























































































































































































































































































































all’>—ordered to God. Understanding begins with the concepts and ideas we have in thought and
seeks their primary origin. Is it mental, physical, metaphysical, or some combination of these?
Barth seeks to order the certainty of ideas in conformity with the threefold distinction laid out
above. The more certainty we can have concerning the objectivity of an idea or representation, the
closer it approximates reality. Thus ideas traceable to the ontological plane of (2) are more certain
than those confined to (1). Ideas exist, which is to say that the mind of which they are a
modification is real. The possibility of illusion consists in the fact that the mind may reflect either
outer experience or its own internal complex operations (memory, perception, or various modes of
consciousness). The problem created by this possibility is that of finding criteria for discriminating
the real and the merely mental. The problem supposes that as mental states, ideas do not, upon
analysis, contain features which mark them out as objective in origin. Some added feature, such as
the awareness of their origination in external objects, is needed to confer certainty on them. The

difference between ideas in the mind alone and those in the mind and in reality is that the latter
retain a certain impact [stiif] from the objects they represent.’® The ideas or thought things on

level (1) are simply in the understanding and enjoy a mitigated degree of existence. Those on level

two are both in the understanding and also an understanding of a thing as existing. As such, these
latter reach out beyond the limits of our awareness and our reflexive consciousness of it.’

The overall trajectory of Barth’s argument takes it beyond the confines of transcendental

phenomenology. Barth’s existentialism, his resolve to always take account of the standpoint of the

95. “Thus all that is not God exists, so to say, enclosed within the purpose of God’s conceiving”™ (Anselm, 97-8).

96. It is true that Barth denies intellectual intuition (Anselm, 114), but some such operation is what seems to be
required by the dynamic of concept formation he is describing here.

97. “We may conceive of a thing as existing without knowing whether it exists and even although it has existence
only in our knowledge. Its existence in knowledge and awareness of its existence in knowledge are to be
distinguished; moreaver, we would obviously have to distinguish between its existence apart from the limitation of
knowledge, its real existence that is not merely intended or imagined, and the knowledge of such
existence—knowledge that strikes out beyond the limits of knowledge and knows real existence” (Anselm, 118-19;

emphasis added).
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thinker as finite and empirical in its concrete immediacy, prompts him to retain the
phenomenological standpoint.’® There is, however, a tension between the more or less deliberate,

but inevitable, transcendental philosophical implications of this standpoint and the transcendent and
realist reference to God which is necessary for the grounding of theological rationality, as well as
the ethical and political obligations which are implicit in faith—its commitment not only to believe
but to act in the world and to shape the quality of the world through this action. Barth’s
breakthrough in Anselm consists in the belief that the descriptive power of a phenomenological
method cannot be abandoned, but that the certainty which faith knows cannot come to expression
within its operational limits. That God is something than which a greater cannot be thought can
become known only in attempting so to think God. That the same God is also “something greater

than can be thought,”% puts a negative limitation on any and all such thinking. The practice of the

method outlined here trains the mind to understand how God may and may not be known.

Within the limits of the argument of P2, with its characterization of existence in general and
the operative assumption that to exist in the mind and in reality is greater than to exist solely in the
mind, it is shown that God cannot be a merely mental entity. But this does not mean that we
simply conceive God like any other objective thing—which is in the mind and in reality. For
God’s existence for thought is not the same as God’s existence in se, in himself. It cannot, of
course, contradict that actual existence, and this means that if there is to be an argument at all there
must be some degree of continuity between what exists for understanding and what God is in
himself. Barth thinks that the most reason can achieve is a recognition that the continuity in
question involves a negative limitation of our thinking about God. P2 is the first step in
establishing the proper locus of that limitation: it proves— given the name alone and the

assumption by faith, that God certainly exists—that God’s existence cannot be exclusively or

98. One is struck by the degree to which he holds this standpoint as a “scriptural philosopher,” as Peter Ochs calls
him, when one comes to his description of “creation as actualization.” See also CD III/1, pp. 344-65.

99. See Proslogion, chpt. 15, in Schufreider, p. 349.



solely intellectual in nature.

The event of knowledge in which we understand God as existing is not an adequate
measure of God’s identity or of the mode of God’s existence. Our own understanding tells us of a
greater possibility, namely, of a being who exists with all the descriptive attributes we can ascribe
to God in thought, but who also exists in reality. The most decisive proof of the existence of the
thing in the understanding is the proof of the understanding of the thing's existence. But this can

only come after the proof of the intellectual existence has been conceded.'® That is, we can only

seek beyond the intellectual existence of God (the name Anselm discovers) the reality of the being
it signifies if we first acknowledge that something in our understanding signifies God. Barth is in
fact proceeding in the reverse order of his own account of Anselm’s method, but he is confident in
doing this, since he thinks that Anselm’s name for God is a certain datum of divine revelation.
Barth thinks that Anselm’s formula does not originate in the human mind but that it comes from
divine revelation.

The conclusion of chapter two of the Proslogion states that any and all conceptions of God
which argue that God is a purely mental entity are necessarily false. The same judgment which
generates the idea of the real and, in representing it, internalizes reality, puts it at a discursive

distance and it indicates that any conception of God generated in thought must, if it has the reality

100. It is characteristic of modern thinking to start with the thinking subject and prove or determine existence
therefrom. It may also be an important deviation from Anselm’s own treatment. Recall here Barth’s advertisement
that he is not following Anselm in this respect (Anselm, 92). There are also echoes of John Calvin's theological
methodology as it is expressed in the Institutes. According to Calvin the order of teaching inverts the order of being
on which it is actually dependent and to which it is thus consequent. Calvin is aware of the close connection
between self-knowledge and knowledge of God. He opts for starting with knowledge of God, which amounts to
accepting the givenness of God in Spirit. Likewise, while we have a “twofold knowledge of God” (duplex cognitia
Dei), a “primal knowledge” of God as Creator, and a “redemptive knowledge” of God through Christ, it is only in
knowing God as redeemer, argues Calvin, that we can know God as Creator. This is because the original natural
knowledge of God in the creation is obfuscated by the noetic effects of sin. I think Barth is following Calvin here
by putting first noetically what is in fact primary ontologically. Things must exist before we can know them, yet
we must first, so Barth proceeds, know of an existence in knowledge before we can trace it back to its existence in
reality, if there is such a possibility (not all conceptual existents have extramental causes Anselm, 111). See John
Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion tr. F. L. Battles (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1960), 2 volumes, I,
pp- 39-43; see also Book II, chapter vi, pp. 340-348.
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of God as a reference, recognize that God is something outside its own activity, and especially its
representational activity. The link between the existence independent of mind, and the existence
that is in the understanding and in reality is a genuine link but not one which can be disclosed by
any reflexive analysis of the event of thinking, such as a transcendental deduction. All such
deductions employ some aspect of those intellectual categories they are supposed to explain and
thus involve a regress which no reflexive thought can resolve. God is not a being existing solely
in the understanding, but God must at least exist there for argument to begin.

It is at the end of P2 that we see the critical importance of Barth’s claim that the name is the
real engine of the proof and that this enables us to transcend thought. The name—something than
which a greater cannot be thought—is not derivable from any other source than revelation. God

must be the disclosing agent of this truth concerning God’s nature. Thus, although Barth
sometimes refers to the name of God'°! in Anselm’s proof as a concept or a definition, it is

nonetheless not something which directly describes God. It exists in understanding but is not a
creature of understanding. It is intended to keep thought on the limit between thought and reality,
between knowing and being, when the being of God is under consideration. To treat the name of
God as though it could be so deduced would be to transform its essentially negative role in the
understanding into a positive claim about the actual nature of God. The argument must remain in
negative form. The impossibility of the merely mental existence of God is warranted, thinks
Barth, in that

All that is proved is just this negative. The positive statement about the

genuine extramental existence of God (in the general sense of the concept

‘existence’) does not stem from the proof and is in no sense derived from it

but is proved by the proof only in so far as the opposite statement about
God’s merely intramental existence is shown to be absurd. (Anselm, 128;

101. “Anselm’s hypothesis is certainly an expression, but not as Gaunilo thinks empty words, but the Word of
God—not as Gaunilo thinks, an expression given to be understood in isolation, but a Word of God within the
context of his revelation, to which also belongs the revelation of his existence. It declares the Name of God from
which Name we certainly cannot derive his existence, as Gaunilo interpolates, but from which the impossibility of
his non-existence (on the assumption of his revealed, unique existence as Creator—which Gaunilo ignores) is
perceived and which makes it possible to recognize in thought the existence of God that is believed” (Anselm, 131).
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emphasis added)

The genius of Anselm’s argument is that accepting his definition as a name which exists in
the mind, one is committed to the extramental existence of the “something” it indicates. It does not
presuppose divine existence ab initio (though Anselm clearly thinks God exists as presupposition
as well as conclusion of his argument). However, it does require, on pain of contradiction, that
God exists both extramentally and necessarily. The conclusion of the argument in P2 is this: God
exists (is actu). “God has at least as much objective reality as all other things™ (Anselm, 155). P3
builds upon this conclusion by narrowing and specifying the unique mode of objective existence
proper to God.

m

The Special Existence of God One of the questions the proof raises is why we need to
advance beyond the argument of P2 at all. Have we not proved that God, defined in Anselm’s
terms, is indeed the sort of essence which, if God exists, must indeed be more than a merely
mental entity? Has it not been proved merely that hearing and understanding this name purchase it
a minimal (mental) existence? And has it not been proved that once we take Anselm’s argument
and develop its implications concerning maximal goodness and maximal greatness we will see that
God’s existence is beyond all positive descriptions we can create? Barth thinks that we have
indeed proved all of these in following Anselm’s argument. He also believes, however, that the
true goal of the argument is not yet achieved in chapter two of Proslogion.

P2 is a necessary first step to proving what comes in P3. We will not and cannot advance
to the step in P3 if we have not understood the move made in P2. The logic of the argument in P2
is repeated in P3. It is this definition alone which gives the two arguments (of P2 and P3) their

unity, and it is the assumption of its truth which justifies the argument of P3.!92 If P2 establishes

102. “Inzelligere means to see into the noetic rationality and therefore into the noetic necessity of the statements that
are revealed, on the basis that they possess ontic rationality and necessity as revealed statements, prior to all
intelligere, to all ‘proof’ and therefore not based on proof. This can only happen in theology as such. But it can
happen and it is what in fact has happened” (Anselm, 144).
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that God is conceivable because God has objectivity, it raises questions concerning what sort of

object God is. For God is not objective in that we find God as one among the objects we can
discriminate by normal petception.l°3 Nonetheless, the being of God must have some sort of

continuity with other beings, and this in turn presupposes that the divine existence is detectable in
general existence, a perception which can provide the basis for a proof of God’s unique existence.
It would seem to be a logical requirement of this strategy for proof, that God’s existence must be
differentiated in degree or intensity, but not entirely different in kind, from other beings. Without
this assumption of continuity, it is difficult to see how Barth could argue that the “special”
existence of God, argued to in the interpretation of P3, could be “lifted out of” the general
existence established in P2.

What P3 argues for is an epistemological greatness, a greatness which can be exhibited in
the rational sphere. In the Monologion God was greater than everything (omnibus), in the
Proslogion he is greater than whatever is conceivable. The latter work reaffirms God’s ontological
superiority but ties the meaning of greatness to the operations of the human mind which conceive
it. The strategy in Proslogion is to develop a metaphysical proof by treating it in relation to the
meditative or speculative powers of mind which mediates it. Rather than listing and coordinating
various attributes of God and specifying how these obtain in God, it appeals to the conceptual
medium in which all knowledge is intentionally developed, and it does so in a partly speculative
and a partly logical and analytical way. God’s existence can be represented in contemplation, seen
in creation, and intuited in reflection, but never as an essence. God’s presence is always mediated,
never direct. Anselmic rationality is formed in a dialectic of attraction and repulsion. It propels the
mind to think about God in ways limited only by the ways in which God’s glory appears in and

through the act of creation, and is therefore infinitely attractive. It is repulsive in that it demands

103. The evidentiary force of perception, the fact that we take as undeniable the existence of perceived objects in our
sphere of awareness, is, I think, the true source of Barth’s notion of necessity. Like all sense based perceptions it is
analogically extended to God. We perceived God in a special mode of objectivity, which I discuss in the concluding

chapter.
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that no version of the All, of totality, will be a comprehension of God, since God is beyond
rational comprehension. This elusive aspect of Anselmic rationality derives from the novelty
whereby Anselm defines God negatively in relation to the human mind. The theoretical space
created in this metaphysics contains a positive content—the idea which structures the mind’s
relation to God; and a negative limiting of this idea—the fact that the theoretical space, like
Einstein’s space, is indefinitely expanding since that object of which it is a microcosm is itself
infinite. This is God’s freedom from, and freedom for human thought.'%*

The argument in P3 is an extension of the conclusion of P2. Barth can even describe the
mode of existence argued for in P3 as “lifted right out of” the conception of existence operative in

P2.!% The difference is that in P3 the limitation placed on this concept is removed. The revealed

name is shown here to be beyond the power of cognition to grasp it. However, understanding is

informed and fulfilled (given content) only when it fries to conceive God as the origin of its own
desire for knowledge. the infinite mode in which God possesses all that we can grasp as finite.!%

At the beginning of P3 Anselm says: “It is possible to conceive as existing something

which cannot be conceived as not existing, and this is greater than what can be conceived as not

104. The claim here is not that in intuiting God the finite mind becomes infinite. The claim is, rather, that because
the domain of the thinkable is constituted by an infinite being, the theoretical activity of thought as the task of
finding thought’s /imit in thinking an object it cannot comprehend, is illimitable. If thought’s domain is illimitable,
then thought has infinite tasks. Infinity is thus a source of affirmation and negation, of creation and destruction. It
is a source of creativity for ever new concepts can be derived. It is the source of negation since every new discovery
and insight overturns the possibility of an intuition of the whole, and so eliminates the possibility of a single
intuition of the absolute. Infinity provides thought with passion (Kierkegaard), its inexhaustible desire for
otherness. Infinity, regarded as the most abstract description of God’s greatness, provides a limit which thought
cannot comprehend, and so cannot ultimately name once and for all. In this way theology proper both stimulates
reasoning, and indefinitely postpones its final closure.

105. “It [P3] lifts the concept of the Existence of God right out of the plane of the general concept of existence”
(Anselm, 132).

106. “The limitation of the concept of existence—esse in intellectu et in re—with which it was applied to God in
Prosl. 2, now disappears. Our chapter affirms the exception that is made here: the revealed Name of God has more
power than the positive knowledge that we can have of the existence of other things in intellectu et in re. It
compels in him who hears and understands it a recognition not only of the actual impossibility of the thought that
God does not exist but also of the impossibility of that thought ever being conceived” (Anselm, 134).
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existing.” A thing which is not conceivable as not existing can be conceived, and this is a higher
order of being than that proper to a thing which, though conceivable, is nonetheless imaginable as
not existing. For the first time in the argument, these two modes of existence confront us in the
form of two distinct modes of objective existence. In P2, objectivity as correspondence between
idea and thing verifies the existential status of ideas. To the internal judgments in which the idea is

formed is added another, that of its extension into space and time. All existence is existence within
the divine being.m7 In P3 we are confronted by another set of concepts, one of which is greater

than the other. There are two ways of categorizing things which exist in the understanding and in
the reality; (i) we can conceive of things which actually exist but whose nonexistence is not a
contradiction; or (ii) we may also conceived of a being which exists but whose nonexistence is
contradictory. Barth makes two important claims based on these distinctions.

First, the esse in intellectu et in re applies to both of these distinctions. These two sorts of
things “and their existing side by side are conceivable” (Anselm, 141). Reality is compatible with
both a necessary and a contingent mode of existence. The existence of God whose nonexistence is
contradictory, is compatible with the existence of all other things. The distinction here calls for an
ordering of these two sorts of existence, not the elimination of one by the other. The relation
between these two sorts of existence is more than logical, for it is grounded in life.

Second, to conceive of these two sorts of being side by each is to form a relationship of

107. See Marcia Colish, The Mirror of Language: A Study of the Medieval Theory of Knowledge (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1968), pp. 134, on how Anselm chooses proof by definition, since he understands it as a theory
of necessary reasons which insure the inferences from idea or word (sign) to thing. See on the same theme, David
Brown, “*Necessary’ and ‘Fitting’ Reasons in Christian Theology,” in W. J. Abraham and A. W. Holtzer, eds., The
Rationality of Religious Belief (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1987), pp. 211-30. Anselm presupposes an ontology
which regards the sign as a faint image of the object which originates it, and on which it is dependent as its
ontological ground. Barth subjectivizes the whole relational network, so that for him “all that is not God exists, so
to say, enclosed within the purpose of God's conceiving” (Anselm, p. 98). The failure of human thought, even at
the height of its speculative powers, to form a concept of God, is compensated for by the assumption of the human
cognitive process into the divine self-knowledge, a sort of participation by illumination. Only in this state of direct
perceptual relation can Barth's argument be seen in its negativity, for, only with the aid of concepts can we see the
inconceivability of God. This act of illumination is what Barth means by saying that the “concept” of God's special
existence is lifted out of the “concept™ of God’s general existence. There is a fine discussion of this super-structure
of Barth’s thought in Ingolf U. Dalferth, Theology and Philosophy (Oxford: Blackwell,1988), pp. 112-26.
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‘greater’ and ‘smaller’, beings of a higher and a lower order. According to the “principle of
progressive order” we can relate these two sorts of being in the same way we relate existence in the
understanding alone as compared with existence in the understanding and reality:

It is now no longer a contrast between something that exists on the one hand
merely in thought and on the other hand in thought and objectively but a
contrast between something that certainly exists objectively as well as in
thought but yet which is conceived as not existing [aber doch als nicht-
daseiend Denkbaren] and on the other hand something existing objectively
and in thought but which is not conceivable as not existing. (Anselm, p.
141; emphasis added)

The two sorts of existence considered in P3 parallel those in P2, but with an important difference.
Both are conceivable and thus fall within the domain of the rational. The objective existence (vere
esse) of P2 is a genuine objectivity and it provides the logical basis for the distinctions made in P3.
However, the objectivity of existence in P2 is dependent upon a dialectical relationship between
subjectivity and objectivity. It is thus never completely free from the subjective conditions in
which it is conceived. God is objective in that we think him in this dialectical manner whenever we
think of existence in general. The objectivity of P3 is not dependent upon the subject who
conceives it, and is thus not dialectically conditioned. The being conceived in this way is based in
itself, beyond the limits of whatever is conceived in a subject and object dialectic. It is necessary
precisely in that it is outside of the totality of reality which is not necessary in that it can be
conceived as not existing. Barth elaborates this important distinction:

Out of the general vere esse there now rises significantly before us a vere
esse whose reality has its basis neither merely subjectively nor merely
subjectively and objectively but is based beyond this contrast a se, in itself.
A being to which vere esse in this latter sense applies, whose existence is
therefore independent of the antithesis between knowledge and object
[dessen Dasein also der Dialektik von Erkenntnis und Gegenstand
gegeniiber unabhdngig ist], such a being is obviously a maius. It belongs to
a higher level of existence than a being to which vere esse applies merely in
the general sense, which however genuinely it may exist, is subject to this
antithesis and whose existence can therefore be denied in theory by the same
thinking as has to assert its existence in fact. This first being exists not only
in reality but exists as the reality of existence itself, as the criterion of all
existence and non-existence which is always presupposed in all thinking of
the existence and non-existence of other beings; consequently it cannot be
conceived as not existing. Whoever thinks of these two beings side by side
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has conceived this ‘greater’ over against a ‘smaller’. (Anselm, pp. 141-42;
empbhasis added)

This passage captures precisely how general existence can give rise to a particular
conception of God’s necessary existence. It also shows that Barth’s conception of theological
method involves speculative methods for exhibiting God’s existence in relation to the rest of
reality.'®® Barth’s use of the “ontological argument” is intended to acknowledge and transcend
the aporetic and vitiating dialectic of the knowledge-object relationship. God, Barth is arguing, is
the one and only object which is present to thought but is not originated in the event of thinking.
God’s glory is not mitigated by its presence in mind, a mind for which God alone zruly exists.
What we must avoid is characterizing the object which is present as something than which a greater
cannot be conceived, as though we could transcendentally deduce it as a product of my intellectual
possibilities. This concept is not the greatest creation of the human intellect, it is rather unlike a
concept at all in that it is not graspable, not limitable by any set of descriptions or any definition.
The Anselmic formula is above all intended to keep thought open, to not fall into the trap of
thinking that we can define the infinite God.

This passage (Anselm, 142-3) also shows how the logic of Anselm’s hypothesis in P2 is
also operative in P3. In P2 we saw that if we attempt to construe something than which a greater
cannot be conceived as an intellectual creation we come into a contradiction. We can think of a
mental entity, however superlative, as “greater” by adding to the concept we have of it the
supposition of its existence in reality also. Therefore, whatever the nature of the object conceived
turns out to be, it cannot have a solely mental existence. Thus, we know that something than
which a greater cannot be conceived has a mode of being that is greater than anything merely
thinkable. In P3 the concept of God is used to rationalize the choice between two modes of

108. Barth’s conception of speculative thinking is something like that of Anselm, for whom it was not obscurantist
escapism, but “analyzing the basic structures of reality,” as Paul Tillich notes. See Paul Tillich, A History of
Christian Thought: From its Judaic and Hellenic Origins to Existentialism, Carl E. Braaten, ed., (New York: Simon
and Schuster, 1968), pp. 158-9.
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existence in the understanding and in reality. We are again asked to decide which is greater: a
conception of a thing as existing in intellectu et in re (as in P2) which is as such conceivable as not
existing or an identical kind of existence but with that additional property that it is logically
impossible to conceive of it as not existing. If objects whose existence are bound up with the
dialectical opposition of mental and real (P2) are inherently conceivable as non-existent, then the
object whose existence is both real (actual) and cannot be thought of as not existing is clearly
“greater”” than those objects which are conceivable as nonexistent.

That these two sorts of objects are conceivable says much about the power of conception.
On Barth’s interpretation it is the unique feature of Anselm’s hypothesis about God which, when
used as a criteria to judge between specific sets of alternatives, show God to be the one whom
thought reveals to be unthinkable. This can only mean unthinkable within a transcendental schema
which would attempt to organize all of reality within a single system of ideas. God can only come
to view on the margin of such a system, not because God is not real, but because God is to us the
most real of real things. Anselmic rationality uses reason to show the negative power of reason to
understand God. Human reason is a divine gift. As such it will always come to a negation in its
own efforts at conceiving and speaking about God: God is known in and through the world but
does not originate in the world.

If God is the sort of being that cannot fail to exist and thus cannot even be conceived as not
existing then the sort of existence proper to God’s being is unique. Here the vere of the vere esse,
which opens both chapters (2 and 3) of the Proslogion, bears a double meaning. In the order of
knowing, true existence is first of all what exists in thought and reality. The correspondence of
thought with reality is the test of the truth of a concept. Truth in this sense is tied to the activity of
perceiving and conceiving. Reflection on the cognitive judgments developed in this dialectical
sphere indicates an opening to transcendence. Just as the inner subject is open to and dependent
upon the outer object to conceive it, so the contingency of those objects discloses a dependence of

this sphere on a more comprehensive one for its existence. Therefore, the true existence (vere
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esse) in P3 is quaiitative different from the true existence (vere esse) of P2, since the truth (vere) of
its existence (esse) is not tied to a subject and object interdependence. It is, rather, an autonomous
existence, grounded in itself, and as such able to ground all else. In the interpretation of P3 we see
how Barth understands objective reality to depend upon God, and not God upon objective reality:

Thus, he and he alone is objective reality. Because God exists in the

inexplicable manner which thought cannot dismiss, as he does exist as

bearer of his revealed Name, for that reason there is objective reality and the

possibility of its being conceived and so there is also the possibility of

conceiving of God as existing at all (in the sense of Prosl. 2). In which

case absolutely everything that exists apart from him exists, as it were,

coupled to his Existence and is therefore conceivable as existing only in

relation to the conception of his Existence (that cannot be denied) and so,

apart from this connection, is ever conceivable, also as non-existing.

(Anselm, 155)

God’s existence, then, turns out to be necessary existence. There is no category, concept,

or kind of thing under which God may be placed. God is beyond our categories, but not
incompatible with the sort of existence which comes to mind through them.'® The truth that God

exists necessarily is thus crucial, for it is the logical ground of truth as such. God grounds truth by
acting as an Archimedean point of necessity, against which all non-necessary occurrence can be
measured and evaluated. Out of itself alone, human reasoning can furnish no absolutely necessary
condition for explaining or grounding the infinite possibilities of the nonnecessary, random
collocation of atoms which constitute things. God is not conceived of as a blind, mechanistic
absolute, but as a person who loves in freedom and gives rise to reality out of a will to do so.
Faith’s understanding occurs between a limit of maximal affirmation and a limit of maximal
negation. It knows that the object it believes is greater than anything thinkable; every existent is a

109. God’s necessary existence is necessarily related to contingent and nonnecessary existence as the ground and
source of all that is not proper to God, since it is only the thought of God’s necessary existence which makes other
things contingent. Without inisight into the character of God’s necessity, we could not assert the contingency of the
creation as a whole. The originating relationship of the necessary being to nonnecessary beings is the basis of a
qualitative boundary between the reality, duration, kind, magnitude, and the life of what is given with God. That the
relationship is not directly perceivable is the result of the fact that all our knowledge of God, and so our knowledge
of his relationship to creation, is based upon God’s actual acting in creation, and this acting, according to Barth, is
acting in accord with that freedom essential to God.
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pointer to the origin which transcends its existence. It also knows that God cannot be thought; the

110

qualitative superiority of God is beyond our thought. The creative ambivalence of this in

between does not arise from an uncertainty concerning the existence of the object believed, but
from the double requirement that we think God with our concepts and language (signs) and that
there is no universal, no constant characteristic called God, which more than one entity shares.
Barth embraces the existential conditions of thought. He attempts to think through them to an
object which is defined as that than which a greater cannot be conceived. He begins with a realist
model, whose intellectual posture is passive and receptive, assuming the objectivity of what is
perceived. He constructs a logic of ascent, arriving at the object which is beyond all objects. This
object turns out to be a subject, the perfect paradigm of rational self-consciousness and control. It
is thus able, at least in theory, to compensate for the weaknesses and limitations in our capacity to
think it. This compensation, I will argue, is best construed as a participation in the divine self-
understanding. However, it is not a participation which renders null and void human reasoning.
At the heart of Barth’s use of reason is a triadic structure. It resembles philosophical models in that
it is immediately grounded in a dialectic of thought and being, or of subject and object cognition. It
presses on beyond this to make a claim for truth as the only principle able to rightly coordinate our
knowledge of the world. Truth is not simply scientific, not, that is, reducible to a correspondence

between mental representation and object represented. Subject-object epistemology invariably
succumbs to the fragmenting pluralism typical of transcendental philosophies of reflection.!!!

Subject and object correspondence requires a larger framework for its own intelligibility, namely, a

realist metaphysics, which structures and trains reason to detect correspondence. Barth is aware

110. In chapter 15 of the Proslogion Anselm confesses: “Therefore, lord, not only are you that than which a greater
cannot be thought, but you are something greater than can be thought.” See Gregory Schufreider, Confessions of a
Rational Mystic: Anselm’s Early Writings (West Lafayette: Purdue University Press, 1994), p. 349. Understanding
God occurs, in the traditional parlance, between glory and holiness.

111. See here the brilliant treatment of philosophies of reflection in Rodolphe Gasché, The Tain in the Mirror:
Derrida and the Philosophy of Reflection (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1986), pp. 14-54.
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that theological thinking occurs within a larger economy of representation, and that the rationality
of theology consists in understanding and using signs in which knowledge is transmitted and
through which it grows.112
IV

The Priority of Ontic to Noetic Necessity In his study of Anselm Barth does several
things which characterize his mature thought. Chief among these is to develop, in the form of an
epistemological theory, an understanding of how we know what we know when we say that we
know God. The most important feature is the way in which Barth argues that God is known as
truth through a self-presentation and self-presencing action. Barth draws from Anselm’s realism a

logic in which God’s necessary existence is supposed to effect our rational reconstruction of God

in thought. This does not involve the construction of a concept, 113 25 much as a pragmatic method

for judging the validity of theological reasoning. 14 Human conception, to be right, must follow
on the reality of God. The ideal follows the real, and not the converse. Barth conceives of
rationality in distinction from philosophical method by inverting the order of linguistic reference.
Instead of beginning by asking how our knowledge of language and its limits can make knowledge
of God possible, Barth asks what our talk about God, centred on the reality reference of Anselmic

112. See, for example: “But God gives Himself to be known—and this is the limitation that we have to bring out in
the idea of impartation—in an objectivity different from His own, in a creaturely objectivity. He unveils Himself as
the One He is by veiling Himself in a form which He Himself is not. He uses this form distinct from Himself, He
uses its work and sign, in order to be objective in, with and under this form, and therefore to give Himself to be
known. Revelation means the giving of signs. We can say quite simply that revelation means sacrament, i.e., the
self-witness of God, the representation of His truth, and therefore of the truth in which He knows Himself, in the
form of creaturely objectivity and therefore in a form which is adapted to our creaturely knowledge. In what, then,
does the limitation of this our knowledge consist, if it cannot consist in a quantitative limitation?” (CD I1, p. 52)

113. “Strictly speaking, there is no divine predicate, no idea of God which can have as its special content what God
is. There is strictly speaking only the divine Subject as such and in Him the fullness of His divine predicates.
Properly speaking the idea of God can have only this divine Subject as its content and the divine predicate must be
sought only in this Subject as such, outside of which it can have no existence and cannot therefore become the
content of an idea.” (CD II/1, p. 300).

114. T follow Ingolf Dalferth’s interpretation of Anselm in this “pragmatic” interpretation of its value, since I think
that Dalferth retains the best of Barth’s interpretation, critically overcomes its excesses, and also shows how Barth’s
project can have currency for philosophical theology today.
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rationality, tells us about the possibilities inherent in human language. While Barth rejects natural
theology as erroneous, he does have a way of including nature, by treating the ground of its
representation in human rationality. God makes himself to be an object of my thought. In this
way, Barth attempts a reversal of the modemist anthropocentrism, according to which God is
invariably anthropomorphized in and with the justification of the subjective grounds of our
conceptual representation of God. Anselmic rationality transforms the discovery of the prior
agency of God in our reasoning about God, into a logically necessary argument concerning the
existence of God which comes to light in faith.

(@) The Deduction of Noetic Rationality from Ontic Necessity Barth advances an argument
in which the passivity of reason in the advent of the experience of God is emphasized. The logic
of this argument is one in which being precedes knowing as its cause, and the necessity of being is
the cause of the rational necessity in which we form the idea of God’s greatness. God’s greatness

includes ontological and moral aspects. The following reconstruction indicates the deduction of

rationality from necessity.us

[1] The necessitas that is peculiar to the “object of faith is the impossibility
of the object of faith not existing.”

[2] The necessitas that is “peculiar to knowledge of the object of faith is the
impossibility for thought to conceive the object of faith as not existing or as
existing differently.”

There is then a necessity which is proper to thought and a necessity proper to being. A
similar relationship obtains for rationality.

[3] The ratio that is “peculiar to the object of faith is that its existence

conforms to law and that it exists in this particular way.”!!6

115. The following argument concerning necessity is developed in Anselm, 49-53.

116. Note here the way in which the general or universalizability of “conformity to law” is conflated with
“particular” existence. It is one thing to assert that a thing has intensive properties which constitute it. It is a
further thing to argue that the thing so defined is instantiated. Barth insists that God is not only
definable-—possessed of a nature—but that there is such a nature.
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Rationality so understood assumes the existence of a rational nature which can “understand
an existence and a particular existence that conform to law.” The object of faith has the power to
appear to a rational nature capable of grasping it. The object of faith is an inherently rational being
(gesetzmdpiges Sein).

(4] “The ratio is the understanding of this knowledge in so far as it
characterizes it as the understanding of the object of faith by a being capable of
comprehending an existence and a particular existence that conforms to law.”

The ratio peculiar to the object of faith as a law-constituted entity is taken up into the
concept of the object of faith. From [1] and [2] Barth infers that

[5] “Ontic necessity precedes noetic.”

Likewise, from [3] and [4] he infers that

[6] “Ontic rationality precedes noetic.”

The relationship between ratio and necessitas is very close in Anselm’s usage. The two categories
are mutually reenforcing and explanatory, such that where one is present the other is also. Thus,

[7] The “basis peculiar to the object of faith is consistent with its own
particular rationality; ontic necessity is consistent with ontic rationality.”

And, in keeping with the pattern,

[8] The manner in which the knowledge of this peculiar object is established
is consistent with its peculiar rationality; ‘“noetic necessity is consistent with
noetic rationality.”

The basis (besteht) of the object of faith is intrinsic, being expressed in the conformity it
has as an object to its own law-constituted nature. Because knowing follows and reflects the
object known, our knowledge of the object of faith finds its rational justification in the rational
nature of the object and not elsewhere. It is both constituted and understood in light of its own law
of existence, which is peculiar to it.

From [5] and [7] Barth derives,

[9] “Ontic necessity precedes even noetic rationality: the rationality of the
object of faith also consists in the recognition of its own basis.”

From [6] and [8] he derives
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[10] “Ontic rationality precedes noetic necessity; the establishing of knowledge of
the object of faith consists also in the recognition of the rationality belonging to
the object of faith.”

The rationality which our knowledge of the object of faith possesses is a rationality peculiar
to, and precedent of, our knowledge of the object of faith; it is intrinsic to it. The object of faith is
constituted by the perfect knowledge of its own existence and nature. Our knowing knows itself
the recipient in this knowledge of God. Virtually all of our knowing involves analogically
incorporating new experiences with preceding ones. Things are different with the concept of God.
The interposing of God as a supra-conceptual noumena has a violent and decentring effect on the
balance wrought by the dialectical negotiations of normal conception. As subjective and personal
God, who is the object of thought, is always more than categorial cognition (shaped by and for
thinking three dimensional objects in space and time) can and in fact does think. In reason’s
pursuit of its ultimate object, it is overtaken in the awareness that this object is a subject, indeed, is
the subject. The understanding which faith seeks is possible only as an understanding in truth.
The objectivity requirement of spatiotemporal cognition, entirely necessary in its place, is merely
preliminary in thinking not only what is but also what is true, a thinking which knows things both
in their nature as objects, and in their nature as subjects of the whole, that is, of divine intending
and creating. One does not attain this later perspective by first eliminating the former: one can only
attain God through the medium of existence (objects). However, this is not saying that truth adds
a new ontological feature to the cosmos. Truth is rather the implicit meaning of things which

comes to light only in seeing them “from God outward.” Intelligere is above all the common assent

of credere and intelligere to veritatem (tmth).l 17

117. “After all that we have said there can be no question but that the fundamental meaning of intelligere in Anselm
is legere, to reflect upon what has already been said in the Credo. In recognizing and assenting to truth intelligere
and credere come together and the inzelligere is itself and remains a credere while the credere in and by itself, as we
have seen, is also an embryonic intelligere. But intelligere means still more than that: to read and ponder what has
been already said—that is to say, in the appropriation of truth, actually to traverse that intervening distance (between
recognition and assent) and so therefore to understand the truth as truth” (Anselm, 40).
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God alone is ultimate, and the relationship which God bears to the things which are distinct
from him are prescribed by the order which God determines for them. Recognition that the
rationality we see in the world has a basis in the necessary and rational nature of God is not at all
like the claim that God wants to be everything or the claim that God is in some sense the sum of all
that is, or that God is the process of its becoming. The distinction of God from creatures is not
overturned by the logical claim that the visible is grounded in an underlying invisible form or
pattern. The necessity transferred to creatures governs our cognition of their form and
representation of their existence. It also governs the factuality of their existence, which forces us to
acknowledge their being as we perceive them. This de facto necessity is itself derived from God,
and differs from God’s necessity in that there is no contradiction in our conception of their

nonexistence, as happens when we imagine death or destruction. The rationality of the real is itself
grounded in a more basic determination.''® Thus, Barth argues that

[11] ‘“As ontic rationality is itself not an ultimate but is only true rationality
when measured alongside the summa veritatis, the same is true of the ontic
necessity that is consistent with it. It is in the Truth and by the Truth, in God
and by God that the basis is a basis and that rationality possesses rationality.”

Rationality is thus a relational concept depending on truth, which is the will of God. This
implies that the relationship of correspondence is insufficient as a criterion of truth. Truth is that
which determines the rational nature of things and our representation of them, but which is only
indirectly present in them, discernible in the rationality of their existence. It is because rational
form, which we can perceive, has an “original affinity” with the mind of God that our grasp of
created objects can indicate a transcendent origin for their existence, which is a nonnecessary mode

of existence. Barth draws the further inference that necessitas precedes rationality.

118. This problem is intensified when Barth disconnects the logic of his argument for God’s existence as necessary,
from the way faith holds that God is necessary. The logical case, Barth thinks, does prove its point—given the
axiomatic role Barth assigns to Anselm’s definition of God. But even if it did not Barth would still believe that God
is one than whom a greater cannot be conceived. This mitigates the rational integrity of Barth’s argument, but it
points to the fact that Barth thinks of truth as the condition which includes rationality: the order ( ratio) which things
exhibit is included in and subordinated to a divine will which adds to the recognition of existence the judgment of its
goodness.
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[12] “Inasmuch as the concept of necessity, though as substantiation it has
noetic content too, possesses original affinity with the ontic and inasmuch as the
concept of rationality, though as reasonablenmess it has ontic content too,
possesses original affinity with the noetic—to that extent necessity must precede
rationality. We see the same result if we take the problem back to the concept of
truth. In so far as Anselm clearly interprets truth in terms of rectitudo but on the
other hand interprets righteousness in terms of itself, he subordinates the
knowledge of God to the will of God.”

Barth then draws two conclusions from the mutual entailment of necessitas and ratio in
Anselm’ s thought:

[13] The “‘rational’ knowledge of the object of faith is derived from the
object of faith and not vice versa. That means to say that the object of faith and
its knowledge are ultimately derived from Truth, that is, from God and from his
will.” (emphasis added)

And he further concludes that

[14] “The concept necessitas [...] explains what is meant by ‘rational’
knowledge.”

It is the intrinsic rationality of the objects of experience which is the criterion of whatever
truthfulness our conceptual adequation with them may possess. In true knowledge the rationality
of thought and the rationality of things is comprehended in the affinity which these have in their
mutual origin in God. Logical necessity derives from ontological necessity. Thinking activity is
true when it is not only logically accurate, i.e. forms concepts through rules, but also when it is
recognized that things have a form which thought must repeat if it is to be true. Thinking cannot
make the determination of truth from within its own dialectical dynamic, since the causal
relationship between subject and object is commutative: the object causes thought, but thought also
causes the object through representing it. To the consciousness of an object must be added the
rationality of its act of existence (What is its nature?), and this can be logically determined only
when we can judge the fundamental difference between necessary and contingent. Necessity is the
Jjudgment that a thing is this thing and no other. What can come under such a judgment is real, and
is capable of existence. Barth construes the role of the “object of faith” as one of determining the

nature of what is true by providing a standard of necessity. The necessity in question, however,
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comes to light in a quest which is prompted by faith. Faith is the initial condition which sets in
motion a search for its origin in what lies beyond it. Conducted in the way Barth here presents it,
this search has metaphysical implications for how we think about the unity of reality. It is in this

context that the present deduction belongs. Faith initiates this philosophical movement of thought
because faith presupposes, and then seeks to show, the meaning of truth.!1?

The passivity of reason in its reception of the idea of God thus gives rise, in good
dialectical fashion, to an action which has a criterion of rationality that enables it to judge what is
germane to its task as a theological science. The domain of human inquiry which Barth is
concerned with in his Anselm, is theology and how it can be practiced scientifically. The goal of
the demonstration of the proper order of ontic and rational necessity, is to find in the vast body of
theological literature the object about which this literature communicates. Barth wants to conceive
“by reflection the hidden law of the object of faith [...] that thereby he may be able to show forth
and so be able to know the thing believed” (Anselm, 53). This deduction is methodologically
paradigmatic, for in it one demonstrates the character of theological knowledge as scientific, while
showing how our thinking can be true with respect to the tasks and goals of theological
knowledge. Necessity is the concept which expresses the singularity of the divine existence,
marking it our from all other forms of existence. When our thinking corresponds to this necessary

object, it shares in the necessity of God. The foregoing analysis is how Barth thinks of the result

of such a discovery of necessity.120

(b) Truth as Presupposition of Proof The task Barth sets himself is to understand the

relationship between our concepts of God and God’s inner nature. The logic of such a relationship

119. “The fact that it is in faith that the truth is presupposed to be the known measure of all things means that the
truth is in no sense assumed to be to hand. The truth comes, i.e., in the faith in which we begin to know, and
cease, and begin again. The results of earlier dogmatic work, and indeed our own results, are basically no more than
signs of its coming” (CD I/1, pp. 14-15).

120. See Robert Brown, “On God’s Ontic and Noetic Absoluteness: A Critique of Barth,” Scottish journal of
Theology 33 (1980), pp. 533-49 for a critique of Barth’s way of establishing necessity as inconsistent with biblical
ways of conceiving God.
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is worked out in the preceding section. Truth is more than logical, and Barth tries to show how
logic and experience combine to produce understanding. Truth is the basis of unity not only for
being, but also for our knowledge of it. This unity is actualized in existence, which Barth
comprehends as the common fact comprehending God, world, and knowledge. Meaning and truth
are for Barth inseparable. We cannot have an a priori grasp of meaning which is divorced from
existence, since existence is the dimension in which meaning and truth unite for perception. Since
truth is identical with God, or, the identity which things have in right relation to God, we can never
know quantitatively the full truth. Truth for us is standing in the right relation to ultimate truth, and
then also grasping in thought the right relation among things. Truth is propositional also, in that
truthfulness can be a predicate of our utterances. When it is such it is the communication between
subjects of what the individual has understood. To speak, then, of truth as the presupposition of
the proof of God’s existence, is to anticipate that the process of inquiry into God’s nature will be
capable of a rational articulation, will produce knowledge. Truth has an ontological, a logical, and
an existential dimension which together produce true knowing, speaking and living.

Barth uses the metaphor of three concentric circles to express how we go about confirming
that the content of our thought, or a propositional sentence describing it, has or lacks truth value.

Barth does not begin with a sceptical rejection or bracketing off of phenomenal experience. Truth

saves the phenomena by seeking through them their basis.!?! The decision to begin with

121. Barth would agree with Maurice Merleau-Ponty that it is only against the background of something outside of
reason that truth can come into view. “By these words the ‘primacy of perception’ we mean that the experience of
perception is our presence at the moment when things, truths, values are constituted for us; that perception is a
nascent logos; that it teaches us, outside of dogmatism, the true conditions of objectivity itself; that it summons us
to the task of knowledge and action. It is not a question of reducing human knowledge to sensation, but of assisting
at the birth of this knowledge, to make it as sensible as the sensible, to recover the consciousness of rationality.
This experience of rationality is lost when we take it for granted as self-evident, but is, on the contrary, rediscovered
when it is made to appear against the background of non-human nature.” See The Primacy of Perception: And Other
Essays on Phenomenological Psychology, the Philosophy of Ant, History and Politics, James M. Edie, ed.,
(Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1964), p. 25.
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perception makes it possible for Barth to argue to the truth of a presence mediated therein.'* The

proof should thus conduct the mind into the presence of God as the proper object of theology. As
a methodological exercise, it should do this in a paradigmatic way—a way which can demonstrate
what theological reasoning is like. The unity of truth obtains for us in knowledge, existence and
something than which a greater cannot be thought.

The inner most of the three circles is the sphere of knowledge. Knowledge partakes of
existence to some degree in that concepts or propositions are intentionally entertained in the
understanding. The name which Anselm attributes to God is such an entity. It includes the
existence proper to all objects of thought, an existence in the understanding. The problem Barth is
concerned with is how to move from the knowledge of a thing in experience (esse) to the nature
(essentia) or grounding principle of the thing experienced. Such a problem supposes that
familiarity with existence is insufficient to gain knowledge of a thing’s nature. An object subsists
when it is conceived as existing “not just in human thinking or for human thinking” (Anselm, 90).
Yet, essentia and esse may also “belong to an object in such a way that its existence is presupposed
in an act of human thinking—for in so far as it is conceived it is conceived as existing” (Anselm,

90). Indeed, all intellectual entities are thought of as objective, that is, we form concepts of them

122. For a perceptive argument that truth is not simply a property of propositions or of logical systems alone, but
something which must also be confirmed and proved or tested in experience, see the insightful study by Robert P.
Scharlemann, The Being of God: Theology and the Experience of Truth (New York: The Seabury Press, 1981).
Relevant to the present context is Scharlemann’s attempt to break free from the deleterious consequences for
theology of Kant’s epistemology. Scharlemann, who is clearly influenced by Barth in his thinking in this and other
of his works, comments: “In the present book an effort is made to show how the true or, as the case may be, the
false can be experienced in theological assertions. To couple experience and truth breaks with a pattern fixed by
Kantian philosophy, in which experience is always directed to objects that can be exhibited or presented to the
physical senses. Truth, obviously, is not a physical object. To speak of the possibility of experiencing it is,
therefore, to make use of a division different from the Kantian. Though the Kantian division is taken as virtually
self-evident inmost contemporary science, with the possible exception of quantum physics, there is a good reason for
not adopting it: it is simply inadequate. Above all, the division of everything into objects of experience, which are
physically perceptible, on the one side, and the pure forms of thought on the other, with a nod in between to the
transcendental objectivity that is constituted by the forms of time and space, leaves out of account the whole realm
of reflective objects to which truth belongs. Such things as truth are neither physical objects nor pure forms of
thought, nor are they transcendental conditions of experience; for they are objects that appear, although that to which
they appear is reflection instead of physical sensations.” (p. 2)

116



on the assumption that their existence is more than mental. This view of reasoning requires us to
make a decision concerning the relationship of the act of thought to the presupposition of its
objective existence. The intellectual mode of apprehending an object is sufficiently distinct from
the object to raise a question concerning their relationship. The problem arises from the fact that
even though a concept may not correspond to any extramental existent, “it may be that statements
logical and meaningful in themselves can be made about the potentiality and reality of its nature”
(Anselm, 90-1).

The circle of knowledge is contained within the circle of existence, to which it is closely
related. Knowledge is knowledge of objects (and presumably of persons also) which exist
independently and fully in themselves in a way that they do not exist for thought. The problem of
existence is the problem of how to establish when concepts in the mind have also an existence in
reality. To understand and solve the problem of existence, two sets of distinctions are introduced
into the concepts of existence (esse) and of an object (res). On the one hand, there is the
distinction between (i) a thing existing in the understanding, and (ii) understanding a thing to exist.
The former sort of existence does not require that the thing thought exist otherwise than in thought.
Anselm uses the example of an artist’s conception of a work before it is actually complete in
material form. The work exists in the mind of the artist. The latter sort of existence is “added to”
the first sort, as, for example, when the artist completes the statue and it subsists apart from the
idea of it in the understanding. A second distinction is made with respect to the concept of a thing.
A thing can be, on the one hand, in the intellect alone, or, on the other hand, in the intellect and in
reality. Purely intellectual existence is equal to potential existence. Potential (intellectual) and real
(actual) existence are thought of as closely related, so that “when an object is thought of as having
potentiality of existence and reality of existence it is also thought of as existing, be that mere
hypothesis, poetic license, deception or error” (Anselm, 91). Whenever we think an object as
combining intellectual and actual existence then it is, at least for thought, understood to exist. This

implies that the actual extramental existence of objects we regard as actual is not something which
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our conception of an object can indicate to us.'>® We cannot, therefore, prove the actual existence

of conceptual existents, from within the vantage point that the argument begins. The fact that
existence belongs to an object contemplated and that it is not therefore hypothetical, false, or
otherwise illusory, “is not contained in the thought of its power to exist or of the reality of its
existence” (Anselm, 92). Barth thus presents existence as a dialectical movement between potential
(intellectual) and real (actual).

The analysis of the spheres of knowledge and existence indicates that the question of
objective existence requires a “special thought” and a correspondingly distinct knowledge and
proof, if these are to come to mind. The question becomes that of the extent to which knowledge
is not merely “what we think, but what we think” (Anselm, 92). To what extent is our idea not
simply a thought-thing, but something standing over against our thinking of it? To what extent
does a datum of knowledge originate also in the circle of existence? The answer to this question is
that a thing is specifically known as both in the understanding and in reality when we know it as
partaking in truth.

The sphere of truth is the third concentric circle. It is the “last outer circle by which the
existence and within the existence, the existence in thought, must be enclosed if a thought, that is
an object that is thought, is to be true” (Anselm, 92). Barth summarizes the relationship between
these three concentric circles of existence, explaining their interaction:

The object then is first of all in reality, then following from that it exists,
then as a consequence of that it can be thought. Without the middle step of
existing what is thought could not be real. Anything in intellectu solo (that
is excluding the esse in re) would be falsum; on the other hand, what is et in
intellectu et in re is identical with what is real because it could not be in re

had it not first existed in reality. As we heard earlier, the truth of a
statement depends on this: that it describes as existing something in fact

123. Barth’s text is dense here, but the whole notion of proof of existence depends on what he argues here (Anseim,
89-100). Barth seems to be repeating Kant's critique of Anselm’s ontological argument, to the effect that there is
no difference between a conceptually well defined concept or nature, and its actual existence. Existence adds nothing
to the nature of the thing analyzed. Barth treats the predication of existence as an intellectual judgment, which as
such does not get us beyond the phenomenal sphere of its origin and the transcendental conditions of its being
intelligible.
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existing. The question of the knowledge of an object must go further than
knowing it as existing (that means, in knowing it as having power and
reality of existence). To be true knowledge, to be knowledge of the truth, it
must press on to knowledge of the existence of the object thus known in
itself, to knowledge of its objectivity. Not till the question of knowledge
reaches this second outer circle, not till it probes whether the object exists
beyond mere thought, is it really in earnest. Not till then does it press into
the third, or inclusive realm of truth. (Anselm, 92-93)

Truth is not simply a relationship among states of consciousness. It is, rather,
symbolically communicated. Language is the medium in which the intellect forms propositions,
which are descriptions of mental states. Words are signs which have a built in ambiguity about
them. They are partially mental and partially real, since they mark in thought the images of the
things which they signify. Signs have an existential status to the extent that they are objects of
thought. Signs are thus mental and real things. This double reference of the sign—its
simultaneous intensive and extensive orientation and reference—gives all propositional claims
concerning existence an ambiguity. That language can be paradoxical has its explanation in this
referential ambiguity. For if words as signs of things are only partly similar to what they signify,
then the task of demonstrating the objectivity and therewith the truth (as adequation of thought and
thing) of our ideas is problematic. On the one hand, such an ambivalence in the definition of a sign
is necessary if any statement is to describe or explain things in themselves, for if signs (ideas) are
understood as contradictory to realities, then we cannot know the relationship of our thought to
things outside of it. Signs must, therefore, as such be similar to the existing entities they
represent, otherwise they could not serve as media to and from reality. On the other hand, this
same ambiguity could lead to an indefinite postponement of the judgment as to what is true
(objective). For, truth requires necessity in the inferences which form the concepts with which we
propositionally express it. The ambiguity of signs (words) implies that we cannot through the
analysis of language alone form an adequate conception of truth. The symbolic or linguistic

mediation of truth poses serious questions for the plausibility of Barth’s proof.
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Anselmic rationality tries to cope with this problemm’ by introducing a distinction, noted
earlier, between contemplating a thing as existing in the understanding, and understanding the
thing contemplated to subsist independently. It tries to account for the “impossible possibility” of
denying the existence of something than which a greater cannot be conceived, by distinguishing
two kinds of objects over which this statement may range. When we regard the sign ‘God’ as an
object, then we can deny that such an object exists. Its existence is a modification of mind on
which it depends and without which it would not be. However, when we see through the sign and
alongside it the object it intends to stand for, then we cannot deny the existence of ‘God,’ for in
this latter relationship, typical of truth, ‘God’ and necessary existence are mutually interpreting.
Barth takes this distinction to be the source of the intellectual error that is always committed in the
statement, “God does not exist.” The “existence” denied when thought remains confined to this

level, is, when compared to the wltima ratio, nonexistent.
Truth is linguistically mediated in the broader sense that it is transmitted by audits, !23

sentences, stories, and reports spoken by human beings, with a specific intent and in the context
of a community of belief which takes certain concepts a standard for rational discourse about God.
We hear of God through words, we learn of the nature of God through creedal descriptions built
up over time and intended to repeat the founding truth of religious belief. Theology is largely an
exercise in the interpretation of signs, and the learning of truth is closely tied to finding ways
through the vast array of signs to their underlying unity in God. “In its grasp of the Christian

message faith is assuredly nothing less than the awareness of a vox significans rem, of a coherent

124. See P4 for Anselm'’s solution.

125. See on the spoken transmission of truth T. F. Torrance, Theological Science (New York: Oxford, 1969), pp.
23-4. Torrance discusses “audits” as part of the complete mediation of Christian truth, in distinction from the
traditional bias toward the visual in our understanding of understanding. See also, Colin Gunton, “Transcendence,
Metaphor, and the Knowability of God,” Journal of Theological Studies 31 (1980), pp. S01-16; and for a fascinating
Catholic study of auditorially communicated meaning, see Francesca Murphy, “The Sound of Analogia Entis,” New
Blackfriars 74 (1993): 508-21 and 557-65. There is a fascinating phenomenology of the auditory in Don [hde,
*“Auditory Imagination,” in F. J. Smith, ed., Phenomenology in Perspective (The Hague: Martinus Nijhof, 1970),
esp. pp. 210-14 on auditory imagination as inner speech.
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continuity that is expressed logically and grammaticaily, which, having been heard, is understood
and now exists in intellectu (Anselm, 24). Barth argues for an independence of the object of faith,
and a priority of existence to knowledge. However, all such argumentation is enveloped within the
linguistic matrix of all of our reasoning. We can only claim exception for the paradox attaching to
all language by an appeal to rhis description as unique and so deserving of special consideration.
Barth recognizes the fragility of knowledge, and, as the next chapter shows, has a view of
language which seeks to overcome the deficiencies in our use of it by interpreting words a having
their primary meaning in God, and thus subordinating our use as derivative.

Truth is not primarily in knowledge, but only secondarily so. It is first truth

in objects: it is primarily truth in itself. Truth that was only in knowledge

would be a broken reed. The same could be said of a truth which was true

only in knowledge and in objects but was not true in itself. But at least it is

in the first place a criterion of truth that it should be truth not only in

knowledge but also in objects. (Anselm, 123)126

Integral to truth as the presupposed structure of rationality, as well as of reasoning, are the

logical and grammatical constraints common to claims to intelligibility. The laws of logic,
grounded in the law of noncontradiction, apply to theological reasoning also. Theology’s scientific
domain is the community of believers (the church and its creedal construction of reality). In

reasoning concerning how God is understood through and in that context of meaning, the

theologian presumes that the knowledge of God lies beneath the surface of the creedal documents

126. See also Anseim, 45-6, where the order of existence to truth is reiterated: “The primary result of these various
relationships is the conception of a ratio peculiar to the object of faith and we can say: if an ontic ratio were to be
proved by means of the knowing ratio of the human faculty of making concepts and judgments, after the object of
faith is given by revelation, then this conception would not be correctly interpreted until we take into account that
Anselm recognizes a third and ultimate ratio, a ratio veritatis. Strictly understood the ratio veritatis is identical with
the ratio summae naturae, that is with the divine Word consubstantial with the Father. It is the ratio of God. Itis
not because it is ratio that it has truth but because God, Truth, has it. This Word is not divine as word, but because
it is begotten by the Father—spoken by him. The following holds good only of all those other rationes with which
the ratio Dei is not identical but which as the ratio of his creation participate in the ratio Dei: Truth is not bound to
it but it to truth.”
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describing God, and is never self-evident. !>’ Truth about God is mediated in creeds and other
texts which require interpretation. Barth sees reasoning as operative in the discovery of the inner
meaning of texts, a meaning which can only be disclosed through the intellectual work of
interpretation. Barth’s description of this activity is an illustration of how he thinks we come to
understand truth through texts.

Within it {the Credo], now this Article, now that Article figures as the
unknown X which is solved in the investigations by means of the Articles
of faith a, b, c, d, [...] which are assumed to be known (without assuming
knowledge of X and to that extent sola ratione). The inquiring theologian
with his capacity for forming concepts and making judgments, is never
assigned the function of determining the fixed point or fixed points from
which the argument is to proceed. His function is rather as follows: on the
one hand, a selection from among the points fixed previously (elsewhere, or
in another way); and on the other hand—and this is his proper task—the
formulation, according to the rules of logic and based upon the law of
contradiction (and within the limits it permits), of the definitions,
conclusions, differentiations and correlations necessary for the resolution of
that X. And so, not mastering the object but being mastered by it—he
achieves true noetic ratio of the object of faith; he attains to the intellectus
fides. (Anselm, 55)128

Truth is thus presupposed as the intentional structure in which God gives unity to the
diversity of particular things and to the whole of reality. It is only because God is the ultimate truth
that lesser truths can obtain. Human rationality, when properly functioning, is itself the means by
which we understand what things are. The only way we can do this is to understand them in their
acts of existence. Because acts of existence are separable from natures or essences according to

which they unfold, it is possible to have a knowledge of the nature of a thing, without perceiving

the thing as existent. This distinction, between nature (essentia) and its actualization (esse) is vital

127. “The truth of the matter, however, is that the central affirmations of the Bible are not self-evident; the Word of
God itself, as witnessed to in the Bible, is not immediately obvious in any of its chapters or verses. On the
contrary, the truth of the Word must be sought precisely, in order to be understood in its deep simplicity. Every
possible means must be used: philological and historical criticism and analysis, careful consideration of the nearer
and the more remote textual relationships, and not least, the enlistment of every device of the conjectural
imagination that is available.” See Karl Barth, Evangelical Theology, tr. Grover Foley, (Grand Rapids: Erdmanns,
1963), p. 35.

128. Barth takes theological ratio to involve “explaining the mutual parts of the Creedo™ (Anselm. p. 66).
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to Anselmic rationality, as Barth interprets it. This concept of truth raises questions concerning the
relationship between existence, reality and understanding. Truth precedes, is superior to, and
orders understanding and existence. Participation in truth thus supplements what existence alone
lacks, or possesses less fully. Truth is thus indispensable for proof, since proof is simply the
delineation of the conditions under which the claim, “God necessarily exists,” can be logically

drawn out. In Barth’s thought these “conditions” include the totality of what was, is, and will be,

as these are the work of the God whose existence he seeks to show.!%’

(c) What is Proved In Anselmic Rationality Can God’s existence be proved? That depends,
obviously enough, on how one conceives of proof.!3 Proof means exhibiting or showing how

reasons given for a conclusion support the claim which the conclusion makes. There are many
strategies of proof (such as mathematical, experimental) but the sort of proof Barth has in mind is
very similar to R. G. Collingwood’s understanding of philosophic proof.

Our knowledge that the square on the hypotenuse is equal to the sum of the
squares on the other two sides depends (I speak for myself) on the proof.
These are cases ... in which we intuitively apprehend the conclusion
without the proof; but normally the proof is our only source of assurance
that the conclusion is true. In philosophy this is not so; we know this
normally without any proof at all; and the service which the proof does for
us is not to assure us that it is so, but to show us why it is so, and thus

129. See also Daniel Day Williams, “The Concept of Truth in Karl Barth’s Theology,” Religious Studies 6 (1970),
pp. 137-45; and Rowan Williams, “The Unity of Christian Truth,” New Blackfriars 70 (1989), pp. 85-95.

130. Anselm’s argument has provoked the strangest sort of division among the best minds in philosophical history.
Aquinas and Kant thought it a mistake, whereas Leibniz and Hegel are convinced that it is a central truth of Christian
knowledge of God. Katherine Rogers represents one end of the faith-reason spectrum, taking the sola ratione to
mean that reason can prove God’s existence independently of divine revelation. See Katherine Rogers, “Can
Christianity be Proven?: St. Anselm of Canterbury on Faith and Reason,” in Joseph C. Schnaubelt et. al., eds.,
Anselm Studies: An Occasional Journal I[I (White Plains, New York: Kraus International Publication, 1988), 459-
79. On the other end of the faith-reason spectrum, in relation to Anselm’s argument, is Robert S. Hartman, who
defends the revealed status claimed by Barth for the rational insight which drives the argument in P2 and P3 and
gives the conclusion plausibility. See his essay, “Prolegomena to a Meta-Anselmian Axiomatic,” Review of
Metaphysics 14 (1961), 637-75. An energetically argued and fascinating middle position, which denies that
Anselm’s insight is in fact a divinely revealed name and which interprets the argument as a pragmatic rule for
formulating theological descriptions of God and God’s agency, may be found in Ingolf U. Dalferth, “Fides quaerens
intellectum: Theologie als Kunst der Argumentation in Anselms Proslogion,” Zeitschrift fir Theologie und Kirche
81 (1984), pp. 54-105.
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enable us to know it better.131
Barth understands proof as drawing out the implications of that rationality which is present
in faith, due to the rationality of faith’s object. Fundamental to assessing Barth’s project is the fact
that he sees proof as a movement of thought which is a transition from faith (credere) to an

enjoyment in the understanding (intelligere) of the object believed.'3* 1t is not the case, however,

that Barth presupposes God’s existence as such and in itself to be necessary for his argument to
advance. The object with which the argument begins, as noted above, is a thought-thing. Such an
object enjoys a diminished but real mode of existence, and possesses a logic which is clarified in

the fact that the object contemplated is a name, a material content.'3

A controversial feature of Barth’s strategy is the way in which it begins with our common
sense familiarity with objects, a dimension he calls existence, and then seeks to argue to something
partly similar to, but largely dissimilar from, the initial existential starting point. Barth seeks to tie
into the psychological certitude of immediate experience, as expressed in his use of the subject-
object paradigm, and take this certitude into a transcendent level of discussion of an object which is

purely subject (lacking physical properties). This beginning with existence gives the argument an

131. R. G. Collingwood, Essay on Philosophic Method, p. 140, cited from M. W. Sinnett, “Another
Mathematician’s Apology: Theological Reflections Upon the Role of Proof in Mathematics,” Scottish Journal of
Theology 46 (1993), p. 347. Barth himself takes up this theme using, strangely enough, the same Pythagorean
example as his starting point. See his Ethics 1928-29, discussed in the concluding chapter.

132. “The Proof that is to be worked out on the assumption of this designation of God will not be an analytic but a
synthetic proposition. In that it corresponds to its object” (Anselm, 89).

133. This point has clearly set forth by Robert Scharlemann. “It is often overlooked—Barth's ‘Barthian’ or ‘neo-
orthodox’ reputation tends to overshadow interpretations of his theology—that in his treatise on Anselm’s name of
God [...] what Barth spoke of as the presupposition ( Voraussetzung) of faith was not the existence of God. Barth did
not claim that faith presupposes the existence of God which then understanding tries to make clear or demonstrate.
Instead, what faith presupposes is the identification of God with the name ‘that than which no greater can be
thought’. And the point of the demonstration is to show that, given this name, the mind, by nothing more than a
reflection on the meaning of the name, can arrive at the knowledge of the real existence of the one it names. Barth
was explicit in recognizing that the Anselmian-Augustinian phrase involved is not a definition of the essence of God
but, initially, the formulation of a rule of thinking. But it is that rule given in a name, that is to say, in a thought-
object which, when reflected upon, leads the mind to a knowledge of what it names.” See “God as Not-Other:
Nicholas of Cusa’s De li Non Aliud,” in Robert S. Scharlemann, ed., Naming God (New York: Paragon House,
1985), pp. 117-8.
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empirical force. It speaks of God as an object, and it emphasizes that God does exist like other
objects, with the attendant obligation to explain how reason can correctly (truly) represent the
object of inquiry by imitating its structure in intellectual representation. However, this realist
tendency is qualified by the negative element, which implies that no direct reference to God is
possible, not because God lacks reality, but because God instantiates it so excellently that it

escapes all of our categories for conceptualizing reality.'>* Reference to this mysterious God is

accomplished by use of a logical argument, one which involves a combination of negative and

positive factors.!33

The negative factors are indicated in two claims—first, that God is greater than anything
which can be conceived. This greater is important, for it is clearly not a positive description of
God. The comparative form of the claim reflexively distances any concepts from this object. The
negative element is thus applied to reasoning about God’s nature. The second claim not only
states that God is greater than anything we can think of, but also stipulates that God is something
which cannot be thought. There is thus a double negativity at work in Anselmic rationality, the
total effect of which is to subordinate reason to God’s nature. The failure of reason to comprehend
God is not a flaw of reason. On the contrary, reason’s power and limit are noticed only in the
attempt to grasp its own basis in God. Nonetheless, reason must recognize that God is its negative

limit, otherwise it would confuse the creature and the creator, which is folly. God’s nature is

134. “Every theological statement is an inadequate expression of its object. [...] Every one of the categories known
to us by which we attempt to conceive him is, in the last analysis, not really one of his categories at all. God
shatters every syllogism™ (Anselm, p. 29).

135. To refer to the mystery of God is not to purposely obfuscate the problem of knowledge with respect to God.
Mystery is our awareness of the inscrutable but true conjunction of two freedoms, the divine and the human, in the
disciplining of faith and knowledge by obedience or action in the world. The divine mystery is not eliminated by
human knowing, but is rightly regarded as an integral aspect of our attempts to know the being we speak of in
theological and philosophical discourse. On this important theme see, for example: Michael B. Foster, Mystery and
Philosophy (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1957); Denys Turner, “De-Centring Theology,” Modern Theology
2 (1986): 125-43; “The Art of Unknowing: Negative Theology in the Late Middle Ages,” Modern Theology 14
(1998): 473-88; and Mark L. McIntosh, Mystical Theology: The Integrity of Theology and Spirituality (Oxford:
Blackwell, 1998).
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incomprehensible in virtue of the fact that it is unique. Thus, underlying the negativity of the
argument is a superabundant positivity. However, the positive element in Barth’s argument is not
a given structure in human reasoning (say, its transcendental subjectivity, an alleged religious a
priori, or any other capability it possesses as intellect), but the donating activity of God’s self-
presencing. Barth sees the basis of reality in a God who accommodates human finitude and
creatureliness and not in a God who is accommodated to the conditions (real or imagined) of
reason as decisively constituted before any of its interaction with existence. Reason is partly given
in and with the make up of human intellect, for otherwise no proof (no rational discourse) could
come about. But it is largely constituted by that which is given to it and that upon which it acts.
This is true of its empirical, as well as its metaphysical, uses.

Barth applies his conception of reality as a relationship of three concentric circles to the
question of a proof of God’s existence. He argues as follows: (1) “The real meaning of Existence
as attributed to God, even if attributed only in thought,” is that “it is impossible to conceive of God
as existing only as a concept” (Anselm, 97). (2) Existence generally means existence obtaining
without respect to a thing being thought or not. (3) An object’s reality and its being thought of
logically entail that it exists. (4) Reality by itself “demands both its existence and true thinking of
its existence” (Anselm, 97). (5) Cognitive comprehension of an object’s existence in reality
depends upon its prior reality. (6) The decision as to whether an object exists and is being rightly
conceived is made in neither the sphere of existence nor that of knowledge, but is made outside of
these spheres, “on the basis of Truth itself’ (Anselm, 97). “This decisive Truth is God™ (Anselm,
97). The conclusion of this argument is that God is the repository of truth and that he as such
decides when our cognition and the existence of its objects are rightly related, i.e., when we are
thinking something real and thinking it in the way that its own nature requires.

The centre of the proof is Anselm’s initial description of God as quo maius cogitari nequit
(something than which nothing greater can be conceived). The operative implication of this
description is that God is that which it is greater to be than not to be, which is a quantitative claim
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about power, and God is at the same time something which possesses all those attributes which it
is better to have than to lack, which is a claim about goodness as perfection (greatness). The God
so described is regarded as fundamentally different from all of created reality; God has supremely

what it has by way of dependence and participation. Now, the previously noted distinction
between essence (essentia) and existence (esse)!¢ becomes a way of expressing this fundamental

difference between God and all that is created, which is everything else that is not identical with
God’s nature itself. The sort of reasoning by which we distinguish merely intellectual existence
from existence both in the intellect and in reality is made possible by the fact that the variety of
natures existing in time and space are already participating in the ultimate truth from which they
derive. We noted above that Barth thinks of the rationality of thought as capable of dependence on
objects outside of thought because both partake of a ratio which is theirs by participation in truth.
It is possible through the power of memory or rational representation, to conceive of a thing
without its presence affecting thought. This suggests a separability of the what of things (their
essentia), by which we make identity descriptions, from the that, or, the external actualization of
the things thought of (its act of existing, or esse), through which we make demonstrative
descriptions. When a thing is present to us and forms our concept of it through its standing out
from mere idea into the sphere of existence, it is impossible to use language to both name the thing
and deny its existence. In the absence of the object, and thus contemplating only its idea, one can
describe it and deny its existence. This second sort of judgment is what the fool does: he makes a
rational, because intelligible, statement which is false because the fool has not understood that to
name God as the object of my experience, God as present in mind through God’s own presencing
action.

This chapter is intended to elaborate the meaning of Anselmic rationality in Barth’s study of

136. Barth thinks that the logical breakthrough in the Proslogion over the Monologion, is that the former is able to
keep these two metaphysical concepts separate, and to use the distinction to show a dependence of the intellect on a
donation from outside of it in order to think of God as existent. The impetus of this distinction is to continually
keep thought moving away from itself toward a goal which is infinite and thus incomprehensible.

127



Anselm. It claims only to show how Barth reads Anselm, and makes no claims concerning the
more elaborate task of checking Barth’s interpretation. Indeed, Barth’s book tells us more about
Barth than Anselm, even though his historical and philosophical grasp of Anselm’s texts and
culture is formidable. Anselmic rationality is primarily the attempt to show that there is one
necessary being and that being is identical with the one we call God. The rational purpose of the
proof is not apologetic, but didactic. It is not intended to bring about faith, for it cannot get under
way without faith’s operation in the beginning. It is not, however, a simple reiteration of biblical
assumptions. Theology, as science, begins when scripture quoting ends.

The proof, as Barth conceives of it, rehearses the transforming event of revelation and
seeks to give this event a foundational place for all of our thinking about God. After God enters
the life of the mind, a knowledge is operative on the understanding which changes its former
measure of itself. Reason is seen to be remotely related to God’s own internal awareness, which is
a self-differentiated three-in-oneness, in which one being is (somehow) objective to itself as
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. If God is such that it is not possible even to conceive of God’s
nonexistence, then here is a certainty which transcends all of the certainties which philosophy
seeks to articulate and use. Indeed, here is a certainty which can then underwrite all such quests
for certitude in thought. God’s existence is a precondition for all other existent things, but it is not
self-evident to us, even if it is such to God himself.

Knowledge of God’s reality-existence is analogous to other empirical beliefs in that it
compels us to assent to it as a deliverance of immediate conscious experience. God is wholly
immanent, and therefore self-evidently present with the things of extended space. God is wholly
transcendent, and can act outside of space-time, and thus outside of the confines of empirical
reasoning. The faith with which this argument begins has this same epistemic status: we are
certain that there is an object we are experiencing, but we know nothing of its nature or inner
constitution until we take further steps and test the meaning of our experience. The proof is how

Barth tests faith. The interplay of rationality and necessity is the way in which the certainty of
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belief, enters into the understanding. Such reasoning, though, is not a substitute for faith. Itis a
special confirmation of it, which has lasting consequences for how we reason concerning the God
it indirectly describes. Thus Barth tries to hold together the twofold nature of reason as a critical
self-understanding, as well as an understanding sent on its way by faith.

Barth’s argument clearly seeks to ground theological reason without making systematic use
of philosophical categories. The problem here is that if reason is to be a practicing critical reason,
one which limits the scope of its own application through analysis of its power to discriminate real
from illusory, value from fact, or interpretation from event interpreted, then it must have at its
disposal a way of relating its own activity to a standard outside of itself. For critical philosophy,

too, the problem is how to deduce the origin of my ideas, or how we may get back to the thing-in-
itself?'3” Critical reason is propelled by a scepticism it never completely overcomes, so it can

never arrive at a certitude which can function for it as a criterion for ordering the degree to which
its own thinking products are its own or partake of what is real. Barth’s argument answers the
problem of certainty in reasoning: it argues that thought, its objects, and the origin of both coincide
in God, but in 2 God who cannot even be entertained theoretically as nonexistent.

Barth suspends, though he does not eliminate, the creedal and scriptural sources of our
knowledge of God and treats Anselm’s insight as a hypothesis which he wishes to test. Based on
a distinction between merely intellectual and both intellectual and real, he concludes that God
cannot be a merely intellectual entity. Based on a distinction between God as the only necessarily
existent being and all other beings, Barth concludes to the fact that truly to think of God is to be
unable conceptually to deny God’s existence. To truly thinking of God is to be in God’s
presence—to have God present to the mind through gracious inclusion in God’s life. If it cannot

convincingly argue from existence to God, then Barth’s argument makes no sense.

137. For a fascinating study of Kant’s problem of the Ding an sich which interprets the thing-in-itself as modeled on
the way God is object in negative theology, see Merold Westphal “In Defense of the Thing in Itself,” Kant-Studien
59 (1968), pp. 118-41.
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What is at stake here is not just the right way to seek God, but in addition
God’s presence, on which the whole grace of Christian knowledge
primarily depends, the encounter with him which can never be brought
about by all our searching for God however thorough it may be, although it
is only to the man who seeks God with a pure heart that this encounter

comes. (Anselm, 38)
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CHAPTER FOUR: Conclusion
I

Summary of the Argument Presented '3® In presenting Karl Barth’s conception of the

necessity but insufficiency of reason in our knowledge of God, I have explicated three themes in
Barthian rationality. First, I argued that philosophic reasoning is a metadiscourse which
determines the bounds of rational thought for both philosophy and theology. Philosophy and
theology have a basis in truth so that these disciplines operate in similar ways. They differ in the
orientation of their tasks: with philosophy grounded in human subjectivity, and theology in God,
the “Object who is always subjcct."l:"9 Theology begins with a revealed concept which also

constitutes it. This concept derives from an event and takes us to the border between thought and
existence. This concept is the thought of the inextricable and nonidentical union of thought and
existence. Theology moves from the top down, conceptually redescribing the world in light of the
truth it is given in the event of revelation, and an accumulated body of creedal beliefs. Barth does
not regard philosophy as a universal method. Its classical role in the modern period was to
determine for each intellectual discipline (history, biology, literature, etc.) what its methodological

constants are, but not to determine a priori what its content ought to be. It is a metadiscourse, but

138. Questions raised in the course of this summary section will be dealt with in subsequent sections of this chapter.

139. In a later essay contributed to a Festschrift for his philosopher brother Heinrich, Karl focuses on the sequence
by which the practices of philosophy and theology arrange the “order of the components of the one Truth.” Many
problems are shared by philosopher and theologian. “The matter of idea and appearance, the causa prima {...] and
those causa secundae [...] moved by it, the ‘thing in itself” and its theoretical-practical apperception, the logos [...]
and reason, the spirit and its self-development, transcendence (perhaps also essence) and existence, being and
existence,—signified in that way or similarly, conceptual pairs, sharply distinguishing and precisely connecting at
the same time, appear also to be situated in the inquiry and the doctrine as well as the discussion of the philosopher.
And at least something like an analogy of endeavours intrudes here and there.” The only order possible for theology
is to follow after the incarnational dynamic of concrete revelation. “For the path of Jesus Christ clearly leads from
above to below and from there back towards the above, from the condescension of the Creator to the elevation of the
creation and not the reverse.” Any rational ascension from creation to creator must be guaranteed by the prior
elevation of the thinker. To rightly know God, one must first be included in the circle of the divine self-knowledge.
This is the vantage point from which theology must take its start, not as some ecstatic flight away from the real,
but as that point from within the real to which God’s revealing act and word directs us. See “Philosophy and
Theology,” in H. Martin Rumscheidt, ed., The Way of Theology in Karl Barth: Essays and Comments (Allison
Park, Penn.: Pickwick Publications, 1986), pp. 82, 90.
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not in the sense of constructing or possessing some one truth to which all rational inquiry must
conform. Philosophy is a metadiscourse in the sense that it discovers the nature and limits of
rationality, from which it need not follow that rationality has any universal datum which all rational
discipline must contain. Philosophy cannot prescribe for any and every rational inquiry how it
must proceed. Philosophy is a metadiscourse primarily in its elucidation of logical principles.
Erroneous reasoning is erroneous reasoning in all intellectual disciplines.

One important philosophical discovery is that human reasoning operates in a tension
between two fundamental orientations in thought: realism and idealism. Those occupying these
distinct and contradictory orientations each think that they are closest to the truth. The realist
interprets transcendence as an epiphenomenon of the soul's operations registering in the human
mind, and offers to explain the real character of the spiritual (mental) dimension which idealism
claims to be better able to explain. Each of these orientations seek to dialectically include the other.
Barth regards philosophy as synthetic in character, seeking to include through its dialectical
movement more and more insight into reality and truth. Theology cannot avoid philosophical
language and concepts. However, theology must not repeat within its own domain of reasoning
the attempted dialectical absorbtion in which philosophy’s foundational polarities (idealist and
realist) seek to include their opposite in a reductionistic monism. Nor can theology simply reduce
the ideal and the real to its own mode of conceptuality, producing a dialectically achieved concept
which then purports to be absolutely true or authoritative. The advent of the theological alters the
conception of reason at its source or origin. It does not insert an idea of God in the place of either
ideal or real and thereby seek to displace these orientations of thought, and what comes to
understanding through them. We need not choose between ideal and real, for theology provides a
new vantage point or reference in relation to which both ideal and real are seen as problems for
faith seeking understanding, and not absolute opposites within which understanding faith must
take its place. Reason must be a critical reasoning, which implies the distinction in thought

between a discursive temporal function of thinking and a nontemporal and categorial set of
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concepts for judging discursive thought. 140

The improper demand that theological rationality occupy philosophy’s own foundational
structures, excludes ab initio the possibility of an alternative viewpoint to the one which
philosophy furnishes. Barth’s strategy involves starting with philosophy’s purportedly absolute
foundations in an idealist and realist polarity, and then making this philosophical position itself one
pole in a relationship which has God for it opposite, other, or complement. This is not a violation
of Barth’s warning not to replace philosophy’s dialectic with one of its own, for God as opposite
is not simply an idea or concept which counters other ideas or concepts. God is a living, dynamic
being, with mind, will and power which can and do deviate from human mind, will, and power.
As such, God as other is not fixable in the symmetrical way that ideal and real are fixable as polar
complements or opposites. Moreover, as was shown, God is infinite and this infinity puts an end
to all proportional analogies which compare God and creature (about which more discussion will
soon follow).

Second, it was shown that the particular sort of knowledge which concerns Barth is
knowledge of God. This undertaking is problematic in at least two senses. First, because in

Barth’s understanding faith in God is a prerequisite for understanding God. Faith is prerequisite

140. On Barth’s relationship to philosophy, see also: Graham White, “Karl Barth’s Theological Realism,” Neue
Zeitschrift fiir systematische Theologie 26 (1984), pp. 54-70; Mark Helme, “Barth and Philosophy,” Heythrop
Journal 22 (1981), pp. 285-89; Daniel Day Williams, “Brunner and Barth on Philosophy,” The Journal of Religion
27 (1947), pp- 241-54; James Kincade, “Karl Barth and Philosophy,” The Journal of Religion 40 (1960), pp. 161-
69; J. C. Thomas, “The Epistemology of Karl Barth,” Heythrop Journal 18 (1977), pp. 383-98; John E. Smith,
“The Significance of Karl Barth’s Thought for the Relationship Between Philosophy and Theology,” Union
Seminary Quarterly Review 28 (1972), pp. 15-30; Jean-Loup Seban, “Barth, Karl (1886-1968),” Routledge
Encyclopedia of Philosophy 10 volumes, (New York: Routledge, 1998), 1: 651-56; Jacob Taubes, “Theodicy and
Theology: A Philosophical Analysis of Karl Barth’s Dialectical Theology,” The Journal of Religion 34 (1954), pp.
231-43; Josef Smolik, “Philosophy of History (K. Barth and J. L. Hromé4dka),” Communio Viatorum 12 (1969),
pp- 113-20; Dietrich Korsch, Dialektische Theologie nach Karl Barth (Tiibingen: J. C. B. Mohr (Paul Siebeck),
1996); Trutz Rendtorff, ed., Die Realisierung der Freiheit (Giitersloh: Giitersloher Verlagshaus Gerd Mohn, 1975);
Alastair McKinnon, “Barth’s Relationship to Kierkegaard: Some Further Light,” Canadian Journal of Theology 13
(1967), pp- 31-41. Three works are indicative of the growing interest in Barth’s thought on ethics. Nigel Biggar,
The Hastening That Waits: Karl Barth’s Ethics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993); John Webster, Barth's
Ethics of Reconciliation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995); and Nigel Biggar, ed., Reckoning with
Karl Barth: Essays in Commemoration of Karl Barth's Birth (London: Mowbray, 1998).
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not in the obvious and banal sense that only if one believes God exists does one believe that God
exists. It is requisite in that given a specific name for God one can reason to certain profoundly
important conclusions concemning God’s nature. This name as a criterion for argument is a matter
of faith since Barth thinks that the name which can give rise to such important argumentation is a
revealed name, not an inherence in the natural structure of reason and/or reality. Nature and
knowledge of God are given in distinct ways, ways which Barth insists must remain
fundamentally and permanently distinguished. Second, because Barth so understands the nature of
bhuman knowing and the accessibility of the divine being, that knowledge of God can only occur as
a miracle. Reason is understood as that power of a higher faculty of thought which schematizes
our perception of the world. Reason is basically dialectical in form, and this means it has the
power to integrate diverse kinds of practical reasoning. Dialectic is for Barth a Realdialektik, an
interaction of thought with the processes of existent things through an internalization of that in their

existence which is communicable to human sensing. 141

Barth’s conception of dialectic is limited to things which are related in time and space and
since God is totally other, no dialectical understanding of God is possible. Barth’s conception of
reason is fragmented and paradoxical. Reason must think its origin in order to understand its own
character, but it cannot do this, for the presence of God causes the structures of reason to dissolve.
The most one can do is glimpse God in the higher categories of thought, and thus in a highly
abstract manner. Barth affirms a constructive activity of the mind, but one in which memory and a
“thinking after” (nachdenken), or reflection on what has been given in experience, is the goal of
construction are normative. Revelation is not insight into structures of natural reason disclosed by

a priori reflection on reason in isolation from the world. Revelation is an event which shatters,

141. Barth’s position seems to involve something like an intellectual intuition of physical objects, yet his
acceptance of a Kantian view of knowing would rule this out. Barth is not sufficiently systematic in his description
of the philosophical ideas he uses to ascertain how he imagines this dialectical interaction to be thought through.
For a philosophical ontology which has much in common with Barth’s, see Julian Hartt, Being Known and Being
Revealed, (Stockton, California: College of the Pacific Philosophy Institute Publications, 1957).
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because it overwhelms, the categories of reason. In its most important operations, reason is
passive, for it is essentially a tool for gathering knowledge of reality, and reality has an integrity of
its own not altered by our thinking of it. It is thought, and not things, which are altered in our acts
of cognition.

The third claim advanced here was that Barth’s Anselmic rationality is an attempt to solve
the problem of how the object of faith is related to a reason which is dialectically constituted.

Here, the emphasis shifts from thinking to its ontological conditions. Barth never thinks of faith
and reason as antithetical, but as complementary. 142 However, he accepts the modern account of

theoretical knowledge as setting the limits within which the question of reasoning about God must
be answered. Anselmic rationality has a Cartesian form, in that it presents the problem as an
epistemological one: How can I know the ontological status of the idea of God? Is this idea purely
intentional, or does it have extension also? Barth’s reconstruction of Anselmic rationality discloses
a Kantian influence: It accepts the restriction of pure reason to the domain of phenomena, which
are problematically thought to originate in noumena. Barth tries to argue that God can be known
through the context of existence in general. God is “objective” just in the sense that God is able to

be active in and through the domain of nature. Nature is the proper context of experience.

142. “In believing the Christian owes everything to the object of his faith: the incomprehensible fact that he may
not only be in relation to this object, but may be active in this being. [...] Faith is simply following, following its
object. Faith is going a way which is marked out and prepared. Faith does not realize anything new. It does not
invent anything. It simply finds that which is already there for the believer and also for the unbeliever” (CD 2, p.
742). Faith is a receptive disposition of mind. Faith is a knowledge with three distinct aspects. “It is an
acknowledgement, a recognition and a confession [Anerkennen, Erkennen, Bekennen),” all of which are variations on
the German concept of kennen. “And as the object and the basis is the same in every case, so in every case it is an
active knowledge. Why a knowledge? As we have seen, underlying it there is the presupposition of a creative
event—the being and activity of Jesus Christ in the power of His Holy Spirit awakening man to faith. As the event
of a human act on this basis, faith is a cognitive event, the simple taking cognisance of the preceding being and
work of Jesus Christ. But we are not dealing with an automatic reflection, with a stone lit up by the sun, or wood
kindled by a fire, or a leaf biown by the wind. We are dealing with man. It is therefore a spontaneous, a free, an
active event. This active aspect is expressed in the three terms: acknowledgement, recognition, and confession” (CD
172, p. 758). For a study which develops this following after aspect of faith, see Robert Scharlemann, The Reason
of Following: Christology and the Ecstatic I (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991), esp. pp. 116-30, where
he develops a concept of reason as acolouthetic, alongside reason as theoretical, practical, and aesthetic. See also CD
U1, p. 214.
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Experience is not simply the relationship which holds between a thinking subject and an object.
Experience is a complex interpretive framework into which new relationships are integrated. 143

The proof of God which Barth develops combines psychological and logical factors. The
experience of natural objects is so entirely bound up with the thought of their existence, prior to
any analytic activity we bring to bear on that experience, as to command our assent of necessity. It
is the psychological compulsion of this aspect of experience in general, which Barth analogically
shifts into the experience of faith that God is real or objective, even though God is an unparalleled
object. Barth’s claim is not that the logical operation produces the experience of God. It produces
understanding, which is for him the chief benefit of the method he is developing. The God who is
something than which a greater cannot be conceived is conceived as a contradiction whenever this
God’s nonexistence is taken as possible, i.e., as something which is buried in the recesses of the
human mind and is therefore discoverable therefrom.

Thinking of God in this manner is thinking with ideas which are transparent to what is
communicated through them. Ideas have an ontologically ambivalent status which gives them a
double reference. In that reference in which ideas are discovered to be modifications of the human
mind and so direct our thought to their subjective origin, ideas are mental entities. They originate
in the mind which creates and manipulates them. In a second reference, ideas can direct our
thought to the objects which they represent in thought. When ideas operate in this second sense, in

forgetfulness of their subjective origin, they are what I call transparent and as such they are not

143. Barth thinks that experience is the complex domain in which we come to know the world around us. Knowing
an object, a thing in the world, is being determined by it in such a way that we are aware of our awareness of an
object, we are, that is, conscious of the identity of the object with our thinking of it and the difference between the
object and my thinking it (see CD I/1, p. 198). Experience is our capacity to be shaped by the objects we perceive,
to become them in the mode of mentally representing them. But it does not follow for Barth that God, as
experienceable, is a datum of our environment. Against the “Cartesian” imperative that “nothing [...] is it to be
recognized as religiously valid but what can be found in the reality present to us and produced again out of our direct
experience” (Karl Holl), Barth argues that “we do not find the Word of God in the reality present to us. Rather—and
this is something quite different—the Word of God finds us in the reality present to us” (CD I/1, pp. 195-6).
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obstacles to perceiving objects. '** The idea which proves God’s existence must be transparent if it
is to relay the objectivity (existence reference) which is the goal of the proof. God himself,
according to Barth, establishes this objectivity whenever our ideas are used to refer to God. It is
established through the activity of God who is more than idea. When we contemplate this idea, it
overtakes us. This is the meaning of participation in Barth’s thought. We know God through

being included in God’s own self-knowledge. > The event of revelation, which is what is meant
by the knowledge of God, is not different in form from any other kind of valid knowledge of
reality.'*¢ The truth of knowledge—and this means the certitude we may possess concerning the

power of our ideas to communicate reality—is, in the case of our knowledge of God, ensured by
the action of God himself (presence as inner perception of his other). This action is our
participation in God, and participation is itself mediated by “sound reason:”

The power of the transition [from ignorance and unbelief to faith and
knowledge] is the power of this particular divine seeing and thinking and
speaking. Its effect is, therefore, something that takes place to and in the
reason of each one. It is a receiving in which the divine seeing and thinking
and speaking in Jesus Christ finds its response in a human, Christian seeing
and understanding and knowing, in an awakening and enlightenment of the
reason. To bring about this response is the operation of the power of which
we speak. In accordance with the nature and the particular attitude of God

144. In the discussion of Descartes below I elaborate on this ontological duality of ideas.

145. “From eternity and in eternity God is knowable to Himself. For this reason and in this way He is also
knowable among us and for us. It is because this is so that the foundation of our knowledge of God is so sure, and
the knowledge of God such a powerful and irresistible event. How can there be opposition, how can there be doubt
and difficulty, when we have to do with the actualization of an eternal possibility, God’s own possibility? When
God is really known, the decision which is made contains within itself the cognizance that God is knowable, and that
He is knowable on the strength of His own being and activity. Although this decision is taken only in faith, in
time, and in the dialectic of our thinking, which is a human and not a divine thinking, it has all the weight which is
proper to it, because God is knowable to Himself.” (CD II/1, p. 67)

146. “The secular form without the divine content is not the Word of God and the divine content without the secular
form is also not the Word of God. We can neither stop at the secular form as such nor can we fly off beyond this
and try to enjoy the divine content alone. The one would be realistic theology, the other idealistic theology, and
both bad theology.” (CD I/I, p. 175) On the tension in Christian thought between the logical form of its
conceptuality and speech, and God as the ultimate content described in penultimate descriptions, see Dietrich Ritschi,
The Logic of Theology: A Brief Account of the Relationship between Basic Concepts in Theology (Philadelphia:
Fortress Press, 1987), pp. 78-97.
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to each one, it will be the particular answer of each one. But it will be a

logical answer corresponding to the logical attitude of God. In virtue of this

power man will be one who sees and understands and knows. If it did not

have this effect it would not be this power. (CD IV/2, p. 313)147

I want to conclude this study of Barth by a consideration of two aspects of his thought, one
focusing on its subjective and epistemic side, the other a consideration of his ontology of
knowledge. A comparison with the method of Descartes shows surprising common ground
between he and Barth on this question, but it also highlights the distinctive way in which Barth
regards reason as operating in his own science, that of theology. The final section in this chapter
contrasts the classical doctrine of analogy of being with Barth’s attempt at a radical reversal of that
tradition in his concept of the analogy of faith.
II

Barth’s Cartesianism'*® For Descartes human reason is theoretically grounded in

special features of the mind’s natural constitution: the innate idea of God 14° which guarantees that

reasoning will have a valid outcome. But how does this claim work in Descartes? The idea of
God possesses formally (objectively) the perfections of God by which all ideas are so constituted
that the natural power of reasoning, which is informed and constituted by the idea of God, can

147. Paul Ricoeur has noted that the notion of participation involves the concept of analogy as part of the logic
which explains how participation occurs. “To participate means, approximately, to have partially what another
possesses or is fully. As a result the struggle for an adequate concept of participation underpins the struggle for an
adequate concept of analogy.” See Paul Ricoeur, The Rule of Metaphor: Multi-disciplinary Studies of the Creation
of Meaning in Language, tr. Robert Czerny, et. al., (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1977), p. 274.

148. For a good general introduction to what is meant by Cartesianism in Christian theology, see Gordon E.
Michalson, “Cartesianism” in Alister E. McGrath, et. al., eds., The Blackwell Encyclopedia of Modern Christian
Thought (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1993), pp. 67-71.

149. The idea of God is “simply the concept corresponding to” the expression (Letters, 10S; to Mersenne, June 16,
1641). See Meditation 3 (PW 2: 26); Lerters, 104. See also PW 1: 303-4, and 199-200, where it becomes apparent
that the designation of ideas as innate is intended to answer the question of the genesis of the idea of God. “When
people have an idea of some intricate machine, they generally know where they got the idea from; but we do not in
the same way have a recollection of the idea of God being sent to us from God, since we have always possessed it.
Accordingly, we should not go on to inquire into the source of our being, given that we have within us an idea of
the supreme perfections of God” (Principles, Pt. 1, §20; PW 1: 199-200). This possession amounts to the innate
capacity in our minds for “summoning up the idea™ of God (PW 2: 132).
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have certainty of the truth of its ideas, whenever they are clear and distinct ideas.'5° On this model

of cognition God does not act directly to invest ideas in the human mind. God always acts through
things and ideas are the fundamental currency through which intellectual contact with things takes

place. Yet, for Descartes (contra the scholastics) we do not derive from things our knowledge of
their natures. The movement is always from ideas in the thinking subject outward.!’! In

Descartes’s method something strange happens to ideas, which become the media of our
knowledge both of ourselves, of God, and of the natural world.
It is part of Descartes’s originality that he should speak of the idea of God at all. The

tradition knows of ideas (exemplars of things) in God, but never an exemplar of God in idea.!5?

In Descartes the ontological status of ideas is ambiguated. Ideas possess a reality of their own
quite independent of their representational functions. The idea of God is rather like a paradigmatic
and perfect criterion which formally structures clear and distinct conception so that when I clearly
and distinctly perceive an idea in my mind, this self-awareness is already a guarantee that its

content is also true. The invention of mind consists in discriminating within the power of thought

150. See here, in addition to Meditation 3, Principles of Philosophy, I, a. 30 (PW I, p. 203). Clear and distinct
perception is true because our minds are the effect and abiding light of God’s natural ordering of things. The “light
of nature or faculty of knowledge which God gave us can never encompass any object which is not true in so far as it
is indeed encompassed by this faculty, that is, in so far as it is clearly and distinctly perceived” (PW 1: 203).

151. See his letter to Gibieuf, 19 January 1642, (Letters, p. 123): “You inquire about the principle by which I claim
to know that the idea I have of something is not an idea made inadequate by the abstraction of my intellect. 1 derive
this knowledge purely from my own thought or consciousness. I am certain that I can have no knowledge of what is
outside me except by means of the idea I have within me; and so I take great care not to relate my judgments
immediately to things in the world, and not to attribute to such things anything positive which I do not first
perceive in the ideas of them.”

152. See Roger Ariew and Marjorie Grene, “Ideas, in and before Descartes,” Journal of the History of Ideas 56
(1995), pp- 87-106. The authors note how Descartes transforms the traditional concept of ideas. His criterion of
clarity and distinctness conflates the objectivity of ideas and their subjective imitation of an object, so that an idea is
“both the act of thinking and what is thought of as the object of thought” (p. 99). That Descartes’s first readers
were confused by his description of God as an ideas in the mind is stated in Caterus’s objection.
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a normative faculty (and method) for judging the veracity, or lack of it, in our perceptions.'>® The
idea of God is thus thought to be constitutive of the possibility of offering justification for the sort
of rationality which Descartes is seeking.'>* Descartes is not saying we directly intuit God. '3
God is already given in the light of nature. What the method does is bring this to mind in such a
way that we see that without this specific God there could be no grounded rational discourse, and
without reason there could be no knowledge of this God, in the imaging of whom our very minds

are alive. The idea of God is sufficient to prove the world since it contains “more objective reality”
than any ideas of “finite substance” do. !¢ If it is possible, thinks Descartes, that any of my ideas
could be proved merely probable (and so less than certain), then none of my ideas will have the
status of knowledge. It does not follow from this that when some ideas are capable of being
shown certain, that all will immediately have this status. When Descartes invokes the existence of
God, he is devising a method which is formally similar to what Barth tries to work out in his own

method.

153. In fan Hacking’s economic summary, Descartes “invented” the mind by “putting sensations and beliefs into the
same organ.” See Ian Hacking, “Is the End in Sight for Epistemology?” The Journal of Philosophy 77 (1980), p.
579. On how Descartes uses clear and distinct ideas foundationally to order, and even amend, ideas which are not
clear and distinct (a class which includes all ideas other than God and the self), see Alan Nelson, “Descartes’s
Ontology of Thought,” Topoi 16 (1997), pp. 163-78.

154. See on Descartes and the onto-theological basis of his metaphysics in Jean-Luc Marion, “Descartes and Onto-
Theology,” in (ed.) Phillip Blonde, Post-Secular Philosophy: Between Philosophy and Theology (New York:
Routledge, 1998), pp. 67-106.

L55. On the light of nature in Descartes, see Gary Hatfield “Reason, Nature, and God in Descartes,” in Essays on
the Philosophy and Science of René Descartes, in Stephen Voss, ed., (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993).
Commenting on the remark that God is the efficient cause of all things (Principles I, a. 28; PW 1, p. 202) Hatfield
outlines the interplay between reason, God and nature in Descartes’s metaphysics. “Knowledge of God’s attributes is
here attributed to human reason, but only as a result of divine will. It is by God’s will that we can know his
attributes, such as immutability. The knowledge revealed to us by the divine will in this instance is not a gift of
revelation, known through the light of grace; it is known by the light of nature. But the light of nature itself, and
its ability 1o afford knowledge of God, is a gift from God.” (p. 276; emphasis added) That we know of God by the
natural light, through the idea of God innate in us all, is itself true only as God wills it to be so. Descartes “frees
himself from the alleged tension between knowledge dependent on God and knowledge of God” (p. 277). The
circularity of this relationship is very like Barth’s use of the Anselmic idea of God: it is an idea which is
instrumental in the reasoning which exhibits its reality.

156. See Meditation 3, PW 2, p. 28.
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Barth denies that we have direct knowledge of God. However, in his notion of God’s own
twofold objectivity we enjoy the immediacy of direct perception, while preserving the negative
limit—as the Creator-creature boundary—in knowledge of God.'” He thinks that the dialectical

form of human knowing deprives it of theoretical certainty, which Anselmic rationality provides
and that any theoretical grounding or justification of knowledge in general requires a logical
necessity. The certainty of knowledge does issue from the ability of the knower to justify that
knowledge by showing how it could emerge out of an analysis of epistemic structures. The
certainty of faith cannot eliminate doubt entirely, since faith never claims a decisive or final form to
knowledge of God. Nonetheless, he does devise a rational method which he takes to be valid and
to rely on rules for governing thought in its search for the underlying meaning of the real. Barth’s
rejection of extratheological criteria for judging theological truth claims is based in his conception
of God, not in irrational commitments. One must express theological claims, including the claim
that theology is not beholden to philosophy, in the same language and conceptual medium as the
one in which philosophy works. What Barth ultimately rejects is not philosophy, but metaphysics,
and this only when it is proposed as the rational criterion for making theology scientific.
Theology, like any science, can only claim to be scientific when it conforms to the object it is
trying to understand. In this sense theology is scientific, which implies that theology must always
be revising its claims in keeping with what it discovers concerning its proper object.l58

For instance, it is only in the event of revelation and in the consequent reflection on it that
we come to understand why natural theology cannot present a valid understanding of how God is
known in and relates to the world. It is because God is God’s revelation that any conditions for its

interpretation must derive from the event itself. The knowledge acquired by revelation is not

contrary to rational knowledge, it is simply not derivable from theoretical justifications for that

157. I discuss this conception of objectivity later in this chapter.

158. The proper object of theology is the believing community’s talk about God. However, since God is the
content of this talk, God is indirectly the object of theological concern.
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knowledge. However, Barth does take up and apply those theoretical justifications when he
devises a model of revelation which is an analogue to a specific model of concept formation. The
doctrine of God as Trinity is for Barth the theoretical justification of the possibility of knowledge
of God.'>® For Barth, the possibility of knowledge of God is not a function of the possibility of
knowledge philosophically conceived (metaphysics). This is what is meant by his repeated denial
that he is developing an a priori method. It is, rather, a function of the fact of such a knowledge
actualistically conceived in the concrete, historical occurrence of Jesus as the Christ. What can
only be negatively present in philosophical rationality, grounded in an autonomous human reason,
is present positively in theological rationality, which differs in its concepts and language only, but
importantly, in that it sees their possibility a originating in God and not in ourselves. In its
theological employment, reason is a mirror, not a lamp.

Reason is the medium, not the end of thinking for Barth. Descartes and Barth both think
that God is necessary to explain the metaphysical basis of knowledge (its possibility), but there is
an important difference. In Descartes’s method God is operative through a natural process in
which the human mind is thought capable of discovering truths which God plants in nature,
including human nature. The human mind differs from God mainly in that God possesses the
innate and implicit truths which human substance has in its mode as finite, in the inimitable mode
of infinity proper to God alone.

Descartes’s philosophy of God relies heavily on a conception of infinity as a positive
property of God. The idea of God is logically superior, but temporally consequent upon the idea
of self: the idea of God has much greater logical explanatory function, but is reliant on a method of
cognitive discovery for our knowledge and use of it. On closer analysis the idea of God thus

known contains properties which the human self could not possibly invent or attribute to it. The

159. The claim here is not that For Barth the Trinity is a theory as opposed to an ontological reality. It is rather
that because God is the agent who makes knowledge of God possible and actual, the description of God’s nature
enters into the account of how knowledge of God is possible. Since God is. on Barth’s rather impressive
accounting, Trinitarian, the Trinity figures in any justification of knowledge of God.
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border between divine and human conceptuality is primarily that of finite and infinite. Conception
has a univocity of meaning, but in God’s case infinity dissolves the limits which finite conception
requires. But this positive infinity has a negative consequent. God’s perfections are held
infinitely, so that any of our attempts to conceive of God end in incomprehensibility.

Incomprehensibility is the hallmark of Descartes’s view of our knowledge of God. This means,

though, that for Descartes God in himself is knowable only negatively as what I am not.'$® In

such a method the idea of God—from which alone we can infer the reality of God—is never
commensurable with the reality it is supposed to represent. Human reason and God are bound
together in such a way that our reasoning is an indication of the content of God’s nature, the idea
of whom fumnishes our reasoning with the materials for its own representation of reality. We need
only remind ourselves of the divine infinity to prevent the apotheosis of reason. The theological
effect of Descartes’s way of ideas is to redirect the causal mechanisms by which participation in the
divine reality is explicated. Now, in Descartes, God will come after the methodological disclosure
of the paradigmatic ideas of self and God in a method which, nonetheless, relies on both the idea
of God and the practice of reason for its realization. Itis as if I must invent God and self before
these can be used to prove self and God.

Barth, on the other hand, argues that human beings, before and after their illumination by
God the Spirit, lack any organ or native power to know God. They do know God, but always
through the same power and dynamic. There is no method which, when applied to our cognitive
capabilities, discloses a dormant concept of God sufficient to construct a perfect instance of
indubitable knowledge. Barth’s proof and method is intended to exhibit the logic of the idea of
God as entailing necessary existence, but at the same time to be a foundational instance of the

knowledge of God. The idea of God cannot operate in Barthian method as it does in the Cartesian

160. In a letter to Clerselier (from 23 April, 1649), Descartes writes: “It is sufficient for me to understand this. 1
mean, that it is sufficient for me to understand the fact that God is not comprehended by me in order to conceive God
in very truth and as He is, provided that I judge also that there are in Him all perfections which I clearly conceive,
and also many more which I cannot comprehend” (Letzers, p. 255). God is what I cannot comprehend.
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method. The God which comes to mind in Descartes’s idea of God describes a natural aptitude of
human reason, whereas for Barth the idea describing God is not properly an idea at all. Both rely
on an unexpressed assumption conceming something given to the mind, something without which
it could not think God. They disagree, however, as to the locus in which this donation primarily
resides: for Barth it is the mind of the believer seeking understanding. For Descartes, though, it is
the innate form of reasoning as such (its natural light) which thus exhibits a primal affinity between
reason and nature such that the former instinctively represents the latter accurately. Barth regards
this natural affinity as something which has to be created in and with the revealing act of God. It is
“natural” only as appearing to be the only possible solution to problems which human reason can
expose but cannot resolve.

The concept of something than which a greater cannot be conceived acts to affirm the reality
of God and to frustrate every conceptuality in which God is said to be defined. Itis an idea in
virtue of being a “something,” but it turns against any closure and thus lacks the property of
definition requisite for an idea. For, the object it contemplates is always “greater” than anything
conceivable. The end of knowing God is living in a relationship to God, it is not the production of
ever more concepts. In Barth, concepts are themselves transparent, i.e. not obstructing the mind’s
access to objects which they represent. Barth recognizes no idea of God. The definition he
borrows from Anselm seems intended to both stimulate reason to think God and undermine any
final end to this act of reasoning about God. Every theological description is an insufficient
attempt to name its object, and so there can be no idea or ideas which definitively describe God.
That we know God for certain (it is a “fact™) is the result of God’s own action in us. We, indeed,
do the thinking, and are autonomous, yet we are not isolated from God in such reasoning activity.
However, Barth does not regard revelation as adding a faculty to our rational capacities which we
can then use to show precisely how we know God. It is only in and with the event of divine self-
giving that we have the certainty of faith, to which correspond, in an a posteriori reflection, the

necessary subordination of thinking to thing thought. The comparison of the use of the idea of
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God in Descartes and in Barth has limits of style and temperament which are readily apparent. It is
instructive in that it shows how Barth’s thought is thoroughly shaped by the modem philosophical
problematic, even while he rails against that problematic as the source of theological distortion.
The value of such a comparison is that it shows how both thinkers regard God as necessary for
understanding the theoretical basis of knowledge, and how the role of the rational human subject is
a problem in any such appeal to God. Both thinkers seek a foundational certitude which is able to
ground knowledge by enabling us to distinguish true from false knowledge claims.

The difference between Barth and Descartes on the question of God is perhaps best seen in
the way these thinkers use the concept of infinity. Descartes thinks of infinity as the quantitative
modes of perfection which always and everywhere differences God from all other reality. Only the
amount of knowledge, not its quality (truthfulness) or kind, separate God’s knowing from ours.
The qualitative likeness is what gives our knowledge—when clear and distinct (certain)—an identity
with the divine knowing. Infinity is thus a positive attribute of our idea of the divine for it assures
that our natural faculties of knowing deliver to us knowledge of God as knowledge of nature
(God’s work). In Descartes infinity has also a negative factor. Infinity prevents the confusion of
our own reasoning activity (and our reflection on its perfection as the medium of knowledge) from

the presumption that it could itself have created the idea of God. Incomprehension, as the sign of

the divine infinity in out thought, is the sure sign that it is God whom we are <:ontemplating.161

161. Jean-Luc Marion comes to a similar conclusion. He also sees Cartesian rationality as structuring a concept of
God which is marked by incomprehensibility. “From the fact of the incomprehensibility of God it does not follow
that we must renounce rational knowledge of God; on the contrary, it is a matter of permitting rationality to have
knowledge beyond methodic objectivity, even of infinity as such, that is to say, as incomprehensible to the finite.
Incomprehensibility will henceforth become the most certain indication that it is really God that is known by the
cogitatio, in accordance with the rule that nothing divine can be known except as incomprehensible, and that nothing
incomprehensible can be offered to the cogitatio that does not, in the end, concern God” See Jean-Luc Marion, “The
Essential Incoherence of Descartes’s Definition of Divinity,” tr. F. P. Van de Pitte, in Amélie Oksenberg Rorty, ed.,
Essays on Descartes’s Meditations (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1986), p. 310.

Beyssade notes, however, that Descartes’s concept of incomprehensibility authorizes our cognition, but not
our knowledge of God. “The truth of my idea is ensured thanks to this lack of comprehension, this intellectual
understanding of the incomprehensibility, and not in spite of it” (ibid., p. 89). The idea of God is thus positively
infinite and not merely a construct from the negation of finitude. God in himself is perfectly comprehensible, to
God, but in our thought appears as infinite and incomprehensible.
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Barth is more suspicious of the use of infinity (see above, chpt. 2, II, (b), n. 43). He sees
it as the governing idea through which “the first being itself, as subject of this infinite predicate, is
undoubtedly the [human] person at work™ (CD II/1, p. 290). If Descartes is correct, and our
cognition can be certain and infallible because mind is informed by the divine image in an
operational, as distinct from a relational, sense, then our subjective nature is the source and
medium of our knowledge of God. Barth thinks that this natural affinity substitutes for, and
occludes the possibility of, a non-natural and spiritual affinity.

But what, after all, is the difference between saying, as Barth does, that our knowledge of
God is conceptually mediated but not conceptually originated, and saying, as Descartes does, that
our knowledge is as such, when clear and distinct, identical with God’s knowledge and thus
necessarily true? The difference is that in Barth’s model the character of conceptuality is altered by
the object known, whereas in Descartes’s model the object known is altered by the requirements of
a model of conceptuality. The control which Descartes wants to exercise over knowledge Barth
denies to human rationality, without denying rationality as such. Reason is thus decentred in
Barth, 62 grounded in God, to whom it must always return if it is to have any knowledge of the
metaphysical basis of its own knowing. This difference is theologically foundational, and is in fact
the only difference which epistemically separates the two models. Barth’s position is influenced
by Descartes’s model since, as a modern thinker, Barth has adopted the representational theory of
knowledge. Knowing is having a mental image, picture, or symbolic stand-in for things
themselves. Adopting this model makes it difficult for Barth to separate his theological knowledge
from Descartes’s philosophical theology, for no difference within conceptuality can emerge when
one starts from within conceptuality and must adopt the implications of such a model.
Nonetheless, Barth clearly wants to overcome the philosophical opponent on his own turf, and so
tackle the problem of rationality at its root.

The difference between Descartes and Barth could be summarized as follows. For
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Descartes, the idea of God somehow ensures that whatever I conceive clearly and distinctly must
be true just because it is clearly and distinctly perceived. This idea comes in and with the natural
light of the human mind, which means that Descartes’s method begins in the domain of
anthropology. For Barth, the only clear and distinct idea which we can have is the idea of God
born out of the event of revelation. This idea is not an epistemological rule for judging the validity
of all ideas. It produces the decisive distinction between God and creatures and the logical
distinction between the necessary one and the contingent many. In Descartes the necessity and
certainty proper only to a demonstration of the idea of God become a property of a specific mode
of human cognition. The necessity which Barth confines to reasoning in Anselmic fashion to and
about God, Descartes attributes to human thought as such (rationality). Descartes thereby inflates
the necessity emergent in Anselm's philosophical theology, making it the proof of true, because

certain, cognition.'5> Barth’s conception of certainty narrows the scope of its valid application.

The consequence of linking certainty of thought and necessity of being to a theological rationality is
that other forms of reasoning are rendered merely epistemically probable. If clarity and
distinctness are the criteria of the true, then on Barth’s epistemology only God is known for certain

(truly), for in knowing God we transcend the limitations of a our dialectically constituted

rc:asoning.164

163. Anselm’s metaphysics, especially Anselm’s adaptation of classical (Aristotelian) first philosophy, is indeed
preparatory for Descartes’s own refounding of first philosophy, and consequent inauguration of modern metaphysics
of subjectivity. See the persuasive argument to this effect in Gerald Galgan, God and Subjectivity (New York: Peter
Lang, 1990), esp. pp. 90-96.

164. The difference, explains Gareth B. Matthews, between the modern strategies for proving God and the (classical)
Augustinian one is that in Augustine, “At most we have an argument for proving the existence of God from the fact
of knowledge, not one for proving the fact of knowledge from the existence and nature of God.” See Thought’s Ego
in Augustine and Descartes (Ithaca: Comell University Press, 1992), p. 173. This second category is Cartesian, and
italso describes Barth’s method; Barth begins with an assertion of the fact of existence of God expressed in the form
of an idea (though the nature of God is bracketed off as unknown for the sake of the argument) and then seeks to
argue that the God indicated in the idea is the basis of being, knowledge, and the true arbiter of their union. To be
sure, Barth denies that this concept is an inchoate “doctrine of God,” requiring only our analytic elaboration of it for
a catalogue of attributes. The formal similarity is nonetheless there, and it distinguishes Barth’s method from
aspects of classical ways of developing rational method in theology.
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Such comparison is instructive for how it illumines the differences between these thinkers.

While the method is similar the conclusions differ radically. On the one hand, Barth is severe in
his criticism of Descartes’s epistemology as applied to theological method. Such an epistemology
distorts the interpretive process by demanding that the tradition now be interpreted to correlate with
foundations derived using a secular rationality, that is, a rationality developed without reference to
tradition or revelation. Barth thinks that positive infinity conceals a qualitative difference, which
permits the substitution of human for divine personality, that is, a priority of the human to the
divine personality. He rejects Descartes’s method since it fails to prove God’s existence as it
claims to. He remarks, in commenting on Descartes’s Meditations, that

In so far as he expressly sees in the fact of God’s existence the appropriate

means for carrying out his enterprise, he is not far from the possibility of

keeping it. But the very way in which he proves the existence of God, the

very existence of the God proved to exist in this way, can only serve to

make apparent the complete failure of his whole undertaking. For since his

demonstration of certitude is not adequate at this point, it cannot be adequate

at all. (CD /1, p. 359)
The problem of proof is that the only criteria Barth recognizes as valid for it are ones which
demonstrate only a “human possibility,” that is, a logical exercise demonstrating an art or act of

thought, and not a relationship into which one can enter with a reality that is preveniently
extralogical.'®> Proofs involve a rational act in which “man cannot help attributing objective
existence to the object of one of his ideas.” But so long as the proof depends upon this attributing
action, it cannot escape the charges Barth brings against Descartes, namely, that his proof does
nothing more than unfold an idea of God whose existence remains dubitable. For any such

attribution is itself the construction of an idea which has its origin in the human mind and not the

165. “How can the objective existence of God be demonstrated so long as the supreme force of the proof consists in
the necessity under the pressure of which man cannot help attributing objective existence to the object of one of his
ideas, so that its force is only that of the one who proves and not of the self-demonstration of the One whose
existence is to be proved? Anything less than the latter cannot be required in a proof of the existence of God. For
by anything less the existence of God, the existence of the One who exists originally, necessarily and essentially,
beyond all human constructs and conceptions, cannot be demonstrated. By anything less the divine character of this
being is not respected. How, then, can it be this being whose existence is proved?” (CD III/1, p. 360)
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object it seeks to establish.

Thus, Barth recognizes two virtues in Descartes’s method. First, he affirms Descartes’s
claim that “Nature in itself and as such, the actual conjunction of our thinking with the other than
ourselves which our senses suggest to us as similarly existent, is able to convey this truth to us

only because it is created by God and because the God who is its Creator Himself bears witness to
us that this is so” (CD OI/1, p. 362). 166 Barth commends Descartes’s realist reference, and

recognizes that the validity of our cognitive power of representation is founded in the

demonstration of God’s existence, without which nothing could counter a sceptical erosion of
knowledge. Second, Barth affirms the circularity of the logic of this foundational exercise.'6” I

have discussed in the treatment of transcendental arguments above, the conceptual method in which
this circularity is inevitable and fruitful.

What results from the argument thus developed is not an idea of God but an idea of the
limit of reasoning with respect to God. Within reason any idea is equivocal and cannot be
univocally predicated of God. Even in faith, arguing to God is arguing to a limit, a boundary we
must establish if we are not to confuse our thinking of God with God’s essence or self-knowledge.

166. On realism in Descartes see Brian O’ Neal, Epistemological Direct Realism in Descartes’s Philosophy
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1974).

167. Barth also says that we cannot fault Descartes for starting from the idea of God or “the human thought picture
of a supremely perfect being. For beings who are not themselves God there is in practice no other possible
approach. Even a Christian who in his confession tiinks he is able to demonstrate in faith and the summons to
faith the existence of God refers to his idea of God conceived in faith and expressed in confession. But the circular
argument and the human conception without which even Christian faith cannot prove God's existence are not to be
regarded as powerful instruments in the hands of man. Descartes uses them as such. He needs only to produce the
idea of God from the treasury or deficiency of his mind and at once it stands at his disposal with no less but no
greater power than the idea of a triangle. And equally well, and interchangeably with the existence of God, he can
demonstrate the validity of his criterion of truth, just as on the basis of the latter he can prove the existence of God.
The very power which he wields in this matter also shows his powerlessness. The idea and existence of this God
produced from his mind, and alternately demonstrated and demonstrating, used by him and serving him, clearly
remain within the circle which Descartes’ Meditations are intended to break. From within it is quite impossible to
reach out either to the transcendence of God who confronts man in sovereign omnipotence, existing for Himself and
therefore existing for man, to the transcendence of a subject of human thought which is not exhausted in the act of
thinking, or to the transcendence of a real external world attained by our thought but not included within it. The God
of Descartes is hopelessly enchained within the mind of man.” (CD II/1, p. 359-60; emphasis added)
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The circular pattern of reasoning in arguments for God’s existence is neither vicious or vacuous.
The circular logic points only to a conceptual requirement for thinking God’s relation to the world.
It recognizes the methodological risks attaching to such arguments, and thus seeks to limit their
application to specific sorts of objects. The concept of God is such an object, and is peculiar in
that we cannot hope to advance toward its clarification unless we begin with a general (and vague)
notion of it, and thus get our deduction started. That we conclude to the concept (object) we
started with is the source of circularity. However, it is not an empty exercise. For, while we see
an identity between our starting and our terminus, the concept with which we conclude has richer
content than when we began. The salient difference from the original concept is a measure of
rational certainty which the proof, by exhibiting God’s necessary existence, transmits to the
concept or name of God which generates it. The proof becomes a mode of thinking that unique
object of thought which is God, even though it is not so much a concept or thing, as it is the
relation of transcending all things and our thinking of them. We do not, thinks Barth, access God
by some rationally discontinuous and ecstatic experience or event. To think von Gott aus, as
Barth puts it, is not to escape the structures of reality, but through them to find a vantage point
which God’s own action indicates. “The ‘standpoint of God’ from which the theologian is
supposed to think,” explains Robert Jenson, “is not the point where God is, but the point o which
he directs us—which is precisely down here in this world along with the rest of the people. And if
all philosophy is alien to the Word, so is all theology.”'6®

On the other hand, Barth criticizes Descartes with a call for the intensification of doubt and
of certainty. Cartesian doubt is not extreme enough, and so neither is Cartesian certainty. Barth
thinks that our “consciousness of ourselves and the world, i.e., our awareness and conception of
our ego, and of people and things existing outside ourselves, might well be a matter of mere

supposition, of pure appearance, a form of nothingness, and our step from consciousness to being

168. Robert W. Jenson, “Response,” Union Seminary Quarterly Review 28 (1972), p. 32.
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a hollow fiction.” Moreover, it is “not true that we have an immediate awareness of our own or
any other reality” (CD III/1, p. 345). We entertain this immediacy as a “supposition”
(Vermutung), and not a demonstrated fact. It is just as difficult to demonstrate that nothing is real,
as it is to demonstrate that our “consciousness actually implies existence” (CD III/1, p. 345).
“Irrefutable” is the supposition that existence implies reality, but it is also not something which can
take the form of a positive assertion, and thereby come into the orbit of proof. We are “certainly
not in a position to verify our healthy idea” (CD III/1, p. 345) that existence implies reality. As
soon as we seek to prove that our representation of reality is true, then we subject representation
itself to a test which it cannot pass. For, every representation, however theoretically refined or
objective, bears within it the artifacts of its objectification, which is the trace or residue of its
construction by reason. Barth denies that we can escape the confinement of consciousness and
think our way to being or existence. Descartes was insufficiently radical, for he reserved some
capacity, idea or power of human thought as a starting point to reach what Barth thinks cannot be
reached from within the subject. At this point we see how the formal similarity between Barth and
Descartes comes to an end. In Barth we can describe the logical movement or form of our
knowledge of God, but the material participation in God is what gives the reasoning its content.
Descartes wants to have the knowledge of God without revelation. Barth denies that knowledge
of God is possible without revelation. If revelation is lacking, no certainty can be enjoyed in the
former modes of awareness. The revelation of creation immediately entails a confidence that our
consciousness does imply existence. “We have to be told by our Creator that we and all that exists

outside us are His creatures. Then in assured recognition we can and must and may and will also
say that we are, that something is. This has to be said to us” (CD II/1, p. 347).169

There is no way to move from within subjectivity to existence (objectivity) which is not

undermined by the fact that the existence or objectivity thus demonstrated is the creation of a

169. See I (a) of this chapter for a fuller treatment of how Barth understands revelation.
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thinking subject.'’® This is why Barth rejects the premise of Descartes’s version of the ontological
proof. The fact that God speaks the word which overcomes the doubt about reality implies that we
are not simply concerned with a mental content, it means that we are “not referring to the content of
an immediate consciousness of God which is bound up with our consciousness of ourselves and
the world and originally underlies it” (CD III/1, p. 347). Even if we grant that there is an idea of
God which we can determine, it would be constructed from within the domain of consciousness,

and would itself be analyzable into ideas which all belong to the subject and thus unable to prove
that existence is real.'”! Even allowing that we could derive an idea of God as the substrate or

matrix of our self-consciousness and consciousness of the world, we remain within consciousness
and have not shown how it can be identified with being or reality. “All this does not materially
help us to cross the bridge from mere consciousness to the apprehension of the truth of being, to
the recognition of existence” (CD III/1, p. 347; emphasis added). We see here why Barth would
insist that the idea of God which he employs in his outworking of an Anselmic rationality would
have to originate outside of consciousness in a divine revelation. The only sort of an idea of God
which can get us from consciousness to being is an idea which is more than simply a modification
of mind but az the same time an effect of a being who is known to exist:

If our consciousness of God has to guarantee for our ego and our

consciousness of the world that we are concerned with being itself and not

mere appearance, then obviously the idea of God has to be something more

than a mere idea. God himself has to exist if the idea of God required to

vouch to us for the real existence of what is otherwise known to us only in

consciousness; if our sense of God is really to raise our self-consciousness
and consciousness of the world into an apprehension of objective reality.

170. For illuminating remarks of the interlinking of general, theoretical and conditioned truths, see Karl Barth,
Ethics, D. Braun, ed., (New York: Seabury Press, 1981), pp. 63-67.

171. Even if we suppose that there is an idea of God as an “immediate content of consciousness [...] that it is
characteristic of the essence of the created spirit; that apart from its self-consciousness and consciousness of the world
it possesses also the capacity (perhaps to be exercised via negationis, eminentiae, and causalitatis) to form the idea of
a most perfect being; or more, that this is the most characteristic and all-comprehensive faculty of spirit; that in the
formation of this idea it develops its own deepest essence; and finally that this idea deserves to be called the idea of
God, and the peculiar consciousness from which it springs deserves to be called the consciousness of God,” (CD
/1, p. 347) this does not help us out of the outsidelessness which is the condition of finite kuman beings.
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(CD 1/, p. 347)
The answer to the question of how Cartesian metaphysics knows that God exists lies in the notion

of infinity regarded as the illimitable possession of all perfections.172 However, the appeal to

perfection is simply another version of “the hypothesis that we are and that something is” and is
thus too deeply involved in the “circle of consciousness and being,” that is, it relies too heavily on
our presupposition that consciousness implies existence to stand as a proof that God exists
independently of our idea of God, an idea which must bridge thought and being to achieve the
proof it is used to achieve. So Barth reduces the problem to a dilemma. Either we can remain
bogged down in the vagaries of self- and world-consciousness in which all our ideas of God,
world and self can have no more than the status of a “presupposition,” or we can know the real
existence of our self, other selves, and the world as an implication of the doctrine of creation.
Creation doctrine does not simply tell us that our existence comes from God. In Barth’s
conception of it, it makes the more radically involving claim that only in hearing God communicate

this to us can we know that we exist.!

Thus, the intensification of Cartesian doubt and certainty amounts to denying that we can
know ourselves directly. Absent this knowledge, we cannot build from consciousness outward
any certain knowledge of God or the world. Barth’s alternative proof is one in which the concept
of God is derived from revelation, and thus bypasses the complications of a method grounded in
consciousness. The idea of God must enter into consciousness, but it cannot originate there. One
difficulty facing this view is that something than which a greater cannot be conceived is not an

idea. Or, if it is such, it is a paradoxical concept: the source of all rationality is not itself rationally

172. On the appropriation and adaptation by Christian philosophy of perfection from classical Greek metaphysics,
see Martin Foss, The Idea of Perfection in the Western World, (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1964), pp,
25-57, especially pp. 30-33, where he criticizes Anselm of Canterbury for establishing divine perfection by means of
negation.

173. The “hearing™ here includes a wide range of media, and is not to be taken as a direct audit from God to the
individual. God “speaks” this word to creation, and Barth construes this communication as God’s covenant with all
people and things.
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circumscribable in thought. It is precisely the fact that concepts are limited, that they cannot and do
not purport to be about everything, that enables us to use them to discriminate what they do and do
not include. Right at the beginning, therefore, Barth’s argument uses a concept which signals the
peculiarity of this mode of reasoning as corresponding to the singularity of the object it describes.
As a liminal notion—a boundary between thought and being which regulates the discursive
movement between these magnitudes—it is fundamentally a relational concept. It is a concept in
that something intelligible comes to mind with its aid. It is beyond conception in that the thought in
which we engage reality through it is always extending the limit of every concept. Anselmic
rationality focuses more on relations than on the terms connected by them. It knows by faith that
God exists. It constantly discovers by reason the extent to which the human being is and is not
godlike.

Put in terms of Cartesian epistemology, Barth’s claim against Descartes’s use of the

ontological argument is that it may achieve a logical clarity of concept, but at the expense of an
ontological distincmess of the nature contemplated in the concept.!’* Of course Barth’s alternative

is burdened with the same difficulty. If the only conditions under which we can be certain that we
and the world are real are ones which require that we accept on faith the doctrine of creation and the
faithfulness of God which underwrite creation, then we have not so much bridged the problematic
middle zone of existence and connected with ultimate reality as we have assumed a different reality.
The problem with Barthian rationality is the problem of the transition from the totally relativistic
dimension of our experience-based way of knowing, to a transcendent object which is beyond the
possibility of such a human epistemology. The givenness of the Anselmic notion or concept
would solve the problem of origin and transmission, but the question remains conceming how a
human mind, for which such an entity is unknowable, recognizes that it is indeed an idea of God it

is entertaining.

174. See on this Anselm, p. 171. Though, as I've argued above, incomprehension, not clarity, is the hallmark of
Descartes’s actual philosophical construction of God.
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This discussion of Barth and Cartesian philosophical theology is intended to show the
extent to which Barth’s project is worked out within the epistemological problematic of modern
philosophy’s treatment of the idea of God. I think Barth’s analysis of Descartes’s failure to prove
existence is correct and that it shows that Barth wants a way out of the aporetic end of Cartesian
innatism. I think, in addition, that because Barth shares the belief that thought is divorced from
being or reality that his own reasoning must indicate the same failure to reach reality as does
Descartes. Perhaps, as Fergus Kerr suggests, Barth would have been better off abandoning the
Cartesian framework altogether.

But the question surely is whether by accepting the problem of the existence
of the external world in these terms—presupposition, hypothesis,
consciousness, the first person viewpoint, certainty and all the
rest—without the slightest protest—Barth has not conceded everything to
Descartes already. [...] Far from seeking to radicalize Cartesianism he
should have abandoned it.175
III
(a) The Language of Faith. The concept of revelation is central to Barth’s thought.

He recognizes many possible meanings of the word revelation, based upon how it is commonly

used. In his own thought, revelation “means the publication of something private, something

hidden.”'® Revelation has its secular meaning against which Barth juxtaposes a Christian

175. See Fergus Kerr, “Cartesianism According to Karl Barth,” New Blackfriars 77 (1996), pp. 367-8.

176. See Karl Barth, “The Christian Understanding of Revelation,” in Against the Stream: Shorter Post-War
Writings 1946-52 (London: SCM Press, 1954), pp. 205-40. Barth distinguishes ten points in the general,
nonChristian connotations of the idea of revelation. He then places next to these ten points of a Christian
conception of revelation. Christian revelation “accepts man absolutely,” and “takes place for his salvation.” It is a
revelation which “man needs not relatively, but absolutely, for his very life and being as man.” This revelation is
always new, always complete, and always a “revelation which comes to all men with equal strangeness from outside,
but which concerns all men with equal ultimacy.” Revelation is the “unveiling of certain facts that are
fundamentally hidden from man,” and which remains free in its occurrence (p. 207). Revelation is self-involving,
that is “not an object which man can observe from outside; it is rather one which takes possession of man, seizes
hold of him and calls him to action. It is anything but merely speculative” (pp. 207-8). In sum, Christian
revelation is a free exchange which is at once the possibility and actuality of transcendence, for it is the “self-
revelation of the Creator of all that is, the self-revelation of the Lord of all Being. It is not an immanent, this-
worldly revelation, but comes from outside man and the cosmos. Itis a transcendent revelation™ (p. 208). See on
the “self-involving™ aspect of revelation George Hunsinger, “Truth as Self-Involving: Barth and Lindbeck on the
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understanding of it. Christian revelation is the revelation of God. It is the content or origin of
revelation in God which gives to it its unique character. “For the Christian,” Barth claims, “there
is no need of a special enquiry and a special proof to know and to declare who and what God is.
For the Christian the revelation is itself the proof, the proof furnished by God Himself. The

Christian answer to the question of God’s identity is a simple one: He is the subject who acts in

His revelation. This act of revelation is a token of His Being and the expression of His nature.” 7’

Revelation is thus an act of God’s being, which is intelligible to its participants, and which is
controlled by God. Revelation, in the Christian sense, is God’s self-revelation. Its background is
creation as a whole, and its foreground is the (above-mentioned) paradoxical incarnation of God in

Jesus Christ. Its grounding in Christ gives all talk about revelation a paradoxical element which is

ineluctable.!”8

For Barth, revelation is also closely associated, though not identical with, the Bible.
Understanding revelation involves the hermeneutical task of bringing the horizon of its various
historical, cultural, and linguistic contents into meaningful currency with every generation which
undertakes to interpret it. But having the Bible is not possessing revelation. The Bible becomes

the Word of God as and when God’s illumining presence is added to its study, proclamation,

Cognitive and Performative Aspects of Truth in Theological Discourse,” Journal of the American Academy of
Religion 61 (1993), pp. 41-56.

177. Karl Barth, “The Christian Understanding of Revelation,” pp. 208-9.

178. Surely one of the enduring contributions of Soren Kierkegaard is his articulation of the fact that because it is
grounded in incarnation, no foundationalist or systemic rationality is able to function as a precondition for
understanding or making sense of revelation. The debate continues over whether some form of natural theology is
nonetheless useful as an aid to belief, a strengthening of faith which is always sustained in faith. This debate, of
course, does not apply to those parts of Christianity which take natural theology to be in some sense necessary to
understanding revelation. See the recent criticism of Barth’s view of natural theology in James Barr, Biblical Faith
and Natural Theology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993). See also the criticism of Barth’s rejection of natural
theology in Alvin Plantinga, “Reason and Belief in God,” in Alvin Plantinga and Nicolas Wolterstorff, eds., Faith
and Rationality: Reason and Belief in God (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1983), pp. 68-73.
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teaching and transmission.

One of the aspects of Barth’s radical conception of revelation is the way language is
understood in it. I have argued that one of the reasons why reason is necessary to Barth’s thought
is that talk about God is like other forms of speech in that it operates with language, just as the
philosopher does—indeed, with the same language as the philosopher. This should not be
understood a claim that philosophical rationality determines, to the extent possible, what the
meaning of words are and then the theologian must try to bend them to some alien purpose in
talking about God. We are bound to a common language and Barth recognizes something like a
conventionalist theory of how words and sentences acquire meaning. But he proposes something
more. Barth argues that just because God is the source of all rationes, or rationality in the created
universe, God is true arbiter of the meaning of our words when these are uses to describe natural
objects. In principle, though not in methodological practice, there is therefore nothing theoretically
wrong in claiming that all human speech is speech about God.

Not all human talk is talk about God. It could be and should be. There is
no reason in principle why it should not be. God is the Lord from whom
and to whom we exist. Even the realities and truths distinct from Him and
us which usually form the concrete occasion and subject of human speech
exist from Him and to Him. Hence there is no genuinely profane speech.
In the last resort, there is only talk about God. (CD I/1, p. 47).180

This claim ties the intelligibility of human speech indirectly to God. Since all that we know
is created and established by God, knowing and describing it in words and sentences is describing
something of about God: every thing stands in some relation to God. The same duality which

applies to being applies also to the meaning of our language. On the one hand, humans use words

L79. See CD 172, pp. 457-740 for Barth’s views on scripture. Three works are valuable points of entry into Barth’s
thought here. David Ford, Barth and God’s Story: Biblical Narrative and the Theological Method of Karl Barth
(Frankfurt am Main: Verlag Peter Lang, 1981); “Barth’s Interpretation of the Bible,” in Stephen Sykes, ed., Karl
Barth: Studies in his Theological Method (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1979), pp. 55-87; and Francis Watson, “The
Bible,” in CC, pp. 57-71.

180. Serious reflection on the character of human talk about God, however, takes its start from the fact that this is
“not at all the case.”
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in a conventionalist way, acquiring and inventing words to which they give meaning by their
agreed upon definitions and customary usages. Barth’s claim here is that we can and do form
concepts without always knowing the word or sign with which to associate it. Thus when I look
at the four-legged animal in front of me it could be represented by different signs (“horse,”
“equus,” “Pferd”) without being a different entity. Conceiving and speaking are distinct parts of
the process of thinking, a distinction which makes possible the disparity between thought and
meaning. Conception calls for words, and words for concepts, but they do not reduce to one
another. In this domain we have a measure of control of the meaning of the words we use. On the
other hand, the reality of God disclosed in revelation implies that God is the proper arbiter of the
meaning of our words. ‘“No idea that we can have of ‘lord’ or ‘lordship’ will ever lead us to this
idea, even though we extend it infinitely. Outside the ideas that we can have, there is a lordship
over our soul, a lordship even over our being in death, a genuinely effective lordship. Only as we
know God’s lordship will our own ideas of lordship have content, and, within their limits,
existence” (CD II/1, pp. 75-6; emphasis added). It is not certain whether Barth restricts this claim
to theological talk about God, or extends it to all construction of signs. Perhaps, “in principle,” all
words or names of created entities can be part of such a revolution, but only when this potentiality
is actualized in revelation.

It is important to note that it is not the words themselves that change but only the meaning.
Barth’s claim is that “fallen” humanity no longer knows how to correlate perception and conception
with the proper sign. We misunderstand the meaning of the world and ourselves because
postlapsarian humanity no longer grasps the coherence of thought, word (sign) and object. Barth
envisions revelation as sufficiently powerful to restore the proper working order between
conception, perception and the judgment which joins them. There is a tension in Barth’s
conception of language between the “nomenclatural” model of its operation and a revelational
model, which transforms the semantic aspect of that model in. As Graham Ward explains:

The nomenclatural theory of language had always aspired to the ideal of a
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perfect correspondence between language and the world, to a universal and
philosophical language. If there is a strict equation between concept and
word, then what is thought, what is said and what is remain objectively
stable. If this were the nature of ordinary human discourse then there could
be no act of revelation as Barth conceives it, for revelation could not change
the concept-word equation already established. But by insisting upon the
disassociation of concept and word in ordinary human discourse, the act of
revelation can change the ‘content’ without changing the word, thus
restoring the word to its original meaning. 181

By “nomenclatural theory” of language Ward means a “passive-copy theory of language,” which
applies only within the event of revelation, and not in the understanding of how language works
outside of the context of revelation. If revelation is restorative of the primal coherence of thought,
sign and object, then nomenclatural theory—proposing as it does a perfect adequation of thought
and object in the sign—cannot be normative. Revelation restores, but does not entirely substitute,
our normal linguistic operations. If revelation gave with its occurrence a language and grammar
entirely discrete from the language and grammar of our natural language, there would be no way at
all of relating natural and revealed experience of reality.

Barth is not saying that a different set of criteria apply to God’s speech to human beings,
than apply to our speech to each other as humans. To the extent that speaking involves more than
rule-governed manipulation of linguistic signs and aims at a knowledge of and affinity with what is
described, something is added to our comprehension in communion with God that no linguistic
concept of itself can furnish. All speech is as such the communication of thoughts, which Barth
regards as a rational process, not a mystical and entirely ineffable one.

Speech, including God’s speech, is the form in which reason communicates
with reason and person with person. To be sure it is the divine reason
communicating with human reason and the divine person with the human
person. The utter inconceivability of this event is obvious. But reason with
reason, person with person, is primarily analogous to what happens in the

spiritual realm of creation, not the natural and physical realm. The Word of
God—and at this point we should not evade a term so much tabooed to-

181. Graham Ward, Barth, Derrida, and the Language of Theology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995),
pp- 27-8. Ward's interpretation of Barth is provocative and learned. For critique of Ward’s interpretation of Barth on
language see Bruce McCormack, “Graham Ward's Barth, Derrida and the Language of Theology,” Scottish Journal
of Theology 49 (1996): 97-109.
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day—is a rational and not an irrational event. (CD 12, p. 135)

It would be easy enough to get the impression that Barth is claiming that revelation is what
happens in the far reaches of the mind where perception and ideation get transformed into meaning.
To the extent that he holds that all of reality is subject to revelation that assumption would be
correct. However, Barth is not saying that revelation is a mystical experience or an encounter with
the ineffable. This notion of what happens to language in revelation is part of a more complex
triadic structure to which all typology of revelation must conform. The key to understanding
revelation is understanding that it depends for its actuality and intelligibility on what happens
within it, and not what happens before or after it. This is the essence of Barth’s alternative to the
traditional doctrine of analogy, which holds that revelation must be interpreted in light of prior
ontological conditions systematized and worked out independently of faith.

(b)The Analogy of Faith Nearly all of the central concerns of Barthian rationality come
together in his conception of the analogy of faith (analogia fidei). All conceptions of revelation
which recognize that it is not a direct intuition of God in himself are obliged to give some account
of how the normal use of words and concepts to apply to creaturely reality which they do not

possess in themselves. The classical Christian doctrine of analogy is that offered by St. Thomas

Aquinas, 82 whose logical of being is derived from Aristotle’s metaphysics. This doctrine is

182. For the classical account, see Summa Theologiae, Vol. 3, Knowing and Naming God, tr. and ed. Herbert
McCabe (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1964). See also Pierre Aubenque, “The Origins of the Doctrine of the Analogy

of Being: On the History of a Misunderstanding,” Graduate Faculty Philosophy Journal 11 (1985), pp. 35-46;
George Lindbeck, *“Participation and Existence in the Interpretation of St. Thomas Aquinas,” Franciscan Studies 17

(1957), 1-22 & 107-125; Paul Ricoeur, The Rule of Metaphor: Multi-disciplinary Studies of the Creation of
Meaning in Language, tr. R. Czerny (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1977), pp. 273-4; and the discussion of
Aquinas’s view of participation in John Milbank, “‘Between Purgation and [llumination’: A Critique of the

Theology of Right,” in Christ, Ethics, and Tragedy: Essays in Honour of Donald McKinnon, in K. Surrin, ed.,

(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1989), pp. 168-72; Eugene Rogers, “Thomas and Barth in Convergence on

Romans 17" Modern Theology 12 (1996), pp. 57-69; Marcia Colish, The Mirror of Language: A Study in the
Medieval Theory of Knowledge (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1968), pp. 212-13; David Burrell, Aquinas:
God and Action (Notre Dame: University of Nortre Dame Press, 1979); and David Tracy, The Analogical
Imagination: Christian Theology and the Culture of Pluralism (New York: Crossroads, 1981).
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called the analogy of being (analogia entis), since it seeks to account for the indirectness of
mediation by including it in a universal concept of Being. All that is, including God, exists, and as
such is conceivable within the category of being, of which it is some mode. Analogy attempts to

give rational structure the ways in which it may be said that God is both similar to, and dissimilar
from, creatures. God is most unlike any creature in his infinity and excellence,'®* but quite like

every creature in that God also partakes of being. In the logic of this doctrine our words and
concepts are thought to have a primary or first order reference to things which exist in space and
time (empirical entities). Whenever these words are applied to God it is argued that they are
thereby extended beyond their normal usage, an extension which calls for an explanation of the
meaning which these words could have in a theological description. The power of the analogy of
being is that it gives a coherent unity to all knowing and being, even if it never admits any
univocity of meaning, it comes close to doing so in the case of being, and it is this concept which
gives a basic unity amidst a vast degree of difference. The momentum of this model of theological
meaning moves from below to above, from a conception of the normativity of words in creaturely
applications, to an exceptional use of them in extending them to God. Barth rejects the entire
metaphysical underpinning of the analogy of being, and the natural theology built on it. He sees
the necessity for analogy, but he replaces the notion of impersonal, all-inclusive being, with the
reality of a God whose revelation is identical with his act. We know God only in God’s act of
being, not through the presumably divine structure of Being into which revelation is placed, and,
Barth would argue, by which it is weakened and distorted.

In the analogy of Being which conceptually structures natural theology, revelation and

creation are identical. God is always already revealed in nature which must bear a relationship to

183. On infinity in Aquinas, see Robert M. Burns, “Divine Infinity in Thomas Aquinas: L. Philosophico-
Theological Background,” The Heythrop Journal 39 (1998): 57-69, and “Divine Infinity in Thomas Aquinas: II. A
Critical Analysis,” The Heythrop Journal 39 (1998): 123-39.
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God if God is the one who bears all power, all precedence to time and space and whatever comes
to be in them. In a sense specifiable by its Aristotelian genealogy, natural theology posits a God so
exalted that he cannot relate to the world. The world and God relate through a “desire” or tendency
in all things to return to their origin. From the Godward side, there is only a relationless relation to
things as these virtually obtain in God. God knows and fixates only upon God. Analogia fidei
proposes a different account of how knowledge of God comes about (GD, 175; CD I/1, pp. 227-
47). The recourse to analogy is necessary since the precise content of knowledge of God is not
fully expressible in natural language and concepts. In knowing God three factors are at work. The
agency of the human mind, the domain of nature which is its immediate object of activity—all
knowing occurs in the interaction of the knowing subject and her environment. Barth relates this
duality to a third term or point of reference. God’s own action creates non-natural possibilities
which are not latent in the subject-object duality of empirical knowing. Analogy of faith is the
attempt to give logical structure to this triadic relationality. Within this structure the freedoms of
God and human beings coincide, with the aid of natural media. It is difficult to express this
analogy conceptually because it involves both an affirmation of normal subject-object relationality
and an abrogation of it. For, the God who forms the third term of this model is not a datum of
nature, but the invisible source of nature, known only from an initiative originating in God, not in
human beings. God is a datum neither of nature as an extended domain, nor of nature as the
metaphysical fundaments of the human mind, dormant within its undetected but essential
structures.

Ultimately, the analogy of faith is grounded in God’s freedom and love. The analogy of
faith retains the analogical logic describing the distribution of similarity and dissimilarity of

meaning of words and propositions as these are applied to God.'®* It assigns first order or

184. “Between our views, concepts and words, and God as their object, there exits, on the basis of the revelation of
God, the relationship of analogy, of similarity, of partial correspondence and agreement. On the basis of this
similarity there exists a true human knowledge of God and therefore the human knowledge of God reaches its goal.”
This viewing and conceiving is “our work,” yet God enables it to be the vehicle of his self-communication, even
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primary meaning to God’s own conceiving and use of our human language, a primacy from which
follow other consequences for how we interpret the basis of linguistic meaning and its power to
signify what from our side of the divine and human relationship seems impossible: that we should
truly speak of God.

If creature is to be strictly understood as a reality willed and placed by God

in distinction from God’s own reality, that is to say, as the wonder of a

reality which by the power of God’s love has a place and persistence

alongside God’s own reality, then the continuity between God and it (the

true analogia entis, by virtue of which he, the uncreated Spirit, can be

revealed to the created spirit)—this continuity cannot belong to the creature

itself but only to the Creator in his relation to the creature.!85

For Barth faith precedes knowledge. Moreover, he clearly thinks that faith is not in

contradiction to knowledge. Granted that faith and reason are deeply united, the question of which
one is ordered to the other remains an ongoing problem. Only in faith can the proper analogical
balance between similar and dissimilar, and affirmation and denial in the application of our

concepts to God be rightly understood. Barth preserves the concept of analogy in his insistence
that revelation is mediated by creation.!®¢ He manages to combine three ostensibly incompatible

ideas to construct a concept of revelation which is uniquely his own. There is a positivist idea: the
truth of knowledge of God is given in the object. There is a transcendentalist idea: we know the
object given in and with the act of representing it to ourselves. There is, thirdly, an apophatic
outcome: we never know God in himself or directly, but only indirectly, even when the language
of objectivity is used. The analogy of faith thus originates in God’s self-knowledge and is

though “in Himself He is quite different than He is in our work. Therefore the relationship between what he is in
Himself and what He is in our work is only a relationship of similarity.” See CD IV/1, p. 227. The purpose of
analogy is to enable us to truly say that God is in our concepts, while denying that we control God. The capacity of
our words and propositions to describe God is based on God becoming for us the object of our thought.

185. See Karl Barth, The Holy Spirit and the Christian Life: The Theological Basis of Ethics, tr. R. Birch Hoyle,
(Louisville: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1993), p. S.

186. “But God gives Himself to be known—and this is the limitation that we have to bring out in the idea of
impartation—in an objectivity different from His own. He unveils Himself as the one He is by veiling Himself in a
form which He Himself is not. He uses this form distinct from Himself, He uses its work and sign, in order to be
objective in it, with and under this form, and therefore to give Himself to us to be known. Revelation means the
giving of signs” (CD II/1, p. 52).
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represented in human concepts, known and so objective, but ultimately concealed in the very act in
which this all happens. In fact, all of this can happen only in the event of revelation. It cannot, so
Barth claims, happen through any human initiative. The event of revelation consists of three
dialectically related moments which are mutually interpreting and form a structural unity.
(i) To speak of the “knowledge” of God is to speak the language of objectivity. We know

God as an object like other objects to the extent that “general existence” is proper to God and to all
that exists. God’s objectivity, however, is grounded in itself, and not in its participation in a
supposedly more basic category of substance. God’s objectivity can depend on God alone since
God can be, and is, an object to himself in perfect perichoretic unity. The way in which God
becomes an object for us is related to but distinguishable from the way in which God is an object to
himself. If Our participation in God through knowledge were simply identical with God’s own
self-knowledge, then we would be absorbed and lose our identity in the act of knowing God, just a
surely as God would lose his identity. To prevent this confusion of identities in the act of knowing
God Barth distinguishes a primary and a secondary objectivity in God:

If we ascribe objectivity to God (as we inevitably do when we speak of the

knowledge of God) a distinction becomes unavoidable. As He certainly

knows himself first of all, God is first and foremost objective to Himself.

[...] In His triune life as such, objectivity, and with it knowledge, is divine

reality before creaturely objectivity and knowledge exist. We call this the

primary objectivity of God, and distinguish from it the secondary, i.e., the

objectivity which He has for us too in His revelation, in which He gives

Himself to be known by us as He knows Himself. It is distinguished from

primary objectivity not by a lesser degree of truth, but by its particular form

which is suitable for us, the creature. (CD II/1, p. 16)

Barth’s positivism consists in the fact that the object we know contains and determines the

truth of our lcnowing.187 In our knowledge of God, he makes himself the object of our “viewing

187. The fact that the object is God—and thus construed as the ultimate subject—deviates from the standard meaning
of objectivity, which is precisely the quality of existing quite apart from how a subject perceives the object in
question. If God’s subjectivity is understood on the analogy of a transcendental subject, objectivity as a predicate of
God becomes a negative predicate of the human knower, in that God’s subjectivity exists apart from the existence of
any other particular subject or object. On the other hand, that God is a subject makes the explanation of
participation easier to understand: for our participation in God is like the participation of objects in our own thinking
experience. Subjectivity becomes analogically structured to affirm and limit the reality of human knowledge of God.
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and conceiving.” The object of knowledge in revelation “becomes the object of our knowledge,”
when it finds a way of “becoming the content of our experience and our thought; it [when it] gives
itself to be apprehended by our contemplation and our categories.” We might expect of that such an
object that we could include it as one among those concepts which make up our experience of the
world, since it is within our power to conceptualize it. But this is not the case, for it becomes the
object of our experience from “beyond the range of what we regard as possible for our
contemplation and perception, beyond the confines of our experience and our thought.” It is an
object without connections to any other object we know, a “Novum,” which “we cannot
incorporate in the series of our other objects, cannot compare with them, cannot deduce from their
context, cannot regard as analogous with them. It comes to us as a datum with no point of

connexion with any other previous datum.” We can achieve the act of knowing it, “but [...] we

cannot understand, in the sense that we simply do not understand how we achieve it.”'%8

(i1) In contrast to this positivist notion of the givenness of the truth of revelation, even
though it is mediated by our concept, stands another aspect of Barth’s concept of revelation which
seems to be its contradictory. The activity of reasoning in the knowledge of God has a problematic

See on this last point CD I/1, p. 198: knowledge is “the confirmation of human acquaintance with an object
whereby its truth becomes a determination of the existence of the man who has the knowledge.” That objectivity, or
the conditions for the possibility of knowledge of a thing given in time and space perception, is possible prior to
experience of objects is a phenomenon of Kant’s epistemology, and, according to Kant, one of its significant
breakthroughs—that synthetic judgments a priori are possible. See on this peculiar phenomenon the insightful
account in Donald Gotterbarn, “Objectivity Without Objects: A Non-Reductionist Interpretation of the
Transcendental Object,” in Gerhard Funke, ed., Akten des 4 Internationalen Kant-Kongress 3 volumes. New York:
De Gruyter, 1974, 2: 196-203.

188. See CD I72, p. 172. This remarkable passage continues: “We can understand the possibility of it solely from
the side of its object, i.e., we can regard it not as ours, but as one coming to us, imparted to us, gifted to us. In this
bit of knowing we are not the masters but the mastered. It is when we are in the act of knowing God’s revelation,
amid the objective reality of it, in the act of knowing the person Jesus Christ, that this must be said. If we do not
know this person, if we are unaware of the reality of ‘very God and very Man’, we will certainly not say this, but
confidently ascribe to ourselves the possibility of knowing it. If we are aware of it, and declare that it is true, we
will also be aware and will not hesitate to declare, that it can be manifest to us in its truth only by its own agency
and not because of any capacity belonging to us [...] It is indeed the prime mystery, because strictly, logically and
properly, it is only this object, of the person of Jesus Christ, that all this can be said. That is the outcome of our
christological foundation and it remains for us now to make its content quite explicit and understandable” (emphasis

added).

165



status. As the following text shows, Barth thinks that any act of thought is a projection which, as
our product, is a concept we can comprehend. Yet, when we know God with our cognitive acts, it
is a purely receptive gesture, which, nonetheless, knows—though it does not grasp—God:

In the act of the knowledge of God, as in any other cognitive act, we are
definitely active as the receivers of images and creators of counter-images.
Yet while this is true, it must definitely be contested that our receiving and
creating owes its truth to any capacity of our own to be truly recipients and
creators in relation to God. It is our own viewing and conceiving. But we
ourselves have no capacity for fellowship with God. [...] Our viewing as
such is certainly capable of receiving images of the divine. And our
conceiving as such is certainly capable of creating idolatrous pictures. Both
are projections of our own glory. But our viewing and conceiving are not at
all capable of grasping God. That is to say, what they grasp as such—as
our own viewing and conceiving, as the work of our nature—is as such not
God but a reality distinct from God. [...] For even when we are occupied
with God’s revelation, we are still not capable of ourselves of having
fellowship with God, and therefore viewing and conceiving Him, and
therefore realizing our knowledge of God. (CD II/1, p. 182)

In this model knowing is presented as occurring in and through a capacity for reasoning.
Knowledge of God, “like any other cognitive act,” involves two basic activities of the thinking
subject. First is perceptual occurrence in which the thinker is active as a recipient, as a receiver of
images [Bilde]. This initial moment is followed by another in which the mind fashions a
“conceiving counter-image” [Gegenbild]. This intramental activity is presided over by a reflection
[Abbild] of the ego which gives unity to the two moments of cognition. Elsewhere, Barth qualifies

the emphasis on the objectivity of knowledge with the condition that “knowledge without
knowledge of knowledge is no knowledge.”'®? That background against which the activity of

receiving images and constructing counter-images takes place is the transcendental subject, which
comes to light only as a presupposition of reasoning and never as a direct perception. Reflection
intimates the apperceiving self, noting the mind’s spontaneous activity of perception and
conception. Barth thus conceives of human reasoning as an analogy of God’s own inner

Trinitarian act of life.

189. See Karl Barth, Ethics, p. 42.
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Within this framework it appears that there is nothing in the cognitive act itself which
differs from the content of revelation. In the transcendental moment, knowledge and object are so
closely related as to be almost inseparable. This is opposed to the positivist-realist moment, which
claims a certainty of knowledge based on the pure receptivity of the mind in the act of noting, not
constructing, the things it knows. However, two moments of cognition are internal to mind,
though the initial image or perception is clearly understood as a sensibly mediated percept. In this
aspect of the revelation event the only difference which revelation could make in the normal
cognitive process is to substitute for the agency of the transcendental human subject the agency of
the divine subjectivity. Our knowing is fulfilled in God and not in ourselves:

Therefore our knowing reaches its goal only in God Himself and in faith.

But this does not at all alter the fact that as our limited viewing and

conceiving, it is on the way to this goal, as this limited viewing and

conceiving it participates in its truth. Only in God and only in faith is it

knowledge of God. But only as the attempt of perceptible conceptual

cognition is it our knowing. And, on the basis of the revelation of God, it

ought to be and can be, not merely the knowing of God, but also our

knowing. (CD IV/1, p. 201)
The positivity of the object of faith is mediated by a transcendental view of concept formation
which ties the intelligibility of the object known to the subjective conditions of its constitution as
concept. Barth purposely brings these two aspects into the idea of revelation. They work
dialectically to produce a third idea, distinct from either.

(iii) In the concept of revelation, reason is confronted by an object which is mediated
through its own (reasons’s) cognitive activity. To the extent that this object can only be known as
mediated through our conceptuality, it is properly our knowing. To the extent that the object
known is really God it is beyond any knowing. Thus, knowing God is a knowing which is
constantly on its way. There is an apophatic end to our reasoning about God which is the result of
God’s greatness and the insuperable limitations of our capacity to know. Because we lack a
concept of analogy sufficiently complex and suited to the object God is, our language cannot

describe God. “We possess no analogy on the basis of which the nature and being of God as the
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Lord can be accessible to us” (CD II/1, p. 75). Our language cannot be extended by us to an
adequate description of God. It is God who assumes our language, communicating himself
through it. But as our language it cannot achieve a description of God. This state of affairs is not
only one which obtains in the realm of secular thought, but applies to the theologian’s employment
of concepts also. For example, when Barth describes the relationship of his conceptual
descriptions to the actual Logos, there is a chronic failure of speech to equal the reality described:

Yet we must not disguise the fact that on our lips and in our concepts this

way of speaking is also inappropriate. We do not know what we are saying

when we call Jesus Christ the eternal Word of God. We know no word

which, though distinct from a speaker, still contains and reproduces the

whole essence of the speaker. We know of no Logos with an adequate

Nous- content and no Nous which can be exhaustively expressed in a

Logos. We know no thought or speech which can transcend the antithesis

of knowledge and being in triumphant synthesis. In short, we know no

true word. Neither do we know, then, the true word about the true Word,

God’s Word. (CD I/1, p. 436)

Even with the “concrete” touchstone of the incarnation, our words cannot encompass the
full power and meaning of the Word of God incarnate. Barth’s apophaticism is a tempered
agnosticism. It is not intended to produce scepticism, and it claims to overcome scepticism by the
fact that the sort of doubt or unknowing it produces is an unknowing which is only knowable
within the event of revelation. Once we acknowledge the undefinability of God as an article of
faith, we reject scepticism “with a mistrust of its ability and therefore of its standard of truth” (CD
II/1, 202). The certainty of our knowledge of God does not, and cannot, come from any epistemic
strategies we can employ to demonstrate publicly the truth of the methods by which our statements
about God originate. These statements include much more than simply descriptive assertions,
though Barth clearly thinks that some among them must have at least this objective quality about
them. Mitigating the problem of the meaning of our language in revelation is the fact that Barth
thinks that the true meaning of words or names resides with God primarily, and with us
secondarily. Revelation thus acts as a cure for our faulty capacity to name things and understand

our own selves in a postlapsarian world. Just as classical analogy doctrine claims that the forms
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of things exist preeminently (as idea) in God, so Barth claims that our human language can

accurately describe God:

Our words are not our property [Eigentum], but His. And disposing of
them as His property, He places them at our disposal [...] when He allows
and commands us to make use of them in this relationship [of knowledge of
God] too. The use to which they are put is not, then, an improper and
merely pictorial one, but their proper use. We use our words improperly
and pictorially—as we can now say looking back from God’s revelation—
when we apply them within the confines of what is appropriate to us as
creatures. When we apply them to God they are not alienated from their
original object and therefore from their truth, but, on the contrary, restored
to it. (CD II/1, p. 229)190

This sketch of the concept of revelation in Barth brings us to a point were we can better
understand what he means by the analogy of faith. It is only in and with the event of revelation
that our knowledge can have this certainty. The core problem of Barth’s position is in his
actualism:

Knowledge of God is thus not the relationship of an already existing subject
to an object that enters into his sphere and is thus therefore obedient to the
laws of this sphere. On the contrary, this knowledge first of all creates this
subject of its knowledge by coming into the picture. There cannot be
allowed here any precedence of man which can entitle his subsequence—in
which God has become the aim of his direction, the object of his
knowledge—to ascribe to itself a right of disposal over the object, to make
use of a power of disposal over it—as man does continually and obviously

in regard to all other objects, whatever the theory of knowledge that he may
hold. (CD II/1, pp. 21-2)

The problem with this view of the nature of knowledge is that it evacuates the human
subject from the position of transcendental control. If knowledge really is such only as my
critically regulated knowledge of my knowing, then the negation of the subject in the act of
knowing God raises the question of the identity of the agent of such knowing. Moreover, the

insistence that the conditions for validating this act as a form of knowing are given in and with the

190. “Now, it certainly does not lie in our power to return our words to their proper use. There is a deep error here
in the misused application of the concept of analogy is ordinarily and continually given in natural theology. In His
revelation God controls His property, elevating our words to the proper use, giving Himself to be their proper
object, and therefore giving them truth. Analogy of truth between Him and us is present in His knowing, which
comprehends ours, but not in ours, which does not comprehend His.” (CD II/1, p. 230; emphasis added)
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act itself, clearly sets limits into the inquiry of such an act. Barth’s conception of the analogy of
faith is not a critical, but a constructive model for describing what happens in our thinking when
God becomes an object of thought for us. It seeks to ensure that human knowing is passive and
receptive with respect to God, even as it uses a constructivist epistemological model to describe
how this occurs. Barth wants to effect a reversal of the anthropocentric grounding of knowledge
as such. Only by following this order, this method for grounding knowledge, can metaphysics be
set aside. For, only in this theological event can the knowledge of what is most basic and original
come to mind.

The problem of the place of the knowing agent is intensified, as well as mitigated, by the
fact that the object we know in this act of cognition is forever beyond our grasp. This intensifies
the problem, for if we say that our knowledge is perfected by participation in God and then claim
that God is not knowable, we appear to be claiming that perfect knowledge is perfect ignorance. In
answer to this problem Barth asserts the positivist moment of his concept of revelation: the object
known compensates for our lack of capacity to know it by assuming a secondary objectivity,
becoming what he is not, to be intelligible for us. This is why revelation must be understood as
also a concealment.'?!

Does Barth eliminate natural theology altogether? He clearly eliminates the classical
analogy of being with its underlying metaphysics. However, the dialectical shape of his thought
works like an all-encompassing mechanism which internalizes opposition to faith and transforms
them into problems within the intellectual tradition of Christian thought. Barth seeks to redescribe
the world in thought based on his belief that there is no part of reality unillumined by revelation.
Barth does not withdraw Christian beliefs from the world. Instead, he seeks to redescribe the
meaning of the world in light of the fact of revelation. How does Barth meet the apologetic

challenges to faith, or respond to the fact of secularity?

191. See CD II/1, p. 52, cited in note 72 above.
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The challenge of the secular is met by Barth in neither of the two standard ways that
Christians have done this in the modern period. Barth does not emulate the old-Protestant
(seventeenth-century orthodox) solution of interpreting faith as the exclusive concern of the
isolation of belief, restricting its field of relevance to the inward life of the individual believer, a
solution which leaves culture, politics, and learning to the ‘world’ and claims no obligation to
engage the world. Nor does Barth follow the neo-Protestant solution of correlation, inspired by F.
Schieiermacher, which deals with the secular by accepting the uses of reason operative in it as
normative for religious thought. One could describe Barth’s method as an attempt to empower
theology, grounding it in its own proper object, and, from that standpoint, absorbing the world
into a framework whose inclusiveness is as broad as the conception of God it presupposes.
Barthian rationality treats all of reality as subject to God, and this is translated into his thought as
the dialectical inclusion of all things under the truth which gives them a meaning not discoverable
outside of the revealing act of God. Barth achieves this new position, then, from a “two-fold
theological approach,” notes Ingolf Dalferth, and not from a two-fold theological and philosophical
approach. Dalferth continues: “He [Barth] interiorizes the whole problem and thus reproduces the

discontinuity between the external and internal perspectives as a categorial distinction within the
structure of the internal perspective of Faith.”!?

IV
Concluding Remarks I have focused on those aspects of Barth’s thought which are
concerned with how he establishes the logic involved in thinking the nature of the God of Christian
faith. This means that reasoning works at the limit of its competence. God is an exceptional, not a
normal, object of rational contemplation. God is the source or ground of both objects and subjects
of rational activity and therefore can come only into a transcendental sort of reasoning. This means

that God is both the presupposition of the argument which seeks to demonstrate God’s reality and

192. Ingolf Dalferth, Philosophy and Theology (Oxford: Blackwell, 1989), p. 121.
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the end to which such argumentation moves. It is thus a circular reasoning, but not a vicious
circle. It is a circle which begins in faith in God and ends in the understanding that God so
necessarily exists that we cannot even conceive God’s nonexistence. A “god” conceivable as
nonexistent is not the real God of Christian faith. Barth attempts to secure the knowledge of God
by interpreting it as our knowledge of God’s eternal self-knowing act, which as such includes us
and all temporality within it. Epistemology as such becomes an analogy for carrying out this
project—especially, though not exclusively, Kantian epistemology. However, the power to
persuade, to win assent and consent to its truthfulness, lies in the Word of God itself, and not in

reason. Reason can be elevated to a participation for which it is made ready and equipped by

God’s own action.!??

Barth uses philosophical reasoning, including the philosophical criticism of religious belief,
within the structure of the dialectic of revelation, which is a dialectic of revelation and concealment.
This dialectic is positive and negative, now affirming the rationality of its propositions concerning
God, and then denying their sufficiency—their completeness, totality and thus truth. Such a
dialectic is bound to reason for it can only understand God as the one who excels, and this means
excelling human thought of God. Since he regards theological reasoning as grounded in a body of
knowledge and an associated event of illumination which are both originated by God, Barth is free
to use philosophical concepts eclectically. This is eclecticism has unwanted consequences for the
interpretation of Barth.

Whenever we try to follow through a line of interpretation in Barth’s use of some concepts
from Plato, Kant, Hegel, or the existentialists, we always find that Barth’s thinking does not fit
with the systems out of which he lifts these ideas. Structurally, one can see how Barthian
rationality clearly uses Hegel’s dialectical vision of the whole to solve the crisis into which Kantian

epistemology thrusts theological realism. He tries to invert the Cartesian subject at the basis of all

193. Barth treats the question of the “knowability of God” as coming about in God’s “readiness for man,” and the
corresponding “readiness of man” for God which is brought about by it. See CD II/1, pp. 63-178.
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modern philosophical rationality, making the foundational insights which metaphysically underpin
reason depend upon faith in a God who is seen through the proof to be beyond reason in and
through the act of establishing its valid limits. Barth always seeks to subordinate philosophical
ideas to his own metaphysical master concept, the Word of God. Barth resolutely refuses to
recognize the independent validity of metaphysics, most notably in his refusal to recognize that
Anselm truly is seeking to create an argument which both believer and unbeliever can understand.
Here, I think, is where his argument is weakest. It is not because one is mandated to adopt a

metaphysics that I claim this, but because Barth fails to adequately deal with the problem of
metaphysics in theological reasoning.!** This is the problem of the autonomy of human reason

and the implied authority it has for mediating, between the believer and a qualitatatively other God,
as well as the believer and a fellow human being who is not in the position of assent or faith to the
existence of God, much less to the rich detail in which Barth describes this God. Critics have
touched on problems that accompany Barth’s use of reason, especially associated with its
positivistic view of the givenness of revelation, and the attendant conceptual restrictions on how
revelation is appropriated.

Rowan Williams describes Barth’s logic as “frustratingly circular.” His refusal of all
apriorisms notwithstanding, Barth interprets the process of revelation as if he had a prior
knowledge of precisely how it should occur and what its results should be.

In spite of all Barth s, it seems, determining in advance what can and what
cannot be admitted under the heading of ‘revelatory events’, finally refining
the concept so as to make it clear that it really comprises only the witness of
God to the speech of God. The revelatory event and experience is not only
unitary but infallible, God guaranteeing the divinity of his Word,

miraculously grasping man through the uncertain medium of worldly
happening and bringing him into the single true event of the divine being. It

194. Barth’s thought only “partially” overcomes the metaphysics within Christian theology. See the discussion of
the whole problem of metaphysics and theology in Stephen J. O’ Leary, Questioning Back: The Overcoming of
Metaphysics in Christian Tradition (New York: Winston, 1985), where Barth is discussed on pp. 99-112.
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is Calvin’s irresistible grace rendered into epistemological terms.195

This restriction of the meaning of revelation is a weakness in Barth’s thought, for it exhibits “a
certain lack of concern with human growth, human diversity, and human freedom of response,”
which are integral aspects of the process of understanding a “God who is made known tous in a
human life and death.” 1% This clearly describes the negative aspect of Barth’s necessitarian logic.
God’s freedom to act should support the conclusion that there are diverse ways in which the
Christian religion can express its truth, and not the singular, noetic exercise laid out in Barth’s
method.

Nicholas Wolterstorff points to a similar problem in what he describes as Barth’s
“eventism.” Eventism is an interpretive restriction in which the historical acts of revelation are
interpreted exclusively by the biblical witness, which adds nothing to them. It means that God not
only acts but that God alone is permitted to interpret the meaning of those acts. Wolterstorff
focuses this into a criticism of Barth when he says that Barth resists admitting “that human beings
sometimes speak in the name of God,” or that “human speech is sometimes appropriated for divine
speech.” This is not, however, Barth’s claim. Wolterstorff’s analysis of Barth’s eventism is
correct, but he misses Barth’s frequent claims that God does use human speech other than the

speech of Jesus Christ.!*7 Wolterstorff underestimates the power of Barth’s dialectical concept of

revelation to accommodate such criticisms. %

One gets the impression that Barth tries to translate the internal necessity of the divine

195. Rowan Williams, “Barth on the Triune God,” in S. W. Sykes, ed., Karl Barth: Studies in his Theological
Methods (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1979), pp. 157-8.

196. Ibid., p. 192.

197. See, for example, CD II/1, p. 53: "When God gives Himself to us be known in the truth of His self-knowledge
as the triune God, He permits some one of His creatures or a happening in the sphere and time of the world created
by him to speak for Him” (emphasis added).

198. See Nicholas Wolterstorff, Divine Discourse: Philosophical Reflections on the Claim that God Speaks
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), pp. 63-74.
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being, knowable only in faith through reason, into an reasoning faith which cannot but think God
in this one way if it is to think God at all. Barth needs to fill the gap between the demonstration of
God’s necessary existence, which can occur only to a mind which believes that God exists (though

it may be ignorant of its mode of existence as necessary), and the actual differences in practice and
means through which each person comes to understand the reality of God.'®® He does, I think,

show some signs of what Merold Westphal calls “cognitive transubstantiation,” which is the
phenomenon in which “the intentional act, which remains to all appearances human, takes on the
ontological perfections of its divine intentional object."200

Barth’s thought unfolds within the assumptions of modem philosophical rationality. This
explains the epistemological form in which he treats the problem of reasoning about God and the
methodological solution he offers to this problem. While Barth’s thought is best interpreted as an
occurrence within the modern context, it is clearly at odds with the use of reason in certain aspects
of modem thought. Reason is not autonomous in the sense that it can ground itself, from itself,

and for itself. Reason has an autonomy, but it is an autonomy which is most fully realized in a
theological context.2’! Realization of autonomy is recognition that true freedom of thought occurs
as a participation in God, a participation not grounded in causal ontological mechanisms, but in a
faith which complements, and so overcomes, the impossibility of finite creatures knowing God.

Barth’s use of reason is after all rendered questionable by his conception of theological knowledge
in terms of an actualism which isolates the understanding which seeking faith finds, from other

199. This narrowing of method is a result of the Cartesianism discussed above, with its foundationalist search for an
absolute truth which must then become absolutely self-evident if is to function in an epistemological exercise of
proving.

200. See Merold Westphal, *“Nietzsche as a Theological Resource,” Modern Theology 13 (1997), p. 216.

201. “The autonomy of dogmatic thinking does not mean that we can or should think the truth of God on our own.
It means primarily the autonomy of the Holy Spirit. These two sentences mutually explain one another. We do the
thinking. We have to do so. But when we think the truth, we think the thought that we can think the truth of God
only in the Holy Spirit” (GD, p. 313). On autonomy in Barth’s thought see John Macken, The Autonomy Theme
in the Church Dogmatics: Karl Barth and His Critics (New York: Cambridge University Press,1990), which
develops the background of this problem in classical German philosophy.
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forms human reasoning, closing off the possibility of serious and open criticism and dialogue from
relevant nontheological sources. Whether this compromises his entire system is questionable,
given the astounding power of his thought to dialectically include every challenge to belief as a
problem for faith.
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