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ABSTRACT 

This thesis examines Karl Barth's understanding of the Lord's Prayer, both as a 

model prayer and as a mode1 for the Christian life. For Barth, and much of the Christian 

tradition, the Lord's Prayer is the model of al1 Christian prayer, and his exposition of the 

prayer in Prayer as a model is examineci particularly against his Reformation iduences. 

Christian prayer cannot be separated fiom the Christian We; the two are inextricably 

intenvoven in Barthian terms. Barth's (ultirnately unfinished) exposition of the Lord's 

Prayer as a theological description of the ground and nature of Christian action in me 

Christian Life is also analysed. Through this study it is evident that Barth's understanding 

of the Lord's Prayer provides a more bibiically faitfil and theologically sound approach 

to Christian prayer than many other interpretations of prayer given in recent decades. It is 

also clear that Barth's presentation lends the church a more substantive account of the 

relation between prayer and ethics without wllapsing the former into the latter. Thus, 

Barth's understanding of the Lord's Prayer has both theoretical and practical significance 

for the individual Christian believer and the church at large. 
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nte Lord's Pruyer is the mosf perjiect of prayers. 
Thomas Aquinas 

Prayer dws no! blimi us fo this world; 
it askr G d  for eyes to sec if in Iighl of G d ' s  rzghtemsness in Christ. 

Allen Verhey 

To clasp the hmtdr in prayer zs the beginning 
of an uprising against the dzsorder of the world 

Karl Barth 



CHAPTER ONl3 

INTRODUCTION 

Barth's Signifiernce as a Theologian 

If there is any consensus concerning Neo-Orthodox theologian Karl Barth, it is 

that he remains the single most influentid theologicd mind of the twentieth-century. 

Moreover, he is of'ten mentioned in the same breath as such notable figures of Christian 

theology as Augustine, Aquinas, Luther, and Cal* and this because of his massive and 

original contribution to theology.' It is Barth who Uiitiated the theologicai shift fiom the 

nineteenth to the twentieth-century when he launched his sustained attack against 

Protestant Liberalism, exemplifieci by Friedrich Schleiermacher, Albrecht Ritschl, and 

Adolf von Harnack. In fact, it is with Der Romerbrief, his commentary on Paul's EpistIe 

to the Romans, that many scholars date the end of the nineteenth and the surrt of the 

twentieth-century of theology2 One of Barth's most notable students, Eberhard Jüngel, 

says that 

Karl Barth is the most significant Protestant t heologian since Schleiermacher, 
[and his] persond and iiterary influence profoundly changed the shape of 
Christian theology across confessionai boundaries, significantly altered the 

Stanley I. Grenz and Roger E. Olson, 20th Century n>eology: God & the World Ni a 
Transitional Age (Downers Grove: IVP Press, 1992), 63. Cf. Daniel Jenkins, "Karl i3artiqn in eds., Martin 
E. Marty and Dean G. Peerman, A Handbook of Christian Theofogians eni. ed. (NashviUe: Abingdon 
Press, 1984), 396. 

' For a discussion of Barth's Der Rdmerbrief see John D. Godsy, "The Intexpretation of 
Romans in the History of the Christian Faitb," hferpretation 34 (1980): 3-16, and William Nicholls, 
Systematic m d  Phifosophical Theology, The Pelican Guide to Modem Theology Vol.1 (Middesex, 
England: Penguin Books, l969), 83 - 100. 



direction of the Protestant church, and also left an unmistakable irnprint on the 
politics and cultural life of the twentieth century3 

Writing in 1973, GeofEey W. Bromiley and Thomas F. Torrance remark that the 

ongoing demand for English translations of Karl Barth's work "belies the ever-recuning 

rumours that Barth's influence is on the wane."' Judging from the continuing spate of 

ment publications that deal with the theology of Karl Barth, it is aiso evident that this 

rernains the case even at the present tirne.' Most recently, Barth's influence can be seen in 

the Postliberal movement, of which he is considered a f~reninner.~ 

There are a number of ways in which Barth's significance can be seen. Fim, it is 

because of Barth that there has been a vigorous renewal of interest in the doctrine of the 

Trinity in the latter half of the twentieth-century. As Amencan theologian Robert W. 

Jenson says, "it is fkom Barth that twentieth-century theology has learned that the doctrine 

of the Trinity has explanatory and interpretive use for the whole of theology."' 

3 Eberhard Jüngel, Karl Barth: A Theological Legacy, trans. Garrett E.  Paul (Philadelphia: 
Westminster Press, 1 %6), 22. 

G.W. Brorniley and T.F. T o m e ,  'Editor's Preface," in Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, 1.1. 
The Doctrine ofthe Word of God. 2nd ed. tram. G.W. Bromiley, eds. G. W. Bromiley and T.F. Tonance 
(Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1975), vii. 

5 Some of the more recent studies include: David E. Demson, Hans Frei & Karl Barth: Diflerent 
CYqs of Reading Scripture (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997); John Webster, Barth 's Ethics of 
Reconcilation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Eks, 1995); Mary Kathleen Cunningham, What 1s 
Theological kegesis? Interpretation and Use of Scriphrre in Barlh 's Docirine ofElection (Valley Forge: 
Trinity Press, 1995); and Scott C. Saye, The Wild and Crooked Tree: Barth, Fi4 and Interpretative 
Communities," Modern Theology 12:4(1996): 435-458. Coiin Gunton notes tbis as well, sayhg "at a time 
when his theology has generally been judgeâ to have its &y, this is a strange phenornenon." See Gunton, 
"The Christian Life. Church Dogmatics Volume iV Part 4, Lecture Fragments (Review)," Scottish 
Journal of Theology 36:3 (1983). 398. 

6 Timothy R Phillips and Dennis L. Okholm, eds., The Nahrre of Confession: Evangelicds & 
Postliberals in Conversation (Downers Grove: Inter-Varsity Press, 1 W6), 1 1. 

Robert W. Jenson, "Kari Barth," in David F. Ford, ed, 7ke Modern Theologians: An 
Inîroduction to Christian Theology in the Twentieth Century (Mord: Blackwell, 1989), 42. For further 



Second, Barth also redresseci the issue of biblical authority in theology, something 

which had been sorely lacking in Protestant ~iberalisrn.' Of course, Barth's approach to 

scripture is not one that h d s  univerd approval.g Yet, irrespective of one's evaluation of 

Barth's hernieneutid method or exegesis, his was an attenipt at a tmly biblical 

dogmatics. As Daniel Jenkins notes, Barth "has made us see that when the great words of 

Scripture seem stale and platimdinous, it is not because they are no longer 'relevant' but 

because we ourselves are no longer in the right place for hearing what they have to say."10 

These first two dimensions of Barth's vast theological project were a result of the 

rejection of his own theological forebears, and Uivolved a reorientation of the task of 

theology itself In addition, both of these contributions are intimately comected with 

Barth's reevaiuation of theologicai method, and his decision to be utterly reliant upon the 

- - -- 

study on Barth's ifluence on trinitarian theulogy, and on trinitarian theology in the twentieth+xntuxy 
generally, see John Thompson, Modem Trinitarian Perspectives (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994). 

8 Geoffkey W. Bromiley, "The Authority of Scripture in Karl Barth," in eds., D.A Carson and 
John D. Woodbridge, Henneneufics, Aufhoriîy, and Canon (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Acadernic Bmks, 
1986), 275 - 294. Bromiley comments tbat neither Barth in his earlier theological stage, nor Protestant 
Liberalism had ever expticitly rejected biblicai authority, As Bromiley says, Barth "had thought he was 
preaching its [scripture'sl message with his presentation of the Liberal and social version of Christianity. 
The crisis of the war years involved biblical authority not in the sense of a r e m  to acceptance fiom total 
rejection but in the sense of a r e m  to biblical teaching fiom an understanding that had obscured it and in 
that way eroded its authority Ip. 2761." Yet, one of the hallmarks of Enlightenment thinking was the 
rejection of al1 authority outside of the autonomous human self and human reason. Thus, Protestant 
Liberalism, having been influenceci by this epistemo1ogica.I paradigm, and in its extreme approach to the 
historical-critical method, had to be predisposed to a certain view of authority to employ this method in 
the way it did Consequently, a rejection of Scripture's auîhority wodd seem to be at lest  a partial source 
of the extremes of nineteenth-century biblical criticism, rather than simply its result. 

9 See Richard A. Muller, "What I haven't Leamed From Barth," The Reformed Journal 
37(1987): 17f., where Mulier he says that its [Der Rbmerbrief s] radically existentid approach taught me 
more about the impact of Kierkegaard than the impact of Paul on Barth's thought Genuine contact with 
the text of Romans is minimal in Barth's essay." 

'O  Jenkins, "Karl Barth", 40 1. 



perogatives established by Christian revelation." Ultimately, this is his most important 

contribution: his willingness to stand against the tide of current thinking, both in 

theological and biblical scholarship, and to redefine the nature and task of theology and 

the grounds upon which talk of God is made both possible and intelligible. 

The Contemporary Situation 

It is Barth's overd1 significance that lends credence to the importance of exploring 

his understanding of the Lord's Prayer. Given that his exposition of the prayer stands 

largely within the classic Reforrnation tradition as a response to Protestant Liberalism, it is 

also the case that his exposition provides a means of recovering the meaning of the classic 

prayer for today, especially when the traditional conception of Christian prayer has been 

superceded by various aberrations. Before briefiy touching upon Barth's interest in prayer, 

then, it is important to highlight the contemporary situation, both in the church and in the 

academy . 

In his 1988 book, The Stnrggfe of Pruyer, Donald G. Bloesch writes that "there 

can be no doubt that authentic, evangelicai prayer is now in eclipse . . . no longer petition 

to a personal God and intercession on behalf of the world, prayer is now an experience of 

spintuality , entering into the dept h dimension of existence." l2 Within the parameters of 

the Church the understanding of prayer and its actual practice are not necessarily what 

-- 

" Many are critical of Barth's methoci, calling it "fideinic." For an examination of this 
accusation see Steven G. Smith, "Karl Barth and Fideism: A Reconsideration," Anglican Theoiogical 
Review 66 (1984): 64-78. 

" Donald G. Bloesch, The Stmggfe o/Prayer (Colorado Springs: Helmers and Howard, 1988), 
11. 



they once were. For instance, Kenneth Hagin, a prominent figure in the chhsmatic 

movement, advocates the denigration of petitionary prayer and the emphasizing of 

praise." As R Gregor Smitk comments, "It is probably not an exaggeration to say that 

the vast m a s  of even conscientious church members have entirely relinquished the habit of 

private prayer in any of the conventionai forms."" Even in the rnidst of the current 

fascination with ~ ~ i r i t u a l i t ~ ' ~ ,  the traditional struggle for spintual matunty charactenstic of 

past generations of Christian believers is singularly absent, according to B10esch.'~ 

Jacques Ellul says that there is "a drying up of private prayer. People raid the Bible less, 

meditate less, and pray individudy less and less."" Yet, Reginald Bibby reports that not 

only have haIf the population of Canada experienced God's presence, but that one in two 

pray privately, either on a daily or weekly basis.'%owever, it is apparent that observable 

shifts have occuned in the understanding of prayer which demonstrate a divergence fiom 

'' Kenneth Hagin, Praying fo Get R e d s  (Tulsa: Kenneth Hagin Evangelistic Association, 
1974), 160. 

14 R Gregor Smith, Secular Christianity (London: Collins, 1966), 207. Cf. Donald G. Bloesch, 
The Crisis of Piey: Essays Toward o Ineology of the Christian Life (Colorado Springs: HeImers and 
Howard, 1988), 1. 

1s A relatively recent and fascinating exploration of the interest in, and manifestation of, 
spirituaiity throughout Canada in al1 its diversity, Christian and othenvise, is Ron Graham, Gad's 
Dominion: A Scepfic 's Quest (Toronto: McCleIIand & Stewart, 1990). 

17 Jacques Ellul, Prayet and the Modem Mm tram C. Edward Hopkin (New York: The Seabury 
Press, 1970), 100. 

18 Reginaid Bibby, Unknown Go& The Ongoing St0t-y of Religion in Canada (Toronto: 
Stoddard, 1993), 128, 129. Bibby a h  reports that oniy 25% indicate that üiey never pray. It needs to be 
noted that there is no distinction made here between Christians and people either of other faiihs, or of no 
official religious aîEIiation, 



the scriptural model, particularly that taught by Jesus Christ himself when asked by his 

disciples to "teach us to pray."L9 

The academy is not immune to this shifi in understanding, and even the phrase 

Bloesch uses, "depth dimension of existence", has a remarkably Tillichian M g  to it. When 

Paul Tillich himself was asked by a student if he prayed, he thought for a moment and 

answered, "1 meditate."20 Wnting thirty years ago, Walter Wagoner says this of 

theological students: 

Students suEer f?om the general syndrome of Protestant churches: they've 
become artful dodgers of a disciplined prayer Iife. They use social action, 
spiritual guruism - in the form of psychological counseling - and a 
scrupuIously academic approach to the study of religion as a subaitute to 
evade the problem of a totally religious prayer.21 

This perspective is given a starker expression by Helmut Thielicke when he says 

that "the time when prayer meant knocking on a door that would then open . . . has gone. 

The hour has corne when God is a door that is pemamentiy closed, when transcendence is 

silent, when the empirical consciousness posits its frequencies as absolute."* 

l 9  Luke 1 1 : 1 - 4. S o u s  responds to the disciples' request by teaching hem the prayer cornrnonly 
known as the 'Our Father' or 'Lord's Prayer.' This demonsuates that to understand a bibi id  model of 
prayer, this prayer ought to play a central and determining role. coming as it does from the lips of Sesus 
himself. 

20 Quoted in The Presbyterian Journal 27 ( 1  969), 12. See Paul Tillich, Systernatic Theology. Vol. 
I (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 195 l), 127, 2 13. 224, 267. 289, for more of his comrnents on 
prayer . 

" Walter Wagoner, "Cari Modem Man Play?" Newsweek 72 (1968): 38. Cf. Bullefin 12: Pari 3 
1996: Procedures. Standards, and Criteria for Membership (Pittsburg: The Association of Theologid 
Schools, 19%), 40, 42, 75, 76, where the Asswiation specifically highlights the importance and necessity 
of spiritual formation and discipline in the context of theological education. 

" Helmut Thielicke. The Evangelicol Fuith uans G.W. Bromüey (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans. 
1974), vol. 1, 1 14. 



Mary Baker Eddy, founder of the Christian Science movement, States that prayer is 

the "afiïrmation of P ~ c i p l e  Allne~s."~ Cathoiic theologian Gregory Baum sees prayer 

not as communication with divine reality, but thinks that prayer "is to be in touch with 

oneself in a new way."*' For Matthew Fox, prayer is a "radical response to life."= For 

Paul van Buren and J.A.T. Robinson, prayer is coiiapsed into ethics.= Thus, the 

contemporary situation involves both an interest in spirituality and prayer as well as 

understandings of prayer that diverge fkom the scriptural exarnple and teaching, chiefly 

exemplified by Iesus himself. As Bloesch says, "Much of the spintuality in question proves 

to be based on the cultural quest for meaning rather than loyaity to the bibiical 

imperatives. "" 

Barth's Interest in Prayer 

In contrast to these preceding views, there is Barth's interest in prayer, which is 

the result of a number of interrelateci factors. First, it is a result of his reorientation of 

theological rnethod, particularly insofar as this was positively idluend by his study of 

Mary Baker Eddy, Science and H d h  with Key to the Scripfirres (Boston: T m e e s  under the 
will of Mary Baker G. Eddy, 1934), 7. 

24 Gregory Baum, Man Becoming: God in Secular fiperience (New York: Herder and Herder, 
IWO), 264. 

25 Matthew Fox. On Becoming a Musical, Mystical Beur (New York: Harper & Row, 1972), 16ff. 
49ff. Fox's idluences include esistentialism, mysticism, and process thought. 

26 J .  A.T. Robinson, Exploration lnto God (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1967), 123; and 
cf. Robinson, Honest to God (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, I963), 105. Barth's understanding of 
prayer and ethics provides a more biblidly and theologically sound alternative to Robinson. 

27 Bloesch, Crisis of Piety, x. 



~nselrn.'~ Thus for Barth, prayer is the condition of intelligere and theology; it is the 

condition which relativizes ail other conditions. As he says: 

Right knowledge is conditioned by the prevenient and cosperating grace of 
God. This generai condition and aiso the fact that this grace must ever be 
sou@ by prayer already imply that the ultimate and decisive capacity for the 
intellectusfidei does not belong to human reason acting on its own but has 
always to be bestowed on human reason as wely as intellgere is a 
volun tmius eflecrus. 

This met hodological princi ple is also made clear in Barth's Evangelical Theology: 

An Introduction where he descn'bes prayer as the "first and basic act of theological 

~ o r k . " ~ '  In addition he also says that "theological work does not merely begin with 

prayer and is not merely acwrnpanied by it; in its totality it is peculiar and characteristic of 

theology that it can be performed only in the act of prayer."3' Indeed, he dso comments 

that theological work is, in the Iast analysis, "A question of prayer and the answer to 

prayer."32 In addition, in The khIaT2ity of God Barth argues that "it is imperative to 

" Anselm: Fides Quaerens Inteffectum. Anselm 's Proof o f  the Ensfence of  God in the Context of 
His Theofogicaf Scheme trans. Ian W .  Robertson (London: SCM Press, 1960), 1 1, 12, and 35 - 40. 

29 Barth, Rnseh, 37. 

30 Barth, Evangeficaf Theology.. An Introduction trans. Grover Foley (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1963), 160. The chapter on prayer is notably the fint in the section entitleci, 'Theological Work', and the 
whole chapter explicates the rehtionship between theology and prayer and is essentially a disasion of 
theological method. 

31 Ibid. Here Barth notes that this is partly because of the danger to which theology is exposai - 
through doubt and temptation - and the hope that is enclosed within its work SuBEice it to say that prayer 
is part of Barth's basic theological meîhod. Cf. George S. Hendry, The  Life Line of Theology," The 
Princeton Seminary Bulletin LXV (1972): 22 - 30, for a discussion of the importance of the practice of 
prayer for theology; and Frances Rice McCormick, "Sabbath Rest: A Theological imperative According to 
Karl EWh," Journal of the American Academy of Religion 62 (1994): 539 - 552, for a sirniIar 
discussion. Hendry discusses Barth throughout his article, and takes note that Barth is the ody major 
theologian of the twentiethcentury to give serious attention to prayer. This has aiso k e n  noted by P e q  
LeFewe, Understandings of Prayer (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 198 l), 28. 

32 Barth. Anselm. 40.  



recognize the essence of theology as lying in the Iiturgical action of adoration, 

thanksgiving and petition. - . . [This] is one of the most profound descriptions of 

theological rneth~d."~~ Thus, it is no coincidence that at the beginning of his nrst lectures 

on dogmatics, Barth put the prayer of Thomas Aquinas: "Mercifùl God, 1 pray thee to 

gant me, if'it please thee, ardour to desire thee, diligence to seek the, wisdom to know 

thee and skiU to speak to the glory of thy name. n men."^ The relationship between 

prayer and theology can be expressed in an old maxim which is found in Augustine, 

Medieval theologians, and the Refomers: [ex credendi lex orandi.'' 

Second, it is also clear that for Barth prayer becomes important because for the 

Reformers and the Reformation prayer was also important; Barth's theology of prayer is 

partly an attempt to recover emphases of Reformation theology, so his recovery of the 

importance of prayer for theological work foliows from this. As he says, the Reformers of 

" Barth, n e  Humanity of God trans. Thomas Wieser and John Thomas (Richmond: John Knox 
Press, 1960), 90. 

34 Eberhard Busch, Karl Barth: His Life fiom Letters and Autobiographical Texts trans. John 
Bowden (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1976), 154 - 155. Jan Milic Lochman notes the quandary of 
discussing the theological nature of prayer: "Prayer is a movement of the kart., whereas theology is a 
conceptual exercise . . . cm we combine the two? I b e b e  that it is possible and even necessary to relate 
the two . . . hart and mind cannot be separated fiom one another." See Lochman, n e  Lord's Prayer 
tram. G. W. Bromiley (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990), 1. Cf P.T. Forsyth, The S u l  of Prqer (Grand 
Rapids: Ecrdmans, 196Q 9, where he says that "it is a diflïcuit and men formidable thing to write on 
prayer, and one fears to touch the Ark"; RF. Shepherd, "Putthg Prayer on the TheoIogical Agenda," 
7heology Today 27(1970): 81 - 87, where he says that "no act of man so bnstles with theoIogical 
presuppositions" as prayer, which means that it needs to be shrdied in its own right as the 'central 
perspective' fiom which other theologicai issues are studied"; and Andrew Louth, Theologv and 
Spiritualiîy (Oxford: SLG Press, 1994). 

" The law of beliewing is the Iaw of praying. 



the church prayed and were of one mind concerning the importance and significance of 

A third significant element in Barth's interest in prayer is that he draws an explicit 

connection between prayer and ethics. His 1st major published work, albeit posthumous 

and unfinished, was an exposition of the Lord's Prayer as a mode1 for The Christion 

~ i je ."  As Perry LeFevre states, "Barth offered a theology of prayer that not only put 

prayer at the center of Christian Me but that seemed to confirm its traditional rneani~~~ ."~*  

The present author has previously explored this connedon between prayer and ethics in 

Barth's t hinking as we1L3' 

Barth's understanding of prayer, and the importance it played in his theological 

method, is due in large part to his reaction to Protestant ~iberalism." In fact, the first two 

" Barth, Proyer 2nd ed. ed. Don E. Saliers, vaas Sara F. Temen (Philadelphia: Wesuninster 
Press, 1985), 23, 24. Significant also is both the fact that Barth begins his remarks in this book by 
discussing the Reformers and that this book is an interpretation of the Lord's Prayer. Barth's 
understanding of prayer has been compared and contrastecl with CalMn's on a couple of occasions, 
demonstrating that some comection exists between the two, despite existing tension. See John Kelsay, 
"Prayer and Ethics: Reflections on Calvin and Barth," Harvard Theological Review 82:2 (1989): 169 - 
184; and Han Chul-Ha, "BeLief and Unbelief in Prayer: A Cornparison Between Calvin and Karl Barth," 
Evangelical Review of Theofogy 9 (1985): 348 - 358. Barth himself wrote an essay on Calvin's 
understanding of the Lord's Prayer, 'Calvin," Theofogische Existenz Heute 37(1936): 3 - 22. This article 
is in German and there is no English translation available. The present author attempted to locate a 
possibIe translater, but to no avail. For a brief discussion on prayer in the Reformation see Friedrich 
Heiler, Prayer: A Study in the Histoty and Psychology ofReligion tram and ed Samuel McComb (New 
York: Odord University Press, I932), 13 1, 132. Heiler's study is a classic in iiterature on prayer. 

37 Church Dogmatics, IV.4, Lecture Fragments tram. Geofiey W. Bromiley (Edinburgh: T. & T. 
Clark, 198 1). 

'' Derek Meianson, The invocation of the Christian Life: Prayer and Ethics in Karl Barth's 
Thought," in Full of the Ho& Spirit and Faith: ikuys Presented in Honour of Dr. AIIison A. Trites, 
Pastor, Teacher, Scholar ed. Scott A. Dunham (Woifville: Gaspereau Press, 1997), 63 - 87. 



factors already noted above are in some sense dependent upon this one basic fact: that 

theology could not be done in the same way, in the marner of ~chleiermacher~~, Ritschl, 

and Harnack, in the wake of the First World War. Thus, the largest direct factor in Barth's 

recognition of the importance of prayer is his reorientation of the theological task itself In 

turn, as LeFewe says, Barth's understanding of prayer is also directly tied to his doctrine 

of God: 

The root and ground of prayer for Barth is both the action of God and the 
helplessness of man apart from God. If this is the human situation, that man is 
approached by God and that no approach is possible ftom the human side, 
then the necessity of prayer becornes clear, for God's approach contains within 
it the command to pray . . . The nature, kind, and quaiity of prayer together 
with the certainty that it wiIi be answered and heard will be determined by the 
nature and character of the revelation and of the reveder. On such a ground 
Barth develops his theology of prayer.42 

Barth's interest in, and understanding of, prayer is also significant because he is the 

only major twentieth-century Protestant dogmatic theologian to tackle it as a major 

theological topic." More than that, G.W. Brorniley says that in Barth there is "the 

ultimate orienting of theology to worship."" Indeed, at least one study has been done that 

argues t hat Barth' s theology is liturgically oriented." 

4 1 Indeed, Barth refers to Schleiennacher's conception of prayer as "the supreme and most 
intimate act of seif-help." See The Christian Liye, 103. 

43 Ibid., 28. 

44 Geofiey W. Brorniley, An introduction to the Theology of Karl Barth (Edinburgh: T. & T. 
Clark, 1979), 249. 

" John Arnold Bemtsen, The Liturgicai Orientation of Karl Barth's nieology." (PhD D i s .  
Emory University, 1985). Bemtseri has a chapter entitled, 'The Rule of Prayer and Theological Methocl'. 
Cf. Eliul, vii, where he quotes Maillot as saying, T o  write a theology of prayer would be to &te theology 
in its entirety''; Lochman, 2, where he says "the Liturgy does not take place outside theological reflection 
even though it transcenâs the conceptual. Conversely, and with even bmader implications, theology takes 
pIaœ in the mntext of liturgy. It itseif is a liturgid mattern; Karl Barth, God ln  Action trans. Eimer G. 



For Barth, prayer is central to the theological task, an important theological topic 

in itseif, and is intimately connecteci with the Christian life, or ethics. Clearly, these are 

reasons enough to explore Barth's understanding of the Lord's Prayer. This is tme 

especiaiiy considering Barth's assertion that in the 'Our Father' the church has the perfect 

example of prayer,' not to mention that Banh's two major treatises on prayer are 

expositions of the Lord's Prayer rooted in the Refomation and in the broader church 

tradition. Moreover, at Ieast one writer cites the importance of Barth's understanding of 

prayer as a way "to challenge Western Chnstianity's deepiy entrenched spirituai malaise", 

and also notes that "the significance Barth attaches to the Lord's Prayer for the ordering 

of prayer can hardly be over-emphasized."47 

The £ira of these two treatises is Pruyer, a series of French lectures on the Lord's 

Prayer given by Barth at Neuchatel between 1947 and 1949. In this little volume, Barth 

gives an exposition of the Lord's Prayer ''accordhg to the catechisms of the 

Reformationy ' , particularly Luther, Calvin, and the Heidelberg Catechism. While this is 

true, Barth does not present an uncrifical understanding of his Reformation f ~ r e b e a r s - ~ ~  

Homrighausen m t :  Round Table Press, 1%3), 43, where Barth says theology "has a definite 
function in the Church's liturgy"; and James B. Torrance, Worship, Cornmunity, & The Triune God of 
Grace (Downers Grove: inter-Varsity Press, 1996), 9, 10, where he says that "if out of the the confessional 
(kerygmatic) statements of the Bible corne doxological statements, Christian dogrnatics unfolds fiom 
reflection on doxology. True theology is done in the presence of God in the midst of a worshiping 
cornmunity." 

46 Church Dogmatics, m.4, 1 12; Christian Lve, 44; and Prayer, 43. 

47 Kenneth L. Schmidt, ''Karl Barth's Theology of Prayer." (PhD D i s ,  Princeton Theulogid 
Semimy, 1980). 1, 2, and 191. Schmidt here also notes the importance of Barth's understanding of 
prayer for his theoIogical method. 

48 OLive Wyon, "Prayer," 7heology Todq 1 l(1955): 561-562. Cf. Philip H. Pfatteicher. "Prayer 
(2nd ed.)," Worship 60: 1( 1986): 90-9 1 for another book review. 



The second work of especial relevance to this discussion is Barth's ponhumous worlg The 

Chnsian Life. Published in Engiish in 198 1, this book f o m  the unfinished ethicai section 

of the fourth volume of the Church Dogmatics, the doctrine of reconciliation. The book 

itself is a discussion of the Christian Mie centered around an exposition of the invocation 

and first two petitions of the Lord's Prayer, and although incomplete and hgmentary in 

nature, is an important due to how Barth was moving in his last days. That being said, the 

advice of Eberhard Jungel is pertinent to this disaission: "We are not certain that what we 

are dealing with here is the final form of Barth's thinking which he considered ready for 

publication."4g Afso important to this discussion of Barth's understanding of the Lord's 

Prayer is the section on prayer in Church Dogrnutics III/#, The Doctrine of ~reations'~; 

here, as in n e  Christion Lije, Barth disaisses prayer in the context of ethics. Barth also 

has a commentary on the Heidelberg Catechism, nie Heidelberg Catechism For Today. 

" Eberhard JUngel. 'Invocation of God as the Ethical Ground of Christian Action: Innoductory 
remarks on the posthumous fragments of Karl Barth's ethics of the doctrine of reconciiiation," in Jüngel, 
Theological h u y s  trans. I.B. Webster (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark; 1 Ç89) ,  154. There are a aumber of 
other articles and essays tbat discuss Barth's Christian Lge which pmve wfùi and important in this 
discussion: John Webster, Barth 's Ethics of Reconciliation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1995)' 174 - 213; J.B. Webster, "The Christian in RevoIt: Some Reflections on The Christian Lue," in 
Nigel Biggar, ed. Reckoning Wifh Barth: Essays in Cornmernorution of the Centenary of Karl Barth 's 
Birth (London: Mowbray. I988), I ! 9 - 144; Donald K. Mckim, "Karl Barth on the Lord's Prayer," Center 
Journal 2: 1 (1982): 8 1 - 99; Charles C. Dickinson, "Church Dogmatics N/4," in H,-Martin Rumscheidt, 
ed. Karl Bmth in Re-fiew: Posthumous Worh Reviewed and Asseseci (Pennsylvania: Pickwick Press, 
1981). 43 - 53; Jean-Luc Blondel, "Prayer and Stniggle: Karl Barth's 'The Christian Life'," St. Luke S 
Journal of Theology 23(1980): IO5 - 1 15. Book reviews of this posthumous Barthian publication include: 
Cotin Gunton, "The Christian Lqe," Scottish Journal of ïReology 36:3(1983), 398 - 400; WiILiam M. 
Longsworth, ""ïheological foundations for Ethics," Quarteriy Review 3(1983): 92 - 100; and John S. 
Reist, Jr., "Barthian ûstraca: Ethicai and Epistolary Fragments," The Journal ofReligion 63(1983): 281 - 
289. 

'O trans. A.T. MacKay, T.H. Parker, Harold Knigk et.. al. (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 196 l), 87 - 
115. 



There is du, a chapter on prayer in Evmgelicol lPleology that provides part of the larger 

fiarnework of Barth's understanding of prayer.51 

The purpose of this thesis is to examine Barth's understanding of the Lord's 

Prayer, and in order to do this it will have to consider several facets of this understanding. 

In the second chapter an intellectual biography of Barth places him in his histoncal 

context. This discussion includes an account of Barth's Protestant Liberal theological 

heritage, with p ~ i c u i a r  regard to theologians Friedrich Schleiemacher, Albrecht Ritschl, 

and Adolf von Harnack. This is significant because Barth's understanding of prayer is 

itself involved in his larger response to Protestant Liberalism, as c m  be seen in his book 

Anselm. The various stages in Barth's theological development dso form a part of this 

discussion. 

Chapter three is an examination of the Lord's Prayer as a model prayer. Thus, here 

there is an examination of how Barth thinks the Lord's Prayer shapes, or ought to shape, 

Christian prayer generaily. It is a prayer descriptive of the relationship between God and 

his children, and of the priorities and concerns definitive of Christian prayer. Both the 

importance and meaning of the Lord's Prayer as a mode1 are discussed. Barth's 

understanding of the Lord's Prayer is a critical repristination of the Reformation 

understanding over against the nineteenth-century Liberal interpretation. 

Chapter four examines the relationship in Barth's thought between the Lord's 

Prayer and ethics. It analyzes Barth's understanding of the importance of the prayer as a 

model for the Christian life. The meaning of the Lord's Prayer as a paradigrn for ethics is 

first dealt with through a number of concepts: ethics as an ethic of love and fieedom, 

'' Barth, Evangelical Theology, 159 - 170. 



Barth's use of adogy,  the invocation of Cod, the object of invocation, the subject of 

invocation, and then the first two petitions, al1 as discussed by Barth in nie Christian L i j .  

Since Barth's understanding of the Lord's Prayer is examined in its fùnction as  a 

model prayer and as a model of the Christian Me, the use of primary sources in chapters 

three and four reflects this division. Barth's Prqyer is an exposition in the tradition of 

Reformation catechisms, and this is seen in his opening with general and introductory 

remarks on prayer and then proceeding with the exposition proper. It is this book, then, 

that this study concentrates on when discussing the Lord's Prayer as a mode1 prayer. 

Subsequently, since Barth's 7ibe Christkm Life is a partial exposition of the Lord's Prayer 

as a mode1 of Christian ethics, chapter four is based prirnarily on his discussion in this 

work. This being said, both chapters thme and four make use of both of these sources; this 

division simply reflects Barth's own treatment of the topic. 

Barth's understanding of the Lord's Prayer is not without its difficulties, and 

chapter five will survey some of the particular problems associated with Barth's thinking 

in this regard. Here, Barth's thought conceming prayer and ethics, the nature of the divine 

command, and particular ethical problems, corne into consideration. Of course, dong with 

criticisms of Barth's discussion of the Lord's prayer, as both a model prayer and as a 

model for the Christian life, there are several contributions that he makes which provide an 

alternative to the confùsing plethora of voices conceming Christian prayer that are noted 

above. Especidly since Barth considers his theology, or dogmaics, a churchiy enterprise, 

it is the value of his thought for the Christian church which is of importance for the 

purposes of this thesis. Therefore, there is no immediate value for the non-believing 



community in Barth's discussion of  the Lord's Frayer. Considering Barth's theological 

method and emphases, this is not a surprise. This last chapter concludes with suggestions 

for fùrther study, dimensions which ody emerge on the periphery in this study, but 

nonetheless deserve fiirther attention. 



CHAPTER TWO 

INTELLECTUAL BIOGRAPHY 

Barth's 19th Century Background & Theologicai Heritage 

The nineteenth century brought a new kind of search for the bais and 
foundation of theology itself; a fiesh attempt to bring human awareness and 
experience into the center of theological study; the forging of more specialised 
techniques for the literary and histoncal shidy of the Bible, techniques whose 
application helped to raise what were ofien felt to be disturbing and 
chdenging questions about its meaning and relevance as well as about the 
standing and authority of established Christian doctrines; and the sharp new 
question whether Christian theology ought to be subsumed under some more 
general study of religion and religions. ' 

The above quotation f?om Alasdair C .  Heron highlights the more prominent and 

central features of nineteenth-century Protestant Liberal theology, and there are certain 

figures who during this epoch play a greater role in shaping the thought of Karl Barth than 

others, and against whom he reacted most strongly. These sarne figures represent the spirit 

of Protestant Liberaiism more definitively than others and are credited with the widest 

dissemination of its influence throughout continental European theological and biblical 

scholarship. In order to appreciate and understand Kas1 Barth hirnself, students of 

theology must first corne to terms with his theologicai heritage. The three figures that this 

Aladair I.C. Hemn, A Century o/ Protestant 7%eoloo (Phiiadelphia: Westminster Press, 
1980). 68. Although Heron is mnsidered a standard work on twentieth-century Christian theology and the 
preceding developments, other helpiùi sweys of Modem theology include Alister E. Mffirath, The 
Making ofModern Germon Christology, Stanley J. Grenz and Roger E.  Olson, 20th Century Theology: 
God & rhe WorM in a Tmnsitiond Age; John Macquarrie, Twentieth-Century Religious Thoughr, Martin 
E.  Marty, eùs., A Handbook of Christian Theologians, William Nichoiis, Systernatic and Philosophicol 
Theofogy; Otto W .  Heick, A History of Christian Thought, vol. 2; and David F.  Ford, ed, The Modern 
Theologians: An Introduction to Christian 7heoIoay in the Twentieth Centwy, vol. 1 [Fuller 
bibliographical information is included either in other footnotes or the seIect bibliography]. 



section will therefore concentrate on, for reasons which wiii become clear, are Albrecht 

Ritçchl, Adolf von Harnaclq and the M e r  of Modem Protestant theology, Friedrich 

Daniel Ernst Schleiermacher. 

The developments in philosophy and science wrought by the Enlightenment 

focused upon the elevation of human reason over what was regarded as 'superstition', 

eaniing it the designation, the Age of Reason. This era placed enormous confidence in the 

capacity of human rationality. The principle of reason meant that a fundamental order and 

structure lay within ali of reaiity and was evidenced in the workings of the human rnind. 

Enlightenment thinkers concludeci that the human mind was able to discem and corne to 

know the structure inherent in the extemal wodd of nature. Subsequently, since thinkers 

from this period believed the orderly structure of nature was the result of divine design, 

the laws of God became the laws of nature, because in the latter the former couid be 

discemed and disc~vered.~ This led to the Enlightenrnent principle of 'autonomy', 

because as Grenz and Olson state, 'Wo longer would simple appeai to the teaching office 

of the church, the Bible, or Christian dogma be sufficient to bring about the cornpliance in 

belief or conduct. The individual would now test al1 such extemal claims to a ~ t h o r i t ~ . " ~  In 

the words of Imanuel Kant: 

Enlightenrnent is man's release fkom his self-incurred tutelage. Tutelage is 
man's inability to make use of his understanding without direction fiom 
another. Self-incumed is this tutelage when its cause lies not in lack of reason 
but in lack of resolution and courage to use it without direction f?om another. 
"Have Courage to use your own reason" - that is the mono of ~nlightenment.' 

Grenz and OIsan, 20 - 22. 

ibid., 2 1. 

' Inmanuel Kant, Foundations ojthe Metaphysics of Morals and What is Enlightenment? ( N m  
York: Liberal Arts Press, 1959), 85. 



C haüenges to the Christian faith initiateci by the Enlightenment included challenges 

to biblical authority5, supematuralism6, and natural religion. However, philosophicai 

challenges to Eniightenment thinking were not slow in corning, and they came, from 

Hume, Kant, and  ess sin^.' Their thought r a i d  the twin issues of epistemology and 

history, which were to be equaiiy pressing for those seekïng to do theology in the wake of 

the Enlightenment and its critics. * It is against this environment that Nneteenth-century 

thwlogians, those who most deepiy influencecl Barth, have to be understood. 

According to Richard R. Niebuhr, "Religiously speaking, we must c o n d e  the 

nineteenth century to ~chleiermacher."~ Indeed, Friedrich Daniel Ernst Schleiermacher 

(1 768 - 1834) is generally considered the father of Modem Protestant theology, and his 

' As Heron says, "the way was open to the conclusion that the Bible should simply be treated as a 
collection of ancient religious titerature with no special claims to be heard or accepted except where it 
happened to express some general religious 'principle' that muid be mgnised as universally vaiid - the 
kernel within the husk." As will be çeen this is one of the emphases of Liberal Protestantism, See Heron, 
5 .  

This challenge was especidly acute in regard to miracles. However, Heron makes the important 
and interesting point that both parties, those on the side of orthodoxy and the rationalists, defined miracles 
in the same way: "Both had in the background the idea that the universe is a machine which is normally 
wholly detennined by causai laws, and h t  a miracle is a temporary suspension of these laws." Such an 
understanding is questionable on both biblicd and scientifIc grounds. See Heron, 7. 

' k i n g ' s  famous dictum, *the accidental truths of history can never becorne the neoessary 
tnrths of reason" epitomizes the modem view that "the real content of revelation is in principle detachable 
from the particular history through which it has been znanifested." See Heron, 20 

8 Mortimer J. Adler, Ten Philosophical Mistakes: Basic &ors in Modern Thought - How They 
Came About, Their Consequences, and How fo Avoid Them (New York: MacMiiian Publishing Co., 
1985). In this book Adler demonsuates basic diiEcdties with modern thought, particuiarly the probiern of 
thinkers attempting to correct their predecessors conclusions while remaining tied to their 
presuppositions. 

9 In "Friedrich Schleiermacher," in A Hancibook of Modem Theologians, t 7 .  



influence can hardly be ~verestirnated.'~ Even though most Chnstians have not heard of 

him, "his ideas about religion in generai and Chnstianity in particular have trickled d o m  

to them" via pastors, church leaders, theological educators, etc. " 
With a pietistic background with its roots in Moravianisrn, Schleiennacher began 

to develop doubts about key doctrines of orthodox Protestantkm early in his education. 

Yet, even with his skepticism about certain doctrines, he never lost his pietistic emphasis; 

his drift away fiom orthodox Protestant theology continuecl during his university studies. 

During the 1790's Schleiennacher becarne deeply innuenceci by a new movement - 

Romanticism - which was a reaction to the wld rationalism of Enlightenrnent philosophy. 

This movement placed great emphasis upon human feelings, imagination, and intuition. It 

was for his circle of friends, ail equdy Romanticists, that he composed his &st major 

work, On Religion: Speeches to i& ~ u h r e d   esp pis ers. '* Here is where Schleiermacher's 

famous definition of religion, 'a feeling of absolute dependence', is first found.I3 The 

Romanticists were still children of the Enlightenrnent in that they shared the suspicion of 

authority and dogrnatisrn, but instead of relying upon a cold rationalism they wished to 

recover a sense of human feeling and intuition. It was "in the Romantic emphasis on 

feeling [that] Schleiennacher found his due for reconstmcting Christianity so that it would 

not conflic2 with the fùndamental spirit of modem ~ulture."'~ Niebuhr regards the 

1 O Otto W. Heick, A History of Christian Thought, vol. II (Philadelphia: Forires Press, I966), 
182, 183. 

I l  Grenz and OIson, 39. 

'' tram. Terrenœ N. Tice (Richmond: John Knox, 1969). 

l 3  Heick, 170, 171. 

14 Grenz and Olson, 43. 



interaction between religion and inteilectual ailture to be Schleiermacher's most important 

methodologicai principle. " 
Aithough it is tme that Schleiermacher accepteci Kant's dernolition of rational, 

philosophicai knowledge of a d ,  he also saw Kant's turn to practical reason or ethics as 

inadequate. Thus, neither metaphysics nor ethics form the heart of religion; and if religion 

cannot be reduced to either knowing or doïng, then it is lost to sight dtogether.16 

For Schieiermacher there is a level of being beyond and below that of knowing and 

doing; it is at this furthest depth that the genuine religious impulse arises and lives. " This 

is experienced as an irnmediate seIf-~~nsciousness that he describes as "the common 

element in all howsoever diverse expressions of piety, by which these are cojointly 

distinguished fiorn other feelings, or7 in other words, the self-identical essence of piety, is 

this: the consciousness of being absolutely dependent, or, which is the same thing, of being 

in relation with ~ o d . " ' ~  Essentially, Schieiemiacher sought to construct Christian 

theology upon the edifice of hvrnan experience; theology had to become, in his estimation, 

the humm reflection upon the human experience of God, the experience of absolute 

dependence. 

Though Schleiermacher was able to establish religion as fundamentai to human 

nature, and not as reducible to something else, he reduced religion to human experience 

and theology to anthropology. Dogmas and doctrines were not objective truths of 

17 Ibid., 24. 

18 Friedrich D.E. Schieiermacher, me Christian Faith 2nd ed. H.R Mackintosh and J.S. Stewart. 
eds. (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, L938), 12. 



revelation, but rather were alien to reiigion in its purest form and only constituted human 

attempts to set forth piety in speech.Ig Moreover, Christian doctrine is not to be drawn 

primarily or exclusively £iom Scripture, but ""al doctrines properly so called must be 

extracted tiom the Christian religious self-consciousness, Le. the inward expenence of 

Christian people."M 

This methodology was to have a great effect upon the theological reflection of the 

next two centuries, and for Schleiennacher himself this ap proach included the redefinition 

of orthodox belief in terms of human experience, as well as the possibility of jettisoning 

whatever did not meet with this cnteria. For instance, the doctrine of the Trinity was 

relegated to the position of an appendix in his magnum opus, The Christim Fuith. When 

Schleiermacher states that '%s doctrine itselc as ecclesiastically fiarned, is not an 

immediate utterance concerning the Christian self-consciousness, but only a combination 

of such ut ter an ce^"^', it is clear that he makes Christian expenence the judge of Chnstian 

theology. 

Albrecht Ritschi ( 1 822- 1 889) wrote that "in reference to method [Schleiermacher] 

is rny predecessor."" For Ritschl the theological task was that of reconceiving faith with 

the modem world in purview, and this placed him in the Schleiermachean tradition. Ritschl 

20 Ibid., 265. 

'' Ibid., 738. 

22 Aibrecht Ritschl, llteologie undMetuphysik (Bonn: Marcus, 188 l), 54, quoted in A. Durwood 
Foster, "AIbrecht Ritschl," in A Handboak of Modem î%eologians, 52. 



who was to become the moa influentid exponent of classical Protestant Liberaiism, and 

the ternis "Ritschlian7' and "Protestant Liberalism7' are nearly synonymous. 

Ritschl dierentiated between scientific and religious knowledge, holding to an 

Enlightenment view of scientific knowledge and defining religious knowledge as value 

judgements conceniing reality2' Consequently, Ritschl rejected the dependence of 

theology upon metaphysics. because this was an illesitirnate intermingling of scientinc and 

religious knowledge. Philosophical proofs for the existence of God treat God as an objecf 

whereas theology ought to be concerned about God only insofar as He affects the lives of 

human beings on the moral plane. Of the greatest significance is achieving the highest 

good, which is found in the Kingdom of God as reveaied in Jesus Christ .z This means 

that the task of theology is to construct a senes of value judgments based solely on the 

way in which God affects the lives of  believers, and how these affects meet the highest 

good. For Ritschl, the primary nom for theological investigation was not the Bible in and 

of itself, but the "kernel in the husk" as determined by sound historical-cntical 

scholarship. 26 

23 Grenz and Olson, 5 1. 

'' Ritschl, The Christian Docirine of Justrijiation and Reconciliotion trans. H.R Mackintosh and 
A.B. Macauley (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, lW), 203 - 213. Ritschl's explanation of these two forms of 
knowledge indudes an acknowledgement that even science inevitably includes some value judgements 
because it is irnpossibIe for either the scientist or philosopher to be purely objective. However, he does 
make a distinction between "concomitant" and "independent" value judgements, holding that religion 
only moves in the sphere of the latter, which are perceptions of moral ends or moral hindrances. 

25 Grenz and Olson, 54. 

" David L. Mueller, An introduction <O the nieology of Albrecht Rilcchl (Philadelphia: 
Westminster Press, 1969), 45 - 47. 



Ritschl's theology gave rise to an entire school of Liberal theulogians whose 

influence permeated the major Protestant churches in Europe and America at the tum of 

the century, and at this tirne Adoifvon Hamack (1851 - 1930) was the most brilliant and 

popular advocate of Liberal or "Ritschlian" theology. Hamack enjoyed esteem fiom both 

students, who flocked to his lecture by the hundreds, and 6om political figures, most 

notably Kaiser Wihelm of Germany. It was Hamack's association with the Kaiser that 

was one of the factors which led to Barth's tuming against him." 

His widest duence came through a series of lectures published under the title 

Whai Is ~hriisianity?~~ Here he attempted to discem, in the Liberal tradition, the kernel 

of Christianity within the husk of accumulated Christian history and tradition, including the 

accretions of the gospels thernselves. His thesis was that Jesus' message had only to do 

with the Father and not himself? For Harnack, this gospel consisted of three interrelated 

tmths: "First&. the kingdom of God and its coming. Secondly, G d  the Father and the 

infinite vvalue of rhe human s d .  nirdly, the higher rightemsness md the commanahenf 

of love."30 

In each of the Protestant Liberal theologians there are identiijing characteristics 

that, however distinct the thinkers may be, are stfi present. First, Liberaiism was 

committed to reconstructing theology in such a way that took Enlightement 

27 More information on Hamack's association with Kaiser WilheIm, WW 1, and m ' s  reaction, 
is given below under the next section of this chapter. Particularly when one contrasts the theology and 
ethics of Ham& and Barth, for instance, one sees the importance of the relation betwcen theology and 
ethics, and that the latter necessariiy follows fiom the former. 

" 2c.d 4.. m., trans. Thomas Bailey Saunders (New York: G.P. Putnam's Sons. 1901). 

Harnack, 55. 



developments seriously; it was the "maximum acknowledgement o f  the c l h  of modem 

thought."" Second, there was an emphasis on the fieedom of  the individual Christian 

thinker to  criticize and recontruct traditional doctrines. These Protestant Liberals had a 

profound appreciation of the communal nature of Christian tmth, yet resulutely reserved 

the right to break with tradition when it seemed right and necessary. Third, Liberal 

theology tended to emphasize the practical or ethical aspect of Christian@: Ritschl and his 

followers attempted to moralize aii doctrine by centering al1 theologicai discourse on the 

concept of  the Kingdom of God. Fourth and finally, Liberal thinkers continued the trend 

towards emphasizing the immanence over the trmcendence of  ~ o d "  which had begun 

with the Enlightenment. This amounted to an emphasis upon the contimrity between God 

and humankind rather than the discontimity that characterized pre-Enlightenment 

theology. This was more than simply a shift in emphasis in theological method, as it 

became determinative for Christian doctrines that they be interpreted with Enlightenment 

presuppositions and principles: for instance, Christ was no longer the God-man who 

invaded time from eternity, but he was rather the exemplary human, an ideal different in 

degree but not in kind" It was within tbis atmosphere that the young Karl Barth found 

himself breathing, especially dunng his years of study and earlier years of development. 

'' Claude Welch, Protestant 7nought in the Nineteenth Century, vol. 1. 1799 - 1870 (New Haven 
and London: Yale University Press, 1972), 142. 

32 The book by Grenz and Olson is organized by the pcndulum represented by the recurring shifts 
fkom transcendenœ to immanence, and vice-versa. It is an especiaily helphil guide to the Enlighenment 
and nineteenth century backdrop against which the scenery of twenîieth century theology is played out. 

33 Grenz and Olson, 53. 



Barth's Life & Development as a Theologian 

Kart Barth was boni in the Swiss town of Basel on May 10, 1886, as the son of a 

New Testament professor, Fritz Barth; his was "a churchiy and academic family" of the 

Swiss Refomed tradition, conservative in orientation." It was on March 23, 1902, the 

eve of his confirmation, that the young Karl resolved to pursue a career as a theologian, 

but, in his own wordq 'Wot with preaching and pastoral care and so on in mind, but in the 

hope that through such a course of midy 1 might reach a proper understanding of the 

creed in place of the rather hazy ideas that 1 had at the tirne.'"' In 1904 he began study at 

the University of Berne, with his father's "kind but emest guidance and advice." There 

his fist impressions of theo!ogy did not penetrate very deeply, and he recounts the 

wisdom there as behg dryiy and tediously presented.M Two years later, after having 

concluded the first stage of his study, Barth went to the University of Berlin, a decision 

that amounted to a compromise between his interest in Marburg and his father's 

preference for either Halle or Greifswald. Here he studied intensively, and above dl under 

Adolf von Hamack; there he heard Harnack's "great lectures on the history of dogma." 

Harnack was the theologian of the day, and one of the finest exponents of Ritschlian 

j4 Grenz and Olson, 66. 

35 Quoted in Eberhard Busch, Karl Barth: His Lqe fiom Lefters and Autobiographical Texfs 
vans. John Bowden (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1976), 3 1.  This partlcular biographicd source is the 
most helpfiil because it relies so greatly upon Barth's own autobiographical material, and the majority of 
Busch's text consists of direct quotations of Barth himself. m e r  biographical sources for Barth indude: 
John Bowden, Karl Barth (London: SCM Press, 1971); Eberhard Mngel, Karl Barth: A Theological 
Legav, William Nichoiis, Systematic and Philosophical Theology, 75 - 149 wore amplete 
bibliographicai information for these works is given above]. 

36 Busch, 33. Quite signtficantiy, in ApriI of 1906 Barth gave his first lecture in Berne to the 
academic Protestant Theological Society on 'The Original form of the Lord's Prayer,' This dernonstrates 
that even as a student Barth had an interest in the Lord's Prayer that found its way into his work. Thus, 
the seeds for the iater development of his thought on the Lord's Prayer were plantai at an early stage of 
his academic career. 



theology. Barth developed a deep admiration for him Even at this early stage Barth had 

begun to diverge from the 'positive line' of his father and, not long after tuming to a study 

of Schleiermacher, he became a follower of WiIhelm Hemnann, whom he "absorbed 

through every pore."37 This development his father had hoped to prevent. It was the 

reason he opposed Karl's going to Marburg, where Hemnann t a ~ ~ h t . ~ ~  It was through 

Hernnann's book Ethies, that his own "personal interest in theology began" and r d m g  it 

only strengthened his resolve to go to Marburg. But this was not to be; at least not yet. 

In an atternpt to guide Karl's We into a more moderate course, his father sent him 

to Tübingec thinking that perhaps it was t h e  for Barth, with his Iiberal propensities, to 

hear some 'positive theology.' So, in Oaober of 1907, Barth went to Tübingen, and he 

soon found the theological faculty there to be "a wretched h01e."~~ His time there was 

short and in April of 1908 his father M y  concsded to Barth's desire to attend the 

University of Marburg. And so here Barth could 6 d i y  experience directly the tutelage of 

systematic theologian Wilhelm Hertmann. Despite Hernnann's affinity with Ritschlian 

liberalism, his theoiogy was also to be distinguished from old liberalism and it was from 

him that Barth began to develop a Christocentric impulse." Dunng the course of his 

theological education, then, Barth eventually arriveci at a theological position within 

" Brorniley, "The Authority of Snipture in Karl Barth", 275. 

38 Busch., 39, 40. Barth Iater fecalled with gratitude his father's direction and guidance, and 
undoubtedly the upbringing in a conservative Swiss Reformed sening never entirely Ieft him. See 
Bromiky, 275. 

j9 Busch, 43. 



classic Protestant Liberalism, accepting wholesale the road paved by Schleiennacher, 

Troeltsch, Ktschi, h a c k ,  and Hemnann. 

On Wednesday, November 4th 1908, Barth was ordaineci to the ministry of the 

Refomed Church and on August 18, 1909, he said his fareweli to Marburg. Soon 

thereafter, in September, he lefi for Geneva to take a position as pasteur su@agmt to the 

German-speaking congregation of the eglise nutiom~e.~' Upon the chef pastor's 

depamire the next Oaober, Barth had to tend to the congregation for six months 

singlehandedly. It is also worth noting that here he occasionaüy preached in the same great 

hall in which Calvin had lectured three and a half centuries earlier.** These early sermons 

were very acadernic and liberal. Barth himself remarked, 'Tm afiaid Calvin would hardly 

have been very pleased at the sermons which 1 preached in his pulpit  the^^."^^ 

An unmistakably signtncant new penod of Barth's life began in 191 1, when, as his 

father before km, he went as a pastor to the village of Safenwil. It was a smail parish in a 

village on the border between Switzerland and Germany which at that time was changing 

considerably, as it was becoming increasingly industrialized. Moa of the people in his 

congregation worked in a factory and Barth often found himself taking sides with them in 

industrial disputes. It was in Safenwil where Barth became intereste. in the Religious 

Socialism of Hermann Kutter and Leonhard ~ a ~ a z . ~  As Brorniley notes, "so forcefùlly 

- - 

" Busch 52. 

42 Grenz and Olson, 66. 

44 Heick, 27 1.  The influence of ttiis movement upon Barth's outlook is refiected in a paper where 
he interprets the Kingdom of God in tenns of G d ' s  Iordship, rather than human achievement and 
progress. Notably, this article was written prior to Der RbmerbrieJ indicaihg that Barth's inherited 



did he identify himself with the Social Democratic Party that he gained notoriety as 'the 

red parson of Safienwif' and considerd running for political office."" Here, Barth's time 

became occupied with ministry, and his occupation with theology was for years reduced to 

the preparation of sermons and classes. He was devoted to the congregation in Safenwil, 

and he even thought that his later theology had its roots in his ministry at that tirne? 

During this period there were a number of factors which began to erode Barth's 

liberal stance. First, since the Reforrned tradition normdy takes preac hing extremely 

seriously, Barth was expected to convey the word of God to the worshippers in his parish; 

this tradition even s u ~ v e d  in the heyday of Liberal theology. According to one of the 

Reformed formularies, 'praedicntio verbi dei est verbi dei. '47 This heavy res ponsibility , 

which Barth inevitably found resting upon his shoulders, was one of the factors in his 

eventuai disillusionment with, and disassociation from., Liberal theology. By its very 

nature, Liberal theology was not weii adapted to preaching; it did not understand the 

relationship of God and human beings through Scripture in the traditionai Reformed 

fashion. As it has been shown above, Liberal theology begins with an academic analysis of 

human religion, and suggests that people ought to focus on heightening their religious 

responses. The motives of Liberal theology were also academic and they "wished to find 

an objective starting-point for the study of Christianity in an age when the prestige of 

liberalism was at least beginning to weaken. See Karl Barth, "Der Glaube an den petanlichen Gott," 
Zeitschr~Jfir Theologie und Kzrche ( 19 14): 2 1-32, 65-95. 

46 Heick, 60.6 1. 

" 'The preaching of the Word of God is the Word of God." 



science was rapidly gowing.'" Once wnfionted on a pradcai level with the regular task 

of preaching, Barth found Liberal theology usekss, and he tumed away from it and tumed 

to  the Bible, where he hoped to find a centrai message which he could iden* as God's 

Word. Concerneci about the "textual basis" of his preaching, Barth asked himself what was 

God's Word, and was he preaching itY9 

Second, there was Barth's acquaintance with the Blumhardts, which was related to 

Barth's concm regarding pulpit rnini~try~~ Chnmoph Blumhardt was a remarkable 

preacher and pastor, and many of his ideas cut across the theological currents of the tirne. 

Christoph was the son of khann Christoph Blumhardt, who as a preacher had revitalized 

the pietist tradition through the renewed emphasis upon the Kingdom of God. Although 

Liberals understood the Kingdom of God as the eventud fulfiilment in the world of the 

ideals of 'the brotherhood of man and the Fatherhood of ~ o d ' " ,  the Blumhardts were 

ahead of their time in suggesting, as twentieth-century biblical scholarship eventuaiiy 

would, that it meant rather "the sovereignty of God in the world, effectively reasserted 

through the viaory of Jesus over the demonic powers that keep men bound by evii and 

alienated fiom ~od."'* Their message was surnmed up in the phrase, 'Jesus is victor', 

" Barih, Kad Barth - Rudel/ Bultmann Letfers, 1922 - 1966 trans. G. W. Bromiley, eds. &nid 
Jaspert and G. W. Bromiley (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 198 l), 154. 

" For an example of this approach see Adoifvon Hamaciq What is Christianity?, 2 1 - 80. 



which Barth himself said is the best summary of what he wishes to say as a theo~ogian.'~ 

As Barth's biographer Eberhard Busch says: 

Important was the fiuidarnental connection in Blumhardt's thought between 
knowledge of God and the Christian hope for the future; through this [Barth] 
leamed to understand God afiesh as the radicd renewer of the world who is at 
the sarne time himself wmpletely and utterly new. For Barth this could be -- 
and had to be - the starting point for fùrther developments. '' 

A third factor in the dissolving of Barth's liberal loyalties was his involvement and 

eventual disilIusionment with religious socialism. As noted above, Barth's parish in 

Safenwil was composed almoa entirely of factory workers, and as a result of Blumhardt's 

influence he eventually reached the same conclusion as Blumhardt: if Christianity is 

popularly associated with the middle class then he ought to balance the situation with his 

own actions. As a result, Barth joined the Social Democratic Party in Switzerland, 

although he did not enter political Me in the narrow sense of that term." Lûamed partialiy 

from the Blumhardts, Barth's religious socialism was also leamed from the religious 

53 NichoIls, 78. Cf. Barth, The Christian Lfe: Church Dogmutics, IV.4, Lecture Fragments trans. 
G.W. Brorniley (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1981), 256ff., where Barth refers to the Blumhardts as those 
who positively restored the meaning of the Kingdom of God. 

" Barth's involvernent with political matten did not cease with his disillusionment with 
socialism, but continueci particularly during World War II, when he was intimately connectai with the 
Confaing Chrirch movement in Gerrnany which stood steadfast against the German Church which at 
that tirne was essentially b m i n g  'Nazifïed.' fIis involvement with the Confessing Church, which also 
involved Dietrich Bonhoeffer, included his cirafting of the movement's "Barmen Declaration", the official 
statement of their stance. which Barth says he wrote "while the others were taking their aftemoon nap 
[See Bowden, 721." His involvement was rooted very much in his theology at this point just as it had been 
in his earlier days - now it was rooted in the centraiity of Christ and his Lordship over the church, 
whereas previously his politicai activity was rooted in Protestant Liberalism and the emphases associated 
theravith. See Bowden, Karl B d 7  68 - 86 and Busch, 216 - 248, for accounts of Barth's specific 
involvement. For information regarding the Confessing Church movement see, Shelley Baranowski, The 
Confessing Church, Conservative Elites, and the Nazi State (Queenston: Edwin Meiien Press, 1986); 
Kenneth Banies, "Protestant Social Thought and the Nazi State, 1933 - 1937," Journal ofChurch and 
State 29 (1987): 47 - 62; Ernst C. Helmreich, "The Nature and Structure of the Confessing Church in 
Germany Under Hitler," Journal of Church and State 12 (1970): 405 - 420; and Donald D. Wall, "The 
Confessing Church and the Second WorId War," Journal ofChurch and Stute 23 (1981): 15 - 34. 



socialists Kutter and ~ a ~ a z . ' ~  Howwev strong thek influence, Barth's enthusiasm for 

reiigious sociaiism waned. "The failure of the G e m  Socid Democrats to resist 

militarisrn brought him serious disillusionment regarding the possibilities of political and 

social progress."57 It was through these influences - religious socialism, the Blumhardts 

and the experience of pastoral ministry - that Barth's theology began to move fiom its 

liberal foundations, and to gather weight as it moved. One event in particular, however, 

initiated the final break, a break which would herald a new era in Christian theology, and 

mark his final spiit with nineteenth-century Protestant Liberdism. 

It was on August 1, 19 14, that Barth's iife and work was irrevocably altered - that 

day World War 1 broke out." On this &y, in addition to the outbreak of the war itseK 

something else finally triggered Barth's theological reversal. As he said: 

For me personally, one day in the beginnning of August of that year stands out 
as a black day, on which ninety-three German inteUectuals, among whom 1 
was horrifieci to discover alrnoa aü of rny hitherto revered theological 
teachers, published a profession of support for the war policy of Kaiser 
Wilhelm II and his counsei.Iors. Amazed by their attitude, 1 realised that I 
could no longer follow their ethics and dogmatics, or their understandings of 
the Bible and history, and that the theology of the nineteenth century no longer 
had any future for me." 

" For a Ml dirussion of World War 1 see Hugh Thomas, An UnI;nished History of the W d d  
(m. ed., London: Papermac, 1995), 643 - 662. 

59 Baxîh, EvongeIische nieotogie im 19. Jahrhundert (Zurich: Zollikon, 1957), 6, quoted in 
Alister E. McGrath, The Making oJModern Gennan Christology.. I75&IgOO (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 
1994), 124. In fact, in addition to being one of Barth's former teachers who gave their support to the 
Kaiser, Adolfvon Harnack also wrote a speech for the Kaiser, which was delivered at the beginning of the 
tvar. See Busch, 95. 



In the midst of this turmoil, both political and personai, Barth and his fiiend, 

Eduard Thumeysen, were searching for a means of starhg anew, "And at the time it was 

clearer rhal something had tc happen than whal should happen."" It was certainiy the 

case that they could no longer share the bit of Schleiermacher and Barth briefly 

considered a new shidy of Kant, while Thumeysen raised the possibility of studying Hegel. 

Both these options were rejected. Also important in Barth's reaction to the Fust World 

War and to the actions of his former mentors, is that he already had a conviction which 

would later find formal expression in his Church Do@cs: namely, that ethics and 

dogrnatics go together. As McholIs says, bcEthics can be used to test the validity of a 

theology. The ethics of his own teachers had now been shown up as faulty . . . so there 

must be something wrong with their theology t ~ o . " ~ '  

Ultimately, Barth was pressed to return to Scnpture, and as he said, 

We tried to learn Our theological ABC al1 over again, beginning by reading and 
interpreting the writing of the Old and New Testaments, more thoughfiliy 
than ever before . . . . [and] 1 sat under an apple tree and began to apply 
myself to Romans with al1 the resources that were available to me at the 
time.62 

In doing this Barth saw something quite plainly, something that no one in the 

German academic tradition had seen for a long time. 

The theme of the Bible, contrary to the critical and to the onhodox exegesis 
which we had inherited, certaidy wuld not be man's religion and religious 

Busch, 97. 

Nicholls 81. The events of WW I made clear to Barth chat religion could easily amime the 
form of, in his words, an "inteilectual 42 cm. cannonn Here he encountered "the ethical and political 
complaisance and fecklessness of his hiberal thenlogid heritage." Cf. Nigel Bi-, "Hearing God's 
Command and Thinking about mat's Right: With and Beyond Barth," in ed. Nigel Biggar, Reckoning 
with B a h :  Essays in Cornmernorotion of the Cenfenaty of Karl Barth 's Birth (London: Mowbray, I988), 
101. 

62 Busch, 97. Cf. Bmmiley, 276. 



moraliîy and certainly not his secret divinity. The stone w d  we ran up against 
was that the theme of the Bible is the deity of Gd, more exactly God's dei@ - 
God's independence and particular character, not only in relation to the 
natural but also to the spiritual cosmos; God's absolutely unique existence, 
might and initiative, above ail, in his relation to man. Oniy in this manner were 
we able to understand the voice of the Old and New Testaments. Only in this 
perspective did we feel we could heuceforth be theologians, and in particular, 
preachers - ministers of the divine ~ o r d . ' ~  

So Barth tumed to R o m m  and what he discovered was, to quote the title of one 

his earliest essays, "The Strange New World within the ~ i b l e . " ~  It was this very 

diswvery that captivateci him and held his attention. He set out to write a commentaxy and 

the first edition of Der Romerbrief was published in 1919; it represented a direct break 

with Barth's Liberal inheritance, directly attacking human religiosity through his emphasis 

on the Kierkegaardian notion of the "Wholly Othe? nature of God. However, it was the 

second, entirely rewritten edition which "fell Iike a bomb on the playground of the 

theologians", to use the words of the German Roman Catholic theologian Karl ~darn? 

What was new was not the source of the exposition -- the Pauline magnum opus of 

Romans had provideci such Christian thinkers as Augustine and Luther with theu own 

starting points - but rather the marner of Barth's exposition. He confounded biblical 

scholars by vimially ignonng questions of a historical-critical import that occupied their 

63 Barth, 7he Humanity of God tram. Thomas Wieser and John Thomas (Richmond, John Knox 
P m ,  1960), 4 1. 

64 In Barth, The Word of Cod and the Word ofMan pandon: Hodder, f 928), 28 - 50. This essay 
was given as a Iecture on February 6, 1917, during the writing of Der RdrnerbrieJ 

" Alec R Vider, The Church in an Age of Revolution: 1789 to the Presenr Day (London: 
Penguin Books, 1990). 2 17. 



attention, and some of Barth's own teachers, includig Hemnann and Hamack, were 

p d e d  by its unhistorical and uncritical approach.66 

In Der Romerbrief Barth also af3hned the validity of both the histoncal-critical 

method and the doctrine of verbal inspiration, stating that if he were forced to choose 

between them that he would choose the latter6' Essentidy it was a criücism of Liberal 

theology, which Barth believed had tumed the Gospel into a religious message that tek 

humans about their own d i ~ i i t ~ . ~ '  Barth was calhg for a revolution in theological 

method6': if nineteenth-century Liberal theology was theology "from below", then Barth 

was seeking to replace it with a theology "from above." As Grenz and Olson say, 

"throughout the cornmentary he emphasized the wholiy othemess of Go4 the gospel, 

etemity and salvation. These great truths, he argued, cannot be built up fiom universal 

66 Grenz and Olson, 67. 

67 Barth, The Epistle to the Romans trans. Edwyn C .  Hoskyns (London: Mord University Press, 
t933), 1. 

" For Barth's critique of Schleiemiacher and interpretations of this critique see Banh-s 
Protestant Theology in the Nineteenth Centuty: Its Background & History trans. John Bowden (London: 
SCM Press, I972), 425 - 473 and m e  Theology of Schleiermacher: Lectures at Gdttingen, Winter 
Semester of 1923124 ed. Dietrich Fütschi, trans. G.W. Bromiley (Grand Rapids: Eercimans, 1982); 
Michael Despland, "The Theology of Schleiermacher," in H.-M. Rumscheidt, ed. Karl Barth in Re-fiew: 
Posthumous Works Reviewed and Assessed (Pittsbwg: Pickwick Press, 1981), 19 - 30; and James E. 
Davison, " C m  God Speak a Word to Man? Barth's Critique of Schleiennacher's Theology," Scottish 
Journal of Theology 37(1984): 189 - 211. 

69 For studies of Barth's theological method see S. W .  Sykes, ed, Karl Barth: Sfzidies of His 
Theological Method (Oxford: OxCord University Press, 1979); Gordon H. Clark, Karl Barth 's Theological 
Method (Philadelphia: Presbyterian and Reformeci Publishing Co., 1963); Hans Urs von Balthasar, The 
Theology of Karl Barth (New York: Holt, Fünehart, and Winston, 1971); and George S. Hendry, T h e  
Transcendental Method in the Thedogy of Kari Barth," Scottish Journal of Theology 37 (1984): 213- 
227. 



human experience or reason, but must be received in obedience ffom God's re~elation.'"~ 

'This book is the conceptual version of his pastoral and political conv~lsion."~~ 

As a result of the emphasis on the confkontation between God and humanity, Der 

Rornetbrief initiated a movement labeled as "dialectical theology" or "'crisis t h e o l ~ g y " ~  , 

and this placed Barth squarely within the sphere of Kierkegaardian philosophical method." 

In the preface to the second edition of Der Romerbrief Barth admitted his indebtedness to 

the melancholy Dane: 

If 1 have a system, it is limited to a recognition of what Kierkegaard cded the 
''idnite qualitative distinction" between thne and etemity, and to my 
regarding this as possessing negative as wel1 as positive signiticance: "God is 
in heaven, and thou art on earth." The relation between such a God and such a 
man, and the relation between such a man and such a God, is for me the theme 
of the Bible and the essence of philosophy." 

Barth's Der Rdmerbrief "becme the banner of a generation of the German- 

speaking church's young pastors and teachen. A childhood memory of groping in a dark 

church and accidentaily yanking the bellrope, to bring the whole village running, became 

Barth's metaphor for its publication."7s Largely on account of Der Ramerbrief Barth was 

offered a position as professor of Refomed theology at the University of Gottingen; here, 

his career as a professional teacher and theologian was to begin. 

70  Grenz and Olson, 67. 

" Jenson, 3 1. 

72 The word "crisis" in this context is taken ftom the Greek, 'krisis', meaning judgement. 

" For Barth's nlationship to Kierkegaard sg Aiastair McKinnoq 'Barth's Relation to 
Kierkegaard: Some Further Lighi," Canadian Journal of Theology 13 (1967): 3 1 - 4 1; WilIiam W. Wells, 
'The Reveille That Awakened Karl Barth," Journal ofthe Evungefical Theofogicaf Society 22 (1979): 
223 - 233. 

74 B e  The Epistle to the Romans, 10. 

'' Jenson, 24. 



Initidy Barth did not lecture in dogrnatics, and aware of his own need to study 

classical theological texts, particularly those of the Reformed tradition, he offered several 

courses during his first several semesten on the Heidelberg Catechism, Reformed 

Confessions, Calvin, Zwingli, Schleiermacher, 1 Corinthians, Ephesians and 1 John It was 

not until 1924 that Barth began preparation for his lectures in dogmatics: "1 shd never 

forget the spring vacation of 1924. 1 sat in my study in Gottingen, faced with the taslc of 

givhg lectures on dogrnatics for the first time. No one can have been more plagued than I 

was with the problem, could 1 do it? and how?"" Somewhat unexpectedly, Barth found 

an answer to this query in Heïnrich Heppe's Reformed Dogmarics, which was a collection 

of texts on ail the loci of dogrnatics ftom sixteenth-, seventeenth-, and eighteenth-century 

Reformed theologians. Additional aid was located in the parallel compendium of Lutheran 

sources by H. Schmid. Despite Heppe's Stifhess and dreariness, Barth persisted in his 

study and found himself impressed by the "senousness, discipline, and depth of the 

treatment of theological issues by the old Reformed scholars." Although he was not 

uncritical of these aforementioned scholars, they did provide Barth with a doonvay into 

the riches of the Reformed tradition, and even beyond that into the riches of patristic, 

medieval, and Reformation theology. During this time, he worked feverishly, sometirnes 

growing dizzy fkom the intensity of his reflection while preparing these first lectures in 

dogmatics?' Eventually, in 1925, Barth was cded to a professorship at the University of 

Münster, where he stayed for five years, moving to the University of Bonn in 1930. It was 

76 Barth, "Foreword," in Heinrich Heppe, Refonned Dogmatics (repr., Grand Rapids, 1978), v. 

77 Daniel L. Migliore, "Karl Barth's First Lectures in Dogmatics: hîruction in fite Christian 
Religion," in Barth, The Gdtfingen Dogmotics: Instrucfion in the Christian Religion, Vol. l ed. Hamelotte 
Reiffen, tram. Geoffrey W. Bromiiey (Eerdmans: Grand Rapids, 199 l), xix 



during this period that a decisive shift of emphasis began to appear in his writing. 

Although he did not forsake his adamant rejection of Liberal theology, he did begin to 

emphasize God's "Yes" in Jesus Christ rather than the 'Wo" that he had been pronouncing 

for more than a decade." 

Mer Der RMerbriefand before the massive Church Dogmatics, perhaps the next 

significant development in Barth's thinking is his encounter with, and work on, Anselm. 

During his first semester at Bonn he held a seminar on Anseh, and over the following 

year (1930) he paid a great deal of attention to Anselm's method of thought. By the 

summer of 1931 he was p~tt ing his finishing touches on a book on this scholastic 

the~logian.'~ While many cowider his ~ e i n ! ~ '  attacking feliow Neo-Orthodox theologian 

Emil Brumer as the real evidence for his discarding a philosophical or anthropological 

justification and explanation of Christian doctrine, Barth himself says that his book on 

Anselm is this evidence. He Iamented because it was the book that he wrote "with more 

loving care than any other", and yet remains one of the least read of his works." Stiii, this 

work is considered by many scholars to be Barth's most important expression of his 

mature theological method. It is a detailed study of Anselm's formula, LJ&s quuerens 

Grenz and Olson. 68. The "No" refers to not only his rejenion of naturai theology, but also his 
emphasis on the "infinite qualitative distinctionn between God and humanity and his emphasis then on 
human sinfulness. 

79 Anselm: Fides Quaerens Intellecium, Anselm 5 Proofof the Existence of God in the Context of 
His Theological Scheme (London: SCM Press, 1960). Cf. Busch, 205, 206, and Barth, "How 1 Changed 
My Mind In This Decade," The Christian Century (1939), for his account of tbis book's significance. 

Nufural Theologyr "Nature und Groce*' by Emil Bninner and the Repfy "No!" by Karl Barth 
trans. Peter Fraenkel (London: Geoffrey Bles., 1946). 

'' Busch, 206. 



intellectum'? which now became Barth's mode1 for his theological epistemology. As 

Barth hunself said in the preface to the second edition, 

in this book on Anselm 1 am working with a vital key, if not the key, to an 
understanding of that whole process of thought that has impressed me more 
and more in my Church Dopatics as the only one proper to t h e o ~ o ~ ~ . ~ ~  

The question, of course, is what was the key that hpressed itselfupon Barth as the oniy 

one proper to the task of dogmatics? In his study of Anselm, wntrary to many 

interpretations, Barth argueci that Anselm was not a rationalist. Instead he saw Anselm as 

seeking to brhg reason into the service of fàith: "Anseh's ontological argument was not 

an attempt to prove God apart from faith but an attempt to understand with the mind what 

is already believed by faith. "84 

Further, Barth argueci that for Anselm al1 theology is to be done in the context of 

prayer and obedience. Consequently, theology cannot be some dispassionate, objective 

science, but must be "the understandmg of God's objective self-revelation in Jesus Christ 

made possible by gram and faith al~ne."~' According to Barth, then, what a theologian 

needs to discover is "a pure heart, eyes that have been opened, child-like obedience, a Life 

in the Spirit, [and] nch nourishrnent fiom Holy ~ c r i ~ t u r e . " ~ ~  Thus, the presupposition of 

82 'faith seeking understanding. ' 

83 Barth, Anselm, 1 1. 

84 Grenz and Olson, 68. For a discussion of the debate over Barth's interpretation of Anseh see 
Vincent G. Potter, "Karl Barth and the 0ntoIogica.l Argumenî," The Journal ofReligion 45 (1965): 309 - 
325. From this article it is clear that there is heated scholarly debate over Barth's handling of Anselm. 

85 Grenz and Olson, 68 

g6 Barth, Anselm, 34. 



correct theology is a life of faith, and a willingness to submit to the authority of 

~cri~ture. " 
It was with this book on Anseh that Barth - although he never reneged on the 

negative element and stiIi eschewed any forrn of naturd theology - began to emphasize 

the positive knowledge of God in God's self-revelation in Jesus ~hrist .~'  His study on 

Anselm Ied him to the realization, therefore, that he needed to begin his Dogrnatics again 

straight from the b e g i ~ i n ~ . ~ ~  This need to begin &ah was analogous to his having to 

completely rewrite Der Rdmerbrief. As he says "1 codd s a  say what 1 had said. 1 wished 

to do so. But 1 could not do it in the same ~ a ~ . ' ' ~  

From this point Barth's theology is a vast attempt to corne to terms with Christian 

truth on its own premises; his thinking was now to foliow the direction of faitn.g' In other 

words, the theologian needs to "consider the factuality of Christian truth alongside the 

demonstration of its inner necessity. This factuality is denved fiom no extemal necessity, 

and must be understood as the impetus of its inner necessity."" 

For Barth, there is a distinction between systernatic theology and dogrnatic 

theology: "A 'system' is a pattern of thought constmcted on the bais  of a number of 

concepts chosen in accordance with the critena of a particular philosophy and developed 

ss Grenz and Olson, 68. Cf. Nicholls, 1 15. 

89 Barth published his first attempt at dogrnatics in 1927 as Christliche Dogmotik [Christian 
Dogmafics] . See Busch, 205. 

Barih, Church Dogmatics, 1.1. xi. 

92 Barth, Anselm, 28. 



in accordance with a method appropriate to it. But theology carmot be done within the 

confines and under the pressure of such a strait-ja~ket."'~ in addition, as Nicholls 

cornments, Barth does not think in a hear fashion but instead his thought moves spirally, 

or centripeMy. He circles around the matter under discussion, obse~ng  it nom varying 

angles, continudly returning to the matter fiom a new point of view." An acknowledged 

Barthian, Robert Jenson, says, too, that "the total work marches to the pattern of the old 

method of 'loci'." Consequently, within each topic a complete theology is developed and 

organized around a single theme, and with each succeeding volume Barth begins his 

Having received sorne intimation of the importance of a christological centre for 

theology earlier in his Me, even if through such a liberai as Hermann, Barth determinai 

that 

Christian doctrine, if it is to merit its name, and if it is to build up the Christian 
church in the world as it needs to built up, has to be exclusively and 
consistently the doctrine of Jesus Christ . . . My new task was to rethink 
everything that 1 had said before and to put it quite differently once again, as a 
theology of the grace of God in Jesus christ? 

- 

93 Busch, 211. 

Nicholls, 119. 

9s Jenson, 35 

% Busch, 2 10. 



CHAPTER THREE 

THE LORD'S PRAYER AS A MODEL PRAYER 

The Importance of  the Lord's Prayer as a Model Prayer 

Don E. Saliers saysy "From the very beginning the Lord's Prayer has occupied a 

place of singular honor in the Me and liturgy of the Christian churches," and that "it has 

been central to the formation of faith in every generation and has been interpreted to the 

faitffil and to their children's children by numberless teachers and theo~ogians."~ 

Conceming the Lord's Prayer, Temillian says that in it we have a "sumary of the whole 

gospel."2 Similady, Augustine concludes, "Run through aii the words of the holy prayers 

[in Scripture], and 1 do not think that you will fhd anythuig in them that is not contêned 

and included in the Lord's ~ r a ~ e r . " ~  ~ h e  Medievai Scholastic thwlogian Thomas Aquinas 

reflects this understanding as well when he says that "the Lord's Prayer is the most perfea 

of prayers . . . . In it we ask, not only for all the things we can rightly desire, but also in the 

' Don E. Saliers, "Prayer and Theology in Karl Barth," in Karl Barth, Proyer 2nd ed. ed. Don E. 
Saliers, trans. Sara F. Temen (PhiladeIphia: Westminster Press, 1985), 9. 

Tertuilian, De orat. 1: PL 1 ,  1155, quoted in the Cutechism ojthe Cotholic Church english ed. 
(Ottawa: CCCB, 1994), 560. in Eact, the Catechism takes this cue fiom Tertuilian and uses his phrase. 
"swnmary of the whole gospeln, as the title for the first section in the chapter oa the Lord's Prayer. Noted 
NT schotar Oçcar Cullmann &ers to the section on prayer in the Catechism as perhaps the best in the 
book. See Cullmann, Prqyer in the New Testament trans. John Bowden (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 
1995)' xvii. For a study on the Lord's Prayer in the fathers see KarWed Froehiich, "The Lord's Prayer in 
Patristic Literature," in Daniel L. Migiiore, ed . The Lord's Prayer: Perspectivesfor Reclaiming Christian 
Pruyer (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993), 71 - 87. M e r s  comment. briefly on the patristic tradition, 
noting chat Barth's development of the Lord's Prayer is also indebted to the early fathers. See Salies, 12. 
Along with the Reformers, Barth also mentions the fathers, specificdly TertulIian, as one who saw the 
importance of the Lurd's Prayer. See Karl Barth, The Christian Lve: Church Dogmatics, IV.4, Lecture 
Fragments trans. G. W .  Bromiley (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 19% l), 50. [Cited hereafker as Christian 
Li/e.] 

' Quoted in Cotechism ofthe Cotholic Church, 560. 



sequence that they should be desired."' The Catechism of the Catholic Church rewgnizes 

the significance of the prayer's location in Matthew's gospel: 

The Sermon on the Mount is teaching for me, the Our Father is a prayer; but 
in both the one and the other the Spirit of the Lord gives new form to our 
desires, those h e r  movements that animate our lives. Jesus teaches us this 
new üfe by his words; he teaches us to ask for it by our prayer. The rightness 
of our life in him will depend on the rightness of our prayer.5 

There is an intimation in this last quotation from the Caiechzm of the relationship 

between the Lord's Prayer and the Christian We, or ethics. 

The understanding of the Lord's Prayer as a mode1 or paradigm of Christian prayer 

is also shared by the Refonners. Martin Luther wrote a number of expositions on the 

Lord's Prayer, including n e  G e m m  Eis,lDnation of the Lord's Prayer for Sinpie Lazty 

(1 5 19), 7he Little P r q e r  Book ( 1  522)' and his Lurger Cutechism (1 ~ 2 9 ) ~  Luther also 

included an exposition of the prayer in his A Simple W q  to Prayer, which he wrote for his 

niend Peter the barber.' In his commentary on the Sermon on the Mount, Luther says that 

the Lord's Prayer "shows how we are to pray and what we are to pray for."* John Calvin 

Ibid. There is a brief exposition of the Lord's Prayer by Aquinas in An Aquinas Reoder: 
Selections jFom the Wn'tings of Thomas Aquinas ed. Mary T. Ch& (New Yorir: Image Books, 1 W2), 528 
- 530. Aquinas uses the prayer as an exampIe of the five qualities that ought to comprise prayer: 
confidence, orderliness, suitability, devoutness, and humiiity. He comments here that "the Lord's Prayer is 
the best of al1 prayers." 

5 Catechism of the Catholic Church, 560. 

6 Noted in Elsie Anne McKee. "John Calvin's Teaching on the Lord's Prayer," in Migliore, ed., 
89. 

' Martin Luther, Devotional Works II, vol. 43,  Luther's Works, ed. Gustav K .  Wiencke 
(Philadelphia: Foruess Press, 1968), 187 - 21 1 [esp. 195 - 1981. 

8 Luther, The Sennon on the Mount and the Magnifmt, vol. 21, Luther S Works, ed Jaroslav 
Pelikan (St. Louis: Conmrdia Publishing House, 1956), 145. Cf. Luther, Devotional Writings 1, vol. 42, 
Luther 's Work, ed. Martin O. Dietrich, (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1969), 1 9. 



refers to  the Lord's Prayer as the pattern or rule of right ~ r a ~ i n ~ . ~  Indeed, both Luther 

and Calvin "weave a rich tape- of references to the Lord's Prayer into the whole of 

their theological ~ r i t ings . " '~  In The Heidelberg Catechism the Lord's Prayer dso plays 

the central role in the section on prayer. ln this work prayer is considered the most 

important o r  "chief part of the gratitude which God requins from us." The Lord's Prayer 

encompasses ail that Christian prayer needs to include. ' ' 
The nineteenth-century theologian, Albrecht Ritschi, also refers to  the Lord's 

Prayer as a mode1 prayer, which demonstrates that Protestant Liberalism retained the 

traditional viewpoint, at least forrnally . l2 Ritschlian theulogy, as mentioned above, is 

9 John Calvin, institutes ofthe Christian Religion ed. John T. McNeiii, trans. Ford Lewis Battles 
(Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1973), m.20.34, and Calvin: Theological Treatises tram J.K.S. Reid 
(Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1954). 122, 123. Cf. Elsie Anne McKee, "John Calvin's Teaching on 
the Lord's Prayer," in Migliore, ed. The Lord's Prayer, 94. Cf., in Evangelical Dictionary of Theology, 
s-v. "Lord's Prayer," by RG. Gruenler, where the Lord's Prayer is also recognized as a maiel or pattern 
for Christian prayer. Gmenler refers to the prayer as a "summary mode1 for properly ordering the 
priorities of the kingdom." 

1 O Saliers, 1 1. Cf, Timothy George, Theology of the Refonners (Nashville: Broadman Pfess, 
l988), 228 - 23 1, for a bnef discussion of Caivin's understanding of prayer. 

I l  Donald .i. Bmggink, Guilt, Grace, & Gratitude: A Commentary of the Heidelberg Catechism 
Commemorating Ifs 400th Anniversay (Am h r :  Eerdmans, 1963), 209. See Phiiip Schaff, î l e  Creeds 
of Christendom, vol. 3, The Evangelical Protestant Creeds with Translariions (New York: Harper & 
Brothers), 307 - 355, for the text of the catechism in both German and English, and Schaff, vol. 1, 529 - 
554, for a history of the Heidelberg Catechism. Every commentary or work on the Heidelberg Catechism 
used in this paper includes its own translation m e r  works on the catechism consulted throughout this 
paper iaclude: G.I. Williamson, The Heidelberg Cutechism: A Stuc Guide (Phillipsbwg, NJ: P & R 
Publishing, 1993); J. Van Bruggen, -4nnotations to the Heidelberg Catechism trans. AH. Oosterhoff 
(Neerlandia, AB: Inheritance Publications, 199 1); Fred H. Klooster, A Mighty Cornfort: The Christian 
Fuith According to the Heidelberg Ccztechism (Grand Rapids: CRC Publications, 1990); Andrew 
Kuyvenhoven, Cornfort & Joy: A Study of the Heidelberg Catechism Grand Rapids: CRC Publications, 
1988); Allen Verhey, Living the Heidelberg.. The Heidelberg Catechism gt the Moral Life; Karl Barth, 
The Heidelberg Catechism for Today trans. Shirley C. Guthrie, Jr. (Richmond, VA: John Knox Press, 
1964); and Cornelius Van Til, The Triumph of Grace: The Heidelbee Catechism (Phihdelphia: 
Wesuninster Theological Seminary, 1962). 

l 2  Albrecht Ritschi, The Christian Doctrine of JustiJcation and Reconciliation: n e  Positive 
Developrnent of the Doctrine ed. H.R MacKintosh and A.B. Macaulay 2nd ed. (Edinburgh: T. & T. 
Clark, 1902.), 643. 



regarded as synonymous with Protestant Liberaiism. Adolf von Harnack has a brief 

discussion of the Lord's Prayer as weli and, echoing Christian tradition, he says that "there 

is nothhg in the Gospels that tells us more certainly what the Gospel is, and what sort of 

disposition and temper it produces, than the Lord's ~ r a ~ e r . " ' ~  The point here is thaî, 

within the scope of Protestant Liberalism, the Lord's Prayer retained its formal position as 

a model of Christian prayer. I4 

In light of the position given to the prayer in the history of the Christian tradition 

as a model of Christian prayer, it is hardly surprising that Barth too accords such 

importance to the Lord's Prayer. In his Church Dogmatics, Barth discusses the critena of 

prayer and the final critenon he gives is the form of prayer, namely the Lord's Prayer." 

Of course, it is not only because of historical precedence that Barth holds this position 

regarding the Lord's Prayer, but primarily because of the biblicol example. E s  

understanding of the Lord's Prayer and its importance as a model follows fiom his more 

general understanding of the importance and meaning of prayer. The Lord's Prayer is the 

response Jesus gives his disciples when they ask him to teach h e m  to pray.16 As Barth 

says, "Let [our prayer] be patterned aAer the mle given by the One who knows our needs 

- -- -- 

13 Adolf von Harnack, What 1s Christianity? trans. Thomas Baiky Saunders 2nd ed. (New York: 
G.P. Putnam's Sons, 190 l), 7 1. 

Although not in the Protestant Likrai tradition, one book from this period afnrms the 
importance of the Lord's Prayer in its very title: George Boardman, Studies in the Mode1 Prayer (New 
York: D. Appleton and Company, J 879). 

15 Barth, Church Dogmatics, 111.4. The Docrrine of Crention tram. A.T. MacKay, T.H. Parker, 
Harold Knight, et. al. (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 196 l), 112. [VoIumes of Barth's Church Dopurtics are 
cited here .er  with CD and the volume, part, and page number.] 

16 
Barth, P r ~ e r ,  37,43; CD, III.4, 112; and Christian L#, 44. 



better tban we ourselves."" Thus, Barth's understanding of the importance of the Lord's 

Prayer, and to some degree its fùnction, foliows an extraordinarïly rich tradition found in 

the history of the Christian church. l8 However, it is to Calvin, Luther, and the Heidelberg 

Catechism that Barth tums to interpret the Lord's prayer.Ig He looks, therefore, to the 

Reformers to respond to the Liberal tradition against which he is reacting. Ritschi, for 

instance, cites the Lord's Prayer as a paradigm, but the interpretation or theology of 

prayer in Liberal theology is different fiom that in the Reformers and subsequentiy in 

Barth's t h e o ~ o ~ ~ . ~ ~  

The Meaning of the Lord's Prayer as a Mode1 Prayer 

To cd1 the Lord's Prayer a model prayer does not mean that Christian believers 

are merely to repeat this prayer instead of using other words. It is difficuit to maintain a 

position that Christians are only to pray these specEc words, considering that the 

remainder of biblical prayers ao t~ot.~l The idea of the Lord's Prayer as a model praycr is 

not the simple repetition of these words. AU who see the importance of the prayer as a 

17 Barth, Prayer, 40. 

l 8  See Robert L. Simpson, The Interpretation of Pruyer in the Early Church (Philadelphia: 
Westminster Press, 1965)' 41 - 73, for a discussion on the importance of the Lord's Prayer in the 
understanding of prayer in earIy Christian history. Cf. Charles Gore, Prayer, und the Lord's Prayer 
(London: Wells Gardner. Darton and Co., 1898), for an older study concerning the importance of the 
Lord's Prayer in the ordering of Christian prayer [see esp. 18, 301. 

19 Barth, Prayei, ,! 1.23. 

Peny LeFevre, Understandings of Pmyer (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 198 1). 9 - 27 for a 
brief account of the understanding of prayer in Kant, Schleiermacher, Feuerbach, Ritschl, and Herrmann. 

" In addition to surveying the many examples of biblical prayer to see that this is the case, one 
may a h  look at Barth's own prayers. See Barth, Selected Prayers tram, Keith R Crim (Richmond: John 
Knox Press, 1965). 



model recognize this: "The prayer is not a set form that he [Jesus] . . . asked his disciples 

to pray, but illustrates the type of prayer appropriate to the person who worships deeply 

without hypocrisy."* An inwardness of communion with God and spontaneity ought to 

characterize true prayer.a The Lord's Prayer is a pattern, a paradigm, and a form, not a 

prescription in the steriie sense." As Luther says, "It shows how we are to pray and what 

we are to pray for."= In Barth's own words: "Be content with possessing in the Lord's 

Prayer a model, but let your prayer arise from the fieedom of the heart."26 

The rneaning of the Lord's Prayer as a model prayer is examineci in this chapter in 

two ways. First, its meaning is seen in how Barth develops the petitions.*' nius, the £irst 

part of this section concentrates upon Barth's actuai exposition of the Lord's Prayer, 

petition by petition, noting the relationship between his understanding and that of the 

22 Gruenler, "Lord's Prayer", 650. 

Y Baker 's Dictionary of Theology, S.V. uPrayeT 

24 For instance, Luther in "A Simple Way to Prayn teaches Peter the barber to pray by on the one 
hand using the Lord's Prayer, and on the other hand, by not restricting praying according to the Lord's 
Prayer to the precise scriptural words. Stx Luther, Devotional Writings II, 194ff. 

25 Luther, The Sennon on the Mount, 145; and Luther, Devotional Writings 1.2 1. 

26 Barth, Pruyer, 26. Cf. Lou Shapim, "Karl Barth's Understanding of Prayer," Crux 24 (1988), 
30. 

27 Given that the sape of this thesis does not allow for a more direcùy exegetical or biblical 
treatment, the author recommends the following works that deai with the prayer in this way: Oscar 
Cullmann, Prayer in the New Testament, 37 - 69; M.M.B. Turner, "Prayer in the Gospels and Acts," in 
ed. D A  Carson, Teach Us To Prqyr Pruyer in the Bible and the World (Grand Rapids: Baker Book 
House, 1990), 64 - 66; Joachim Jeremias, The Prqyers ofJesus tram. John Bowdea Christoph Burchard, 
and John Reumann (London: SCM Press, 1967), 82 - 107; E.F. Scott, The Lord's Prqyer: Its Character, 
Purpose, and Interpretation (New York: Charles Scriiner's Sons, 195 1 ) ;  Charles M .  Lapon, The Lord's 
Pruyer in its Biblical Setting (New York: Abingson Press, 1968); and Philip B. b e r ,  Understanding 
the Lord's Proyer (Philadelphia: F o m  Press, 1975). Even though this thesis is deaiing with the Lord's 
Prayer fiom a stridy vstematic theologicai perspective, the insights and contributions of biblical 
scholarship are not unnoticed nor unused. Howwer, this use is limited- 



Reformation (Luther, Calvin, and the Heidelberg Catechism). As a result, this discussion 

focuses primarily upon Barth's Prayer, wwhich is both modeled after the content and form 

of Reformation cate~hisrns.~~ 

Second the meaning of this prayer as a mode1 is also seen in certain ideas which 

emerge from the exposition proper: (1) the priority of the prayer, which involves the 

explicit wncem for God's glory and God's cause, seen especially in the division of the 

prayer; (2) the nature of prayer as primady petition; (3) an aiready existing and unique 

relationship between the addresser and the addressee, as seen in the addressing of God as 

Father, which opens the way for the possibility of this prayer; (4) and the fact that the 

prayer uttered is alreadly answered, and how this relates to the assurance that prayer is 

heard . 

The Invocation 

First, because of New Testament scholar, Joachim Jerernias, it is clear that 

addressing God as Father is a unique contribution of Jesus h i r n s e ~ ~ ~  Barth hirnseif notes 

that "it is Jesus Christ who invites us to address ourselves in prayer to God and to cal1 him 

28 Barth's The Christian Li/e is also used, but this posthumous volume concentrates mainiy upon 
the ethical dimension of the Lord's Prayer and as such it is drawn on extensively in the next chapter. 
Although repetition is kept to a minimum, some is necessary. 

29 Joachim Jeremias, n e  Pruyers of Jesus, 57. Cf. Wolfhart Pannenberg, Systematic Theology 
trans. G. W. Bromiley (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 199 1), vol. 1, 259f., where Pannenberg s a s  Jeremias* 
conclusions as  needing qualification. At the same time, Pannenberg defends quite sirongly the concept of 
God as Father; Jan Milic Lochman, The Lord's Pr- trans. G.W. Bromiley (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1990), 17ff.- for a discussion of the history of designating God or the divine as 'Father' throughout the 
history of religion. Like Jeremias, Lochman notes the signincant shift in the caiiing of Goci Father and 
how this practice began with Jesus himself with the particularly personai and intimate titie, 'Abba'; 
Harner, Understanding the Lord's Prayer, 28 - 33, for a discussion on the idea of God as father in 
religious history; and Dictionaty of Jesus and the Gospefs, SV. "Goci," by L.W. Hurtado where he 
surnmarizes Jeremias' contribution. Hurtado notes that it is only in Mark's gospel (14: 36) that the 
designation 'Abba' appears outside of Paui's letters (Rom. 8: 15; Gai. 4: 6). 



our Father, Jesus Christ, wfio is the Son of Gad, who has made himseif our brother and 

makes us his brothers and s i ~ t e n . " ~ ~  Cding God Father is not what human beings do 

naturdy; it is not a conclusion human beings have made about the divine-hurnan relation, 

but rather it is the direct result of the Sonship of Jesus Christ and the divine-human 

relationship e f f ' ed  in and by him. Similariy, Lochman notes that the meaning of calling 

God Father is not self-evident and, moreover, h t  there are s number of associations the 

tem evokes: "[Wlith the burden of its manifold use in the history of religion and culture, 

its specific meaning at the head of the Lord's Prayer may easily be rnisur~derstood."~' This 

invocation is also based upon a divine comrnand, not human desire or need.32 Similady, 

Luther says that "this lofty word c m o t  possibly issue f?om human nature, but must be 

inspireci in man's ha r t  by the Spirit of ~ h r i s t . " ~ ~  

The second thing which Barth notes about the invocation of the Lord's Prayer in 

his book Pruyer is that those who are addressing God as "our Father" are not simply 

anybody, but a specific us.34 The prayer presupposes this us, an us  "created by the order 

that Jesus gave to follow him."" By implication, then, this first-person plural designation 

implies the communion of those praying with Jesus Christ. There is a definite unity arnong 

3 1 Lochman, 16. Patricia Wilson-Kastner aiso notes this in her essay, "Pastoral Theology and the 
Lord's Prayer: We Dare to Pray," in ed. Daniel L. Migiiore, The Lord's PrayeriPerspectives for 
Reclaiming Christian Prayer (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993). 1 1 Of. 

BaRh, Christian L+, 50. 

'' Luther, Devotional Wrïtings 1-23. Cf. Barth, Pruyer, 47. 

See Barth, CD, ii1.4, 102E, for a lengthy d i d o n  of the -wem of the Lord's Prayer as a 
criterion of true prayer. 

35 Barth, Prayer, 43. 



those who pray this prayer, or in other words, Christians pray these words in a 

congregational context, in the ecclesia, and not just done." 

Third, Barth believes this us involves more than the Christian community. So while 

on the one hand the invocation includes the unity and communion of those w h o  pray with 

these words, it also includes through intercession those who do not yet pray this prayer, 

and who therefore do not yet cal1 upon God as Father. When speaking of Barth's view, 

Kenneth Schmidt comments, "lt is the prayer of Jesus Christ, recited by his community, on 

behalf of all humanit-y."'' Barth even says that beiievers are in communion with those 

outside the specifically Christian communion. And by this he means that "when Christians 

pray, they are, so to speak, the substitutes for al1 those who do not pray; and in this sense 

they are in communion with them in the same manner as Jesus Christ has entered into 

solidarity with sinners, with a lost human race."38 Men Verhey's commentary on the 

Heidelberg Catechism makes the same point, and he also draws fiom Calvin, who aates 

that Christians pray 'hot only for those whom he at present sees and recognizes as such 

36 This us is also seen this way by commentators on the Heidelberg Catechismas simiifiring the 
"family circle of the church universal." See Bmggink, 213. Cf. J. Van Bruggen, 276; Luther, Devotional 
Writings 1, 60; Barth, CD, m.4, 103E; Douglas John Hall, T h e  Theology and Ethics of the Lord's 
Prayer," in Migliore, ed. The Lord's Prayer, 13 1; and Woifhart Pannenberg, Systematic Theology tram. 
G.W. Bromiley (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), vol. 3, 203. Here, Pannenberg aiso recognizes in his 
discussion of Christian prayer the importance of the prayers of the individual apart from the community, 
citing especially the example of Jesus going to sotitary p h a s  to pray. For a discussion on Jesus' practice 
of prayer see Dictionary of Jesus and the Gospels, S.V. "Prayer" by J.D.G. Dunn (In his artical, Dwin 
draws draws attention to the communal nature of prayer as one of Jesus' emphases). The point tbat 
Christian prayer is always corporate is made eisewhere too. Cf. A Dicitionary ofChristian Theofogy, S.V. , 
"The Theology of Prayer." by Aian Richardson; Evangeiicd Dictïonary o/Biblical Theology, S.V. T h e  
Lord's Prayer," by Royœ Gordon Grueder, and Edmund P. Clowney, "A Biblical Theology of Prayer," in 
ed. D.A. Carson, Teach Us To Pray, 148. 

'' Kenneth L. Schmidi, "Karl Barth's Theology of Prayer" (PhD Dis, Princeton Theologicd 
Seminary, 1980). 19 1. 

Barth, Pruyet, 44. Cf. CD. UI.4, 102. 



but al1 men who dwell on earthSm3' That this means unbelievers as well is implied when 

Calvin also says that "we ought to be drawn with a special afSéction to those . . . of the 

household of faith."" Elsewhere Barth notes that this "ouf' in the Our Father 

presupposes the many who do not cali upon God as Father, whether out of ignorance or 

disobedien~e.~' Barth's exposition in this case is a classic Reformation interpretation. 

Fourth, Barth notes that human beings do not have a rzght to cal1 upon God as 

Father: this is a pnvilege established through the persor. z-~d work of Jesus Chna. It is by 

virtue of the ontological relationship between the Father and Jesus Christ that Chrïstians 

can claim to be God's childrer,. Thus, believers can "claim no other right than that which is 

given us in the person of Jesus christ."" Calvin makes this point by posing a rhetorical 

question: "Who would break forth into such rashness as to claim for himselfthe honor of a 

son of God unless we had been adopted as children of grace in ~hrist?"~ Therefore, 

c a n g  upon God as Father is possible only through christu This is seen in the 

Heidelberg Catechism also, which says that "God has become our Father through Christ." 

Commentators on the catechism make it clear that Christian 'sonship' depends upon the 

39 A. Verhey, 145. Cf Calvin, Institutes, I I I .  20.38; and Elsie Anne McKee, "John Calvin's 
Teaching on the Lord's Prayer," in Migliore, ed., 97, where she notes that this is "unexpected in someone 
who is usuafly identifieci primarily with predestination!" Cf. Lochman, 26f. 

40 Calvin, Institutes, iiI.20 38. 

Barth, Christian Li/e, JO. Cf. Michaei H. Crosby, Thy Wiil Be Done: Praying the Our Fafher 
as  Subversive Activiy (New York: Orbis Books, 1977). 22ff., where the author relates the community 
orientation of the Lord's Prayer to a trinitarian understanding of C i d ,  saying that in this prayer "we 
discover the essential characteristic of God as participative community." 

42 Barth, Prayer, 45. 

43 Calvin, Institutes, 111.20.36. 

44 McKee, 96. 



Sonship of Christ and the believers' adoption through ~ h n s t . ~ '  Thus, the infiuence of the 

Reformation on Barth is seen. M e r  Barth the same point as the Reformen and the 

Heidelberg Catechism, he moves on to say that this fatherhood is the origimI of which 

anything on earth is an image or symbol. God7s fatherhood, and consequentiy Our sonship 

in him, then, are expressive of the fùll reality of the concepts of 'Father' and 'son.'" That 

God is Father also implies the children's dependence upon the Father, which is noted by 

Barth and the Reformers as engendering trust h m  children who are empty handed." In 

Edmund Clowney's words, 'Prayer requires dependence, but it also requires access."" 

Christ is the ground upon which hurnan beings have access to the Father, on whom they 

are to depend. 

Fah and M y ,  the invocation is about more than 'our Father ', but 'our Father 

who mt in hecrven.' For Barth, that God is in heaven becornes a means of descr ihg 

God's transcendence. Moreover, God's transcendence, and the related attributes of 

incomprehensibility, fieedom., sovereignty, eternity, and omnipotence, are defined by the 

goodness of the Father, who has become our Father in Jesus Christ. Barth speaks about 

the Iimits of philosop hical understandings of God' s transcendence here, comrnenting that 

"no philosophy, be it that of Aristotle, Kant, or Plato, can reach the transcendence of God, 

45 Cf. A. Kuyvenhaven, 274; Bmggink, 2 12; G. 1. Williamson, 2 13; and Van Bruggen, 275. 

46 Barth, Prayer, 46. Cf. Barth, Dogmatia in Outline trans G.T. Thomson (New York: 
Philouiphical Library, Inc., 1949), 42 - 45, for a brief discussion of the fatherhood of God. Both the 
discussion in Pruyer and Dogmatics in Outline have discussions on God as Father that emphasize that 
God is truh Father, and thai hurnan fathers are an image of this "comparably superior" fatherhd. not 
vice-versa. 

47 Barth, Prayer, 45; Lutber, Devorional Writings 1, 23, and Devotional Wriiings 11, 191; Schaff, 
vo1.3, 35 If.; and Calvin, Institutes, III.20.40. 



for the philosophers go ody as far as the limits of the inc~m~rehensible."~~ Instead, this 

transcendence '7s demonstrated, revealed, and actualized in Jesus ~hr i s t ."~~  

The First Three Petitions: God's Glory as God's Cause 

To understand the meaning of the six petitions of the Lord's Prayer, it is helpfùl to 

view them as two distinct pairs of three petitions.5' First, the distinction between the two 

sets is seen in the priority they establish for prayer. As Barth and others note, the basic 

division of the prayer is parallel to that of the Ten Commandments: the first three petitions 

directly concern the glory of God, while the subsequent three ded more directly with the 

human side of the dialogue of prayer.'2 For Barth, Christian prayer ought to mode1 itseif 

f i e r  the Lord's Prayer, particulariy in tems of its prionties and concems, and these 

prionties and concerns are seen and understood most clearly in this two-fold division. This 

priontizing is to shape al1 of Christian prayer. 

49  Barth, Prayer, 46. 

5 1 One merence between Luther and Calvin is that Luther divides the prayer into seven 
petitions, separating into two petitions the two clauses, "lead us not into temptation, but deIiver us from 
evil." For Calvin's position on the division into six petitions see his institutes, III.20.35. The Heidelberg 
Catechism aiso foliows the sixfiold division. See S h a  vol. 3, 354, for Ques. 127 of the catechisrn. Barth 
follows the lead of Calvin and the Heidelberg in his own discussion. See Barth, frayer, 81. Cf. 
Evangelicaf Dictionwy o/Biblicaf Theofogy, S.V. "The Lord's Prayer," by RG. Grueder, where he also 
divides the prayer into two sets of three petitions, See Scott, 78, whem he follows Luther's division of the 
prayer into sewen petitions. The Catechism of the Catholic Church aiso divides the prayer into seven 
petitions, in the way same as Luther. Sx Catechism ofthe Catholic Church, 568. Barth himseif assumes 
this division and does not comment on the dinerence between Luther and Calvin on this point. In Prayer, 
he discusses the two clauses separately, but at the end of his exposition refers to them both as the fifth 
petition. Since îhk thesis is focusing on Barth's exposition, the division into six petitions is accepted if 
because of the Merences in how the prayer is divideci îhere is significance for the meaning of the 
forgiveness clauses, that is not explored here. 

'' Cf. Barth, Proyer, 47: Bruggink 2 14; and Klooster, 109. 



The priority of Christian prayer is God's glory, and as John Calvin says, "The first 

three petitions have b e n  particularly assigned to God's glory . . . because God wiUs to 

test us whether we love and worship him fieely or for hope of re~ard."'~ Y& at the same 

t h e  Calvin acknowledges that nothing wntributes to God's giory without also being 

beneficial for Christians. Moreover, the Lord's Prayer as a whote serves to @on@ God, so 

that even in the last three petitions which concem earthly good and the human condition 

"the giory of God should be ~nsidered."'~ As Saliers notes, Barth himself is iduenced 

by Caivin in that he views the world as the theatre of God's giory: "To make God's name 

holy on earth as it is in heaven is to acknowledge the divine handiwork and to intend the 

visible world as the bearer of the name of the ~reator."" The Heidelberg Catechism 

reflects this prioritizing when it explains the first petition, 'hallowed by thy name', by 

saying "help us first of al1 to know thee nghtly, and to hallow, @or@, and praise thee in 

al1 thy ~ o r k s . " ' ~  As James M. Reese States, "The entire 6rs t  part of the prayer is directed 

to rerninding worshipers that al1 reality exists for the glory and praise of God . . . [and] 

only when his followers have oriented themselves to the transcendent Father does Jesus 

53 Caivin, Institutes, 111.20.35; Theological Treafises, 123. Cf. Luther, Devotional Writings 1, 49, 
where he says the frrsî petition asks that God's name be honored and his glory dwvell in us. However, he 
gives no indication as seeing the first three petitions as emphasinng this mnœrn. And he interprets dl 
three petitions in a very personal and individualistic manner. 

Calvin, Theological Treatises, 123. 

56 S M ,  vol. 3,352. 



direct them to petitions for personal needs."" Barth's understanding, then, follows both 

the Reforrnation mode1 as weli as contemporary biblical scholarship. 

For Barth, since the Lord's Prayer begins with the petitions that concem God's 

glory, it means that here God is commanding and permithg believers to take an interest in 

God's cause." This is how Donald Bmggink interprets the Heidelberg Catechism when 

he says that these first three petitions "invite us to make God's cause our con~ern."~~ This 

cause is formulated in the first three petitions: God's name, his kingdom, and his WU. It is 

thus the duty of Chriaians to pray that God may be victorious, that his cause may reach its 

fulfillment.60 This God, who has manifesteci himself in Jesus Christ, is both perfectly fiee 

and self-sufficient. Yet, according to Barth, "God does not wish, then, for his cause to be 

his done; he wishes it to be ours as we~ . "~ '  Barth puts it this way in his own comrnentary 

on the Catechism: 

In Jesus Christ, God becomes visibIe as the God who does not will to be 
without man. Therefore man is allowed and cornmandeci in his prayer first of 
ail and above dl to participate in the fulfiUment of God's plan, work, and 

57 The New Dictionav of Theology, S.V. "Prayer," by James M. Reese. Cf. Barth, Evangelical 
Theology: An Infroduction trans. Grover Foley (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1963)- 162, where he says that 
"every prayer has its beginning when a man puts himself out of the picture. He laves himseif and his 
work behind in order to once again to recollect that he stands before Goci." 

" Barth, Proyer, 47. Cf. CD, iII.4, 103f. 

60 Barth, Prayer, 47. 

ibid., 48. 

" Barth, The Heidelberg Catechim /or Today tram. Shirley C. Guthrie, Jr. (Richmond: John 
Knox Press. 1964), 114. Cf. CD, iII.4, 103E, where Barth says that we are "inviteci and summoned to take 
up the cause of God and activeIy to participate in it with our asking."; and Schmidt, 193. 



If one follows the order of the prayer itself, God's cause is seen first in the 

petition, "Hallowed be thy name." To some extent this petition is one whose relevance is 

questioned by those with a post-Enlightenment outlwk. Jan Milic Lochman notes that 

some wodd prefer to see the petition "thy kingdom corne'' as the first real petition, but 

many who have dealt with the Lord's Prayer instead view the petition "hailowed by thy 

name" as following naturaiiy from the invocation." 

First, the concem for God's glory raises a question: can believers connibute to 

God's glory? Do believers' prayen increaw the glory of God? Luther himself raises this 

question." In other words, how are Christians to understand their role within the context 

of the petition, "Hallowed by thy name?Yirst, it is important to note that the narne of 

God is the representation of God, and is not, according to Barth, "Simply and imrnediately 

identified with God hirn~elf."~~ 

Lochman. 28K. where he suesses the importance of begïnning the petitions with this one. as it 
deals at a bîblical, pesonal level with the human need for God Cf. George D. Boardman, Studies in the 
Mode! Prver ,  3 5 .  

" Luther, Sennons 1, vol. 5 1. Luther's Workr ed. and uans. John W. Dobernein (Philadelphia: 
Muhlenberg Press, 1959), 172. 

" Barîh, Prayer. 52. Barth's discussion of God's aame in Christian Lfle appeius to contradict 
direcîiy his comments in Prayer, particularly when he says "the name is the king  itself as it acts and 
expresses and declares itseif towards others." However, Barth is taiking about creation as the bearer of 
G d ' s  name in Prayer, and thus his insistence on God's name king only the representution of God's 
name seems to be an indication of Barth making the Creatorheation distinction See Prayer, 13, and 
Christian Life, 154ff. Cf. Lochman, 32ff., where he explains the importance and signrficanœ of the 
concept of 'name'; and Walter Luthi, n e  Lord's Prayer: An Exposition trans. Kurt Schoenenberger 
(Richmond: John Knox Press. 1961). 10, says this: 

God has a narne. The misexy on this earth is nameless, the evil arnong men is nameless, for 
the powers of darkness love to be without a name. Nameless, anonymous tetters, letters 
without signatures are usuaily vulgar. But God is not writer of anonymous letters; God puts 
His name to everything that He does, eEects, and says; God has no need to fear the light of 
day. The Devil Ioves anonymity; but God has a name. 



Secondly, this petition irnplies that the people praying know the name of the God 

to whom they pray, and even presupposes that the prayer itself is answered before it is 

fomulated. As such, then, the Christologicai basis of the prayer is drawn out, because it is 

through the incarnation that h u m  beings are made aware of God's name; it is Jesus who 

reveals God as Father. God7s hallowing is God's ad6,  and the signs of God's name in 

creation are seen as they are illuminateci by God himselç by re~elation.~' Therefore, the 

believer's hallowing of God's narne through this petition first occurs with the recognition 

of the pnor hallowing of God's name hünseff through Jesus Christ in the incarnation.68 

This is seen particularly in Prayer, when Barth, in discussing this very concept, breaks into 

a prayer indicative of the point he is making: "Our Father, in heaven, thou hast spoken to 

us. In thy Son thou hast made thyself Word; thou hast made thyseif' perceptible and 

accessible to us in the flesh in this world . . . . Thou hast taken a human face."69 In other 

words, this petition does not imply that Christians glo* God's name in that they add to 

him, but rather they pray that God may be recognized as God, realizing that this hailowing 

- - -  

66 As seen in Edmund Clowney, "A Biblical Theology of Prayer," in ed. D.A. Carson, Teoch Us 
To Prqy.. Prayer in the Bible and the Worid (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1990), 139, 161. 

67 Barth, Prayer, 53ff. Cf. Luther, Devotionol Writings 1,27, where he says that "God's name is 
holy in itself and is not hallowed by us." 

" See Lochman 37t. where he notes that the fim priority of tbis fim petition is that God haiiow 
his own name. He comments that the early fathers and the Reformers both leapt too quickly to the human 
task of hallowing God's narne: "There is no doubt that the transition to the practical implications must be 
made, but as a transition, not as the fmt thing." Cf. Luther, Devotional Writings I, 27ff.. where tic 
discusses the hallowing, or profaning, of Goci's name with particuiar reference to Christian behavior. 

69 Barth, Prayer, 54. It is characteristic of Banh to move corn exposition to the vocative of 
address, or prayer, in this book. 



has already taken place in Christ. This is done additionally through the Iives of belie\ers, 

as other people recognize theu good works." 

In the next petition, "Thy kingdom corne", Barth elaborates on God's cause, first 

correcting what he perceives as an inadequacy in the Reformation understanding. In 

addition, Barth makes a clear and obvious distinction between his understanding and that 

of Protestant Liberalism. 

This difference Barth notes is in the eschatological character of the reality of the 

kingdom of God. Barth says that Luther, for instance, interprets the second petition by 

saying that the cornhg of the kingdom occurs with the gifi of the Holy Spirit, so that 

believen may believe God's word and iive lives in accordance with this word; the 

kingdom is equated with the simple fact of God having sent Chna into the world to free 

simers fiom the power of Satan. Barth contends that this is not an explmation of the 

petition. His problern is not with Luther's theology generdly, but rather with his 

understanding of the second petition.'' Barth has a similar difiïculty with Calvin and the 

Heidelberg Catechism, and he surnrnarizes the Reformation view as foilows: "The 

Reformation understanding, [is] the relating of the cuming of the kingdom to what is 

done, or should be done, in Christian faith and the Christian church in service to the 

70 "Let your light so shine More men, that they rnay see your good works and give giory to your 
Father who is in heavenn (Matt. 5: 16). Cf. Luther, Semons, 173: "What, then, does it mean to hailow the 
name of God? This: when o u .  teaching and life are Christian and g d y  ." Cf. Prayer, 5 5,  56. Here Barth 
breaks into prayer once again. Cf. Christian LiJe, 169, where Barth states that the Reformation 
understanding of this petition, while not wrong, is fruncated in terms of eschatology. 

" Yec Luther, in a sermon on the petitions of the Lord's Prayer does fecognize both the temporal 
and eschatological poles of this petiton: "God's kingdom cornes to us in two ways: £irst, here, through the 
Word and secondly, in that the future, eternai life is given to us." See Luther, Semons 1, 174. 



~ o r l d . " ~  In his dicism of Calvin, Barth makes clear the distinction he wishes to draw 

between himself and his Reformation forerunners: 

What is to be asked for, according to Calvin, is God's graduai seizure of 
power and final triumph wztitin this history, in the changing of bad persons into 
good, the glory of the people, and the rernovai of the opposition of some 
definitely bad persons. The second petition, however, looks to a mighty act 
that limits and determines fiom outside the whole of human history with its 
brighter and darker elements, its advances, haits, and setbacks. It iooks to an 
unequivocal act of the grace of God, to the mystery of the kingdom of God 
which encounters al1 that history and lunits it in its totality as hope." 

For Barth, the Reformation understanding, then, involves a disturbing 

deeschatologizing and legaiiig of the content of the kingdorn; there is an hplicit 

suggestion that the kingdom is accomplished in th is  world by Christian achievement. "The 

Reforrners tended to make the doctrine of the kingdom a sub-topic under the doctrine of 

the church."" The Heidelberg exposition does recognize the eschatologicai dimension, 

and in his cornmentary on the catechism Bmggink comments that "this petition has 

72 Barth, Chrisrion Lijë. 243. Cf. Lochman, 46, where he says "the searlanst temptation is 
present when mnsciously or unconsciously God's kingdom is equated with specific earthiy ends and the 
kingdom reaches its goal in the d e  of the church. We ourselves build up God's kingdom . . . . Such 
tendencies are especidly present in the modem church." However, Barth's interpretation of the Reforrners 
here may itself be as tnincated as he believes their view to be. Luther seems to recognUR the character of 
the kingdom of God as G d ' s  act when he says, in Devotional Writings 1,4 1, that : 

Therefore we do not pray, "dear Father, let us corne into your kingdom," as though we 
might journey toward it. But we do Say, "May thy kingdom corne to us." lf we are to receive 
it at all, God's gram and his kingdom, together with aii virtues, must corne to us. We will 
never be able to come into this Iangdom. Similarly, Christ came to us h m  heaven to eartb; 
we did not ascend fiom earth into heaven to hirn. 

73 Barth, Christian Lge, 242. Cf Ernst Lohmeyer Our Father: An Introduction to the Lord's 
Prayer tram. John Bowden (New York: Harper & Row, 1965)' 99 - 100, where he says that "God's 
apocalypticaliy unique and etemai reality and his historically unique activity are regarded as an event 
which happens here and now and in the future." 

74 Dr. Roy Williams, personal conversation, Dec. 11, 1997. 



overtones of the apocalyptic and the e~chatolo~ical. "75 Barth's problem with this 

understanding extends beyond the Reformers to boâh the early Church and more modem 

or recent interpretations: "Exposition of the second petition has constady suppressed the 

point that the kingdom of God is a unique entity or factor not only in relation to  the world 

but also in relation t o  the Christian world."" Again, as in his understanding of the first 

petition, Barth sees the second petition as aiready accomplished in Christ. It is God who 

causes the kingdorn to arrive. "It is idnitely beyond Our possibilities", . . . and "is totally 

independent of Our powers."77 Barth's problem with Protestant Liberalism is essentially 

the same, that the kingdorn of God is reduced to the accomplishing of God's will in the 

present by human, albeit Christian, effort. In facf Barth explicitly relates the deficiency he 

sees in Reformation thought in this area to the problem he has with Protestant 

~iberafism. '' 
Second, while the kingdom is beyond human effort or achievement, Barth still 

considers it an object of prayer; it concems the peace and justice of a world which can be 

only the result of God's work. And this work of God has indeed already corne. it is 

presupposed that those who pray this petition already know this kingd~rn.'~ For him, this 

" Bruggink, 216f. The aoswer the Heidelberg Catahimi @es to the sefond petition is: "so 
govem us by thy Word and Spirit that we may more and more submit ourselves unto the. UphoId and 
increase thy chwch. Destroy the works of the devii, every power that raises itself against the, and al1 
wicked schemes thought up aga& thy holy Word, until the full mcaing of thy kingdom in which thou 
shah be al1 in ail." That the question is answered in the fonn of a prayer indicates that the composers of 
the catechism viewed the coming of the kingdom as an act of God. 

76 Barth, Christian Llye, 244. 

77 Barth, Prayer. 57. 

78 Barth, Christian Lqe, 242ff. Barth relates his understanding to that of the Blumhardts, and 
sees in them the positive renewal of the concept of the kingdom of W. See Christian Lfe, 256ff. 

79 "The kingdom of God is in the mi& of you" (Luke 17: 2 1). 



kingdom has been made manifest and effective in the person and work of Jesus Christ, just 

as in the hallowùig of God's narne. Through the events of Christmas, Good Friday, Easter, 

and Pentecost, Christians announce the kingdom of God that hais corne. Thus, it is in Jesus 

Christ that the kingdom has effeaively amiveci, and this provides ali the more reason to 

utter this petition. But, this prayer still needs to be made because this kingdom is also 

future: "It must come, the future mua bear the marks of the past, our past must become 

Our future, and the Lord who has wme must come again."" The concem with the coming 

of the kingdom for Barth is the concem for the coming of God himself: 

As God's kingdom is God himself, so God is his kingdom in his own corning : 
his coming to meet man, to meet the whole of the reality distinct fiom himself 
The second petition Iooks toward this special dynamic reality, to the coming 
of God's kingdom as the corning God himself; to its breaking forth and 
breaking through and breaking into the place where those who pray the 
petition are, to encounter with them and therefore with al1 creation." 

Third, this corning then, involves the uncovering of a veil which covers "the reality 

of everything already changed in Jesus Christ7'; the prayer is that this reality may be made 

visible. Through the various dimensions of life -- personai concems, family Me, political 

involvement, church afFairs - the kingdom is visible. The reality is beneath these things, 

and believers see as in a mirror, to paraphrase Paul the apostle. Barth says that Christians 

cannot be sure of their position and, in order for thern to see the reality, Jesus himself, the 

kingdom, must be made visible. As he says: "May the Light of God which was in Jesus 

Christ, in his life, in his death and resurrection, be shed over us, over Our whole life . . . ," 

" Barth, Chr~stian Lve, 236. Cf. Luther, Devotional Writings I ,  4 L, where he says "God's 
kingdom consists in nothing other than piety, decency, purity, gentleness, kindness . . . . m e  are his 
kingdom." 



[and may] "the secret of earthly life be revealed. This secret has already been revealed, but 

we do not yet see it . . .[and] we pray that we may be granted the power to see and to 

understand. "" 
Fourth, and lady, Barth retums to the exegesis of the Reformers as he highlights 

the importance of this petition; it is a petition that Chnstians may see the first signs of the 

new age in the present day. "May the dawn of this universai day enable us to see ourselves 

and others as weii as the events of our history, in the light of that which is corning 2head 

of us."U It is a petition that asks that Christian f ~ t h  may be made dive; it asks that 

believers receive eschatologicai hope; and it asks that the Holy Spirit may be present 

within the ~hurch." Praying that the kingdom of God may corne means praying that 

people, Christians and othenvise, would see the present signs of the kingdom; that 

Christians can be assureci that the prayer has been defïnitely answered in the person and 

life of Jesus Christ; and that Christians would live between the now and the not yet uith 

hope grounded in the answer to the prayer seen in Jesus Christ, knowing that the prayer 

for the kingdom itself is evidence of the presence of that k i r ~ ~ d o r n . ~ ~  

While the second petition pnmarily concerns the eschatological dimension, the 

third petition, 'thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven', largely concerns the present 

time. With this petition, believers' prayers focus upon the now of the "now and the not 

s2 Barth, Prqwr, 60. 

84 Barth mentions that there is a variant reading of the Lord's Prayer in Luke, that adds to this 
petition, "Thy Holy Spirit corne upon us and puri@ us." His impression is that the Reformers wrote as if 
taking this variant into account. Cf. Calvin, Institutes, IiI.20.42. 

85 Barth, Prayer, 57. 



yet" of God's wiLg6 Again, here as before, God's will or cause is to glo* himself as 

Creator and Lord, and to redeem his mature. As Barth says, "The wiii of God is to 

maintain his creature, to Save it, and to hEII his work by the manifestation of his 

kingdom."" That this petition concems the 'now' of the kingdom is obvious fiom the 

petition itseif when it says "or earth as it is in heaven." Here Barth says that believers ask 

that God may "deign to tr~uble himselfwith us and with this w~rld."~' 

As in the first two petitions, Barth says that the content of the third petition can 

only be carrïed out by God himself; its fuifiliment is God's act. Yet, even in the praying of 

this petition there is a manifestation of God's wili, and in this Christians can have 

assurance that this prayer is being answered. This l a d s  to his third point about this 

petition, that God's will "is done and . . . is Ling done ceaselessly in heaven."" This 

gives believers aU the more reason to pray these words, and Christians know this is true on 

account of Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit who teaches and confirms it to them. Barth 

here unfolds the meaning of this petition in much the same way as the previous two. He 

explains it by saying that believers need to pray that in the rnidst of the execution of his 

. . - - -- - - - - - - 

In biblical theology, it bas been NT scholar Oscar Culimam who developed the fàmous image. 
largely lost to our time, of "the now and the not yet", of D-Day and V-Day, as a means of thinking about 
Christian eschatology. Evangelical NT scholar George Eldon Laid has ais0 done much to establish a 
biblically and theologicalIy sound understanding of NT eschatology. See, ûscar Cullrnann, Christ and 
Tirne (Philadelphiii: Westminster Press, 1950); and George Eldon Ladd, The Presence of the Future: The 
Eschatology ofBiblica1 Realism rev. eb (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996); and G.E. Ladd, A Theology of 
the New Testament rev. ed. ed. Donaid A. Hagner (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996). 

g7 Barth, Prayer, 62. Cf. Luther, Devotional Writings 11, 196. Luther's exposition of this prayer is 
directed vexy much at the individuai Christian, and "we are asking for nothhg else in this petition than 
the cross, tonnent, adversity, and s u f f e ~ g s  of every kind, since these serve the destruction of our will." 
See Luther, Devolional Writings I,48f 

&B Barth, Prayer, 63. 

89 ibid. 



plan, God would liberate believers fiom the imperfection of their obedience, enable them 

to be faithfùl to the gospel, and gant Eeedom and remove them from the contradictions of 

human experience and disobedience. The petition itselfudolds this way in the context of 

the knowtedge that God's will is perfealy accomplished in heaven in Christ, and that once 

more it is God's cause that is in question. It is God's reign and cause with which 

Chnstians are to be concemed, both in this petition and the previous two? As this thesis 

tums to Barth's exposition of the next three petitions, there is both a notable merence 

from the first three, and yet a dependence upon them. As Barth says, "On these first dwee 

requests hang the freedom, the joy, the alacrity, and the certitude of the other petitions . . . 

[qn prayer we walk on the ground of these first three petitions."gl 

The Last Three Petitions: The Christians' Cause as God's Cause 

Barth begins his discussion of the second set of petitions by noting that these 

petitions signai a change in the attitude of the individuai praying. This attitude change is 

simply the consequence of the fieedom that dominates the first set of petitions. Accordhg 

to Barth, whiie the first three are directly related to God, the second set involves a distinct 

temerity in approaching W." Here, those praying with Jesus Christ direct God to their 

cause, while in the first set they directeci themselves to God's cause. In both cases the 

prayer is Christologically grounded: 

" And as Edmund Clowney says, "The boldnm of the Lord's Prayer is matched by its humility. 
its simple dependenœ on the heavenly Father." See CIowney, 142. 



In Jesus Christ, man becurnes visible as the man who does not have to be 
without God. Therefore he is ailowed and commandeci in his prayer with equal 
seriousness to bring to God also his own needs and expe~tations.~~ 

Yet, even though this is the case, this change in attitude, as Barth refers to it, is 

still very much in keeping with the fim three petitions.g" Schmidt notes that for Barth the 

second set of petitions are both an inversion and a consequence of the first setg5 Barth 

says that ""as and because [Christians] are invited and summoned to espouse and to 

participate in the cause of God in their requests, they are also invited and summoned to 

ask God on His side to espouse and actively participate in their cause."% Here, in Barth's 

own words, believers move on to "prayer properly speaking7', with prayer that is direct 

and imperative. The human cause, dependent as it is upon God's goodness and grace, 

would be lost if God did not make it his cause a l ~ o . ~ ~  

It is imperative, however, that this second set of petitions follow the fkst set, and 

not vice-versa, othenuise it might appear that God is willing to gant  petitions in 

abstraction from his character and will for human beings and all of creation. In other 

words, the understanding of the last three petitions depends upon the understanding of the 

first three. In asking God to become involved in the human cause, his glory is still the 

priority of Christian prayer, because '"when we ask God to give us al1 we need, both 

93 Barth, The Heidelberg Cotechism /or Todoy, 1 16. 

94 ibid.. 65f. 

95 Schmidt, 196. Cf Barth, CD, 111.4, 105; and LeF- 41, where he says that "the conjunction 
of the 1s t  three petitions with the first three means that what we need and want must be made to fit into 
Goci's design and God's action." 

% Barth, CD. 111.4, LOS. Cf. Lochman, 83. 

97 ibid.; Cf. Prayer, 65,66. 



outwardly and inwady, for our existence, we cumply with his comrnand to serve him for 

the sake of his glory."" In Calvin's words, 

We do not, indeed, bid fareweii to God's glory. . . . God specifically claims the 
first three petitions and draws us wholiy to hunself to prove Our piety in this 
way. Then he aiiows us to look after Our own interests, yet under this 
limitation: that we seek nothing for ourselves without the intention that 
whatever benefits he confers upon us may show forth his glory, for nothing is 
more fitting that that we live and die to him? 

Similar to Calvin, Schmidt observes this when he says that "accordhg to Barth, when w e  

pray for our cause we are to pray for it more as a means to Our faitfil participation in 

God's than as an end in i t~elf?"'~ 

In introducing these three last petitions, Barth again brings out the significance of 

the we or us of the Lord's Prayer, which becornes even more explicit in the second set. 

Here, the us, or Christians, corne fornard with their own cause, a cause which cannot 

separate them fiom the first set or its priorities. This us refers to a number of things, 

including the fellowship of those who are with Jesus Christ; those who are united or in 

communion with one another because of Jesus Christ; those who think and act in solidarity 

in the rnidst of the misery of the human condition by addressing themselves to God; and 

those who alone know, on account of their union with Christ and one another, the true 

misery, the "fa11 and perdition of God's good creaîure", and that only God c m  extricate 

them fiom this situation. 'O' 

' Barih, Prayer, 67. 

99 Calvin, Institutes, 111.20.44. Cf. Lochman, 84; and Barth, CD, 111.4. 105. where he says that 
"when we ask for what we ourseIves need, our requests foiiow the same and not a different line as in the 
first three petitions." 

lm Schmidt, 196. Cf. Barth, CD, 1iI.4, 105. 

101 Barth, Prayer, 66. 



The human cause is first seen in the petition for 'our daily bread', which Lohrneyer 

calls the heart and center of the Lord's Prayer.'02 To begin, there are some who have 

questioned the 'earthiness' of this petition, saying there is something of an incongmity in 

praying for the giory of God and then praying for bread. Someone might weii ask what 

place is there between God's cause and the eschaton for this nearly petty attention to 

sornething so transitory, so banal.'03 ~it t le  wonder that there has been so much effort 

spent in the history of the church to spiritualize this petition - this has happened in 

Origen, in the younger Luther, and in others, leading on up to the present time. Bread, 

rather than being understood as simply that which is needed for physical sustainment, is 

understood in a spintual sense as God's Word or Christ's mystical body. To make such an 

interpretative choice the governing one is unjustifiai both bib iically and t heologically . 

Jesus himself demonstrates a concern for the importance of material weU-being of human 

beings, including food. The Refonners interpret the petition this way as weli, detùiing 

'bread' as al1 that is necessary for "the nourishments and needs of the body": food, drink, 

clothing, shoes, house, land, cattle, money, property, pious husband or wife, pious 

'O3 Gerhard Ebeling, On frayer The Lord's Prayer in Today 's World tram. James W. Leitch 
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, repr. 1978), 52. Cf. Cullmann, 5 1, where Cuiimann comrnents that the 
tendency to think that such an earthly need is incompatible with the earlier, more 'spiritual' petitions, 
demonstrates a tendency towards Docetism. Lochman gives three reasons for taking seriously the literal 
understanding of bread: First, the dichotomy set up between the two sets of petitions is a false one, 
forgctting chat the -lier petitions ask, "thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven." Second, the BibIe 
recognizes no rigid duaiism between heaven and earth, body and soui. Thitd, the Bible places a high 
rcgard upon eating, for meals, and Jesus himself was called a "glutton and a dnuikard." See Lochman, 86 
- 88. See Luther, Devotional Writings 1, 52E, where his discussion of 'bread' focuses upon this more 
supematural interpretation: the 'bread' is the Word of Gad, and "a supematural bread . . . [which] 
nourishes him as an immortal and supernaturd being." in any case, asking for 'daily bread" is hardly 
petty for a human king who does need such sustenance. 



children, faitffil public servants, a just govemment, fiiends, loyal neighbours, edumtion, 

honors, and even weather! lM 

Barth holds to this Reformation definition of 'bread', while at the same time 

wanting not to lose sight of the original bibiical meaning of the word 'bread' in ail its 

simplicity; he sees this meaning as havùig two parts in biblical language. One, in asking for 

bread, Chnstians are asking for the bare necessity of Me, the minimum which they cannot 

do without. Two, Barth says that in Scripture the word 'bread' is also the temporal sign of 

God's gram "In the Bible bodiiy and temporal life is sacred because it is the promise of 

the life immortal and etemal."lOs 

Barth then points to the eschatological dimension of the petition for bread by 

saying that this petition "is also associated with that fuhess of life which we shdl know in 

the new era, in the world to ~ o m e . " ' ~  Therefore, bread received in the present is a pledge 

of the fùllness that awaits believers at the eschaton. Here, as before, Barth breaks into the 

vocative of address in the course of his discussion: 

Give us this minimum which is necessary for the present moment; and the 
sarne time, give it to us as a sign, as a pledge anticipating our whole life. 
According to thy promise, which we are receiving at this moment, we receive 
also the presence of t h e  etemd goodness, the assurance that we shall live 
with thee. 'O7 

104 S M ,  Vo1.3, 83. Cf Barth, Prayer, 69 and CD, 111.4, 534, 535; Lochman, 85; and Luther, 
Semons 1. 176E 

I OS Barth, Prayer, 70. 

'O6  ibid.. 70. 

1 O7 Ibid., 70, 71. 



A further dimension of this petition which Barth draws out is the anxiety that 

plagues people about such bread; for prayer needs to replace this anxiety. This anxiety 

about daily bread, or bread for the temporal morrow, prefigures anxiety for the etenai 

morrow. This temporal precariousness cannot be compared to that etemal precariousness 

which has to do with human destîny. B a .  asks that this d e t y  be transformed into 

prayer, that Christians as children of God hope for both the daily bread, and the bread 

which will feed them on the eschatological morrow. The issue then becomes how 

Christians find this hope, and how they replace the anxiety with this petition. In other 

words, "Praying to God to give us bread both earthly and celestial, both substantiai and 

supersubstantial, presupposes that we know God as the giver."log 

While Barth's intention of giving assurance to the betiever in propounding an 

eschatological dimension to the petition for bread is commendable, it yet seems to be an 

interpretation not solely based on an exegesis of the petition itself There is an overt 

earthiness to this petition and though Barth does reaffinn the Reformation exposition of 

this petition which emphasizes, as already seen above, its earthly concems, it is a strain on 

the petition's meaning to eschatologize it as Barth does. Since Barth does criticize the 

Reformers for what he perceives as a deeschatologizing of the kingdom petition, his 

exposition of the fourth petition is in part a reaction against this perception. 

The next aspect of the human cause is forgiveness. The petition, "Forgive us Our 

debts as we have also forgiven our debtor~" '~ ,  directly implies that in their relationship 

- . -- 

I(#1 Barth, Prayer, 72. 

109 J. Van Bruggen notes that the 'ouf in this petition aiso impiies chat beiievers share in =ch 
other's guilt and sin: "Did we w m  the other person? Did we set a wrong example?" See Bruggen, 293. 



with God, human beings are in defdt; people corne up short of what they owe to God.'1° 

Here Barth first ernphasises human sinfblness over human possibity and cornments that 

"what we do correspond[s] in no wise to what is given us."'" In the words of the 

Heidelberg Catechism, "We are not worthy of anything for which we pray, and have not 

merited it . . . and deserve nothing but punishrnent."'12 Calvin echoes this when he says 

that "those who trust that God is satisfied with their own or others' ments, and that by 

such satisfaction forgiveness of sins is paid for and purchased, share not at aii in this fkee 

@fi-" l3 

Consequently, since there is nothhg a person can do to earn forgiveness, what 

they actually owe God is themselves - "our person in its totality" - because it is fiom God 

and his goodness that his creatures are ~stained and n~urished."~ And this forgiveness 

means that God regards his creatures as having done no wrong for the guilt in which they 

find themselves is not held against them. As Barth says, 'The nght of placing the guilty 

Surprisingly, despite Barth's persisient emphasis on the corporate nature of the Lord's Prayer, he does not 
expliciùy draw conclusions about the possiibility of corporate sin. 

"O Walter Luthi writes that this is -the petition, the centrai one, the kernel of the prayer." See 
Luthi, Smalf Catechism (Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House, 1940), 15f., quoted in Bruggink, 22 1. 

" ' ShafT, vo1.3, 83. Cf. Luther, Devotional Writings Il, 197, Semons I, 178. Luther suggests in 
his "Exposition of the Lord's Prayer for Simple Laymenn, that this petition can be interpreted in two 
ways: on the one han& that God forgives beIievers when they are unaware of it, and on the other hand 
that C i d  remits such sins openly, that the believer is aware of forgiveness. "The first type of forgiveness is 
always neCeSSar]r, the second is occasionally nnecessary so that man may not despair." See Luther, 
Devotional CVritings I,63. 

I l 3  Calvin, Institutes, iI1.20.45. 

Barth, Pr-, 74. Cf. Bruggink, 221: -We owe him ourselves." 



again in the position of children of God oui only belong to him whom we have 

~ffended.""~ 

As Christians receive forgiveness, they cannot do otherwise than forgive those 

who have offended them. As recipients of divine forgiveness, as people who have b e n  

forgiven so great a debt, "How couid we . . . [not] forgive those who have offended 

usy l l6  Barth's point here is that those who have experienced God's forgiveness 

experience a fieedom through such grace, one that engenders an impulse towards 

forgiwlg others; not having this fieedom to forgive others means that they are out of 

reach of divine forgiveness. It is God's forpjeness that enables Christians to forgive. 

Having known the spirit of forgiveness, believers themselves receive this spirit of 

f~r~iveness."~ This is precisely what the Heidelberg Catechism means when it says, "We 

aiso find this witness of Thy gram in us that it is our full purpose heartily to forgive our 

neighbour." As G.I. WilIiamson puts it in his study of the Heidelberg Catechism, 

There are no real Christians who are unforgiving, because the same God who 
grants us forgiveness as a free g& also grants us the free gift of his Holy 
Spirit. And when the Holy Spirit dwells in our hearts, renewhg them, it is not 
possible for us to remain unforgiving."' 

Barth's goes on to explain the ground of this forgiveness that God grants. As in 

the case of the other petitions, this one also carries the note of completion insofar as it is 

through ChristYsfinished work that this forgiveness is given. Thus, in Christ this pardon is 

ibid., 76. 

'16 ibid. 

117 bid.. 77. Cf. Luther, Sermons 1, 179; and Catvin, Institutes, III.20.45. 

118 Williamson, 228. Cf. Kuyvenhoven, 305f.; Col. 3: 13: "Forgive whatever grievances you may 
have against one another. Forgive as the Lord forgave you"; and Van Bruggen, 293f. 



already granteci. It is not a fdse hope, an imagining, something that believers pray for in 

vain. In a passage written in the vocative of address, Barth goes on to explain prayerfully 

what he means by this: 

In thy Son thou hast exchanged the roles between thyself, the holy and just 
God, and us, pedidious and unjust human beings. Thou hast put thyself in Our 
place so as to reestablish order in Our favor. Thou hast obeyed and suffered 
for us; thou hast abolished our faults, the faults of ali humankind. And thou 
hast done it once and for dl. ' l9 

And just as Barth emphasised the completed nature of earlier petitions, here too he 

insists that because of the completed nature of the petition for forgiveness, Chnstians must 

ask for this forgiveness. This is a forgiveness that must be appropriated by the person; "it 

is up to us to believe, to realize this beginning which was inaugurated by the death of 

For Barth, the sixth and final petition, 'Lead us not into temptation, but deliver us 

from the evil deais with "the great ternptation."'* First, then, in talking about 

temptation, the petition is not talking about the discipline that is a part of the Christian 

life. '" Rather, the petition is speaking of the eschatologicai ten~~tat ion. '~~ This temptation 

ibid., 79. 

121 Luther divides this petition into two separate petitions. 

1 22 Barth, Prcryer, 8 1 .  

1 23 Ibid., 8 1. Cf. Heb. 12: 5 - I l :  "Endure trials for the sake of discipline" (v. 7). Cf. 
Kuyvenhoven., 307f.. where he distinguishes between three kinds of temptation: First, îhere is the way 
God's people test God, by daring him to demonstrate his power (Ex 17:2); secund, there is God's 
discipline; and third, there is the way Satan tempts human beings to sin. Cf. Van Bmggen, 297; and 
Bniggink, 224f. 



is, however, rnanifested in 'minor temptatiow7' such as mord or physid trials, aii of 

which mua be distinguished from the action of the d e v i ~ . ' ~  Here Barth's understanding of 

evil emerges. 

Evil, or the EMI One, is desciibed by Barth as "the infinite menace of the 

nothingness that is opposed to God himseK" This represents no passing danger, but total 

fdl. This evil does not even belong to creation. For Barth, "It is at the k t s  of [ G d ' s ]  

~reation."'~~ This evil imposes itself upon creation in the fonn of sin and death, and it 

appears in the illegitimate dominion of the D e d .  12' 

This achowledgement of the Evil One is aiso seen in the Refomers, and is a 

reality that Christians often pass over too lightiy, according to Barth. 12* He considers 

Satan a real enemy, one "whom we cannot resist unless God cornes to our And as 

124 Clowney argues that this is the case as well, when he says, 'It may be that this last petition of 
the Lord's Prayer is lmking forward to the final onslaught of Satan More Christ cornes again." See 
Clowney, 164. 

l 3  The Heidelberg Catecfüsm states that =our swom enemia - the devil, the world, and our own 
flesh - do not case to attack us", implying that the ternptation here spoken of perhaps does mean more 
than direct attacks from Satan. Cf. Luther, Semons I, 179f. 

126 Barth. Prayer, 82. 

127 See Barth, Church Dogrnaticx A Selection wirh Introduction by Helmut Gollwitzer 
(Louisville: John Knox Press, 1994), 134 - 147, for a brief introduction to Barth's understanding of evil 
and nothingness. In introducing the chapter on nothingness, Gollwitzer highlights a number of key points 
in Barth's understanding: That (1) God is not the author of evil; (2) bat evil is evil, or that wtiich is not 
willed by God; that (3) the title "nothin&nessn &ers to the rejection and ovemming of evil by God, not 
its non-existence; that (4) evil differs h m  "the shadow-side of creation"; and (5) that justice is done to 
the resunecrion of Christ only when eviI is not taken with final seriousness. See Church Dogrnaticsi A 
Selection, 134. 

'" In the prefaœ to his popular book The Screwfupe Lettets, C.S. Lewis says that "there are hm 
equal and opposite errors into which our race can Ml about the devils. One is to disbelieve in their 
existence. The other is to believe, and to feel an excessive and unhealthy interest ùi them. They 
themselves are equally pleased by both errors, and haiI a materialist or a magician with the same delight." 
See The Screwtape Letters (New York: MacMillian Publishing Co., 1982), rev. ed., 3. 

'" Barth. Prayer, 83. Cf. S h a  vol. 3.83f 



before, Barth p r o d s  in his anaiysis of this petition to recognize that it is already 

answered in Jesus Chna. Throughout Prayer Barth ofien breaks nom exposition to a d  

prayer, and here in his discussion he does the sarne: 

No, Our Father, thou dost not do it. How couldst thou do it, thou who hast 
reveaied thyselfin thy Son? Thou hast stepped fonvard to break the powers of 
this realm of the Devil. Thou hast caused the Devil to fd Like lightning fkom 
the s b ;  we have seen him W. Thou hast trïumphed over the shadows by the 
resurrection of thy Son . . . . Thou hast already snatched us £kom those jaws. 

And as always, because the petition has already been answered in Christ, beiieven have al1 

the more reason to pray the petition. 

The last verse of the Lord's Prayer, the doxology, is recognized by Barth as not 

belonging to the original text. In this doxology he sees two explanations of meaning, 

neither of which excludes the other. First, seeing as how it begins with for, a relation 

between it and the final petition can be seen; this relation, Barth suggests, can be clearly 

seen if the word for is replaced with sznce. In other words, the kingdom and power and 

glory belong to God, and nor to the redm or sphere of death, sin, and Satan. Second, 

Barth says that this doxological formula encompasses the whole of the Lord's Prayer. 

Thus, it becomes a recognition of the human incapacity to accomplish that which is prayed 

for, and at the same time an acknowledgement of human beings' ultimate dependence 

upon God for these things to corne to pas. "AI1 that we ask of thee can be done only by 

thee."13' The 'amen' signifia the cenainty or assurance of the prayer, which Blirth 

stresses as a distinct criterion of prayer. It signifies a lack of doubt and the presence of 

1 30 Ibid., 85. 

131 ïbid., 87. 



faith for prayer is not a chance undertaking, but is undertaken with conviction before the 

God who commands prayer. This cei-tainty also signifies the greater certainty of the 

response over the certainty beiievers feel concerning their needs and wants. In Barth's 

own r e a s s u ~ g  words, "The most certain element of our prayer is not our requests, but 

what comes fiom God: his re~ponse." '~~ 

Key Points in Barth's Exposition of the Lord's Prayer 

In Barth's exposition of the Lord's Prayer there are a number of key points which 

emerge. These concepts serve to underline his understanding of the Lord's Prayer and 

summarize his exposition. The f%st concept central to Barth's exposition of the Lord's 

Prayer is the movement of the prayer itself, and the pattern it sets, by first emphasinng the 

concern for God's cause, narnely his giory. Clowney says this, 

The beautifil simplicity and breath-taking sweep of the Lord's Prayer set it 
apart. It is distinctive, above all, in its focus on the Father. We first pray that 
his name be hallowed, his kingdom corne, his will be done. Even before the 
prayer N r n s  to Our own needs, it is through and through prayer before the 
Father in heaven. 13' 

This is seen mainly in the division of the prayer hto two sets of petitions. This 

division is described by Schmidt as involving a centripetai and centfigal movement in 

Barth's exposition. The former is the movement in which prayer is focused upon its 

center, the Christological pole, or more specifically in the case of the Lord's Prayer, God's 

glory and cause. The latter is the movement in which prayer enters into its petitionary 

- 

13' Ibid., 88. 

133 Clowney, 163. 



stage. Between these two movements there is on the one hand a similarity and on the 

other a dEerence. Schmidt says it this way: 

The similarity of the two movements derives eom their both acknowledging 
and witnessing to God's self-communication in Jesus Christ. The dwerence 
stems from the respective ways they do this. The first contemplates God's 
self-communication as it has already taken place. . . . The second refers to this 
seKcommunication as it has yet to take place. 

Schmidt notes that this movement is detectabfe in Barth's discussion of the Lord's 

Prayer. For instance, Barth understands the invocation as a centripetai movement (or a 

movement to its centre in Christ), and speaks of it as the praise and adoration of God, 

which forms the precondition for the petitions, or the centrifuga1 movement. 13' Moreover, 

Barth does in fact distinguish the first set of petitions in a manner that seems to fit the 

division suggested by these two rn~vernents'~~ when he says, 

in the first three petitions Our prayer is a sort of conversation with the 
Heaveniy Father. It is like a sigh. We are dazzled by the grandeur of what 
occupies us: the name, the kingdom, the will of God himself We sigh and pray 
eom a certain distance, in a manner almoa indirect.137 

The second important concept in Barth's understanding of the Lord's Prayer is his 

argument that prayer is decisively petition. When coming to the second set of petitions, 

Christians corne to "prayer properly ~~eak.in~." '~* It is aiso important to note that Barth 

refers to the Lord's Prayer as a "string of petitions.'''39 

I Y  Schmidb 159f. Cf. B a  CD, II1.3,256. 248. where Barth explains the distinction himself. 

13* Barth, "Calvin," Theolagische Existenz Heure 37(1936): 10, as cited in Schmidt, 161. 

l M  See Schmidt, 135 - 168, for his discussion on these two movements. 

137 Barth, Prayer, 65. 

'" Ibid., 65. Cf. CD, ILI.4, 97 - 102, for a discussion of prayer as decisively petition. See Shapim, 
30, 3 1. Shapiro believes Barth's assertion of prayer as decisively petition is too strong. He comments that 



Third, the meaning of the prayer as a mode1 is seen in the fact that the prayer 

presumes an dready existing relationship between the individuai praying and God. This is 

seen by the fact that those praying the Lord's Prayer are praying not just to anyone, but to 

a God revealed as Farher. God is revealed as Father by Jesus, and is our Father through 

Jesus; Christians have been adopted as sons and daughters on account of Christ's work. 

Thus, believers already know the God to whom they pray. 

Fourth, this relationship provides assurance in the rnidst of prayer; and this 

certainty which Christians have in prayer is of a particular sort. This assurance "is the 

confident anticipation of [the] hearing which accompanies the human request."" This 

certainty also involves more than confidence that prayer will be answered, but the 

assurance that the payer har been answered. The prayers believers utter have been 

answered in Christ. For, in Jesus, God's name has been giorified, his kingdom has corne, 

either Barih's assertion here is !autologous, or it is an unconvincing, reasoned argument, He is especially 
dissatisfied with Barth's criticism of more mystical, or afkctive, forms of Christian spirituaïity. Cf. 
Pannenberg, Systematic Theology, vol. 3, 208, where he says that "In the Christian understanding of 
prayer we can deal with petitionary prayer oniy on the bais of tbnksgiving and adoration. If' the sayings 
of Jesus that are handed down in the Gospels d e r  diredy to petitionary prayer, they already presuppose 
faith and with it the fellowship with God to which thanksgiving and adoration surely give expression." 

In any case, Barth, in his discussion in CD, iII.4 [cited above], relates his conclusion that prayer 
is definitively petition to the Reformers: Luther, Calvin, and the Heidelberg Catechism. Cf. Hm Chul-Ha, 
"Belief and Unbelief in Prayer: A Cornparison Between Calvin and KarI Barth," Evangelical Review of 
Theology 9:4 (1985)- 348, where Chul-Ha rnakes this obvervation- Chul-Ha criticizes Barth in two ways - 
on prayer as primarily petition, and the 'we' of prayer to the neglect of the individuai private prayer - but 
unfortunately he never takes into account more t h .  Barth's discussion in CD IV. 4, missing completely 
Barth's expositions of the tord's Prayer in The Chriaian Li/e and Prqver. Had he taken these other works 
into account, perhaps his evaluation couid have been more baIanced. In criticizing Barth's emphasis on 
public or community prayer, he says that this misses the point of prayer, that king the neçessity of prayer 
for personal needs. Of course, this nies in the face of not only Barth's understanding of prayer's primary 
purpose, but also that of the Reformen: the glory and cause of Gd. In the conclusion there is a more 
critical discussion of this point. 

CD, 111.3, 268. 

140 Barth, CD, 111.4, 106. As CIowney says, "What assurance . . . must mark the prayer of those 
who look to the cross of Jesus Christ and to the throne of his exaitation!" See Clowney, 157. 



and his wiii has been done. In Christ, God's cause has taken on human flesh and the 

beiiever's cause has been taken into God h i m s e ~ ' ~ '  

Through the relationship believen have with God, a relationship established by 

Christ, they are called, comrnanded, and invited to make G d ' s  cause their own Ui prayer. 

But more than that, they are also invited to bring their cause before God. Yet, the 

Christians' cause is not somethuig alien to God's cause, but it is rather the human side of 

God's cause, insofar as it is determined and guided by it. As Barth makes clear, the last 

three petitions depend upon the first three.'" This prayer is also founded upon its answer 

already given in Chria, thereby secunng the assurance that the prayer is heard, while at 

the same time emphasizing the importance of the Christians' joining in this prayer. The 

a s h g  and answering of prayer are grounded in what Jesus Christ is and does.'" To put it 

To pray means to take God at his word and to cal1 upon his righteousness 
which has been fuffilled in Jesus Christ and has corne to us as a üving Word. 
Such calling upon God consists in praise and thanksgiving, because God's 
hearing and fblfilling of Our petitions is greater than our desiring, has alreaây 
been granted, and in and with his Word is already on the way. '" 

This, in Barth's view, is what constitutes the meanhg of the Lord's Prayer as a 

mode! prayer. He also draws a close comection bctween prayer and action, and indeed 

refers to prayer as "the most intimate and effective form of Christian action."14' Since the 

14' ibid., 108. 

Barth, Prayer. 48. 

143 LeFevre, 33. 

14' Barth The Heidelberg Catechism jor Today, 1 17. 

14' Barth, CD. 111.3, 264. 



Lord's Prayer is the mode1 prayer, it is hardly surprising, ben, that it is this same prayer 

that f o m  Barth's bal discussion of Christian ethics in Christian Lve- Therefore, if one is 

to have a full understanding of the Lord's Prayer in Barth's thinking, one also needs to 

undentand how Barth develops it as the ground of Christian action, Iife, or ethics. It is to 

this part of the discussion that this paper now turns. 



CHAPTER FOUR 

THE LORD'S PRAYER AS A MODEL FOR THE CHRISTIAN LIFE 

Importance of the Lord's Prayer as a Mode1 for the Christian Life 

The question of Christian ethics is problernatic on Barthian terms. Barth faces this 

question directly in his book 7he Christian Lif, and he does so by exarnining the pnority 

of Christian action as something arising nom the pnority of Christian prayer. Aiready this 

thesis has examined the importance and meaning of the Lord's Prayer as a model prayer, 

concluding that this prayer is not to be a model in the literal sense. Instead, it offers 

believers direct insight into the kind of prioritkhg which ought to characterize their 

prayefil relationship with the Lord who himseif directs them to this very prayer. In 

Barth's estimation, this prayer also offers a paradigrn by which to view the nature of 

Christian action in a world separated from God's righteousness in Christ. Donald K. 

McKim says, 

Bmh saw the Lord's Prayer as tremendously significant for the formation of 
the Christian life. it shows us the goal of Our life of faith, the concerns that 
should be foremost in our minds, and the passions which should motivate us as 
we live as the People of God in the Modem wodd.' 

Barth's relating the rule of prayer to the d e  of action allows Chnstians to understand that 

both in their individual, personal existence as sons and daughters of God through Christ, 

and in their hves in the worid, it is the one and the same God who commands and invites 

believers to "cal1 upon me" (Ps. 50: 1 5). 

' Donald K. McKim, "Kart Barth on the Lord's Prayer," Center Joumat 2: 1 ( 1 982). 84. 
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As Lou Shapuo states, there is no antithesis between prayer and ethics in Barth's 

thinking.2 Instead, there is a crucial relationship between the two for ethics is a part of 

Barth's theology of pyer . '  This is not only the conclusion of Barth's hterpreters, but 

finds expression in Barth himself when he says that "prayer is the most intimate and 

effective fom of Christian action." In addition, prayer is the church's decisiw work: 

"The community works, but it also prays. More precisely, it prays as it works. And in 

praying, it works."' Yet, Barth wnsiders prayer more than one important Christian task 

arnong others for prayer itself is the medium that properly expresses the Christian life? 

This chapter examines how this is so in Barih's thinking. It does this by analyzing Barth's 

exposition of the Lord's Prayer in Ine Christian Llfe, beguining first with a discussion of 

the place of ethics in Barth's thinking as an ethics of fieedom determined by love. Second, 

Barth's use of analogy in this context is exarnined. Third, it disusses Barth's decision to 

use invocation of God as the motif for ethics. Fourth, following this, there is an 

examination of Barth's development of the Lord's Prayer (or, the invocation and first two 

petitions) as a mode1 of the Christian life. In addition, it incorporates the insights of 

Barth's interpreters, insofar as they themselves discuss this posthumous work. Clearly this 

2 Lou Shapiro, "Karl Barth's Understanding of Prayer," C m  24 (1988), 26. 

Perry LeFwre, Understandings of Prayer (Philadelphia: Westminster Press? 198 1), 34. 

Karl Barth, Church Dogrnath, Ul.3, .3.e Doctrine ofcreation tram G.W. Bromiley and RI. 
Erhlich (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, lm), 264 wereafter, volumes of F3arth.s Church Dogrnatics are cited 
as CD, with the accompanying volume, part, and page number]. 

' Barth, CD, IV.2, 704, and CD, N.3. 882. In chapter one it is demonstmted that for Barth 
theological work fails under the rubric of Christian prayer. 

6 Shapiro, 26. 



also involves a critical understanding of Barth' s exposition, although the explicitly 

evaluative material is reserved for the concIusion. 

The Meaning of the Lord's Prayer as a Mode1 for the Christian Life 

An Ethics of Love and Freedom 

Barth understands the special ethics of the doctrines of creation and redemptioa as 

being grounded in the special ethics of the doctrine of reconciliation, and it is within the 

doctrine of reconciliation that Barth develops the Lord's Prayer as an ethical model.' In 

addition, the ethics of  the doctrine of reconciliation is an ethic of fieedom. Consequently, 

it is an ethic that respects both the "eee disposing of God regarding the concrete meaning 

and content of his commanding [and] the free responsibility of the action of man."8 This 

fkeedom is grounded in love, and it is one within which God and the human person 

encounter one another directly -- it is the fieedom for both of these subjects to love one 

another. 

' Karl Barth, The Christian Life: Church Dogmutics, IV. 4 ,  Leciure Fragments tram. G.W. 
Bromiley (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 198 I), 9 mereafter cited as Christian LfeJ. Cf. Eberhard Iiingel, 
"Invocation of God as the Ethical Ground of Christian Action: introductory remarks on the posihumous 
fragments of Karl E h t h ' s  etbics of the doctrine of reconciliation," in jüngel's Theofogical Essays 
(Edinburgh: T .  & T. Clark, 1989), 155, and 165. He comments that it is in Barth's understanding of the 
doctrine of rcçonciliation where we find the sharpest expression of the fundamental decision in Barth's 
theology. More specifIcally, he says that in Barth's understanding of ethics as prayer, the starting point of 
the whole Church Dogrnatics is present in the most acute way. Barth distinguishes between generuf ethics 
as that which explains the proper will and cornmanciment of God, and speciul ethics as that which 
examines the actuaI duty of hwnan persons. See Jean-Luc Blondel, "Prayer and Stmggle: Karl Barth's 
'The Christian Life'," SI. Luke 3 Journal of Theologv 23:2 (19801, 106. 

9 Barth, Christian L~re, 35. Cf. Jüngel 158. Similarly, Wolfhart Pannenberg grounds his 
discussion of Christian prayer in the doctrine of love. See his Svstematic Theology trans. G.W. Bromiley 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998). vol. 3,202 - 2 1 1. 



Seeing ethics as grounded in fkeedom and love means for Barth that ethics carmot 

anticipate the answer to the question, What shall 1 do?"'* This is because the 6eedom 

through which ethics is understood has as its referent the event of the encounter between 

God and the human person." Thus, the form of ethics "wili always be the mystery of the 

commanding God and obedient or disobedient man." As Barth says: 

Ethics, then, cannot itself give direction. It can ody give instruction, teaching 
us how to put that question relevantly and how to look f o w d  openly, 
attentively, and willingiy to the m e r  that God done cm and does give. 

Moreover : 

Ethics, however, can point to the event of the encounter between God and 
man, to the mystery of the specific divine orde~g ,  diecthg, and commanding 
and of the specific human obeying or disobeying. It can give instruction in the 
art of correct asking about God's wiii and open hearing of God's command. l2 

Therefore, as an ethic grounded in this marner there need not be concern over any 

" purely formal structure of a cat egorical imperative of Christian provenance." l3 Ethics 

involves asking properly, "What shall 1 do?", in the context of that encounter between 

God and the hurnan person. l4 Jean-Luc Blondel notes this as weii when he says of Barth's 

understanding that "ethics therefore is not a program nor a precise doctrine of action; it is 

IO John Webster notes that the question of good human action can too quickly kcome the 
question, 'what can 1 do for Gd?' The two s ida  of the relationship are not equal. See his Barrh 's Ethics 
ofReconciiation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995). 175. 

11 Barth, Christtan Life, 34. Jiingel says tbat both the answer and the question of ethics owe their 
origin to this event, which Barth custornarily indicates in formal terms as the ment of the Word of God. 
See Jiingel, 165. 

14 Ii should be noted that Barth sees the person who asks this question as doing so within a 'we.' 
As Jüngel says "every '1' does not pray 'my Father' but to 'our Father." See Jüngel, 161. Cf. Barth, 
Christian Lve, 82. The signincance of the 'we' or 'our' of the Lord's Prayer is discussed at length in the 
precding chapter of this thesis. 



an indicator of the way the questions should be asked and their answers fodated."  l5 

Jiingel comments that Augusthe's phrase, "Dilige, et quod vis fac", might be appropnate 

as an ethical imperative in Barthian terms, especiaily since as a precept of the human 

person's will, love sufFiciently deterrnines that wili for the Christian life so that no m e r  

orientation is necessary '' 

Barth's Use of Analogy in n e  Christian Li$e 

The instructive quaiity of an ethic grounded in the freedom of love is possible 

because the love of God that wills and effects salvation for human beings caiis for a human 

action analogous to itself. First, in using analogical language, Barth presemes the 

ontological distance between God and human beings, as well as emphasizing the 

partnership between them. Moreover, Barth's exposition of the Lord's Prayer sets out in 

material terms the analogy between divine and human action. Consequently, Barth does 

not d e h e  the distinction between divine and human action in an abstract way "as a 

relationless difference of pure dissimilarity."" Rather, the relation between divine and 

human action is given concrete definition as a relation of invocation. In nie Christian Life 

it is such considerations that led Barth to describe 'invocation' as "the basic act of the 

Christian ethos."18 This very invocation expresses the fact that Christians ask God for 

what ody God can give, such as the hailowing of his name and the coming of his 

l 5  Blondel, 107. 

l6 Tave.  and do what you like": Augustine, quoted in JUngel, 158. 

17 Jüngel, 160. 

l 8  Barth, The Chrisfion Lve, 102. 



kingdom. The goodness of human action consists in this analogical relationship: "Even in 

its humanity [it] is pardel and andogous to the act of God h i m s e ~ " ' ~  Second, for Barth, 

it is this very analogy that prevents ethics nom becoming either a Iegalistic and casuistic 

ethics or an obscure ethics of the hiroxm 

It is this understanding of the grounding of ethics in this analogous relationship 

that l a d s  Barth to place the entire ethics of reconciliation under the category of 

'invocation of God.' His interest is that in such andogous action the concem lies with the 

immediacy of the encounter between God and the human person. Outlining ethics as an 

ethics of prayer captures this irnmediacy. Finaily, the fundamental ethical analogy is t h :  

that in the invocation of God whose 'being is in act' Chnstians are exalted to a life in act 

that corresponds to God so that in their relation to God they "may and should be tmly 

'' Barth, Christian Lqe, 175. Iilngel notes that the motif of analogy is one that dominates the 
ethics of the Church Dogmatics. See Jiingel, 159. 

" Ibid., 6. Barth does not disregard entirely the n a d  for a canllstic ethiu. As Nigd Biggar 
rightly notes, Barth does recognize the need to provide moral guidance. In faet, Barth is seen to denve 
generaI principles indirectly from scripture and directly from his dogrnatic systern (Cf. CD, m.4, 166, 
398). However, that king the case, this does not contradia Barth's critique of causuistq. As Biggar 
comments, "it is clear that when Barth equates ethics with original sin, he means by it a closed, rationalist 
systern that moves with inexorable logic fiom first principles ttuough d e s  to particuiar cases." See 
Biggar, 'Haring God's Command and Thinking about What's Right: With and Beyond Barth," in Nigel 
Biggar, ed Reckoning With B a h :  EsSap in Cornmernoration o/the Centenary of Karl Barth S Birth 
(London: Mowbray, 1988). 1 13. 

2' Ibid., 102. See also, CD, II. 1, 257ff., where Barth discusses the idea that "Gd is who He is in 
the act of His revelation." Cf. Jüngel, 16 1. For a discussion of Barth's understanding of analogy see H.G. 
Wells, "Barth's Doctrine of Analogy," Canodian Journal ofir7reology 15 (1969): 203 - 213; Christopher 
Morse, "Raising God's Eyebrows: Some Further Thoughts on the Analogia Fidei," Union Seminay 
Quarteriy Review 37(1981), 39-49; and Ham Urs von Balthasar, The Theology o/Karl Barîh trans. John 
Drury (New York: Holt, Rinehart, and Winston, 1971)' LOO - 70. Barth attacked the notion of analogia 
entis in favor of analogia W e i  (See CD, 1.1, xiii), maintainhg thôt the human understanding of 
results h m  Gai's self-disclosure in revelation, not from ascniing to Gai concepts derived apart h m  his 
self-disciosure. Welis in his article explains this by referring to Barth's discussion of God's power: "If we 
say that God's power is omnipotence, we do not merely extend our creaturely notion of power to the 
infinite degree and ascRbe it to God We do not know. prior to rewelation, what Goci's power means. 



Invocation of God 

Since, then, Banh cannot concede that there exists good human action apart kom 

human action d o g o u s  to divine action, his task becornes one of disceming which 

responsive and ndrmalogous hurnan action properly expresses the Christian life. Barth is 

seeking a concept that will provide both the form and content for human action, and one 

that is both authentically hurnan and understood in ternis of grace? Mer conside~g a 

nurnber of concepts, Barth finally settles upon 'invocation of God' as the human action 

that is the first, and ground of dl, good human action? 

J.B. Webster comments that 'Barth setties on 'invocation' because it States most 

clearly the relationship of gram to responsive human action that forrns the central theme 

of the ethics of re~onciliation."~~ This enables Barth to understand authentic hurnan action 

in terrns of the petitions of the Lord's Prayer. He sees the concept of invocation as the 

"epitorne and cornmon denominator of aii that the gracious God expects and wants of man 

and of al1 that cornes into question as man's obedience to the gracious ~ o d . " ~  

Rather, we see God's power in his mighty acts [of saivation]. . . . The anaiogy between C d ' s  power and 
creaturely power, then, can be made only in hith, onfy within a knowledge of God's revelation." 
However, Welis also argues that Barth's absolute rejection of the analogia enfis is flawed, and that 
Barth's own use of anaiogy, either the analogia Jdei or analogia relationis, contains an implicit use of 
the analogia entis. See Wells, 208ff. Welis article is a g d  introduction to this side of Barth's theologicai 
method. For Barth's discussion of G d ' s  power see CD, II. 1, 522E 

" Colin Gunton, "Christian Life: Church Dogrnatics Volume IV Part 4. Leaure Fragments 
(Review)," Scotfish Journal of Ttreology 36:3 ( 1  983), 399. 

23 Other concepts Barth considers in his discussion are the general concept of the 'Christian Me', 
repentance, faith, thanksgiving, and faithfulness. See C h r i s t b  Li$?, 37 - 42. 

24 J.B. Webster, The Christian in Revolt: Some Reflections on The Christian Lve." in Biggar, 
ed. Reckoning With Barth, 124. 

Y Banh, Christian Lije, 43.  



H i s  decision to grouiid human action in the concept of invocation has swen 

criteria. First, this action must be distinct to the human person as the partner of God in the 

covenant of grace established by God. Second, it is an action that must be empowered by 

the free grace of God. Third, as an action grounded in the divine empowenng, it must also 

be an authentic and specificaiiy human action. Fourth, this action must have central 

sigdcance for aiI of the human person's other acts. "It must precede, accompany, and 

follow the whole ofhis ~ o r k . " ~ ~  Fifih, in this action, the human person must refer whoUy 

to God. Sixth, the human person must act as one who is not worthy to encounter God, 

and as one aware of the divine-human distinction. Seventh, the human person does this in 

response to, and with complete confidence in, the initiative that God has taken." 

Al1 these criteria find their sufficient expression in the controlling concept of 

'cdling upon God.' In explicitly ethical terms, invocation is the basic rneaning of every 

divine command and al1 human ~bedience.~~ Jüngel says Barth's understanding of 

invocation demands that invocation be seen as an action in the strongest sense." The 

question, then, of what may be caiied good human action finds its answer in an ethic of 

prayer.30 Donald K. McKim says, "The center of the Christian We is the invoking of God, 

ibid., 42. 

27 bid., 42,43. 

=8 ibid., 44. Cf. McKim, 82. 

" Jüngel, 165. 

JO Barth, Christian Lifi, 3 .  Cf. Jiingel, 164. In the context of Modern formulations of the ethical 
question, answering the question "what shouid we do?" with the command to pray is expresdy cautioned 
against by Immanuel Kant: "praying . . . is no more than a stoted wish directeci to a Being who needs no 
such information regarding the inner disposition of the wisher . . . [so that] nothing is accomplished by 
it." See 1. Kani, Religion Wilttin the Limits of Reason Alone trans. Thdore  M. Greene and Hoyt H. 
Hudson (New York: Harper, 1960), 142, 182. 



and the Lord's Prayer is the mode1 par excellence of what God pemiits and comrnands of 

us in prayer-*'3t 

Barth makes a number of other significant points concerning the nature of 

invocation. First, this invocation "consists very simply . . . in the prayer for the Holy 

AS a result, the spiritual life of Chnstians is one lived in awareness of the 

immediate presence of God. It is the Holy Spirit who fiees beliwers to live this life of 

invocation, and in this fieedom they live their spintual l i ~ e s . ~ ~  Unfominately, Barth does 

not address in detail the role of pneumatology in his understanding of prayer. Jürgen 

Moltmann criticizes Barth's pneurnatology as  being experientidy redudonistic, sayuig 

that "as the subjective reaiity of God's self-reveiation, the Holy Spirit remains entirely on 

God's side, so it can never be expenenced by human beings at 

Second, though this life of invocation is a persona1 matter, it it not a private one. 

Here Barth makes appropriate use of the opening vocative of the Lord's Prayer, 'm 

Father.' The cornmunity orientation of the prayer involves the church, but also extends 

beyond it to encompass al1 of those for whom Christ remains a stranger. The Christian 

31 McKim, 83. E3arth-s decision to use not only prayer, but the Lord's Prayer, is aiso hardly 
arbitrary. As is seen in the pmxding chapter, Barth's decision to use the Lord's Prayer as the mode1 
prayer is based upon the tradition of the church as well as scriptural command. 

33 ibid., 93. For more thorough discussion on prayer, ethics, fieedom, and the Hoiy Spirit in 
Barth's thought see Barth, The Koiy Ghost and the Christian Li/e tram RBirch Hoyle (London: 
Frederick Mdler Ltd., 1938)' 84ff.; Barth, The Heidelberg Catechism for Today, 85ff.and Phitip 3. 
Rosato, The Spirit As Lord: The Pneumatology ofKar1 B m h  (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1 98 1)' 6 ,  7, 28. 
29, and 87 - 91. 

Y S& his Ine Spirit ofLij2 tram. Margaret Kohl (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992), 68.. 628.. 
74ff- Moltmann himse~discusses the role of the Holy Spirit in prayer. 



invocation of God is a "supremely social matter? publicly sociai, not to say political and 

even ~osmic."~' 

Third, invocation is an integral part of the dealings between God and his human 

creatures. For Barth, prayer is the subjectzve or human factor in these dealings, and 

concerns what God continues to do. The woperation between God and human beings has 

its sitz-im-leben in prayer.36 Admitting the propriety of petitionary prayer drectly implies 

a duality of agency, which therefore mles out any notion of divine sole ~ausality.~' This 

contrasts with the typical liberal view of petition, which is disproportionately burdened 

with the assumptions of rationalism. In the iiberal view, the universe is conceived as a 

machine govemed by laws of causality; "it grinds on ine~orabl~."~' The thought that a 

whispered prayer could somehow affect the course of events is considered foolish. 

Ironicaily, this rationaiist argument is often supported by an appeal to G d ' s  l a ~ s . ' ~  With 

this in mind Barth is confident to de@ the Modem view by arguing that God not only 

- 

3S Ibid., 95. The idea that Christians pray for those who do not and cannot pray this prayer is a 
point discussed in the last chapter, and it is demonstrateci there that Barth is here appropriating a 
Reformation idea. 

" Webster. Barth S Ethicr, 186. Cf. Jüngel, 162. 

'' %id. Cf. Barth, Christian Lije, 85; and CD I11.3, 274. 

3a Edmund P. Clowney, "A BibIicai Theology of Prayer," in ed. D.A. Carson, Teach Us ro P r q :  
Prayer in the Bible and the World (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1 !NO), l42f. 

39 Md., 143. On the same page Clowney quotes a Liberai preacher, who defenâing his rejection of 
a physical resurrection of Jesus, says, 

Brought up as we have been in an atmosphere charged with scientific methods and 
presuppositions, it is hard for us to share the physical interpretation of the [reswrectionj. 
The God we know is not a God who reverses his laws and we find it difiïcult to imagine that 
he who decreed that dust is the beginning and end of man's material existence should in this 
instance reverse t!!t declaration. 



hears prayers, but m e r s ,  and that "by theu invocation, he does something, something 

new ."* 

Invocation "is the movement in which the children bring themselves to the 

attention of their Father and cry to bim in recoiiection, cleariy reminding themselves that 

he is their Father and they are his children."" The relationship, then, between the children 

and their Father, is best understood within the context of invocation; invocation is their 

response to the reconciliation that has taken place in Iesus Chna. For Barth, this 

movement f?om the children to the Father, or this invocation, involves "a nanirai wannth 

and intimacyy' as well. It is to the object and subject of this invocation that the discussion 

presently tums. 

The Object of Invocation 

Since 'invocation' is invocation of God, in his book EvangelzcaI Theology Barth 

says, "Human thought and speech cannot be about God, but must be directeci tuward 

God," and "true and proper language conceming God will always be a response to God, 

which overtly or covertly, explicitly or implicitly, thinks and speaks of God exclusively in 

the second person."" Although Barth is here discussing the nature of theological work 

specificaily, the principle that human speech conceming God must take the form of the 

40 Barth, The Christian LiJe, 103. In the same breath Barth criticizes the view of Schieierrnacher, 
calling this theologian's understanding of prayer "the supreme and rnost intimate act of self-help." 

41 ibid., 85. 

42 Barth, Evangelical Theofogy: An Inhoduclion W. Grover Foley (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1992), 164. Cf. Barth, Prqyer, ed. Don E. Saliers, tram. Sara F. Temen (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 
1985), 44f, where he d e s  this point by mwing Erom actual exposition of the tord's Prayer to the 
vocative of address, or prayer. This move is cornmon in this particular book. Cf. Blondel, 108. 



vocative of address is one which follows firom his decision to use invocation as a 

controlling concept for ethics. This is seen in The Christian Life, where he maks  a similar 

statement: 

Father! When used in Christian thought and speech as a term for God, the 
word ''Father" is always to be employed and understood in precisely the same 
sense that it has here in the introit to the Lord's Prayer, namely, as a vocative. 
If it is a matter of God, then seriously, properly, and strictly Christians cannot 
speak about the Father but only to him." 

In the above quotation, Barth gives more specific content to the God who is the 

object of invocation, namely God the F a t k  He devotes severai pages of expositions on 

the concept of 'Father!' as he seeks to demonstrate that the lex ormidi implies a lex 

credendi which in tum contains a [ex agendi. His argument is that this vocative is 

fiindamental to the theological grammar of the word since its case specifies both the 

priority of God as both subject and agent, as well as human subsequence in relation to 

him; it retains reference to the antecedent subjectivity of God. Webster also believes that 

here Barth is securing a theological conviction, that this is "the form which language takes 

under compulsion from the divine realities which it articula te^."^ "It is invocation of the 

self-acting Subject-Father, and only thus is it invocation of Gad?"" 

As Barth concentrates his discussion around the concept of 'Father', he notes a 

number of important points. First, Barth regards as incontrovertible that God is Father 

apart from human attitudes about the divine: "He is it absolutely for îhem and in no sense 

43 Barth, Christian Life, 5 1 .  

Webster, 'The C6Ntian in Revolt," 127. Barth men says that in regarci to the Fatherhood of 
God that Kierkegaard is right, that subjectivity is tnith. See Christian Life, 53.  

Barth, Christian L@. 53.  



through them."& For Barth, the shape of Christian speech examines language 60m the 

other end, fiom the controls set upon it by that to which it refers." Second, making the 

point even more strongiy, Barth asserts that the concept of 'Father' gives definition to the 

concept of 'God', which would otherwise remain empty and ambivalent.48 Third, Barth 

seeks to elucidate the meaning of the concept of God as 'Father', saying that it means 

"The One without whom the reality distinct fiom himseif would not ex&; through whom, 

however, it does exist, so that it owes to him its existence, form, and meaning, and 

therefore its unity and interc~nnection."~~ Fourth, it follows naturally from this then, that 

if all reality apart from God the Father exists because of God, ali reality including human 

persons are dependent upon God the ~ather?' Barth's fifth and final powerfbl move in his 

description of the vocative, is to secure the preceding deliberations upon Christological 

grounds. It is Jesus Chnst who reveals God as Father. Believers venture through him to 

cry, "Abba, Father", and, "As they c d  upon him as such according to the permission, 

cornmand, and order of Jesus Christ, God the Father in his nature and existence comes 

before them unmistakably and irrefutably."5' The invocation of God as Father is also 

Ibid., 52. Cf. P rayer, 45f.; Dogmatics in Outfine, 42 - 45, and esp. p. 42. where he says that 
"The One God is by nature and in eternity the Fathei'; Webster, Barth's Ethies, 178; W o W  
Pannenberg, Basic Questions in Theokogy: Colfected Essays trans. George H. Kehm (Philadelphia: 
Fortress Press, L WO), vol. 1, 2 14 and n. 3; and for a contrasting and criticai view see Mary Daley, Beyond 
God the Father: Toward a Phifosophy of Women 's Liberution (Boston: Beacon Press, 1985). esp. p. 105. 

47 Webster, B d h  S Eihzcs, 178. 

Barch, Christian Lfe, 53 .  Cf. McKim 85. 

Ibid., 56. 

Y> Ibid., 57. Here, Barth reiates the reality of îhis dependence to Sclileiemcher's "feeling of 
absolute dependence", distinguishing his understanding h m  Schieiermacher's by drawing attention to 
the contrast between his personal conception of God with Schleiermacher's impersonal "rieuter" or "It." 

Ibid., 63. Cf. McKim, 86. 



based upon the mdeZ giveo in Jesus Christ and, by teaching his disciples to pray as such, 

"He took them up into the movement of his own prayer." 

This imperative of Jesus Christ is thus the basis of the vocative "Father" in the 
thought and speech of Christians and hence also of their knowledge of the 
nature and existence of this God, . . . . Thus our fieedom to c d  upon God as 
Father is grounded in the way in which Jesus Christ calleci upon him, and still 
does so, when he twns to him. Not out of the depths of some capability of our 
nature, not in the exercise of such a capability, but in the power of the grace 
displayed and e f f d v e  in Jesus Christ, in the power of the feliowship which 
God in the fieedom of his love has set up between himseif and us, within the 
new order of being instituted in him, that imperative rings out and the vocative 
"Father" becornes possible, necessary, and actual in hurnan thought and speech 
as the basic act of human obediences2 

The Subject of Invocation 

Barth makes three specific points regarding the subject of invocation. Fust, as 

Blondel notes, for Barth the subject of the invocation is not the individual believer, but the 

children of the Father, the community, or the church." Thus "The Christian can only c d  

upon our Father as God even when he finds himself in the greatest solitude."" For Barth, 

it is also the case that on this side of the eschaton, only Christians can legitimately address 

God as Father. But, it is also important to point out that for Barth when Chriaians pray 

they include al1 non-Chrïstians in their prayer. He himself says that, "These people cannot 

cry 'Our Father' without including those with whom they do not live as yet in this union of 

knowledge and confession because Jesus Christ is still a stranger to them."" 

'' ibid.. 66. 

53 Blondel, 108. 

Barth, Christian L@, 82. 

" McKim, 86. Cf. Barth, Christian Lije, 82E, and 100f.; and Proyer, 44. 



Second, Barth continues to assert the pnority of grace in the relationship between 

'the Father and his children': 

As a fish can breathe only in water and not on dry land, so Christians cm iive 
only as they drink from the fiesh spring of the grace which is not naturai, 
which cannot be won, but in which it pleases the Father continudy to  love his 
people and to cal1 them bis children? 

At the root of human agency, which acwrding to Barth takes the form of the cornrnunity, 

is the gift of grace. This gifi is found in Jesus Christ: "In him! Not outside him! Not 

without hi~n!"~' 

This second point leads to a third concerning the standing of these children before 

God the Father within the context of this invocation, and this is a point that troubles some 

of Barth's cntics. Barth says that when believers approach God, making use of their 

Christ-centered &eedom to do so, they must always do so as "inept, inexperiencesi, 

unskilled, and immature" children? Chrisûans always remain beginners, as those totally 

unprepared for the encounter between themselves and God, because otherwise such an 

encounter is not dependent upon grace. It is here that we corne closer to Barth's concem, 

with his insistence that there cm be no mastery or vinuosity when it cornes to the spiritual 

life for the Christian life is neither routine nor art. As Clowney comrnents, "The Bible does 

not present an art of prayer; it presents the God of prayer" and more importantly, "Prayer 

is not introduced as a separate spirituai discipline: it rises as man's answer to God's 

addre~s.'"~ This cleariy echoes Barth's view. Barth levels specific cnticism at not only 

" Barth, Christian L+. 75. 
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liturgical worship, but at techniques for spiritual formation, citing those found with the 

Roman Catholic tradition e ~ ~ e c i a l l ~ . ~ ~  

Barth's concern, to emphasize the priority of grace over human capabilities, does 

not necessdy mitigate the necessity of Christian rnatunty. Instead, Barth is c&g 

attention to the need for humility and dependence on behalf of those, however mature, 

who corne before ~ o d ?  This emphasis on grace over any human capacity is aiso seen in 

his discussion of thanksgiving and praise. As he argues, "Their thanksgiving and praise can 

only be that o f  those who have total need of him and his further free g i f t ~ . ' ' ~ ~  

Consequently, it is because of this very emphasis that Barth is ultimately led to conclude 

that prayer is primarily petition. He finds confirmation of his view in the Lord's Prayer, 

which he describes as "pure petition.'"' Barth's discussion of the first two petitions of the 

Lord's Prayer in m e  Christian Lve are central to that understanding. 

60 Barth, Christian L fe, 79. 
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A Zealous Prayer for God's Honor 

As Barth says, Christians live in between the times, under the lmowledge of the 

self-declaration of God whose begiming has aiready taken place and whose consumrnation 

is still to corne. As a result, they also live with an unfiilfiued desire that results in 

suffenng. This desire is, in Barth's words, "a definite passion," and the d e r i n g  Christians 

undergo is the wnsequence of God being so weil known, yet so unknown or unsanctified 

in the world, the church, and above ail in thernse~ves.~ This passion is also a very specific 

one, and Barth relates it directly to the "election and calling to active knowledge and 

attestation of the work and word of GQ~.'"' Barth also recognizes that this special 

Christian passion is one among several by which the Christian, as an individual in the 

world, is affected. He dso makes it clear that these other passions have their own validity 

and legitimacy, but that they need to be seen in the light of this special passion, a passion 

Barth describes as "Zeal for the Honor of ~ o d . " ~ ~  In Jüngel's words, here Barth draws 

our attention to "the spiritual sting in and spur to al1 worldly action by the ~hristian."~' 

God's name is desecrated because human side of the situation is one of 

ambivalence and ambiguity.68 In explainhg Barth on this point Jan Mitic Lochman says, 
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"The most common and basic form of this desecration is the notorious ambivalence with 

which we who are already addresseci and sought and saved by God nevertheless take so 

little account of God Our Creator and Savior in Our ~ ives . "~~  Therefore, as Webster 

explains: 

He expounds the petition as a cry to God to put to an end the regime of 
ambiguity, hesitancy, and vacillation in respect of God which characterizes the 
public history of the world, the Life of the Christian cornmunity, and above al1 
the personal iife of the Christian believer.'' 

First, in the world, God is known because he is its Creator, but at the same tirne he 

is denied by both theoretical atheism and "religion." Barth sees religion as worse than 

atheism because it thinks it can find a substitute for the lack of access to 'divinity.' In 

either case, what we have is what Barth calls the "nostrification of God", or the attempt to 

make God our own ~ b j e c t . ~ '  Second, God is unknown or denied in the church, which is 

worse because there the Word of God is known and therefore ought to have priority. The 

church betrays God in two ways. Either the church preaches ils tnith, or its grace, 

considering itself a continuation of the incarnation, or it compromises the truth by 

accornmodating itself to the world. Third, the ambiguity of faith and ignorance is the 

problem of the individual believer. The difnculties of the worid and of the church are the 

individual Christian's problerns a l ~ o . ~  

68 Barth, Christian Li/e, 1 15. 
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This God for whose honor Christians are to have zeal, Barth argues, is a God both 

known and unknown. Thus, there are two sides to the situation. This Merence between 

the ignorance and knowledge concerning God revolves around Barth's understanding of 

the term knowledge. In Barthian terms, 'objective knowledge' is best thought of as the 

revelation of the truth and reality of God in relation to the creaturely world. This 

knowledge of God is independent of the subjective apprehension or appropriation of that 

revelation by hurnan beings. Webster clarifies the matter in the following way: 

[Barth has] a prior conviction that God's act of self-manifestation is noeticdy 
fundamental and has priority over the functioning or malfùnctioning of hurnan 
cognition or consciousness. Thus, Barth argues that, in a i l  three spheres the 
objective knowledge of God has cognitive precedence over the absence of its 
realisation in subjective acts of knowing " 

What then, does this mean for the petition, "hdowed be thy name"? In the 

previous chapter, one aspect of Barth's exposition of the Lord's Prayer to which much 

attention was drawn, is his conviction that this petition has already been answered in Jesus 

Christ. The hallowing of Gcd's name has occurred definitively in him. Subsequently, 

because Christians live "in between the tirnes" - the present and the eschaton -- this is a 

prayer that God will establish in the subjective realm that which is already secured in the 

person of Jesus Christ. Herein Lies the eschatological dimension of the petition, that there 

will corne a day when the diaiectic between the now and not yet will be definitively 

overcorne in Jesus christ." As such it is a prayer that is part of the human invocation of 

God, and one that requests that which only God himself can grant.75 
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In discussing the nature of human agency in relation to this petition, Barth uses the 

language of correspondence, which both limits and characterizes human action? Another 

means of understanding this is the concept of anaiogy (discussed at greater length earlier), 

wbich is descriptive of the nature of good human action os such. Barth is clearly interested 

in preserving both the priority of God's grace and activity in Christ, and the integrïty of 

human action. At the same tirne, it is also clear that Barth views the integrity of human 

action as something to be explained by the pnority of God's action. Human action has 

integrity when it is a response to God's initiative. 

Along with asking God to hallow his narne, Barth argues that there needs to be 

another correspondhg human action. As those in between the times and as those in Christ 

who have fieedom as the children of the Father, Christians are not absolved of personaf 

responsibility since the law of prayer remains the law of action. Christians cannot corne to 

terms and be content with the current state of things because they cannot be content with 

arnbiguity and ambivalence or with the present desecration of God's name. There needs 

to be a specific human movement that corresponds to the first petition, othenvise the 

prayer becomes empty. As Barth says, "If their thoughts and words and works were not 

drawn into this foward rnovement toward the day, if their lives were unafFected by the 

petition," then they would not be obedient? 

The Christian's task takes the form of a revolt and resistance against the regime of 

ambivalence, and this task is analogous to the act of God, who is the only one who can 

hdlow his name. This lads Barth to conclude that the task of the Christian community is 

76 Barth. Christian Lve, 175. 
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to give precedence to the Word of Gad? For him, it is "'the precedence of the Word of 

God" that is at stake "in the obedience that is to be rendered in agreement with the first 

petition of the Lord's ~ra~er .""  By the Word of God, Barth intends, of course, the 

"Word of the living Jesus Christ" which in the power of the Spirit is made known to the 

world, the church, and to Christians as members of the eschatological community. It is this 

Word that forms the content of the definite and special passion of Christians. 

This Word points beyond the present order of vacillation and ambivalence. In 

Barth's words, 'Tt is . . . the nmily established and intrinsicaiiy clear promise of the 

morning without evening, the tx-uth without contradiction, righteousness without 

resistance, peace without end."" When the Word of God takes prewdence, this is a work 

of the Holy Spirit. Thus, even with the Christian's witness the testmg and ve-g by 

God himself is needed. In this sense, this petition is a prayer for the Holy 

In deaiing with the precedence of the Word of God, Barth narrows in on the 

individual Christian, and he does so fiom three angles. First, the personal life of the 

individual Christian who exists within the tension and contradiction of being both 

nghteous and a sinner. The believer, then, can neither be detennined whoily by ignorance 

of God (intentionally or practically), nor by the knowledge of God. Human action always 

- --  - -  
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occurs between these two opposing poles, and "it is here that God's Word reaches and 

touches and &es and claims the ~hristian."" 

Second, the Christian is not aione, for as a Christian he or she necessarily exists in 

the church and, in this context, too, there exists the same contradiction as in the 

Christian's own personal life. Thus, the church is neither Babylon, nor is the church 

infdible or aiways holy and pure. The prayer of the Christian is in this case the prayer for 

the new Jenisalem. 

Third, the Christian is also a citizen and child of the world, which means that the 

Christian is therefore responsible for the world. Barth asserts that "conversion to humble 

but courageous action in the imermost circle [the individual Christian] is continuaily 

cornrnanded of al1 Christians precisely with a view to their accreditation in the outermost 

circle [the ~ o r l d ] . " ~ ~  As Blondel cornments, "The world needs neither monasticism nor 

crusade; in both of them the Church overestimates herself and underestirnates the Me and 

the good of the world."" 

The Word of God, then, is to give the lives of Christians a very specific character, 

one accessible to both their fellow Christians and to non-Christians. The Word needs to 

impinge upon the problems and issues that conf?ont people as people, and it may mean 

that they will have to offer an explanation for how this Word does impinge upon their 

lives. Such a witness is made effective by God done.'' And as the evil which rules the 

g2 Ibid., 185. 
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world takes shape in the ambivalence behveen ignorance and knowledge of Go4 

Christians pray that the name of God would be known, recognized, and made holy, and 

that God would once and for aU put an end to this vacillation between ignorance and 

knowtedge. 

The Struggle for Human Righteousness 

Barth begins his exposition on the second peftion of the prayer in me Christian 

Lije by saying that "the genuineness of human zeal for God's honor needs te~t in~."~ '  The 

character of the Christian's zeal as obedience needs confinnation, and such obedience 

finds this confirmation in the human stniggie for righteousness. Ln the case of the second 

petition, the nature of Christian action becomes one of revolt, uprising, and entry into a 

con£lict. In biblical ternis, this is the "good fight of faith."88 

Just as the apostle Paul distinguishes between "flesh and blood and "p~cipalities 

and powers'~89, Barth indicates clearly that the revolt demanded of Christians is not one 

directed against people. In fact, quite the opposite is the case; Christians fight for al1 

people and they fight against the disorder "which both inwardly and outwardly controls 

and penetrates and poisons and dismpts aii human relations and interco~ections."~~ This 

disorder arises because human beings do not follow the order given by God, that of Me in 

obedience to him, which includes the corresponding fom of human fellowship. Human sin 
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is the root of aU disorder and, Barth also argues that, where human beings are against 

God, they are automaticaily against other human beings. Webster describes Barth's 

understanding of sin as "not ody bold disobedience, but also the impoverishrnent and 

belittlement of the simer, the simer's reduction to inactivity . . . . [Tlhe sinner seeks an 

identity in abstraction from, and opposition to, God's good ~rder."~' The sin of Adam has 

w i t h  it the sin of Cain an4 it is this twofold history that is repeated throughout world 

history. This disorder manifests itseif in what Barth cals "The Lordless Powers" and this 

is the evil Christians cal1 upon God to set aside in the second petition. 

These 'lordless powers' manifest themselves: as spiritual forces and chlhonic 

forces. Under the first category Barth places political absolutisms, ideologies in which 

human ideals become idols, and the love of money, or mammon. The second category, 

chihonzc forces, are those natural forces over which humans were given dominion in Gen. 

1 : 28. Things such as technology, sports, pleasures, and transponation, aii fa11 under this 

category. In breaking fiee from God, however, these chthonic forces slip fiee from their 

control, and instead become forces which "autonomously rumble and work and roU and 

roar and clatter outside him, without him, past him, and over h i ~ n . " ~ ~  As McKim says, 

these forces rob people of fkeedom, while under the pretext of providing such kee~torn.~~ 

It is against such 'lordless powers' that the Christian prays in the second petition. 
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For Barth, the cry of the second petition, %y kingdom corne", is a cry that this 

very disorder, that these lordless powers, would once and for aii be eliminated and 

abolished. Fortunately, that such a prayer is uttered is itself evidence of another kingdom 

beside and above the kingdom of disorder. in this prayer the limit of the lordless powers, 

the kingdom of disorder, is clearly seen, and with this prayer something new is sought? 

As a result, the petition has a specifically eschatological content and chara~ter .~~ The 

wncern of the second petition is a concem for the coming of God hirnself 

As God's kingdom is God himsell; so God is his kingdom in his own coming: 
his coming to rneet man, to meet the whole of the reaiity distinct from himself 
The second petition looks toward this special dynamic reality, to the corning 
of God's kingdom as the coming God himseK to its breaking forth and 
breaking through and breaking into the place where those who pray the 
petition are, to encounter with them and therefore with ali creation? 

The coming of the kingdom is God's decisive act and the prayer for this kingdom 

presupposes that the kingdom is not within the horizon of possibilities which are realised 

through human aaionmg7 In ethical t e m ,  this means that the human work of revolting 

against disorder is itself enclosed within the pnor work of ~ o d ?  As in the case of the 

hallowing of God's name, then, in analogy to the establishment of the kingdom by God 

eschatologicaIly, Christians struggle on earth for human righteousness by hunying 
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towards that friture." As people living in between the times and, suice the kingdom has 

been pruieptically accomplished in Jesus Christ, Christian action takes on an analogous 

fom to that of God's decisive action. The prayer needs to reflect what it prays for, 

namely, the sovereignty of God. 

Since the prayer has aiready been accomplished in the history of Jesus Christ, 

Barth argues that it is in this accomplished event that the prayer has its basis. It is a prayer 

for the consummation or ultimate mariifestation of what is aiready the case. Thus, Barth 

answers the question, "What is meant . . . by the presence of the kingdom . . . [and] by its 

coming?", by pointing to the history of Jesus C h r i ~ t . ' ~  As in the first century, so now, 

Christians recollect the event of Christ's coming as well as wait in expectation for the 

purousia. That this is the case, that believers look fonvard because they look backward, 

Barth argues, is initially because of the very presence of Jesus himself after the 

resurrection, or today through the gift and work of the Holy Spirit: 

A purely abstract and exclusive looking back to his previous history and to the 
coming of God7s kingdom in it was obviously now forbidden to the disciples, 
and made completely impossible, b y this his appearance and t heir encounter 
with him. . . . Looking back to his previous history, to the then of the coming 
of God's kingdom, had to become at once looking forward to his future. . . . It 
had and has to be said of the Easter history -- this is the self-evident 
presupposition of the whole of the New Testament - that he comes who 
came, Iesus the Lord, and that it comes that came, the Kingdom of God.'O1 

What this means, then, is that the prayer, "Thy kingdom come," is identical to the 

prayer, "come, Lord Jesus." And it is the prayer of Christians, this cdling upon God, that 
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is the true and essential thing about the obedience to which they are caiied and, as such, it 

surpasses al1 other possibiiities for human revolt agakt  unrighteousness. Yet, even 

though human action outside of prayer is not as efféctive as prayer, Barth does not 

consider this to be a s m d  thing. Rather, Barth exclaims, "If only they knew what a task 

and what power were entrusted to them when as the children of God they are freed and 

summoned to hasten to their Father with this prayer to him!"'" 

Barth also argues that praying this prayer, when done with seriousness and 

sincenty, means that believers are themselves being transformed and "oriented to the point 

to which they look with the petition." Even this is God's activity, and the heart of the 

Christian ethic is such that those who are fieed and commanded to pray "thy kingdom 

corne" are also fieed to live with a view to the coming of the kingdom. As Webster 

comrnents, "Prayer is not mere consent, not ody a caiiing upon the arengths of another, 

but that which actualises the will and energies of the Christian and sets them upon a 

specific path." 'O3 

Key Points in The Christian Life 

Throughout 7he Christian Lije Barth is wrestling with the relation between divine 

action, and the human action which forms the response to God's initiative in Jesus Christ. 

First, he answers the problematical question with the concept of andogy, p r e s e ~ n g  the 

distinction between God and his hurnan creatures. In the context of the second petition, 

'02 ibid., 26 1. 
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Christians can never c l h  to be able to establish any sort of divine righteousness - such a 

presumption is arrogant and fooihardy on B ~ h i a n  ternis.'" His concern is to wnstnict 

an account of the relation of God and humanity which refuses the antithetical alternatives 

of autonomy and heteronomy. 'O5 

Second, this anaiogy results in an ethic based upon prayer, and any human 

righteousness which corresponds to divine righteousness wiil be sornething which emerges 

fkom this C!uistian prayer: "The action of those who pray for the corning of God's 

kingdom . . . will be ki~~dom-like."'~~ However, it is kingdom-like in its concem for 

people, and so whiie they cannot do for these people what God has done, they are 

wztnesses to who this God is and what he has done in Christ. The action corresponds to 

their calling upon God. 

In so praying they may not and cannot abandon man, man himself in spite of 
al1 his disguises. They will always see in hirn a fellow man and not j u s  a future 
brother, and they must treat hùn as such. They must assist him in full 
cornmitment in this time between the times and thus bring him the promise and 
be for hirn credible witnesses that God, like thernselves, has not abandoned 
hirn and will not do so, that his kingdom, the kingdom of the Father, Son, and 
Holy Spirit, has corne and will corne even for hi.m, that Jesus Christ is his hope 
tOO . [O7 
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Finally, Donald McKim summarizes Barth's exposition of the Lord's Prayer in The 

Christian Life by way of three themes, and these themes mirror the threefold division of 

the book itself First, Barth shows the confidence of the Christiun Ive. Jesus is the 

fulfbllrnent of the covenant of  grace, and in him believen gain access to  the Father, who 

allows no prayer to remain answered. This is possible because Christians pray in the name 

of Christ, in whorn this prayer has already been answered. That Christians receive care and 

are heard by their heaveniy Father is the source of confidence for facing Me. 

Second, Barth locates the motivation of the Christian lije in the Christian's 

passion for God's honor. If the law o f  prayer is the law of action, then the first petition 

takes upon added significance. As McKim asks, "What greater impetus or keener incentive 

can there be than the desire for the name of God and the Word of God to take precedence 

in al1 the arenas of life?" 

Third, Barth also describes the fask of the Christian life as one of revolt against 

lordless powers, a revolt in which Christians' ailegiance mua always remain to Christ: 

Christians live aiways in view of the coming kingdom and their interim struggle must be 

seen in that light.Io8 This task is part of the more comprehensive task of God -- the 

establishment of God's kingdom in al1 its power and glory, when ultimately "Jesus is 

v i c t ~ r ! " ' ~  

'O8 McKim, 97 - 99. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

CONCLUSION 

As the moa iduentiaf theologian of the twentieth-century, Karl Barth is a figure 

who needs to be reckoned with and one who deserves to be heard. Particuiarly when he is 

the ody major twentieth-century Protestant dogmatic theologian to aiiocate space to the 

subject of prayer, it is incumbent upon those interested in Barth generaiiy, or the concept 

of prayer specificaily, to pay attention to what he has to say.' As Daniel Migliore 

comments, "The Lord's Prayer invites and requires fresh interpretation in every age."2 

Barth gives such an interpretation. A second reason Barth's understanding of prayer, or 

the Lord's Prayer specifically, demands consideration is that there the fundamentai 

methodological decision in his theology h d s  its most acute expression.3 

Summary of Research 

Chapter one considered Barth's significance as a theologian, and one reason for 

this significance mentioned above, is that he is the only twentieth-century theologian to 

approach prayer as a topic of dogmatic theology. Various views of prayer, both at the 

popular and acadernic Ievel, are presented to paint an albeit bnef picture of the landscape 

' Perry LeFevre, Understandings ofProyer (Phiiadelphia: Westminster Press, 198 l), 28. 

' Daniel L. Migliore, uPnfaœ,n in ed. D.L. Migliore, The Lord's Prayec Perspectives /or 
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3 Eberhard Jüngel, "Invocation of God as the Ethical Ground of Christian Action: Introductory 
reniarks on the poslhumous fragments of Karl Barth's ethics of the doctrine of recondiation," in Jüngel, 
Theological Essays (Edinburgh: T, & T. Clark, 1989), 155, 165. 



against which this present study has been cooducted. As Bloesch points out in his Struggle 

of prrryer4, prayer has been and is understood in quite divergent ways (in modem times), 

especidly when wmpared to the biblicai model.' The convergence of Barth's interest in 

prayer, and his giving the Lord's Prayer a centrai role in determinhg the nature of 

Christian prayer, more than justifies the present study. 

C hapter two gave an account of Barth's theological develo pment, highlighting 

both key events in this development and the historical wntext fiom which they emerged. 

Because Barth's interest in prayer is tied directly to his theological method, the question of 

how he came to adopt this method is of great relevance. It reveals the backdrop against 

which al! Barth's writings need to be understood and assessed fiorn., including his 

understanding of the Lord's prayer? 

Chapter t h  discussed the importance and meaning of the Lord's Prayer as a 

model prayer in Barth's thought. It also took into account that Barth's decision to make 

the Lord's Prayer a model is not a decision made in isolation. Rather, it is a decision based 

upon church tradition, reaching back to the eady fathers k e  Tertullian and Augustine, 

through the Middles Ages with Aquinas, the Refonnation with Luther, Calvin, and the 

Heidelberg Cîtechism, and up to the Modern period with theologians such as Harnack and 

Ritschl. This chapter argued that Barth's exposition is a repristination of classic 

(Colorado Springs: Helmen and Howard, 1988). 

This is especiaily me sina even at an early stage in his career Barth exhiiited an interest in 
the Lord's Prayer. See above, p. 25, n. 36. 



Refomation thought, although not an uncritical one, for he corrects what he sees as an 

inadequate eschatology on the part of the Refonners. 

It is evident that for Barth the Lord's Prayer is a model prayer in the priorities it 

sets for the relation between God and human beings in prayer. It has nothing whatsoever 

to do with the bare repetition of words. Barth emphasked that while it is a model, prayer 

ought to "arise fiom the fieehm of the heart."' For him, the Lord's Prayer demonstrates 

that God's glory is the chief focus of Christian prayer, especially in the pattern set by the 

petitions themselves. The Lord's Prayer itself, according to Barth, models his assertion 

that prayer is "decisively petition." Prayer modeled on the Lord's Prayer is also prayer to 

God as Father and prayer that is certain of a hearing. The certainty of prayer lies in the 

fact that the prayer has been definitively answered in Jesus Christ. In Barth's judgrnent, in 

Christ, God's cause has taken on human flesh and the believer's cause has been taken into 

God himself8 

Chapter four ultimately remains incomplete, because the subject of attention there 

Barth never lived to finish., an exposition of the Lord's Prayer as a model for the Christian 

life. In 7he Chnstim Life, Barth argues that good Christian action first takes place as an 

analogous response to God's initiative described in the ternis of invocation, or a cailing 

upon God. He resists the tendency to provide precise guidelines or specific directions for 

ethics and he does so because of his wncem to presewe both the fieedom of God and the 

human person in the encounter they have with one another. Ethics provides a way of 

Prayer 2nd ed. Crans. Sara F. Terrien, ed Don E. Salien (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 
1985). 26. 

CD. 111.4. 108. 



posing the question, "What ought 1 do?", as opposed to laying out in straightforward 

tems any exact answers to this question. As mentioned previously, for Barth, ou thhg  

ethics as an ethics of prayer preserves the prionty of God's grace and determines the 

nature of the human response to that grace. In addition to prayer itself, good human action 

consists of giving precedence to the Word of God and in the analogous action of 

witnessing to what God has done in Christ, so that those for whom Iesus is still a stranger 

will know that this Jesus "is their hope too." 

Critical Issues 

To this point, this thesis has not wrestled in detail with any problems which emerge 

from Barth's understanding of the Lord's Prayer; this is the task to which this thesis now 

tums. The first of these dficulties involves Barth's adamant assertion that prayer is 

decisively petition. This is a stance precipitated by Barth's emphasis on the pnority of the 

grace of God for human beings are always only recipients of God's grace and always need 

to approach him with open and empty h a n d ~ . ~  This position is strengthened in Barth's 

view by the nature of the Lord's Prayer as a "string of petitions."'O Since this prayer is the 

paradigm by which all prayer must be modeled, then prayer, by implication, must be 

definitively petition. Shapiro criticizes Barth's assertion that prayer is decisively petition, 

by noting that either this is a tautologous statement or a reasoned argument. In other 

Barth, CD. 111.4, 97; Christian L f i ,  88. 

' O  In distinction to ihis, Albrecht Ritschl arguai that al1 the petitions in the Lord's Prayer are 
embraced in the address to God as Father and therefore the motif of thanksgiving predominates. See his 
The Christian Docirine of JusttJcation and Reconciliation trans. H.R MacKintosh and A-B. Macauley 
(Edrnburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1900), 643, 644. Pannenberg asks if this is not an overstatement. See his 
Svstematic ïheology trans. G.W. Bromiley (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), Vol. 3. 207. 



words, either there is no distinction between prayer and petition - which of necessity 

means that other foms of prayer be understood as somehow being petition - or it is an 

inference from Barth's other presuppositions regarding the relation between the divine and 

human subject." 

However, Donald Bloesch says, "In the Bible petition and intercession are 

primary," adding, "The petitionary element is present in d forms of prayer."'2 But if that 

is the case, what about other forms of prayer such as thanksgiving? Barth sees 

thanksgiving as the root of prayer and he would aiso contend that petition is somehow 

present in dl forms of prayer. This point regarding thanksgiving is noted by other scholars 

' ' Lou Shapiro, "Karl Barîh's Understanding of Prayer," C m  24: 1 (1988), 3 1. Ct Han Chul-Ha, 
"Belief and Unbelief in Prayer: A Cornparison Between Calvin and Bar&" Evangelical Review of 
Theology 9:8 (1985), 349. Here Chul-Ha criticizes Barth on the grounds that in making prayer decisively 
petition, and in asserting that we need to approach God for "evetything" and not only "somethingn, that 
the Iogical outcome of such an position is a Gai who remains outside the sphere of the partïcular. 
However, Barth is asserting, in a rather pauline fishion (PM. 4: 6), the need for believers to approach 
God with ail of our concerns, and is realiPng the utter hwaan dependenœ of hurnan beings upon the 
providence of God in al1 spheres of life. In fàct, if one were to d e  the statement that believers ought to 
pray for this concern and not for thab then does not Uiis position fâU prey more easily to the criticism 
Chul-Ha hurls at Barth? While Barth's understanding of prayer as primarïly petition may be contestai on 
other grounds, this understanding is i m p e ~ o u s  to Chd-Ha's critique. 

l 2  See EvangeIicaI Dictiontzry of?heology. S.V. "Prayer," by Donald Bloesch, and Evangelical 
Dictionary of Biblical Theology, S.V. "Prayer," by Dennis L. Okholm, where they both make this same 
point. Both Bloesch and Okholm are probably influenced by Barth. This is evidençed in Bloesch's 
StmggIe oJPrayer, where there are several references to Barth (p. 175). AIS0 see Okholm, "Petitionaxy 
Prayer and Providence in Two Contemporary Theological Perspectives: Karl Barth and Norman 
Pittenger." (PhD Diss. Princeton Theological Serninary, 1986). However, even Schleiermacher, upon 
w e y i n g  the biblicaI evidenœ in the gospels, characterked Christian prayer as petition in the name of 
Jesus. See his The Christian Faith eds. H.R MacKintosh and I.S. Stewart (Edinburgh: T, & T. Clark, 
1928), 668E Cf. aiso Friedrich HeiIer, Prayer: A Stucj, in the History and Psychology of Religion tram. 
and ed. Samuel McComb (London: Oxford University Press, 1932), 17, where he says that "The heart of 
al1 prayer is petition." Heiler's volume is considered a classic in the literature on prayer. Edmund 
Clowney says that "prayer and petition are nearly synonymous." See Clowney, 'A BiblicaI Theology of 
Prayer," in ed. D.A. Carson, Teach Us To P r q  Prayer in îhe Bible md the World (Grand Rapids: Baker 
Book House, 1990) 151. 



and theologians." Chui-Ha aiso rightly notices that Barth's placing of petition at the 

center of prayer is the continuing of a Reformation tradition, especiaily of ~ a i ~ i .  l4 

Another important factor regarding this issue is the background agaùist which 

Barth made this assertion. Since 1900, biblicai scholanhip became increasingly 

uncornfortable with the concept of the supernaturd and, specifically of a God who 

responds to prayer. Such scholarship has resulted in the erosion of the underpuuiings of 

the importance and efficacy of petitionary prayer. '' 
Within the Stream of Protestant Liberalism, the value of petitionary prayer has also 

been either devalued or radically reinterpreted, so that prayer is never seen as having an 

effect upon the will or activity of God.I6 In Patricia Wdson-Kastner's words, "A great 

deal of Enlightenment Christianity reduced prayer to an exercise of worship in which we 

13 Oscar Cullmann also notes h t  petiîionary prayer presupposes thanksgiving. See his Prayer in 
the New Testament trans. John B~wden (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1994), 10. Wolfhart Pannenberg 
says that 'we c m  deal with petitionary payer only on the basis of thanksgiving and adoration-" See his 
Systematic Theology, Vol. 3,208. 

'' Dictionary ofPaul and His Letrers, S.V. "Prayer," by W.B. Hunter. 

16 Cullmann, 10ff- Arnong the figures Cullmann cites are Schieierrnacher and Ritschl. He aiso 
quotes Martin Kahler: "On those Christians who merely want to voie  thanksgiving rather than 
intercession, we simply pas the verdict of the one who knows mens hearts: the Phaxisee gives thanks, the 
publican ptays." See Schleiennacher, The Christian Faith eds. H.R MacKintosh and J.S. Stewart 
(Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1928), 671f., and Albrecht Ritschl, Instruction in the Christian Religion 
( t 88 1). in AT. Swing, The Theology oJAlbrechf Ritschl (London, 190 l), 265ff., as cited in Cuiimann. 
Here RitscN says, 

In the concept of prayer as a whole, petition and thanksgiving are not q u a i  parcs. For 
othenvise the error would be enaurageci that seif-seeking petition may serve as justifiable 
worship of Goci, and that one has to r e t m  thanks to G d  only when one's petitions are 
heard. Instead prayer is represented as a whole and under al1 cifcum~tances as thanksgiving, 
praise and recognition and worship of GOCL 



articulate noble sentiments about God and Wtue to each other."17 Barth, then, is also 

responding direct1 y to this tendency in Protestant Liberalism. For example, 

Schleiennacher's "presupposition is that there can be no relation of interaction between 

creature and creator."'* Moreover, Schleiermacher also argues that "it [is] . . . a mark of 

greater and more genuine piety when this entreating kind of prayer is only seldom used by 

us." For Schleiermacher, using this kind of prayer mean does not mean it is effective.Ig 

Perhaps Barth's position regarding petition could have been tempered with more 

balance for there is some substance to Shapiro's criticism. To Barth's credit, it is 

important that he did emphasis the red value of petitionary prayer, that prayer is 

something to which God does respond, and that prayer changes things. Even if Barth's 

description of prayer in this case is to some degree biblically unbalanceci, his view of God 

as one who calls his people to participate through prayer is not. Yet, it is also signifiant 

that many other theologians and biblical scholars make the same point about prayer as 

petition, and to that extent Barth can be seen as sirnply giving a Mler theological 

explmation to something observed by others. More broadly, Barth's insistence on the 

nature of prayer as petition attests to the entire event of salvation, because here the human 

subject can invoke God not oniy because this God has drawn near to humanity but 

17 See her essay, "Pastoral Theology and the Lord's Prayer: We Dare to Pray," in ed. Migiiore, 
The Lord's Prayer, 1 18. 

18 F.D.E. SchIeiermacher, The Christian Faith eds. H.R Macintosh and J. S. Stewart (Edinburgh: 
T. & T. Clark, 1928). 673. 

19 Schleiermachcr, Selected Sennons tram. Mary F. Wilson (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 
1890). 43-50. 



because this God has iified humanity to himse~f.~' Christian prayer is nothing less than 

drawing near to the God who himseIf has drawn so near to humanity in Christ, with the 

intention that God should give ali that is necessary2' 

The second problem is that of Barth's notion of divine command as the circle 

within which ethical imperatives are heard and received? There are two main reamns 

why this notion of God's command is challengeci. The first is that "it seerns to betoken a 

moment of essentially private reve~ation."~ (That Barth uses the language of event and 

encounter to describe this, betraying the residual d u e n c e  of existentialist occasionalism, 

adds to this d i f f i c ~ l t ~ . ~ ~ )  This is the objection that Barth's thinking on this matter is 

essentially fideistic, or is susceptible of neither rational justification nor of rational 

There are three inter-relatai infiuenœs îhat led Banh to the empbans on prayer as petition: the 
Lord's Prayer is a series of petitions, the Reformed tradition aiso treats prayer as petition, and the 
emphasis upon God's gram in Barth's own theology. 

" See Fmces R i œ  McCormick, "Sabbath Rest: A Theological Imperalive Acmrding to Karl 
Barth." Journal of the American Academy of Religion 62 ( 1  994), 544. Cf. Barth, CD, 1113,266-275. 

" For a Ml-iength and detailed study of the concept of mmmand in Barth's ethia see, Yong Gil 
Maeng, "The Command of God: A study of Karl Barth's Theological Ethics" (PhD Diss. Emory 
University, 1974). 

23 Nigei Biggar, "Hearing G d ' s  Command and Thinking about What's Right: With and Beyond 
Barth," in ed. Nigel Biggar, Reckoning With Barth &ays in Commemoration ofthe Centenary oJKarl 
Barth 's Birth (London: Mowbray, 1988). 103. 

24 This is one dticism cited by William M. Longsworth, "Theol~gical Foundations for Ethics 
(Review)," Quarterly Review 3 (1983), 98f. First, the critique that Barth's theology is infiuenced by 
existentialism is a much broader criticism than this thesis can possi'bly deai with. Second, to locate a 
theologian's theologml scheme in a philosophical influence is not automaticaily to condemn it. However, 
this king said, it is possible to view Barth's concepts of invocation, the event of encounter in which 
ethical directives are received, the antecedent subjectivity of God the Father, ad the necessity and priority 
of the vocative of address in speakuig of God as Father, as aii influenced by his existentialist influence. 
Other ideas of Barth's, though, such as prayer as decisiveiy petition, the ordenng of Christian prayer 
according to the Lord's Prayer, the notion that prayer and ethics are connected, al1 have strong precedence 
in the histoxy of the Christian tradition Consequently, even if one evaluates the exktentialist influence as 
king negative, this does not nmsari ly  resuit in having to jettison al1 of Barth's understanding of pmyer. 
This would be the theotogical equivaient of "throwing the baby out with the bath water." 



aiticism. Biggar argues that such an interpretation stems from a selective reading of 

Barth, for Barth does not mean that hearing God's command involves "a kind of direct 

and particular inspiration and guidance."Y Rather, it needs to be stresseci that Barth's 

understanding of the divine cornmand cannot be separated fiom his doctrine of the Word 

of God and its relation to scnpture. God's command is the Word of God in imperative 

form, and the hearing of the Word must also ocair within the cornmunity of the church? 

Again, it is vital to remember that, for Barth, prayer involves an "us." Given the close 

comection between prayer and ethics in his thought, this "us" also applies to his 

understanding of ethics. Both Barth's doctrine of the Word of God and his insistence that 

this Word be read and understood in the church denates the criticism that his concept of 

God's command is fideistic. Howwer, Barth does not expiicitly set out to describe how 

the event of the encounter between God and the Christian community are related to one 

another. This criticism could have been mitigated by Barth, had he developed more M y  

his pneumatology in relationship to this encounter through scripture and the church. 

Again, as it is mentioned above, Barth's doctrine of the Holy Spirit is potentiaily weak. 

Questions concemïng the role of the Holy Spirit as God's continuing presence in the 

church and how the Spirit then mediates ethical directives via the scriptures in a 

community context remain unaddressed in Barthian terms. 

The first objection to Barth's notion of comand l a d s  to a second, that it 

precludes precise moral guidance. Werpehowski comments that Barth cannot allow for 

- -  -- 

ZI Barth, CD. ïII.4, 15. Cf. Biggar, 107. 

26 Barth, CD. 1.2, 588; CD, 111.4, 9. 



any sort of general principle because no prescription for human behaviour e>rists 

independently of Jesus ~hrist.~' The will of God is Jesus Christ. As Werpehowski says, 

"It is centrai to theological ethics that it retain what Barth d l s  its 'offensiveness', its 

refusal to submit to a general principle outside and independent of itse~f?"'~ Besides, Barth 

himself denies that an individual must become a tabula rasa, and Biggar argues that it is 

more likely Barth meant that God's command cornes through normative ethics, not 

outside them? Barth himselc while critical of any absolutist fom of casuistry, abstrasted 

general ethical principles fiom both his dogmatic system and fiom s~r i~ture . '~  

However, for Barth there is a final gap "between case and rule", which means that 

logic cannot ultimately answer the question, "What should 1 do?" Mead, ethics are 

preparatory and prelirninary for they prepare an individual to recognize the divine voice 

that will give the command. In other words, as it was already argued earkr in this thesis, 

ethics does not provide instruction as to the answer to the ethical question, but it gives 

direction as to how the question ought to be asked. This is why Barth outlines Christian 

ethics as an ethics of prayer; the question needs to be fomulated in terrns of invocation, in 

tems of calling upon God. 

" William Werpehowski, =D'DMne Commands and Philosophical Dilemmas: The Case of Karl 
Barth," Dialog 20 (1981), 21. P.H. Van Ness says that Barîh's "paramount conœm is to avoid the 
mificial abstraction of the hw from the gospel and the subsequent establishment of human iaws which 
enable human deduction h m  them to be the substance of Christian ethical reflection." See P.H. Van 
Ness, "Christian Freedom and Ethial Inquiry," Calvin Theological Journal 17 ( 1 WU), 48. 

29 Biggar, 112. 

30 Barth, CD, 111.4, 166, 398. These references to the Dogmatics refer to homosexuality as king 
outside God's will, and to respecting human life, respectively. 



Third, in different ways, both Lou Shapiro and John Kelsay criticize Barth for the 

implications of his understanding of prayer for the nature of Christian  intu tua lit^.^' Their 

criticisrns stem fiom two other critical points already discussed above, prayer as petition 

and the notion of command. Shapiro contends that because Barth is insistent that prayer is 

petition, this means that more spirihidy affective prayer is unjustified on Barthian terms. 

He asks if this is ultimately "soul-satisrying?" Of course, Barth would no doubt respond 

by asserting the priority of prayer describeci in the Lord's Prayer, that prayer is not fist 

about human need (much less sou1 satisfaction) but God's cause and glory.32 As Edmund 

Clowney says, "Prayer plunges into agony and soars into ecstasy, but it does not seek the 

heights or depths of experience. It seeks the ~ o r d . " ) ~  

This corresponds with Kelsay's criticism that Barth quite wrongly does not d o w  

for more affective rasons to fom part of the argument for prayer's justification. 

Teleological concems do not fom a part of the answer to the question, "why pray?'34 

Prayer is cornmanded, and the justification of prayer lies in this command and, by the 

example provided in the Lord's Prayer, in the giory and will of God. 

3 1 Shapiro, 31; John Keisay, "Prayer and Ethics: Reflections on Calvin and Horvard 
Theofogical Review 82:2 ( 1989), 16W. 

32 Barth does allow for cor.templation, but such contemplation never is an end in itself'. insteai, it 
is a means by which God elicits a response fiom the person praying and this response is participation in 
God's work. See CD, 111.4, 563f. 

34 Kelsay, 177. KeIsay rightly notes that Barth does recognize human need in relation to prayer, 
and the human recognition that only Goci can satisfjt such need. For Barth, the affective and contemplative 
dimensions of prayer are significant, but they are part of the facts of prayer, not its justification. Rather, 
this justification is rooted in G d ' s  command. 



Barth's rejection of a more affective justification for prayer is of a piece with his 

general rejection of "anthropocentrism", so it Lies in his broader theologicai concems and 

not just his understanding of the Lord's prayer." It is not within the scope of this thesis 

to criticize Barth's overd theologicai concem, but within the confines of Barth's system 

his decision is consistent. Suffice it to say that to aiiow for more affective concems to 

provide for prayer's justification smacks of a sort of works-righteousness on Barthian 

tenns. 

Suggestions for Further Study 

There are five areas that have surfaced in the course of this thesis that warrant 

greater attention. First, the place of prayer in Barth's theology, and in his method, 

explicitly demonstrates the relationship between faith and theological scholarship, any 

separation of the latter f?om the former is impossible on Barthian terms. Although many 

criticize Barth for being fideistic, it is also the case that other scholars and theologians 

have their own presuppositions and even their "faith." Barth simply has decided that, if 

there is to be a place for faith in theologicai scholanhip, such faith ought to be identified 

with the God about whom Christian theology attempts to speak. For Barth, this results in 

authentic objectivity. In relation to this, a more thorough study of Barth's interpretation of 

Anselm, and of Anselm himself in this regard, would be helpful. Consequently, a more 

deliberate study of prayer and spirituality in relation to theology and theological method in 

" Barth is not the only one who argues for the theoanuism of the Lord's Prayer. As Daniel 
Migliore says, "We recognize today how strong the current of anthropocentrisrn has been in much 
traditional Christian theology and .spirituaMy. . . . By ca ihg  us to attend fïrst to God's honor and reign, 
and by summoning us to see ourselves - our needs and our desires - in relation to God's purposes for the 
whole creation, the Lord's Prayer oontinually refonns our spllituaiity and ouf thmlogy." See Migliore, 
"Preface," 2. 



Barth's thought would be invaluable, particularly for Christian theologians and scholars 

who are in the position of having to defend specificaily Christian presuppositions within 

the acadernymJ6 

Second, especidly in the thûd chapter of this thesis, it is clear that the Reformers 

had a profound influence upon Barth's understanding of the Lord's Prayer and that there 

are many parailels between his exposition and classic Refo rmatio n expositions. Barth 

himself also draws out diecences between himself and his Reformed fathers. A study of 

Barth's understanding of the Refonnen, his interpretation of hem, and their influence 

upon his own theology would prove to be a valuable theological resource." 

A third possibility for further study is suggested by the fact that Barth himself 

composed prayers for corporate worship and even has one volume of published prayers.38 

A comparative study between Barth's understanding of the Lord's Prayer and his own 

written prayers is needed. Such an investigation would be fniitfùl, since it would shed iight 

on how a theologian bridges the gap between the church and the academy and on how 

- -- - 

For one such snidy see Andrew Loua Theology und Spirituolity (Oxford: SLG Press, 1994). 
Cf. also Donaid Bloesch, "Prayer", 866. Barth addresses this relation in ùoth Evangelical Theology and 
Anselm. 

" There are three books by Barth hirnself which provide a beginning to such a study: nte 
Theology of John Calvin trans. Geoffiq W. Bromiley (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995). These 1922 
Iectures given during Barth's time at GC)tWigen begin with remarks on the relation benveen the theology 
of the Reforrrtation and the Middle Ages. Bromiley himseif remarks thaî this is not the place to tum for a 
Ml-scde and complete introduction to Calvin. However, as he says, "the wresiling of one theological 
giant with another cm hardiy fail to be exciting and instructiven @ps. ix, x); The Heidelberg Catechism 
for Todày trans. Shirley C. Guthrie, Jr. (Richmond, Viuginia: John Knox Press, 1964). As helpfut as it is, 
it is somewhat disappointing that Barth's commentary on the Catechism's section on prayer in this book 
oniy amounts to six brief remarks; and of course, Prayer. Here, the iduenœ of the Reformers upon 
Barth's understanding of the Lord's h y e r  is clearly seen. 

Selected Proyers trans. Keith R Crim (Richmond, Virginia: John Knox Press, 1965). 



theory finds its way into practice and vice-versa. One also m o t  help but be ninous 

about whether Barth practiced what he "preached." 

Fourth, aithough this thesis has not been able to adequately draw attention to the 

fact, Barth was politically involved in the situations of his tirne. Not only was he 

influenced by Religious Socialism eariier in his w e e r  and, not only was he intimately 

involved with the Confessing Church movement of the Second World War, he also had a 

nurnber of writings conceming politics. Given his belief that Christian ethics of necessity is 

an ethic of prayer, the relationship between his involvement in the historical-political 

situations during his life and bis theology of ethics as an ethic of prayer would also prove 

relevant to understanding the relationship between the theoretical and the practical in this 

theologian's life. 

Fiflh, and finally, one element consistent throughout Barth's exposition and 

understanding of the Lord's Prayer is his insistence on the finished work of prayer, that the 

efficacy of the petitions lies in their hahg  been completed in the person and work of 

Jesus Christ. It is on this basis that Christians receive both the cornmand to and, assurance 

in, prayer. Thus, in severai ways Barth makes it clear that Christian prayer is 

Christologically grounded. Consequently, a discussion of the relationship between Barth's 

distinctive Christology and his understanding of the Lord's Prayer would prove invduable. 

Moreover, it is evident throughout Barth's exposition that the Lord's Prayer cm prove to 

be a valuable resource for discussing key points of Christian doctrine within the context of 

the Christian life and its cornerstone, prayer. These points include the Fatherhood of God 

and our adoption to sonship in Christ, the cornmunity orientation of the Christian life, the 



relation between God's cause and human concerns, divine forgiveness, and the 

eschatological hope that Jesus Christ is victor. In other words, the Lord's Prayer is a 

resource for exploring the relationship between theology and life, and Barth himself was a 

theologian whose life and work interpenetrated each other. Elizabeth Achtemeier recalls 

this of Barth: 

It seems to me that part of the test of any theologic-al system is the evidence of 
the working of that theology in the life of its author. . . . Some of the leading 
theologians of the twentieth cenhuy fail that test, but Karl Barth did not. The 
faith he taught produced in hirn love, joy, peace, kindness, gentleness, self- 
control. He lived by what he believed and the Me he lived, he lived to Christ. 
Perhaps that persona1 witness has meant more to me than anything e l ~ e . ) ~  

Coociuding Remarks 

At the present time, with the new interest in spintuality, the recovery of an 

approach to prayer based upon biblical directives is urgent. Indeed, as Migliore insists, 

"Several marks of the Lord's Prayer seem especiaily relevant to Our spiritual situation at 

the close of the twentieth cent~ry ."~  The term 'spirituality' is itself a nebulous one, and 

one nearly bereft of specific content at a tirne when it is defined in such a myriad of ways. 

D.A. Carson argues that spintuality does not necessady have anything to do with the 

Holy Spirit, nor with the Bible. It cm mean anything fiom psychologicai well-being to the 

39 E. Achtemeier. " What I learned From Karl Barth," The Re-d Journal 36 ( 1986): 15. 

" Migliore, "Prefaœ," 1. These 'marks'' as Migliore describes them are the we orientation of the 
prayer, its theocentncity, the holistic nature of salvation as inciuding bth  daily bread and divine 
forgiveness (as opposed to playing these off each other in a dualistic fashïon), and the fact that "prqer is 
the mer-new beginning of our participation in the work of God in the world. It is the active partnership 
with God who wiils to be God with us, not apart h m  us." These "marksn are al1 crucial aspects of 
Barth's understanding of the Lord's Prayer. 



pursuit of transcendence in a "monistic universe where God and the creation cannot be 

differentiated" to a variety of ritualistic disciplines designeci to bring about a state of 

mental di~association.~' 

Unfominately, evangelicals are also losing a biblicdy-based spintuality, a 

spirituality the Reformers numred and one which Barth attempts to recover. This is a 

criticism Bloesch echoes. He also notes the new interest in spintuality, arguing that this 

necessitates an exploration of the meaning of biblical prayer.42 Since Barth's concern is a 

biblically faithfiil statement of the meaning of the Lord's Prayer, his interpretation has 

significant bearing on how Christians can address the present situation in regard to prayer 

and spinhiality. As Kenneth Schmidt argues, Barth's understanding of prayer is a way "to 

challenge Western Chnstianity ' s deeply entrenched spintual malaise". and he notes that 

"the significance Barth attaches to the Lord's Prayer for the o r d e ~ g  of prayer can hardly 

be over-emp hasized. "43 

In the midst of a climate hostile to traditional understandings of prayer, Barth 

stands as a distinctive voice in twentieth-century theology. He emphasized petition, which 

offered a corrective to the notion that God does not intervene in history for he believes 

prayer c m  affect people's lives and circumstances. He also stood the anthropocentric 

emphasis of Protestant Liberal theology on its head by arguing that prayer begins with the 

will, cause, and glory of God (the Refomation), not with the concerns of human beings 

41 D. A. Carson, "Le-g to Pray," in Teach Us To Pruy, 14. 

" Ibid. Cf. Bloesch, Stmggie ofProyer, 1 1. 

43 K e ~ e t h  L. Schmidî, "Karl Barth's Theology of Prayer." (PhD Diss, Pnnœton Theological 
Seminary, 1980), 1, 2, and 19 1. 



(the Enlightenment). The human cause receives its orientation from the priority of Gad's 

cause. Knowing that the petitions of the Lord's Prayer have already been definitively 

answered in Jesus Chnst gives Christians an assurance that their prayer w i U  be heard and 

answered and also lends the prayer an eschatological weight rnissing in Liberal 

interpretations which emphasize the kingdom of God as something acheived by human 

action in the world. For Barth, God's kingdom and will are God's accomplishment. 

Over and against the nineteenth century Liberals, Barth also re-emphasized the 

necessity of the relationship between prayer and theological work. This has e th id  

consequences, and at one level Barth blamed the Gerrnan Church's capitulation to the 

Third Reich dunng World War il to a distinct lack of prayer. As he says in 

Evangelicui 7heoIogy, it is one thing to have "open windows . . . facing the life of the 

Church and the world,"" but quite another for theologians to turn towards the skylight 

through which God's word filters into the realm of theology. Protestant Liberals forsook 

the latter for the former. He felt that "it is time to say that under no circumstances should 

we, as theologians forsake our theological existence and exchange Our rights as first bom 

for a mess of pottage."J5 

Within the parameters of his discussion of the Lord's Prayer, both as a model 

prayer and as a model for ethics, Barth steers clear of any explicitly "how tol' approach. 

What he provides instead is a theological understanding of the subject matter which he 

44 Evangelical Theofogy tram. Grover Fofey (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, l963), 16 1. 

45 Theofogical Eristence Today tram. R Bir& Hoyle (Lexmgton: American Theological Library 
Assn., 1962), 17. F R  McCormick's article, "Sabbath Rest: A Theoiogical Imperative Amrding to Kart 
Barîh," is a wonderfûi treatmcnt of the necessity of prayer for the theologian in 8arthian t e m .  1 direct 
readers here to explore that topic more flilly. 



sees as having informative importance for Christian practice. This understanding emerges 

not only fiom his Reformation infiuence, but also £tom his own distinct theologicd 

emphases. Even in Re Chrisrian Life he avoids giving ethical prescriptions, choo~ing 

rather to describe the priority of the divine-human relationship that gives ethical decisions 

their source and direction. 

On this basis, if we are to ask what value Barth's understanding of the Lord's 

Prayer has for the church or pastor, the answer lies in his theological description, not in 

any directly practical application, for he does not rnake any such application." This does 

not mean his theology of prayer and ethics cunnot find praaical application; and whether 

one considers his insistence on the Christian's assurance in prayer, the efficacy of petition, 

or the eschatological orientation of his thought, there is ample theologicd material from 

which to draw pastoral and ecclesiastical resources. In the case of The Christian Life, 

however, we are dealing with an unfinished work, therefore conclusions based upon this 

posthumous publication need to be tentative and cautious. 

On the other hand, his book Prayer, with its prayerfil reflections that ofien move 

into the vocative of address, provides a devotional resource with theologicd substance, 

which is something rnissing in Our day. Olive Wyon comments: 

[Barth's Pruyer] needs to be read slowly and pondered, in the spirit of prayer. 
Read in this way it will yield rich h i t .  It should above aii b ~ g  strength and 
reassurance to al1 who find faith and prayer difficult in the midst of the unrest 
and anxiety of the present time in world history. Barth ernphasizes the faa that 
to pray the Lord's Prayer aright rneans praying in God's order. . . . Prayer of 
this kind is greatly needed today, and those who try to pray in this way find 
themselves set free fiom anxiety and bewilderment." 

46 However, for such an application see Patricia Wilson-Kastner, "Pastoral Theology and the 
Lord's Prayer: We Dare to Pray," in ed. Migiiore, The Lord 's Prayer, 1107 - 124. 

47 Olive Wyon "Prayer jbook review]", Theology Today 11 (1955): 561f. 



And wMe Barth does not discuss specifically ethical guidelines in n e  Chrisfiun Life, he 

does so elsewhere in the Church ~ogmatzcs .~  

Barth was a theologian deeply interested in prayer and he was also cornmitteci to 

the biblical and historicd church conviction that the epitome of prayer Lies in the example 

given by Jesus to his disciples. In addition, his theological convictions, methodology, and 

understanding of prayer are closely related. Beginning with his theologicai 

presuppositions, he went on to give an exposition of the Lord's Prayer that expressed 

more acutely than anywhere else the central concems of his theology. In Barthian terrns, 

prayer and life are inextiicably intenvoven. For Barth, prayer is the medium through which 

the Christian Me emerges as a Iife responding in invocation to the God who has graciously 

granted human beings that fieedom in Christ. It is the Lord's Prayer that shapes this 

invocation. 

48 CD, In.4, 166, 398. These references to the Dogrnatics refer to homosexuaIity as king outside 
Goci's will, and to respecting human Me, respectively. 
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