual work of salvation rook 

lOD llGG1, II, col. 486. 
uo 'Bodenlleia, pp. 5 lff. 

place in the history of Jesus of Nazareth. 
History is also the place where ethics is 
focused; the Christian as a member of the 
new hisrorical Christ-community acrually 
lives the "divine" life in his own per­
sonal biography. God's own "quality" of 
life Jives within him. Thus "incarnation" 
is Elert's focus, not only with reference 
to Christ, but in all of hisrory where the 
divine verdias are operative as both I.aw 
and Gospel The church's special ethos is 
that the life of God incarnate in Christ is 
continued in Christ's church. Christ's in­
carnation is the subject matter of dog­
matics, the snc",n"lio conli,11111 of the 
clmrch is the subject matter of ethics. 

The Reformed tradition in Barth's the­
ology emphasizes the First Article and 
seeks to interpret the rest of Christian the­
ology from that vantage point. This is re­
flected in Barth's words about dogmatics 
and ethics. The deity of the Crearor and 
the creatureliness of man are the para­
meters into which Barth's theology is 
sketched. History is one facet of the aea­
turely world. The Creator, by definition 
"wholly Other" than His creation, cannot 
be fwlly present and at work within aea­
tion and hisrory. The concern for the maj­
esty and deity of God renders the role of 
human historical life negligible. Thus 
there is no place within Christian theology 
for ethics, ethics means serious attention 
to human historical life. Such serious con­
centration on man the creature is danger­
ously near to idolatry, a turning away from 
total concentration on the Creator. Every 
theologically legitimate enterprise comes 
under the rubric of dogmatics, the science 
devoted to studying the congruence of the 
word and work of man with the word and 
work of God. The tbeologi&n's apolosetic 
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task is to see to it that God's rights are not 
infringed upon anywhere in the process. 
Whereas for Elert the theologian must be 
on guard to see to it that the Second Article 
(Christin manet matlitdor) does not suffer 
distortion, Barth's theologian is determined 
to let God be God and to keep the creature 
being the creature. Whatever commerce 
there may be between God and His crea­
tures by virtue of His initiation, this First­
.Article distinction sketches the ontological 
boundaries within which it must remain. 

The left-wing tradition presented by 
Troeltsch is a form of absolutizing the Third 
Article, the doetrine of Spirit. .Although 
it takes on idealistic contours, this pneumat­
icism incorporates and subordinates the 
First and Second .Articles into itself, reduc­
ing them to some intellectual or ontological 
relationship with the eternal spirit. Thus 
although Troeltseh is, so t0 speak, at the 
other end of the creed from Barth, the 
consequences of both of their theologies 
merge at important points, e.g., in their 
attitude toward history. Troeltseh's radi­
calized Third-Article theology is a radi­
calized eschatology wherein all history is 
relativized even though it continues to 
exist. Theologically all history is hell, the 
nemesis to the life of the Spirit. But it is 
a conquered hell, having no absolute power 
over the life of the Spirit, although it may 
cause trouble, e. g., guilt feelings, in given 
individual spirits. Therefore everything in 

Christian theology coalesces int0 ethics. 
Dogmatics has no place or function since 
the eschaton is already present in the Spirit­
existence of every man. The completion 
of redemption is all that is lacking. Only 
a third .Article is needed, an ethics t0 help 
men pick their way like Dante in the 
Divine Comedy through the world back 
to the ,p11r11tliso where they all already now 
belong. 

Whereas Troeltseh's spiritualized Chris­
tianity recurs to a spiritualized eschatology 
of the Third .Article, Barth's depreciation 
of history comes via his focus on predesti­
narian protology, a spiritualized First .Arti­
cle. Just as Troeltseh ultimately seeks t0 
be operating already beyond the Third 
Article, so Barth's theological starting point 
is actually before the First .Article. Both 
operate primarily outside of history. .Al­
though Barth draws the conclusion that 
dogmatics is everything. and Troeltsch that 
ethics is everything, the internal opposition 
between them is not at all as great as the 
initial difference suggests. 

If the .A.bsolNtheit of Christianity does 
indeed reside in whatever claim t0 .A.bso­
lutheil Christ himself made, then letting 
the Second .Article set the parameters, as 
Elert does, would appear closer tO the heart 
of the matter than any absolutizing of the 
First or Third .Article before treating the 
Second. 

Valparaiso, Ind. 

28

Concordia Theological Monthly, Vol. 36 [1965], Art. 62

https://scholar.csl.edu/ctm/vol36/iss1/62


	The Relationship Between Dogmatics and Ethics in the Thought of Elert, Barth, and Troeltsch
	Recommended Citation

	tmp.1652385603.pdf.nusm_

