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Foreword to the Paperback Edition

In 1927 Karl Barth published his Prolegomena to Christian Dogmatics. On De-
cember 12, 1930, Barth wrote a letter to Karl Stoevesandt in which he first not-
ed his plan to develop a “five part work that includes an ethics dispersed over 
the doctrinal loci.”1 That monumental work is now well known as his Church 
Dogmatics. The transition from a “Christian” to a “church” dogmatics was obvi-
ously central for Barth. Had he been satisfied with his first effort at a published 
dogmatics, or his earlier lectures at Göttingen, there would have been no need 
to begin the five-part work. What prompted his shift in language? Moreover, 
what did Barth mean by “church” and “dogma”? Why did he produce a church 
dogmatics? 

Some of Barth’s colleagues saw this shift as a turn away from Protestantism 
and toward Catholicism. Making “church” and “dogma” central to theology 
was the very move Protestantism had overcome, or at least this is how Georg 
Wobbermin, Barth’s colleague during his Göttingen days, saw it. After the 
high-profile conversions of Oskar Bauhofer and Erik Peterson from Protes-
tantism to Catholicism, Wobbermin published an editorial on May 31, 1932, 
blaming Barth’s theology for these conversions. Having come under the influ-
ence of Barth, they abandoned a proper understanding of the Reformed doc-
trine of faith, which was “a heartfelt confidence in the grace and goodness of 
God, revealed and experienced through the Word” that then takes precedence 
over and arranges “dogmatic formulations.” Their abandonment of the Refor-
mation then gave rise to an “unevangelical version and evaluation [of faith] in 
the catholic-scholastic sense” with its “claim of an infallible papist church.”2

Barth would have none of this. He responded “acerbically” to Wobber-
min’s accusation. Barth’s public response is worth repeating:

I want to say to you, and concerning this I become acerbic, I don’t take 
matters of Catholicism as a joke. I take it as an incredibly strong and deep 
conversation partner; to be the only real conversation partner Protestant 

1Cited in Gerhard Sauter, “Vorwort zur Neuausgabe,” to Die Christliche Dogmatik, xvi.
2Karl Barth, Offene Briefe 1909-1935, ed. Diether Koch (Zurich: TVZ, 2001), 214.



xii Foreword to the Paperback Edition

theology can take seriously. I hold idealism, anthroposophy, folk religion 
and the death of God movement [Gottlosenbewegung] for children in 
comparison to this opponent. I am seriously affected [leide] about this, 
[especially] that Protestant Theology is here blind; that it does not recog-
nize to what intellectual and spiritual insignificance it has descended on 
the line, which you Herr Colleague, hold as salvific, [and] how little it has 
grown internally today to Catholicism. My entire work asks the desper-
ate question (yes: to our long and completely desperate methods used 
in these two hundred years) about a Protestant Theology, which would 
oppose Catholicism, which I hold as great heresy—as theology and as a 
worthy Protestant Theology.3

This response, I would suggest, provides insight into why Barth took on the 
task of a “church” dogmatics. Despite its rapprochement with Catholic theol-
ogy, Barth’s purpose was to provide an understanding of “church” and “dog-
ma,” now inextricably linked together, that could stand up to Catholicism as 
a “worthy Protestant theology.” His work was not simply one more “protest” 
theology, another “counter” to the proliferation of “counter” theologies origi-
nating from the sixteenth century. It bore witness to a positive, non-reactive, 
Protestant theology. To accomplish that witness, he returned to theological 
topoi Protestants too often abandoned—“church” and “dogmatics.”

No one can understand Barth’s work well without considerable reflection 
on what he means by “church.” Given its importance, it is surprising how little 
work has been done on this central Barthian topos. Fortunately, Kimlyn Bend-
er’s Karl Barth’s Christological Ecclesiology, originally published in 2005 and re-
published here so it will be more widely available, provides the best and most 
thorough analysis of Barth’s ecclesiology. To close readers of Barth, his main 
thesis will be somewhat surprising. Barth always maintained the uniqueness 
of the hypostatic union and denied those all-too trendy analogies between the 
incarnation and created realities that turned the substantive “incarnation” into 
the adverbial “incarnational.” Yet Bender’s main thesis is that Barth’s ecclesiol-
ogy cannot be properly grasped without the “analogical application” of the an-
hypostatic and enhypostatic relations of Christ’s two natures to ecclesiology. 
Bender acknowledges the force of the objection, but then responds. Although 
there is no such analogy in the created order so that it is “merely a type or 
exemplification of a more fundamental union of God and humanity” (11), the 
hypostatic union is nonetheless the “pattern on which all other divine-human 
relations are predicated” (12). He points to places in Barth’s corpus where he 
applies “the language of anhypostasia and enhypostasia to ecclesiological con-
cerns such as the relation between Christ and the church” (CD IV.2, 59-60; 

3Karl Barth, Offene Briefe 1909–1935, ed. Diether Koch (Zurich: TVZ, 2001), 227.  



xiiiForeword to the Paperback Edition

CD I.2, 348) (12). His argument is convincing. Barth interpreters who fail to 
acknowledge it will miss something significant in Barth’s work. Already in his 
defense of this main thesis, Bender points in an important direction in Barth’s 
ecclesiology. The church is the body of Christ. Such a statement explains why 
Barth left his unsatisfying ecclesiology of the Romans period behind when he 
embarked on his Church Dogmatics. Bender’s analysis and comparison of these 
two different epochs in Barth’s work should also put an end to any interpreta-
tion that finds too much continuity between them such that it cannot account 
for the “Church” in Barth’s Church Dogmatics. There are continuities between 
his criticisms of the church in both epochs. Bender reminds us of Barth’s vigi-
lance against “cultural Christianity” and “an ecclesiastical triumphalism.” But 
with his move to Münster Barth begins to take on, and take more seriously, 
Roman Catholic ecclesiology. 

Because Barth’s theology was not reactive, he did not dismiss what he 
learned of Roman Catholic ecclesiology; nor did he take it on without a critical 
‘reformation’ of what he found objectionable in it. Bender puts it well: “What 
Barth opposed in Catholicism was its transformation of revelation into his-
torical and temporal realities so that revelation could be identified with the 
dogma of the church or grace with the sacramental elements” (56).  For this 
reason, Barth never relented of his dismissal of the Roman Catholic claim that 
the church is an extension of the incarnation. As is well known, he called such a 
teaching “blasphemous.” Bender helps us understand why. Barth did not deny 
the church is the body of Christ. Bender points out the importance of the totus 
Christus in Barth’s theology. In his “mature ecclesiology” Barth’s “reconceptu-
alization of election” grounded ecclesiology “in election and thus in an eternal 
decision.” The church, he notes, “ is viewed as part of God’s eternal covenantal 
intention” (101). Why then did Barth refer to the Catholic teaching as blas-
phemous? For a simple reason: only if Jesus is absent does his presence need 
to be mediated through an institution that stands in his place. Because Christ 
is already fully present in his church, the church need not “continue” his body. 
The church effects a witness that is Christ’s own words.

Bender offers important criticisms of Barth’s ecclesiology. He notes:

Barth’s strength is preserving the distinction and irreversibility between 
the divine and human agency, as well as that between the work of Christ 
and the church. He is less successful in describing their relation and 
inseparability. Especially in the final volumes of the Church Dogmatics, 
Barth often speaks of a parallelism of action, rather than an embodied 
action, so that divine and human activity are portrayed as in conjunction 
rather than in terms of the divine acting in and through the human, Christ 
acting in and through the church. The point might be illustrated by asking 
whether Christ comes to us through the proclamation of the church or 
along side of it. (279-280)
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That is an important criticism. He also notes that Barth takes up Joseph rather 
than Mary as an image for the church, and asks why must it be an either-or? 
Nonetheless, Bender shows us what Barth set out to do in his response to 
Georg Wobbermin. Here is a Protestant ecclesiology founded upon the con-
fidence that God has spoken fully and definitively in Jesus and continues to 
do so in and through the Holy Spirit in the gathered community that is the 
church. It is both event and institution. Barth’s ecclesiology may not be fully 
satisfying. His answers may not be our answers, but he returned theology to 
questions that mattered and to a conversation worth having. Bender’s work is 
a must read for anyone who desires to join in that conversation. 

D. Stephen Long
Professor of Systematic Theology

Marquette University
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As any author would naturally say with reference to a work produced with 
hard labor and long hours, I am very grateful to see this book receive second 
life in a new form. With this in mind, I am grateful to Cascade Press for bring-
ing this new paperback edition into print. I would like to thank Charlie Collier 
especially for his help with this endeavor. Charlie has been a wonderful editor, 
and I am thankful not only for his insight and wisdom but also for his flexibility 
and patience through the entire process of bringing this book into existence. I 
am also thankful to Christian Amondson, Diane Farley, Patrick Harrison, and 
Jim Tedrick at Cascade for their help along the way. 

Many of my other grateful recognitions remain the same as those found 
in the original Acknowledgements included herein. In addition to those there 
mentioned, I am appreciative to D. Stephen Long, who has written the Fore-
word to this new edition.

Finally, changes in my life since the original appearance of the book bring 
with it other new thanksgivings. I am thankful to Truett Seminary (and Baylor 
University), my new academic home, for the wonderful place it is and the con-
text it provides in which to teach and think and write. My colleagues here are 
a gift to me, providing not only intellectual conversation but also true fellow-
ship. I am particularly grateful to David Garland, Dean of Truett Seminary, and 
Dennis Tucker, Associate Dean, both who have worked to make my transition 
to Truett a smooth one and who, with all of my colleagues here, are a constant 
source of encouragement and support. 

Finally, there is one last change of note. Since the Ashgate edition first ap-
peared, there is a new addition to our household. Andrew, Stephen, and now 
Karalyn, continue to fill my life with joy, as does my wife, Trudy. My thanks to 
all of them continues on from those originally given. 
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