Religious History

of Western Europe, 1500-present

Liberal Theology
Friederich Schleiermacher (1768-1834)--One important contributor was Friederich Schleiermacher.  Some have called him the dominant Protestant theologian between John Calvin and Karl Barth, because we are presently witnessing in the death throes of liberal theology the last phase of a Romantic theological move-ment inaugurated by Schleiermacher and his circle.  Schleier-macher was raised a pietist, attended the University of Halle, and went to Berlin in 1796 to join a literary society of German Romanticists.  Following a love affair with Eleanor Grunow, wife of a Berlin cleric, Schleiermacher moved on to Halle to become a professor of theology where he poured his energies into lecturing and writing on almost every phase of the theological curriculum.  In 1809 he went back to Berlin and married Henriette von Willich, widow of an old friend.  In 1811 he received the chair of theo-logy at the University of Berlin where he produced his masterpiece, The Christian Faith, in two parts in 1821-22 and a 2nd revised edition in 1830.  His clearest statement of the romantic perspective on theology was On Religion:  Speeches Addressed to Its Cultured Despisers (1799), an attempt to set religion on a new foundation and to prove to the educated and cultured of his own time that what they despised and rejected in religion was not its genuine essence.  His most comprehensive theological statement was Die christliche Glaube (1821-22), in which he elaborated upon his celebrated dictum that religion was a "feeling of absolute dependence."

True Religion--In these works Schleiermacher asserted that what most people thought was the essence of religion was in fact the "externals" or the "handiwork of the calculating understand-ing."  True religion, instead, was found in the realm of "feeling" (Gefehl) or immediate self-consciousness.  Having made that crucial identification, legitimate theology was possible, though not as the assertions of rational orthodoxy, natural religion or supernaturalism.  It had a new place on the intellectual map as a "public theology," one whose claims could be made clear and whose statements would be intelligible to those outside the believing community.  Schleiermacher said he hoped to "create an eternal covenant between the living Christian faith and an independent and freely working science, a covenant by the terms of which science is not hindered and faith not excluded."  Of course when Schleiermacher said religion was feeling he did not mean emotion but a sense of absolute dependence.  It was the immediate consciousness of the "universal existence of all finite things, in and through the Infinite . . . It is to have life and to know life in immediate feeling, only as such an existence in the Infinite and Eternal."  Further, this sense of dependence had a cognitive element, because it was part of one's immediate consciousness of the finite existing in and through the infinite, an intuitive sense of the ultimate unity of all things, the principle of which was God.

Deity--God in Schleiermacher's thought was not the equiva-lent of the empirical universe as in Spinoza's works.  God was at once the Cause and the End, the real and the ideal, for whom the world and especially human souls are the revealing mirror.  But it was a mistake, Schleiermacher argued, to suppose that religion began with a conception of God as a unique Being "beyond" or "behind" the universe.  Schleiermacher regarded the language of theism to be purely symbolic, a verbal projection of the forms of concrete experience upon the spaces of the unknown.  Religion, Schleiermacher contended, is a consciousness of divinity which expresses itself in different guises but which is always independent of rational argument and historical tradition.  Dogmas, statements of faith, and ecclesiastical institutions are the outcome and manifestation of religion and have a proper use, but they are not the ground or substance of religion.  To be religious, according to Schleiermacher, was not just to adhere to these outward manifestations but to possess a sense of the Infinite.  The risk in adhering to forms and statements was to obscure that sense.  This implied that religion in its historical and institutional embodiment may be as much a barrier between God and man as any other human concern and stand in the way of apprehending the final unity in which all things subsist.

Consciousness--Schleiermacher sought in this way to vindicate the value and necessity of religion by means of an appeal not to the logic of propositions but to the complex needs of man's own consciousness.  In the process traditional theology had to be cast aside, for the whole familiar apparatus of metaphysical "proofs" and "evidence" was to Schleiermacher of no use.  Religion did not rest on such contrivances or could it be validated by them (and I might add invalidated by them also).  It was not theoretical knowledge or morality, for true religion had to resign all claims to either one.  The true evidence of religion lay in its nature.  One finds the Eternal through intuitive contemplation.  Obviously, Schleiermacher's thought is quite mystical and passive, especially in his emphasis on the elimination of the self and its absorption into a larger reality.  For him what is important is "piety" not any formal idea of God.  One may think of the divine anthropomorphically or as beyond anything we can conceive of as personal, but believers in God should never equate piety with adherence to an abstract concept.  God is the object of feeling (intuition) not reasoned understanding.  Of course, not all "feeling" is religious.  Only this intuition of the self "in and through the Infinite," as mysteriously posited and dependent, is religious.  It is the intuition that in its highest unity "all that moves us in feeling is one . . . to feel . . . that our being and living is a being and living in and through God."  By "Infinite" here Schleiermacher means feeling the infinity of existence in the concrete world "upon us" and in relation to us.  This intuitive grasp of the infinite through our experience of the world is basic means by which God works with us.  The ultimate product is an intuition or consciousness of absolute dependence, which is the same thing as being in relation with God.

Christianity--Not surprisingly, Schleiermacher's understand-ing of what constitutes Christianity is shaped by the presuppositions.  A Christian is one possessed by the feeling of his dependence upon God as manifested in Jesus Christ.  While Christianity is historical in that it is intimately bound up with the life and events of Jesus of Nazareth, its truth does not lie in the acceptability of theological propositions.  Faith is essentially an experience of personal redemption in and through Christ which no man can reason himself into, just as he may hold on to it without submitting to rational judgment.  Faith is simply something that "happens" and is to be recognized and acted upon as such.  This experience, Schleiermacher contended, was primarily individual, in which men create in themselves through Christ the conscious-ness and character of God.

Critics--Schleiermacher's thought has elicited much criticism, especially by Karl Barth and his followers in the twentieth century.  Barth argued from 1920-40 that Schleiermacher wanted to be both a Christian and a modern man, and this inevitably led him to a position above Christianity.  Barth claimed Schleiermacher pursued theology as though he knew what Christianity was, and neither the Bible nor church dogma could restrain his task of reconstruction of the faith.  There is some truth to this, for although Schleiermacher viewed doctrine as the true expression of Christian consciousness in the Church at a given time, and that this was a genuine expression of New Testament piety, nevertheless the real locus of religious authority was in religious experience.  For religious man his own consciousness was the ultimate court of appeal.  All external evidences and authorities are of no use if they are not confirmed experientially in the religious consciousness of the individual.  In the last analysis this makes theology a descriptive setting forth of the contents of this consciousness.  This seems to make the individual consciousness the master of Christianity and final arbiter of its truth.  It seems impossible for theology in Schleiermacher's framework to make any truth claims about objective reality apart from the inner-world of human fear, aspirations and ideals as they are objectified in theological ideas and religious institu-tions.

Liberal Thought--Schleiermacher is intimately connected with liberal Protestant theology, although defining what is meant by that is not easy.  The word "liberal" is notoriously vague.  In addition liberal Protestant thought is not a closed system of doctrine and has never been formulated into a confession.  In fact in relation to dogma it is likely to be critical and detached.  Liberal Protestantism is what those who considered themselves both Christian and liberal conceived it to be.  So, it is a wholly personal estimate with different emphases and themes from one participant to the next.  At a minimum "liberalism" implies a piecemeal accommodation of Christian orthodoxy to the insistent demands of contemporary thought, but it also includes certain positive attitudes and beliefs which one finds in abundance in Schleiermacher but also in Albrecht Ritschl, his disciple Wilhem Herrmann, and Adolf von Harnack.  It could therefore be called accomodationism with equal accuracy.  All such "liberals" thought of themselves, however, not as agents who reduced Christianity to whatever an increasingly hostile or secularist age could swallow, but as maintainers of Christian truth in its integrity and purity.

Albrecht Ritschl (1822-89)--The spearhead of the Liberal Protestant movement in the second half of the nineteenth century was Albrecht Ritschl who stepped into the theological vacuum created by the astonishingly rapid collapse in influence of Hegel and his successors.  Apparently, in an age of rapidly accumulating and coordinated knowledge his grandiose system rested on what seemed to be an insufficient factual basis.  Furthermore, the new power of positivism, grounded in an extreme form of sensational-ism and empiricism, had little sympathy with the high-flown meta-physics of the Absolute and the Infinite manifesting itself under the finite and relative conditions of human history.  Such abstractions were either beyond knowledge or without meaning--which is really the same thing.  It also seemed to some theologians that to reduce Christianity to the historical fulfillment of natural religion, the culminating self-disclosure of immanent Spirit, denied its claim to unique status and authority.  To uphold such claims while meeting the challenge of the natural and historical sciences was the task now incumbent upon serious Christian thinkers.  It is in this context that forms of liberal theology surfaced as Romanticism and its residual waves of thought tried to cope with the empirical sciences, to rescue and preserve ethical freedom against a system of nature subject to fixed patterns of natural law.

Life--Ritschl was one of the most influential theologians of the nineteenth century.  He studied at Bonn, Halle, Heidelberg and Tubingen, taking a professorship at Bonn in 1852.  In 1864 he moved to Gottingen.  Like most German intellectuals he came under Hegelian influence, but his initial enthusiasm for it waned by 1857.  His thought bore marks of Kant and Schleiermacher, but the crucial influence came from Rudolf Lotze.  Ritschl's major publications included Die christliche Lehre von der Rechtfertigung und der Vers_hnung, the work on which his reputation as a theologian largely rests, although Die Geschichte des Pietismus (1880-86), _ber die christliche Vollkommenheit (1874)--a study of Christian perfection--and Theologie und Metaphysik (1881) are also noteworthy.  Unterricht in die christliche Religion (1875) is a summary of his general theological position.  Ritschl stayed in Gottingen until his death in 1889 after a lifetime as little remarkable, except for theological controversy, as that of Kant.

Religion as a Practical Matter--Ritschl agreed with Schleiermacher that both religion and Christian theology were matters of experience.  Where they disagreed was on the nature of religious experience.  He thought Schleiermacher's definition of it as the "feeling of absolute dependence" to be wrong on two counts.  It was too subjective for Ritschl who was fundamentally an historian.  He thought Schleiermacher concentrated too much on man's consciousness rather than on the historical reality of the Gospel given in the NT.  Christian dogma, then, focused on the historical Jesus Christ not on self-analysis.  The task of the theologian was not to take stock of himself to define the content of faith but to explicate the meaning of God's self-revelation in the person of Jesus Christ.  Second, Ritschl thought Schleiermacher has misplaced the essence of religious experience.  Religion for Ritschl was purely a practical matter neither mystical feeling nor an Heglian type of metaphysical knowledge.  Religion for Ritschl is fundamentally the experience of moral freedom, the experience of liberation from bondage to blind natural necessity.  Out of man's struggle with the "natural conditions of life," the fight stemming from recognition that man was simultaneously spiritual and material came a striving towards spiritual ends.  Religion, Ritschl argued, is the answer to this contradiction in human existence in that only God can guarantee spiritual life to a world of ends.  Finally, Ritschl urged that the God who guaranteed the spiritual dimensions of life was known neither through metaphysics or intuitively but instead out of moral need.  This did not mean God was a "fiction" invented to encourage man to think "as if" he had gained freedom over nature.  God was experienced as a reality and power which alone can and does deliver men from their helplessness.  Only such a God can be known practically.

The "Historical Jesus"--One of the keys to Ritschlian theology is his concept of "value judgments" which he borrowed from Lotze.  The mind makes causal judgments and value judgments while acquiring knowledge.  It judges sensations in respect to the causal relations of an objective system of nature, which is scientific or theoretical knowledge.  It also judges sensations according to their worth to the ego in producing feelings of pleasure and pain.  The is the mind's knowledge of value.  Both modes give us real, objective, though quite different, knowledge.  This theory is outlined in Justification and Reconciliation in a section on the Scholastic proofs of God, which Ritschl viewed unfavorably.  He thought their critique by Hume and Kant quite convincing.  In the ontological argument for example the Scholastics failed to prove God's objective existence while showing His existence in thought.  According to Ritschl God cannot be known in Himself but "only in his effects upon us," only as He reveals Himself to us as the guarantor of our victory over the natural world.  This meant God was not known merely through historical facts, since there is no such thing as neutral disinterested historical facts.  Facts are always interpreted facts.  One can know about the facts of Jesus's life but not know without faith their religious signficance.  Ritschl hastened to add that it was not true that Jesus only had divine value in the judgment of Chistians, while in scientific consciousness he was valued only as a man.  Scientific consciousness could neither affirm nor deny any-thing significant, especially the divinity, about Jesus.  So science cannot give us a "truer" picture of Jesus, since it can-not estimate His worth without stepping outside its limits.

Fact and Value--The relationship between fact and value had important implications for all of Ritschl's theology.  It meant we cannot know the objects of religious experience in themselves, but at the same time the norms of Christian theology (life and death of Christ) were not grounded in the individual conscious-ness but in the concrete events of history.  On the other hand the significance of Jesus was not simply an inference from historical facts but a value judgment of faith.  In this way Ritschl felt he avoided the extremes of historical positivism and ideal-ism.  Historical positivism wanted to "strip away" the faith of the early church and get back to the "historical Jesus."  It was a matter of separating the "historical Jesus" from the "Christ of faith."  Ritschl the historical Jesus cannot be known in Himself independent of the experience of the early Church and the effects He produced on members of the Christian community.  This means authentic and complete knowledge of Jesus depends on reckoning oneself part of the community which He founded.

Religious Life--Religious life for Ritschl is dominated by ethical concerns.  It is essentially a life of moral goodness achieved in society through the Christian community.  Ritschl rejects any notion that faith in God and moral goodness may be separated from recognition and completion of one's duty to the community.  For the Christian this is part of his task to realize the kingdom of God on earth.  Religion, then, serves to help us realize the potential of our moral being by promoting "this-worldly" activity.  It follows that Ritschl's account of redemption is strongly moralistic.  In effect Christianity offers man moral mastery over the world through dependence upon God.  Ritschl was critical of the Reformation for making the Kingdom of God a purely inward objective.  Here is a Ritschlian theme which is a distinctive mark of liberal Protestantism.  The Kingdom of God is a moral goal central to the teachings of Jesus whose religious fellowship is the necessary means to its attainment.  Individuals, of course, receive freedom in God, but the ultimate end of this divine activity is creating a moral society of nations.  While romantic theologians like Schleiermacher envisioned the church as an aggregate of individuals, Ritschl made the corporate community of primary significance and the only proper context of individual salvation.

Redemption--Also important for Ritschl is the doctrine of redemption, which he regarded as the fundamental Christian experience without which there would be no Christianity.  While Schleiermacher's thought is mystical, quasi-pantheistic and optimistic about human nature, Ritschl is Lutheran in that he is deeply conscious of human sin and the need for forgiveness and reconciliation.  Ritschl, further, emphasizes the uniqueness of Jesus, who stands quite alone in human history, while for Schleiermacher Jesus represents merely the highest and most complete stage of God's self-disclosure.  Ritschl found Jesus significant because of His knowledge of the Father, His work in founding the Kingdom of God and His lordship acquired through oneness with God, suffering and death to overcome the world.  On the other hand Ritschl would not subscribe to an Chalcedonian dogma about Christ's nature.  It is in his human achievements, said Ritschl, that Jesus's Godhead becomes manifest, conspicuous and believable for His people, not in the form of assent to theory but personal trust for salvation.

"New" theology--Ritschl's thought is new in the sense that he discards many traditional concepts.  In arguing that Christ's purpose was to establish a universal ethical fellowship of mankind, Ritschl had recast doctrines about the person and work of Christ.  Ritschl translated what he regarded as legal categories about justification and reconciliation into concepts appropriate to moral fellowship.  Jesus's divinity becomes not an objective doctrine but an estimate of Christ as God for us.  In this Ritschl hoped to move beyond the classical two-natures conception of Jesus.  By grounding faith in Jesus in history, Ritschl connected Jesus's visible conduct with His religious convictions and ethical motives.  So, in these terms Jesus's divinity is expressed in His perfect love illuminating the perfect love of the Father.  In this way and others such as suffering and death Jesus fulfills his vocation and is seen as the bearer of God's ethical lordship.  Ritschl's theology contains many other elements worthy of discussion.  We don't have the time to continue, except to say that the stress on the ethical is central to his thought.  He promoted a radical Christology and a rejection of natural theology taken up in the the twentieth century by a vehement critic, Karl Barth.  Ritschl's theology, then, binds together the religious (faith), the ethical and the historical.  They occur over and over and dominate liberal Protestant thought among his successors.

Adolf von Harnack (1851-1930)--The final author to consider in the nineteenth-century liberal camp is Adolf von Harnack, one of the disciples of Ritschl and an interpreter of Ritschlian thought.  Harnack's father was a strict pietistic Lutheran.  Harnack took a doctorate at Leipzig in 1873, followed by professorships at Giessen, Marburg and finally Berlin in 1888.  His opus magnum was Lehrbuch der Dogmengeschichte, an elaborately detailed historical study of the development of Christian doctrine from its beginnings to the sixteenth-century Reformation.  The principle thesis was that Christian belief became progressively distorted by Hellenistic influences, which makes Christianity unacceptable to the modern mind.  A popularization of this came out in 1899-1900 as Das Wesen des Christenthums (What is Christianity?), which became immensely popular and went through many editions.  In fact Kaiser Wilhem II had to adjudicate the dispute over Harnack's appointment to Berlin owing to the controversy caused by his history of dogma work.  It also led to a painful break with his father who found it much too liberal in content.  In fact Harnack really never lived this controversy down.  He never received any other honors or positions of authority in the church despite his scholarly attainments.  He was nonetheless a writer (1600 publications) of enormous influence in Germany at the turn of the century.

His Concerns--Harnack was influenced by Ritschl, in that he shared his distaste of metaphysics and a devotion to an historical interpretation of Christianity.  Harnack went further, how-ever, arguing that Christianity could only be understood as an historical movement and by the methods of historical interpreta-tion.  In The History of Dogma and What is Christianity? Harnack argued that if Christianity was to remain a viable force in the modern world it had to shed dogma, particular those which had not originally been a part of Christianity in its beginnings.  By ascertaining the origin of dogma and tracking its development one might liberate the church from dogmatic Christianity, what Ernst Troeltsch called "overcoming history by history," or knowing one's heritage, accepting it and then shaping it into a living possibility in the present and for the future.

Dogma--According to Harnack dogmatic Christianity is a definite step in the development of Christianity out of the Christian faith encountered in the primitive Gospel.  It is the intellectualizing or Hellenizing of the primitive faith:  "the work of the Greek spirit on the soil of the Gospel."  Harnack did not necessarily think dogma was bad.  In fact he acknowledged that it had preserved Christianity from powerful heresies that would have seriously distorted the Christian message.  However, Harnack also thought dogma was used to make authoritarian demands on Christians foreign to the primitive Gospel.  Since conditions no longer exist which require the retention of such an "historical" form, Harnack felt responsible to liberate Christian faith from something contrary to the spirit of the Gospel.

Jesus--The key to Harnack's reconstruction is his under-standing of the gospel of Jesus Christ.  It is the normative essence of Christianity.  In Harnack's opinion, though, the gospel is not an intellectual doctrine but a dynamic reality.  The gospel is Jesus Christ, the living person who awakens life to those who will open themselves to His reality.  So, the gospel is the gospel of Jesus, not the gospel about Jesus.  In other words Jesus should not be confused with intellectual dogmas concerning the person of Christ.  In What is Christianity? Harnack argued that the gospel concerned the coming of the kingdom of God, God the Father and the infinite value of the human soul, and third, higher righteousness and the commandment of love.  Harnack admit-ted that what Jesus preached about the Kingdom of God shared much in common with Jewish apocalyptical thought, but he contended that Jesus used the "husks" of contemporary thought to present the "kernel" which was "the rule of the holy God in the hearts of individuals."  On the value of the soul Harnack stressed that the gospel covered the whole world with God's providential care offering them assurance and setting before them the task of ethi-cal purity embodied in righteousness and love.  True ethical behavior as opposed to legal observance was based on love.  Like other Ritschlian liberals, Harnack viewed the ethical task of building a community inspired by love of neighbor as an indispensable dimension of the gospel.  Though Harnack spoke at length on individualistic themes, he saw the Christian life in the same terms as Ritschl, as essentially corporate or social in nature.  Yet, in his Christological views Harnack stirred up the most controversy.  He urged that the gospel not be identified with some metaphysical view of Jesus the god-man.  For Harnack Jesus's divine sonship was conceived of as residing in his knowledge of God, the consciousness which He possessed of being the Son of God.  So, we call Jesus the son of God because He perfectly lived out the filial relationship appropriate to the loving Father whom He reveals.  This meant, of course, that Harnack disagreed with the traditional creeds of the Church which took great pains to outline the divine-human nature of Christ, His place in the Godhead, His supernatural origins and so forth.  All seem irrelevant to Harnack's understanding of the "primitive essence" of Christianity.

Summary--The appeal of liberal Protestantism to an age rendered skeptical of traditional supernatural religion but still feeling the need of a religious faith and an ethical ideal is obvious.  Liberal Protestantism extolled Christian morality while pushing aside questions about the historicity of the gospel accounts, their supernatural worldview, the traditional creeds of the church and dogmatic developments.  Liberal Protestantism presented Jesus as a thoroughly human teacher of humanitarian ethics tinged with religious emotion and some sort of self-conscious relationship with God.  His supernaturalism and Jewish apocalyptical preaching were transitory forms designed to appeal to the sentiments of the day.  The essence of His teachings, however, concern morality and the construction of a universal moral community, or the Kingdom of God, for which all men are called to labor.  It remained to be seen if the twentieth century could sustain this humanitarian-moralistic reduction of Christianity under the weight of world war, technological acceleration, compression of time and fragmentation of communities.

