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INTRODUCTION



Modern theology seems a confusing conglomeration of various 

perspectives and approaches. There is process theology, liberation 

theology, liberal theology, feminist theology, neo-orthodox theology, 

revisionist theology, existentialist theology, conservative orthodox 

theology, and so on. This veritible proliferation of theological 

perspectives presents a formidable challenge to one's understanding 

and comprehension. How does one go about most truthfully the task of 

understanding, let alone evaluating, these diverse schools of thought?

How can a responsible and fair evaluation be made? External critique, 

i.e. evaluating a particular perspective from the point of view of 

another perspective, is easy. Yet by its very nature it is superficial 

and hardly does justice to the position in question since it never 

really gets inside it, so to speak, to understand it in terms of itself. 

But how does one "get inside of" a particular theological or 

philosophical perspective? How does one come to understand a system 

or approach on its own terms? This hermeneutical question seems at 

the bottom of all discussion regarding the comprehension, comparison, 

and evaluation of various theological (or other) points of view.

It is this precise question that this thesis attempts to explore 

since this endeavor is an exercise in "applied hermeneutics"; one example 

of a heuristic methodology employed so as to expound, compare, and evaluat 

and so to understand on their own terms— two different theological 

perspectives. Thus I hope to show that the method that I have chosen to
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employ in this thesis provides an internal critique based upon a 

deepened understanding of a particular perspective. And this deepened 

understanding I hope to arrive at by grasping the basic structure of 

each theological position. The method here employed, in other words, 

seeks to grasp the skeleton upon which the body of thought hangs for 

each theologian under consideration.

More specifically, I believe that understanding the fundamental 

ontological and anthropological model— the basic view of the nature 

of the' cosmos and of humankind-— that undergirds every theological 

perspective is absolutely crucial to unlocking the aforementioned 

hermeneutical puzzle. There are at least three assumptions in this 

assertion.

The first is the belief that all theoretic perspectives, indeed 

all people in at least a rudimentary fashion, have to answer certain 

basic questions regarding the nature of existence. All people 

implicitly, and all theologians more or less explicitly, must answer 

at least these questions: What is the origin, basis, and unity of 

life— the source and ground of creaturely existence?; What is the 

horizon and limit of creaturely existence— how does one account for 

change and constancy, freedom and responsibility?; What is the nature 

and place of humankind within the cosmos?; How does one account for 

or deal with evil, disorder, disharmony, etc.?

The second assumption is that answers to these questions, 

especially the first two above, give rise to or take shape in certain 

ontological and anthropological models which in turn undergird various 

diverse theological perspectives. This assumption I leave unargued



here, since it is outside the scope of this endeavor. Suffice it to

say that there has been no dearth of discussion on the role of models

2
and paradigms in contemporary thought.

The third assumption is that understanding the underlying 

ontological and anthropological model is crucial to a proper under

standing of a particular theological perspective. Indeed I would 

argue that it is one of the best ways to deepen insight and so to 

arrive at a genuine internal critique. The validity of this assertion 

lies in the explanatory efficacy of such an understanding, viz. the 

ability of an understanding of the basic model to illumine the 

theological perspective in question. That is to say, if a methodology 

based on such an assumption— as advocated here— proves hermeneutically 

helpful and fruitful by allowing one to grasp the basic structure of 

someone's thought in a particularly penetrating way, then the 

assumption is warranted. This thesis aims to do exactly that.

The particular methodology employed in this thesis is an adapt

ation of an approach developed by D.H.T. Vollenhoven, the late 

professor of philosophy and history of philosophy at the Free University 

of Amsterdam. This typological framework, explicated in "Models of

Man in Theology and Psychology", will be given no explicit elaboration 

3
here. Rather, in the expositions of each of the models under 

examination the contours of the respective types will be elucidated 

when appropriate.

The choice of theologians for this project was based on three 

primary considerations. First of all, both Bonhoeffer and Berkouwer 

are extremely significant 20th century thinkers. Dietrich Bonhoeffer,
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martyred at the age of 39 just days before his prison camp was 

liberated in World War II, has exerted tremendous influence on 

modern theology, especially with his last two works— Ethics and 

Letters and Papers from Prison. He has been claimed by liberals and 

conservatives alike and his complex thought has been the subject of 

countless investigations and interpolations.

Within the Dutch Neo-Calvinist tradition of Kuyper and Bavinck 

stands G.C. Berkouwer, who has been acknowledged as one of the 

foremost evangelical theologians of recent years. His Studies in 

Dogmatics as well as various other books, most notably those on Barth 

and Roman Catholicism, have also exerted great influence on contemporary 

thought. So both Bonhoeffer and Berkouwer are significant modern 

theologians whose thought needs to be reckoned with.

Secondly, the ontological and anthropological models used by 

Bonhoeffer and Berkouwer are both complex and yet quite different.

While because of their complexity each model makes for interesting 

study in and of itself, over and above that the two models provide 

a fascinating comparison of two different theoretic attempts to come 

to grips with basically the same issues. Furthermore, these two models 

are similar to many others going today in modern theology. So there 

is a sense in which an understanding of these two gives one a better 

grasp of much of contemporary theology.

Thirdly, a study of either Bonhoeffer or Berkouwer is profitable 

since both have much to commend. In my view there is much to learn 

from both, especially from a study of their respective models. The 

popularity of their writings attests to this fact.
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The thesis of this thesis, then, is that while Bonhoeffer and 

Berkouwer share a number of similarities in biblical confession and 

orientation, they nonetheless theoretically work out their pre-theoretic 

confessions in terms of different ontological and anthropological 

models. My aim is thus first of all to explicate the model underlying 

each man's theological perspective, and then to illustrate how each 

works itself out with respect to the category of sin. Chapters one 

and two concern that task. Having delineated the two models, in 

chapter three I will compare and evaluate them, pointing out their 

respective strengths and weaknesses and highlighting the similarities 

between them. I will then conclude with an appraisal of this 

entire endeavor.
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NOTES

'''For a discussion of how certain fundamental worldview questions 
take shape in various models, see James Olthuis and Arnold DeGraaff, 
"Models of Man in Theology and Psychology," (Toronto: Institute for 
Christian Studies, 1978, unpublished paper). See also, James Olthuis, 
"On the Nature of Religion: Faith, Vision of Life, and Praxis", 
(Toronto: ICS, 1982, unpublished paper); and Calvin Seerveld, 
"Biblical Wisdom Underneath Vollenhoven's Categories for Philosophical 
Historiography", in The Idea of a Christian Philosophy, ed. K.A. Bril,
H. Hart, J. Klapwijk (Toronto: Wedge, 1973).

2
See for example, Thomas Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific 

Revolutions, (Chicago: U. of Chicago, 1970) and Ian Barbour,
Myths, Models, and Paradigms, (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1974).

3
See Olthuis and DeGraaff, "Models". Cf. also Albert Wolters,

"On Vollenhoven's Problem-Historical Method", in Hearing and Doing, 
ed. John Kraay and Anthony Tol (Toronto: Wedge, 1979); and 
Seerveld, "Biblical Wisdom".



CHAPTER 1 

DIETRICH BONHOEFFER



I. THE GENERAL STRUCTURE OF BONHOEFFER'S MODEL

As stated in the introduction, the intent of this chapter is to 

gain a clear picture of the basic structure of Bonhoeffer's 

ontological and anthropological model in order to deepen our under

standing of his thought. After hopefully a sufficiently illuminable 

elucidation of Bonhoeffer's model, I will explicate how his model 

works itself out in terms of the theological category of sin. In what 

follows I will rely primarily on Ethics since it represents Bonhoeffer 

at his most mature stage.

A. The Horizontal Dialectic

1. Ethics

In his section on "The Love of God and the Decay of the World"

Bonhoeffer continually refers to God as the "Origin" and to our

present state of "disunity from the origin."* We long, says

Bonhoeffer, for the restoration and reattainment of our Lost unity.

Such rediscovered unity comes only through Jesus Christ, who "as

origin and as reconciliation" empowers us to a "new knowledge" which

2
is the will of God.

This knowledge is "not something which is given, fixed and 

possessed once and for all"; rather "the will of God...is something 

new and different in each different situation in life" and thus we 

must "prove it" anew each day.^ This proving of the will of God
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springs from the knowledge that one has been "endowed with" a union 

with the will of God, thus "it j^proving^] presupposes this unity, and

4
yet it must always recover it anew." Therefore, being in Christ is 

a precondition for proving the will of God and yet Christ is in us 

because "we ourselves prove ourselves ever anew in Him."^

Bonhoeffer further characterizes this new knowledge as the love 

which lies beyond all disunion.^ Such love is "something that happens 

to man, something passive", i.e. God giving our origin back to us; 

yet it is also an "activity of men" in which we accept God's love in 

Jesus Christ.^ States Bonhoeffer, "Being loved by God implies loving'

g
God; the two do not stand separately side by side." Thus for

Bonhoeffer God is the Origin with whom we are reunited in Christ.

This recovery of lost unity has both passive and active dimensions;

it is something that happens to humankind and it is an active

acceptance by humankind. Likewise, knowledge of the will of God is

both an endowment given by God and a humanly "proven" attainment.

This perspective also emerges in the section entitled

"Inheritance and Decay." Referring to historical inheritance and

consciousness of temporality Bonhoeffer states,

The 'yes' and the 'no' which God addresses to history in the 
incarnation and crucifixion of Jesus Christ introduces into 
every historical instant an infinite and unresolvable tension. 
History does not become a transient vehicle, but through the 
life and death of Jesu^ Christ it does for the first time 
become truly temporal.

Bonhoeffer proceeds to explain how the unity of the western

historical heritage is found in Jesus Christ and how the "Kingdom

of the Church" and the "Kindgom of the world" find their unity
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in Christ. In other words, unlike traditional interpretations of

Lutheran two realm dualism— in which the church and world are

constantly in an Irresolvable tension, Bonhoeffer posits a point of

unity and thus a way out of the tension through recognition of the

unity of life in Christ and his Body, the Church. Only in discovering

this other dimension— the direction of unity— does history become

"truly temporal," i.e. meaningful.

This becomes more clear and evident in the section "The Last

Things and the Things Before the Last" where Bonhoeffer contrasts the

ultimate— the last things— and the penultimate— the things before the

last. For Bonhoeffer the ultimate is justification by grace alone

through faith. It implies a "complete breaking off of everything

that precedes it"; it "excludes every kind of method once and for

all"; and it 'fentirely annuls and invalidates" the penultimate, even

though the penultimate remains.**

The penultimate is everything that precedes or leads up to the

justification of the sinner by grace alone. However "it is at the

same time everything which follows the ultimate and yet again 

12
precedes it." Thus while the penultimate exists, It doesn't exist

"in itself", but is determined by the ultimate. Bonhoeffer emphasizes

that the penultimate must be preserved for the sake of the ultimate,

i.e. the Word of God cannot break in unless the way for it has been

prepared, e.g. by feeding the hungry, working for justice for the

dispossessed, etc. In summary, "the penultimate is swallowed up in

the ultimate, and yet it is still necessary and it retains its right

13
so long as the earth continues."
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In this regard Bonhoeffer warns against any separation of the

penultimate from the ultimate or vice versa. He severely criticizes

both radicalism— absolutizing the ultimate— and compromise—

absolutizing the penultimate. Using H. R. Niebuhr's terms, Bonhoeffer

criticizes both "Christ against culture" and "Christ of culture"

positions. In the case of the former, "ultimate and penultimate are

here mutually exclusive contraries £and^ Christ is the destroyer

and enemy of everything penultimate" while in the latter case "the

14
ultimate is excluded from the domain of the penultimate." Rather, 

both a "pure Christianity in itself" and the idea of "man as he is in 

himself" must be repudiated in favour of seeing the unity of the 

"reality of God" and the "reality of man" in the incarnate, crucified, 

and risen Jesus Christ.^

Thus the emerging picture of Bonhoeffer's model could be 

represented diagramatically as follows.

For Bonhoeffer, right living, true life, "religionless Christianity" 

have to do with living simultaneously in both directions— from God and 

to God as both origin and goal— and realizing in Christ the unity of 

penultimate and ultimate, Kingdom of the world and Kingdom of the 

church. While in some sense antithetical, both penultimate and



13

ultimate stand in a relationship of unity through Christ, even though 

in the end the penultimate "is swallowed up in the ultimate."

Further pieces of the puzzle emerge in the section entitled

"Christ, Reality, and Good" or in previous editions as "Christ, the

Church, and the World", In reflecting on the starting point for ethical

decision-making, Bonhoeffer concludes that the question "What is the will

of God?" is primary since God is "ultimate reality fwho"] now shows itself

to be at the same time the initial reality", both goal and origin of 

16
creation. Thus the point of departure for Christian ethics is the 

reality of God as revealed in Jesus Christ and therefore the ethical task 

becomes not that of deontological ethics, i.e. obedience to specified 

principles or rules, but more that of teleological ethics, namely the 

realization of the real or good itself.

The good, for Bonhoeffer, "is reality itself, reality seen and

recognized in God."*^ Good is reality itself because creation is an

indivisible whole declared good by God. Bonhoeffer states,

With respect to its' origin this indivisible whole is called 
'creation.' With respect to its goal it is called the 
'Kingdom of God.' Both of these are equally remote from us 
and equally close to us, for God's creation and God's 
kingdom are pres^gt with us solely in God's self-revelation 
in Jesus Christ.

Bonhoeffer further explicates what he means by reality in dis

tinguishing between the. reality of the world and the reality of God.

In Christ we are offered the possibility of partaking in the 
reality of God and in the reality of the world, but not in the 
one without the other. The reality of God discloses itself only 
by setting me entirely in the reality of the world, and when I 
encounter the reality ^  the world it is always...reconciled 
in the reality of God.
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Thus one never experiences the reality of God, i.e. the ultimate,

without the reality of the world, i.e. the penultimate, or vice

versa. This, for Bonhoeffer, excludes both a positivistic. ethic of

expediency, i.e. the absolutizing of the penultimate, and an

idealistic ethic that is "hostile" to reality, i.e. an absolutizing

of the ultimate. Rather, an appropriate Christian ethic maintains

a creative tension between the twin ontological movements of ultimate

and penultimate.

Bonhoeffer continues this line of thought when he criticizes

the traditional nature/grace or secular/sacred dualism as contradicting

both the Bible and the thought of the Reformation. States Bonhoeffer,

There are not two realities, but only one reality, and that 
is the reality of God, which has become manifest in Christ in 
the reality of the world. Sharing in Christ we stand at^gnce 
in both the reality of God and the reality of the world.

Thus the two realities are united in Christ and thought which operates

in terms of two spheres or realms "fails to recognise the original

21unity of these opposites in the reality of Christ."

Yet Bonhoeffer is careful not to make an easy equation between

the two realities since "what is Christian is not identical with what

is of the world" nor is the natural identical with the supernatural

22
or revelational identical with rational. Rather the unity between

the two realities is such that "any kind of static independence in

their mutual relations" is prevented because they stand in a

"polemical unity", i.e. a unity in which each acts as a check and balance

23
vis-a-vis the other. As a consequence, and to accentuate an oft- 

repeated theme in Bonhoeffer's thought, "there is no real possibility
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of being a Christian outside the reality of the world” and "there is

24
no real worldly existence outside the reality of Jesus Christ."

Thus in classic anti-dualist language Bonhoeffer refutes any

traditional Lutheran "Christ and culture" dualism by asserting that

there are no "ultimate static contraries, no spaces which are separated

25
from one another once and for all." Rather, the Christian is no

longer "the man of eternal conflict" but an undivided whole since

Christ has reconciled God and the world: "Belonging wholly to

26
Christ, he stands at the same time wholly in the world." Therefore, 

to the previous diagram we may now add the following.

The above analysis finds its greatest confirmation in the

section of Ethics entitled "History and Good." Bonhoeffer states

that in the revelation that is Jesus Christ our apostate life is

condemned and negated, and yet "in bringing us death this 'no'

becomes a mysterious 'yes', the affirmation of a new life, the life

27
which is Jesus Christ." Thus,

we live now in tension between the negation and the 
affirmation...between the 'yes' and the 'no'...It is the yes 
of creation, atonement, and redemption, and the 'no' of the 
condemnation and death of the life which has fallen away 
from its origin, essence, and goal. But no one who knows 
Christ can^ear the 'yes' without the 'no' or the 'no' without 
the 'yes'.
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Bonhoeffer further elucidates this dialectic of simultaneous 

directions in this classic passage. In describing new life in Christ, 

he declares:

it is in tension between the 'yes' and the 'no' in the sense 
that in every 'yes' the 'no' is already heard and in every 
'no' there is heard also the 'yes'. Development of the vital 
force and self-denial, growing and dying, health and suffering, 
happiness and renunciation, achievement and humility, honour 
and self-abasement, all these belong to||ther in irreconcilable 
contradiction and yet in living unity.

In both of the above extended quotations the tension of 'yes' and

'no' .is not a dualistic tension or dialectic as in Barth, but a

coincidentia oppositorum in which the simultaneous 'yes' and 'no',

ultimate and penultimate, are seen as the fundamental nature of

reality.

For Bonhoeffer, Jesus Christ is the point of unity between 'yes'

and 'no' and through Christ "secular" and "Christian" become one.

Secular, or the penultimate, and Christian, or the ultimate,

are not opposed, as eternally hostile principles £as e.g. in 
dualism], but the actions of the Christians spring from the 
unity which is created in Christ...the contradiction of 'yes' 
and 'no' is indeed still present, but it is continually 
overcome in the concrete action of the man who believes in 
Christ.

Hence "the good" is not a quality of life, but life itself in

process, i.e. continually living in Christ— in "the contradictory

31
unity of 'yes' and 'no'." In Christ both directions are harmonized 

and thus

we 'live' when, in our encounter with men and with God, the 
'yes' and the 'no' are combined in a unity of contradictions, 
in selfless self-assertion, in self-assertion in the 
sacrifice of ourselves to God and to men.
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Bonhoeffer calls this simultaneous living unity of 'yes' and

'no' responsible living— the "concentrated totality and unity of the

response to the reality which is given to us in Jesus Christ"— and

33
characterizes it in a number of ways. The structure of the

responsible life, says Bonhoeffer, takes the form of deputyship—

acting in the place of others— and correspondence with reality—

acting in accordance with reality, i.e. God as revealed in Jesus

Christ. With respect to the former, responsibility "lies only in

the complete surrender of one's own life to the other man" such that

"wherever the divine 'yes' and 'no' become one in man, there Is

34
responsible living." With regard to the latter, Bonhoeffer states

that "in action which is genuinely in accordance with reality there

is an indissoluble link between the acknowledgement and the

contradiction of the factual", i.e. between the 'yes' and the 'no',

35
the two different directions of the dialectic. Thus "affirmation

and contradiction are now cojoined in the concrete action of him who

has recognised the real man," i.e. Jesus Christ, and therefore

action which is in accordance with Christ is in accordance 
with reality because it allows the world to be the world... 
and yet it never forgets that in Jesus Ch^jist the world is 
loved, condemned, and reconciled by God."

Furthermore, Bonhoeffer characterizes such responsibility as

implying both freedom and obligation, creativity and obedience, i.e.

penultimate and ultimate. In concert with his model, with respect

to freedom he states:

The man who acts in the freedom of his own most personal 
responsibility is precisely the man who sees his action 
finally committed to the guidance of God. The free deed
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knows itself in the end as the d e ^  of God...the free venture 
knows itself as divine necessity.

In other words, in responsible action deeds done in the world of

constant struggle— the secular realm— are in actuality the will of

God as known in the world of constant surrender— the Christian realm.

The free deed, from the enlightened perspective of Christian faith, is

known as divine necessity. Similarly, with regard to obligation

or obedience, i.e. the ultimate direction, Bonhoeffer asserts that

"obedience and responsibility are interlinked in such a way that...

38
obedience is rendered in responsibility." Responsibility thus 

names the dynamic process of living unity between penultimate and 

ultimate, involving both freedom and obedience.

Bonhoeffer, again, grounds this view Christologically in the 

person and work of Christ— who was both obedient and free par 

excellence— and describes it in terms of mutually contradictory 

opposites. For example, "Obedience follows blindly and freedom has 

open eyes. Obedience acts without questioning and freedom asks what

39
is the purpose. Obedience has its hands tied and freedom is creative." 

Thus

in responsibility both obedience and freedom are realized. 
Responsibility implies tension between obedience and 
freedom. There would be no more responsibility if either 
were made independent of the other.

From the above an even fuller picture of the basic structure

of Bonhoeffer's model emerges, portrayed in the diagram below.



19

According to Bonhoeffer's model, we live in a tension of

contradictory opposites. The very structure of the cosmos can be

described as a "living unity" of "irreconcilable contradiction."

Only in Christ do these mutually exclusive opposites find unity— a 

simultaneous living unity Bonhoeffer calls responsible living. Thus 

only in responsible living is the tension of the dialectic maintained, i.e, 

are both freedom and obligation, creativity and obedience, 

penultimate and ultimate, struggle and surrender held together.

2. Letters and Papers from Prison

This analysis finds confirmation in other of Bonhoeffer's works,

especially Letters and Papers from Prison. For example, Bonhoeffer

disavows any view in which "the world is in some degree made to

41
depend on itself and left to its own devices. Instead he argues 

for "religionless Christianity" or a "non-religious interpretation

of Christianity" in which "God is beyond in the midst of our life." 

Similarly, he asserts "that it is only by living completely in this

A 2
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world that one learns to have faith" which he further explains as 

follows:

By this-worldliness I mean living unreservedly in life's 
duties, problems, successes, failures, experiences and 
perplexities. In so ^ging we throw ourselves completely 
into the arms of God.

Only in this way— by struggling in the penultimate direction of the

world of disunity while also realizing that one stands simultaneously

in the ultimate direction of surrender to God— does one really

become both a human and a Christian.

Bonhoeffer is, if such a phrase is admissible, the most clear

in his paradoxicalness when he states,

The God who lets us live in the world without the working 
hypothesis of God is the God before whom we gj^and continually. 
Before God and with God we live without God.

In other words, in the face of the ultimate we live penultimately.

Further on in the same letter, in speaking of both non-religious

interpretation and a world coming of age— two of the catch-phrases

of Bonhoeffer's legacy, he makes the seemingly blasphemous and surely

misunderstood statement that "the world that has come of age is more

godless, and perhaps for that very reason nearer to God, than the

45
world before its coming of age." In other words, perhaps a world 

that has recognised its own secularity and a church that has come 

to see the fallacy and irrelevancy of a sacred/secular dualism— a 

world that has reached adolescence as it were; perhaps that world is 

actually closer to authentic, responsible living than any previously, 

supposedly Christian world. Perhaps that world will be able to live 

in both directions simultaneously■
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The above analysis may be portrayed as follows:

It is helpful at this point to observe that the emerging 

ontological and anthropological model of Bonhoeffer closely resembles 

the model called contradictory genetic monism. Bonhoeffer's famous 

statement that "before God and with God we live without God" 

succinctly summarizes the internal structure of contradictory 

genetic monism— a model characterized by a unity of opposites, a 

coincidentia oppositorum. Contradictory monism takes contradiction 

to be the essence of the universe by positing that the cosmic process 

is intrinsically^ contradictory, involving two simultaneous processes 

of differentiation from and integration toward a common origin and 

unity. There is no static dualism of higher and lower realms in which 

salvation lies in escaping into the higher; rather there are two 

'horizontal' directions constantly, simultaneously moving at cross 

purposes to each other. Thus salvation or in Bonhoeffer's case 

responsible living consists of struggling to live in that tension of 

two directions through which unity or the origin is recovered. Flight 

from the world is not called for, but rather courageous, enlightened 

struggle in the world.
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Viewing Bonhoeffer's model as that of contradictory monism is 

heuristically helpful since it explains his distinctions and seeming 

paradoxes. For example, if contradiction is baptized and catechized 

into a whole system of thought that views the nature of reality as 

inherently contradictory, then it makes perfect sense that we live 

in a dialectical tension of opposites. In other words, if the nature 

of the cosmos is contradiction, then it is not contradictory to 

assert the unity of mutually exclusive opposites. It is, rather, 

simply to describe the way things are, or should be.

Furthermore, the adjective genetic points to the fact that this 

living unity of opposites is a dynamic process of simultaneous 

directions. To stop the process or to fixate on one or the other of 

the dimensions of the dialectic, as will be delineated later on, is 

to lose the "polemical unity". Thus contradictory genetic monism is 

a useful explanatory tool in penetrating to the core— the skeleton 

so to speak— of Bonhoeffer's thought.

3. Earlier Works

Lest one surmise that this was a late development in Bonhoeffer's 

thought, further confirmation of this model can be found in both 

Creation and Fall, a series of lectures delivered in the winter of 

1932-33, and Christ the Center, lectures written in the summer of 

1933. In the former, Bonhoeffer 's Christological orientation is 

evident right from the start, as is his contradictory monist model.

For Bonhoeffer, Christ is both beginning and end, i.e. that from and 

to which the Church lives. The Church, which knows the end of the



23

old life in Christ, "knows that there is the same breach between the 

beginning and now as between now and the end... Therefore the Church 

only sees the beginning in the end; from the end. It sees the 

creation sub specie Christi.

Only from Christ can one know what the beginning is since 

humankind has lost its beginning and now finds itself "in the middle, 

knowing neither the end nor the beginning and yet knowing that he is

47
in the middle, coming from the beginning and going towards the end."

In other words, 'in Christ' one knows that both directions—

penultimate and ultimate-— originate and end in God, the "true primal

reality" and "ground for being." Hence it is only in knowing of

Christ's resurrection that we know of God's ex nihilo creation in the

beginning. Says Bonhoeffer:

the God of the creation and of the real beginning is, at 
the same time, the God of the resurrection. From the 
beginning the world is placed in the jijjgn of the 
resurrection of Christ from the dead.

Thus God is the Creator and Preserver in the penultimate direction

and the Redeemer in the ultimate direction.

In Christ the Center Bonhoeffer affirms that "Christ is at one 

and the same time, my boundary and my rediscovered centre." In other 

words, Christ stands as boundary in the penultimate direction and 

rediscovered centre in the ultimate direction. He cryptically 

continues:

He is the centre, between '1' and '1' £old me and new me] 
and between '1' and God. The boundary can only be known 
as boundary from beyond the boundary. In Christ, man 
recognises it and^hereby at the same time finds his 
new centre again.
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That is to say, only 'in Christ' and enlightened by faith does one 

realize that the God who was there all the time, hidden as it were 

as that which bounds one's existence, is in fact the centre and point 

of unity of human existence. Thus the centrality of Christ is not 

psychological but ontological since it refers to "our being a person 

before God", unable to fulfill the law but justified in Christ's 

fulfilling it in our place. ̂

As Christ is the centre of human existence, so also is he the 

centre of history. For Bonhoeffer, history carries the promise of 

fulfillment "within itself", i.e. the ability to "become full of God"; 

but the promise is corrupted by sin, by corrupt messianic promises. 

However, Christ is the "hidden centre appointed by God...at one and 

the same time the destroyer and fulfiller of the messianic expectations 

of h i s t o r y . C h r i s t  is destroyer in that he, as the fulfillment, 

appears in secret and yet is the fulfiller in so far as he is actually 

God manifest in history. Therefore, for those with the eyes to see, 

as stated previously, mere history is in fact salvation history or 

"true temporality." In other words, the penultimate is seen for what 

it really is only from the perspective of the ultimate.

The above can be portrayed in this diagram.
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4, Other Writers

The above examination of selected works by Bonhoeffer and

elucidation of his model gains credence from other explorations of

Bonhoeffer's theology. While obviously not employing the same

methodological terminology,a number of writers have arrived at

similar conclusions. For example, Paul VanBuren characterizes

Bonhoeffer's thought as essentially paradoxical, taking as his cue

the aforementioned enigmatic "before and with God we live without

52
God" from the Letters and Papers from Prison. He interprets this

to mean that we are called to take full responsibility for working

things out on our own without recourse to some God-of-the-gaps or

Deus ex machina. But to do so, states VanBuren, also meant for

Bonhoeffer to work things out in terms of Jesus Christ, "the man

for others." While proceeding to (mis)-use Bonhoeffer for his own

purposes, namely arguing for a limited God in a pluralistic universe,

VanBuren nonetheless identifies what I have been calling the two

directions of Bonhoeffer's thought, viz. penultimate and ultimate.

Paul Lehmann, in the same volume, describes the relation

between faith and worldliness in Bonhoeffer as a dialectical one

between identity and identification, to borrow two terms used by

53
E. Bethge. States Lehmann, "The dialectic between faith and 

worldliness is the ethical mode of the basic and inescapable 

dialectic of the Christian between identity and identification," 

i.e. Christian and secular or ultimate and penultimate, and as such 

characterizes the behavior of the Christian in the w o r l d . L e h m a n n
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ties in many themes of Bonhoeffer's thought to this one dialectic—  

e.g. God and the world come of age, Church and humanity, theology and 

ethics, openness and hiddenness in the life of discipleship— all of 

which I would interpret as basically the ultimate and penultimate. 

Lehmann likewise notes Bonhoeffer's strong desire to avoid both 

positivistic and idealistic understandings of reality, i.e. 

absolutizations of either the penultimate or ultimate directions to 

the depreciation of the other. He also points to Bonhoeffer's notion 

of the arcane or secret disciplines, e.g. worship and prayer, as his 

way "to keep identification of the Christian with the world from 

swallowing up his i d e n t i t y . T h a t  is to say, they are necessary 

in order to keep in the creative tension of contradictory monism.

Eberhard Bethge, Bonhoeffer's closest friend and biographer, in

yet another essay in the same book posits Bonhoeffer's non-religious

interpretation of Christianity and Christology as the two interrelated

foci of his whole t h o u g h t . A c c o r d i n g  to Bethge, these two elements

could not be separated since the former without the latter "became a

Sisyphean endeavor of modern man to adjust to a newly discovered self

and world" while the latter without the former "became an unrelated

entity and suffered a fatal loss of r e a l i t y . W h i c h  is again to

say that the two directions cannot be severed. He also identifies

responsibility as the "main notion" for Bonhoeffer, namely "the

unreversible capability and duty of adults individually to answer the

questions of life in their own particular fields and within their

58
own autonomous structure." Thus here too one finds support for the 

analysis proferred above.
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Hans Pfeifer, in an essay that is an excerpt of his Ph.D.

59
dissertation on Bonhoeffer, points to Bonhoeffer's geneticism.

According to Pfeifer, for Bonhoeffer— influenced by his Berlin

teachers' interpretation of Luther's view of God as actus p u r u s —

God was pure activity or continuity and thus God existed only in

revelation, in acting in the world. In fact, Pfeifer claims that

Bonhoeffer in his 1933 lectures on Christology "sees the divine nature

and even God himself as existing within the limits of time and space.

Pfeifer also notes the importance of Bonhoeffer's notion of

reality, i.e. the world in Christ known via revelation, and the role

of the act of self-surrender in the apprehension of reality. In the

same vein Pfeifer points to Bonhoeffer's refusal to countenance any

view that has no ground save that of the "subjective decision of the

ego." Rather, states Pfeifer, for Bonhoeffer all Christian action

"must be objectively grounded in reality to some extent" since

"according to Bonhoeffer, Christian ethics is based on a

61
transubjective reality, namely that of Christ." In other words,

Christ as the unifier of the twin ontological directions is the

ground for reality— the point of unity upon which Christian action

in the world is founded.

In another essay in the same anthology, Geffery Kelly examines

62
Bonhoeffer's concepts of history and revelation. He describes

Bonhoeffer's motivation as a "search for a more primordial unity

which could overcome the traditional split between revelation and

63
sc'ence, the Christian and the human." Like Pfeifer, Kelly
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characterizes Bonhoeffer's idea of revelation as God present-in-history,

simultaneously manifest and hidden. States Kelly,

Even though Bonhoeffer insists that God manifested himself 
in history, he acknowledges that God remains at the same time 
the hidden God.^Hence ’revelation in history means revelation 
in hiddenness,* In asserting this parado^ Bonhoeffer seeks 
to preserve a sense of God's transcendence.

As explicated heretofore, the above confirms how Bonhoeffer's search

for a primoridal unity leads him to assume a perspective in which God

is simultaneously manifest, in the ultimate direction, and hidden, in

the penultimate direction. This also shows how he desires to safeguard

the transcendence of God from a view that would posit God as exclusively

immanent and similarly safeguard the Immanence of God against a

perspective that overemphasizes God's transcendence.

Kelly likewise describes Bonhoeffer's attempts "to portray the 

Christian life and reality itself as forming a paradoxical unity," a 

unity "derived from his Christocentric view of all r e a l i t y . A c c o r d i n g  

to Kelly, Bonhoeffer tried to "merge Christ and the world into a dialectical 

unity" in which all traditional opposites— natural/supernatural, profane/ 

sacred, rational/revelational— have an original unity in Christ that is 

not a "static antagonism" in which two spheres or realms were forcibly 

joined, i.e. dualism, nor a "unity which should simply identify the 

worldly with the Christian", i.e. simple monism, but rather a "polemical 

unity" whereby "Christ constitutes the origin, the essence, and the goal 

of all r e a l i t y . T h e  above almost perfectly describes the contradictory 

monist model in which there is a coincidentia oppositorum— a dynamic 

"polemical unity" of opposites. Needless to say, Kelly delineates many 

of the same features of Bonhoeffer's model that I have already elucidated.



B. The Vertical Dialectic 

Further insight may be gained by exploring the nature of the 

bifurcation within the horizontal dialectic of ultimate/penultimate 

in Bonhoeffer's thought. In the simultaneous processes of 

differentiation and integration, what exactly interacts as higher 

and lower? In the genetic unfolding of creation, what dimensions of 

reality mutually influence each other?

1. Ethics

Illumination of these questions can be found in the sections

of Ethics entitled "The Natural" and "Natural Life". In the former

Bonhoeffer, motivated by a desire to provide guidance in practical

affairs, attempts to resurrect a kind of natural ethics for

Protestantism. For Bonhoeffer, the natural is "that which, after the

Fall, is directed towards the coming of Christ" while the unnatural

or "the sinful" is that which post-Fail "closes its doors against

6 7
the coming of Christ." Both are distinct from the creaturely,

which is lost as a result of the Fall, and both are penultimate.

States Bonhoeffer, "It is only through the incarnation of Christ

that the natural life becomes the penultimate which is directed

68
toward the ultimate." Furthermore, there is "only a relative

difference" between the natural and unnatural— "a relative openness

and relative closedness for Christ"— that expresses itself in true

69
and mistaken uses of freedom.

29
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According to Bonhoeffer, human reason "is the organ of knowledge

of the natural" and that which allows "the conscious perception of

the natural."^ Reason is a "suitable" organ to grasp the natural

since both are fallen. And since reason perceives the universal in

what is given, the natural must be universal, i.e. it must embrace

"the whole of human nature."^ Likewise, the natural has to do with

the "underlying will", which is also fallen, but nonetheless directed

towards the natural, towards preserved life.

In fact, for Bonhoeffer "it is in the last analysis life itself

that tends towards the natural and keeps turning against the

72
unnatural and bringing about its downfall." In other words, life

is its own physician since "life itself is on the side of the

natural" and "so long as life continues, the natural will always

reassert itself" over the unnatural, which "consists essentially in 

73
organization." Bonhoeffer is quick to add that this optimistic

view of human history— in which "the natural endures and prevails by

its own inherent strength" over every form of organization— has

nothing to do with the gradual overcoming of human sin, which is only

overcome by the ultimate or grace; but is an "entirely immanent

optimism, one that is entirely rooted in the natural," i.e.

74
penultimate direction.

Hence the picture that emerges from the above can be represented 

in the following diagram:
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By way of explanation, within the penultimate direction there is a 

dialectic between the higher— the reason and will— and the lower—  

presumably the body. The natural names the process of continual 

interaction between higher and lower while the unnatural is existence 

which consists in organization or fixation of the vertical dialectic.

This becomes clearer in the section labeled "Natural Life".

For Bonhoeffer, natural life is "formed life" in which "the natural 

is form, immanent in life and serving it", i.e. giving it its proper 

form and s h a p e . A s s e r t s  Bonhoeffer, "Natural life stands between 

the extremes of vitalism and mechanization. It is at the same time 

life as an end in itself and life as a means to an end." Natural 

life is movement with a purpose or movement with an end. In other 

words, the higher and lower are intimately interrelated in such a way 

that the higher gives direction and purpose to the lower, without 

which the lower would "plunge into the abyss" and be a void.^ 

Likewise, the higher without the lower, i.e. "an absolutization of
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life as a means to an end", has the same result, viz. the destruction

78
of the penultimate by being "swallowed up in the void." More will

be said in the section on sin with respect to this issue.

The following passage well illustrates both dialectics at once.

In relation to Jesus Christ the status of life as an end in 
itself is understood as creaturehood, and its status as a means 
to an end is understood as participation in the kingdom of God; 
while, within the framework of the natural life, the fact that 
life is an end in itself finds expression in the rights with 
which life is endowed, and the fact that life is a means to 
an end finds expression in the duties which are imposed on it.

Hence,- to the previous diagram the following can be added.

Within the penultimate direction the higher gives direction or form 

to the formless movement and energy of the lower. Thus natural life 

is formed life in which means and end are held together. From the 

lower derive certain definite rights while the higher, in being the 

form of the lower, is the basis for certain definite duties. 

Bonhoeffer goes so far as to say that the duties "derive from the 

rights themselves, as tasks are implied by gifts" since scripture
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speaks first Mof what is given to life and only later of what is

80
demanded of life. God gives before He demands."

Bonhoeffer proceeds in the succeeding pages to outline the

ethical implications of both "the right to bodily life"— with respect

to various issues, e.g. euthanasia, suicide, abortion— and in an

incomplete section "the natural rights of the life of the mind." The

above illustrates the bifurcation of higher mind and lower body.

Throughout the section on the right of bodily life Bonhoeffer does

not depreciate the lower but rather emphasizes its importance as an

end in itself. An exclusive fixation on the body as & means to an end

is "idealistic but not Christian" since according to Christian doctrine

"man is a bodily being and remains so in eternity as well" and thus

81
"bodiliness and human life belong inseparately together. According

to Bonhoeffer, play is the paradigmatic example of the life of the

body as an end in itself, as free from all "subordination to purpose."

Likewise, sex brings with it its own joy independently of its defined

or final purpose of reproduction. Yet traces of at least an incipient

priority of higher over lower are also present when Bonhoeffer for

example does state that "at the same time £the bodyj continues to be

82
subordinated to a higher purpose." (Emphasis added.)

2 .Creation and Fall 

Greater clarity may be gained into this vertical dialectic by 

examining certain portions of Creation and Fall. In commenting on the 

creation of humankind imago Dei— after already referring to the
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creation of the mineral, plant, and animal realms— Bonhoeffer posits

freedom as that which distinguishes humankind from other creatures.

Created freedom is the unique deed of God par excellence whereby

"he himself enters into creation and thus creates freedom" such that

"man differs from the other creatures in that God himself is in him,

83
in that he is God's image in which the free Creator views himself."

This freedom is both a freedom from and freedom for the rest of

creation which implies that humankind— "the very fusion of freedom

84
and creaturehood"—  is to rule over God's creation as one with

"commissioned authority", i.e. as one who has received the commission

85
and power of dominion from God. Thus while rightly emphasizing 

human earthliness and our ties to other creatures, Bonhoeffer 

nonetheless so identifies freedom with humankind as to make it 

exclusive to that realm. He does this because of his concept of God 

as free, undetermined activity-in-history, but in so doing super

imposes a freedom/determinism dilemma onto his higher/lower dialectic.

Additional insight into Bonhoeffer's anthropology can be 

garnered from his remarks regarding Genesis 2:7. Bonhoeffer, like

Bultmann in Kittel, rightly affirms that "Man does not 'have' a body;

86
he does not 'have' a soul; rather, he 'is' body and soul." Hence, 

one's body is part of one's "essential being" and of a piece with the 

earth. Furthermore, escape from the body is escape from being human 

and "escape from the spirit as well" since God's spirit is what makes 

humankind alive. "Man as man does not live without God's Spirit" 

because the body "is the existence-form of spirit, as spirit is the
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existence-form of body." However, Bonhoeffer is quick to emphasize

that "only in man do we know of body and spirit" since the body without

the spirit is "wholly undifferentiated from all other life by being 

88
of this earth." Hence that which distinguishes humankind from the

animal realm is spirituality.

A final relevant portion of Bonhoeffer's thought-provoking study

of Genesis 1-3 has to do with his views on sexuality. For Bonhoeffer,

"sexuality is nothing but the ultimate realization of our belonging

to one another. Here ["in Genesis 2 : 2 5  sexuality has as yet no life

89
of its own detached from this purpose." However, now— in the middle

between lost beginning and lost end— "the community of love has been

torn to pieces by sexuality and become passion" which "affirms itself

90
and denies the other person as God's creature." Thus in a state of

disunity in which humankind has transgressed the limit of creaturehood,

sexuality as boundless passion "is the passionate hatred of every

91
limit" and "therefore destruction par excellence." Hence Bonhoeffer

concludes that the "essential nature of sexuality consists in

destruction" and thus it can only be sanctified "in its restraint by

shame, i.e. in its covering and in the vocation of the restrained

92
community of marriage in the church."

From the above analysis we may embroider our diagram yet 

further.

87
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This diagram makes evident that Bonhoeffer's vertical dialectic of 

higher and lower can be characterized, despite his more mutual 

interactionist tendencies, in terms of a mentalist priority model. 

This means that while there is much weight and importance given to 

the lower, nevertheless the higher is given priority as that which 

directs the lower. The lower must not get out of control, nor must 

it be denied; rather the goal is growth in the intelligent self- 

control of passion. Thus the keynote is moderation with an emphasis 

on human decision and responsibility.



C . Summary

From all of the previous analysis we may now draw together the 

various and sundry pieces of the puzzle in order to survey the 

structure of Bonhoeffer's complex model as a whole. In terms of the 

categories employed, Bonhoeffer's thought may be portrayed as follows:

37
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Bonhoeffer's model is characterized by two different dialectics 

or simultaneous processes. The horizontal dialectic of ultimate and 

penultimate is the major one and that characteristic of contradictory 

genetic monism. Contradiction is posited as the essence of reality 

and thus to be in touch with reality one must be moving in both 

directions at once. Those who through faith realize the unity of the 

two directions in the person of Jesus Christ are in some sense 

enlightened and able to see the harmony amidst the disunity and flux.

Similarly, within the main dialectic there is a process of 

differentiation and simultaneous integration of higher and lower. In 

this vertical dialectic, the higher directs, guides and restrains the 

lower in the fashion of a mentalist priority model in which reason 

or mind rules over passion or body. This interaction of higher and 

lower in this way is posited as the natural and healthy state of 

affairs.



II. SIN WITHIN BONHOEFFER'S MODEL

In order to gain greater clarity into Bonhoeffer's thought, 

in what follows I will explicate how Bonhoeffer's model works itself 

out in terms of the central theological category of sin. In 

Bonhoeffer's case this provides insight into the intricacies of his 

model and further substantiates the analysis presented thus far.

A. As Denial of Responsibility

In his Ethics Bonhoeffer does refer to sin in traditional terms.

93
For example, sin is separation from God the origin; it is disunion

94
with God, others, non-human creatures, and oneself; and it is

95
estrangement from the origin. Similarly in his earlier work

Creation and Fall, Bonhoeffer describes sin as the transgression of

creatureliness, i.e. humankind's denial of finitude and desire to

96
live autonomously. Like Berkouwer in Sin Bonhoeffer asserts that

97
sin's origin is ultimately a mystery; that the fall is an

"inconceivable, inexplicable and inexcusable" event for which we are 

98
responsible; and that God is not the author of evil since not even

99
the possiblity of evil must be laid at God's door.

However, the great majority of descriptions and allusions to sin 

are more in terms of Bonhoeffer's horizontal dialectic of ultimate 

and penultimate. Sin here means the failure to live in the tension 

of simultaneous directions. The first hints of this may be seen in

39
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Bonhoeffer's portrayal of the Pharisee as the paradigmatic sinner,

the "man of disunion."100 The Pharisee lives in a perpetual state of

judgment and calculation, in conflict and always faced with decisions.

In contrast, Jesus acts in the complete simplicity and freedom of

God's will and in harmony with the origin. From the point of view of

the recovered unity of Jesus Christ, judgment is seen as apostacy.

Says Bonhoeffer: "It is true that the Pharisee is seen in this light

only from the standpoint of unity already recovered, from the

standpoint of Jesus. Thus for the person who knows "Christ as

origin and as reconciliation", there is a "new knowledge" which

precludes the knowledge of one's own goodness since it is "entirely

102
transformed into action, without any reflection upon man's self."

In other words, for the Christian— the person in touch with Jesus

Christ as the point of unity of the two dialectical directions—

knowledge "consists solely in action", i.e. in the simple performance

103
of the one single will of God." Hence sin is stopping the process 

of action to reflect on and judge one's own goodness.

As stated previously, Bonhoeffer refutes any notion of God's 

will as fixed or determined (cf. footnote 3). Rather we must "prove 

God's will" each day. So also we must do God's will instead of hear 

it only. To hear but not do implies inaction and "the irreconcilable 

opposite of action is judgment.104. T h u s  there are, according to 

Bonhoeffer, "two possible attitudes to the law: judgment and action" 

and "the two are mutually exclusive.105 That is to say, in

Bonhoeffer's view of things judgment— failure to act in union with



41

Jesus Christ-— is sin, while keeping in processr—  action in union with 

Christ— is the commendable choice and de facto the opposite of sin.

This view of sin as failure to live in the simultaneous 

dialectical tension of ultimate and penultimate is more explicit 

when Bonhoeffer expressly deals with those two notions. As mentioned 

above (cf. footnotes 14-15), any separation of ultimate and penultimate 

by absolutizing the one at the expense of the other is contraband.

Thus Bonhoeffer criticizes both radicalism and compromise since they 

conceive of ultimate and penultimate as "mutually exclusive 

contraries." In the case of radicalism the Christian bears no 

responsibility for the world since it is sinful, while in the case of 

compromise Christians also have no responsibility for the world since 

the status quo is blessed and the ultimate perceived as irrelevant. 

While not overtly identifying either as sin, Bonhoeffer is resolute 

in his repudiation of both "extreme solutions" as being "opposed to 

Christ." For Bonhoeffer, rather, "the Christian life means neither a 

destruction nor a sanctioning of the penultimate" but instead "a 

participation in the encounter of Christ with the world" in which both 

ultimate and penultimate are u n i t e d . S u c h  a "participation" in a 

coincidentia oppositorum is, for Bonhoeffer, the very opposite of sin.

In line with his characterization of the Pharisee as the 

archetypical sinner, by positing the basis of Christian ethics as the 

reality of God as revealed in Jesus Christ Bonhoeffer rejects both 

intentionalist and consequentialist theories as too concerned with 

specified rules or principles, i.e. too abstract (cf. footnote 17).
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To assume that the good is evaluated in terms of a correspondence 

between a criterion, an ’ought', and some reality, an 'is', is, 

according to Bonhoeffer, to isolate reality from the good so as to 

fixate the process and reify some dimension of it into a fixed 

ethical principle— The Good. Thus sin, again, is implicitly conceived 

to be stopping the horizontal dialectic of simultaneous directions.

As stated before, on this basis Bonhoeffer criticizes both a

positivistic ethic of expediency, i.e. the absolutizing of the

penultimate, and an idealistic ethic that is "hostile" to reality,

i.e. an absolutizing of the ultimate. The first falls victim to

ethical relativism and pragmatism while the second is unrealistic and

flies in the face of "things as they are." The one defines the good

in terms of the empirically verifiable while the other does so in

terms of the rationally conceivable. According to Bonhoeffer, both

are abstractions since they fail to realize that "the irreconcilable

conflict between what is and what should be is reconciled in Christ,

108
that is to say, in the ultimate reality." In other words, sin is 

losing the tension between the twin horizontal movements by not being 

'in Christ' who is the point of unity.

In (re)-interpreting Luther's views, Bonhoeffer reads his own

109
paradigm back into Luther's two realm dualism. In so doing he

makes quite obvious his geneticism, monism, and his contradictory two 

directional movement (cf. footnotes 21-26). Again, in this context it 

can be inferred that sin has to do with any static independence or 

easy identification of ultimate and penultimate, viz. loss of the
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proper tension of ultimate and penultimate as a "polemical unity."

To summarize thus far, sin in the theology of Bonhoeffer is 

predominantly: failure to live in the proper tension of simultaneous 

'horizontal' directions, stopping the process of uninterrupted action 

in order to judge, absolutizing either penultimate or ultimate to the 

depreciation of the other, fixating the process in order to derive 

an ethical principle, and loss of the proper tension within the 

dialectic.

Bonhoeffer is the most explicit in this regard in, logically

enough, the same section wherein his model is most obvious, namely

"History and Good" (cf. footnotes 27--40). Says Bonhoeffer,

The unity of life is irreparably destroyed if any attempt is 
made to renc ir the one ¡["direction] independent of the other, 
to play off the one against the other, J ^ t o  appeal to the 
authority of the one against the other.

In other words, sin is losing the dialectical tension of penultimate

and ultimate, negation and affirmation. It is failing to "continually

overcome" the contradiction inherent in reality by stopping the

process (cf. footnote 30).

Bonhoeffer spells this out somewhat when he describes life 

as "selfless self-assertion" or "self-assertion in the sacrifice of 

ourselves to God and to men" (cf. footnote 32). Selflessness or 

sacrifice represents the ultimate direction while self-assertion 

characterizes the penultimate direction. Hence sin is one without the 

other: either a selflessness that deteriorates into self-abasement 

and unhealty submission, or a self-assertion that degenerates into 

isolation and unhealthy self-sufficiency. Failing to keep both
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together is the essence of sin.

Bonhoeffer names this living unity of simultaneous directions

responsible living (cf. footnote 33), and thus it is here I think

that one gets at the core of Bonhoeffer's notion of sin, namely denial

or lack of responsibility. For Bonhoeffer, responsibility means a

whole-hearted response to Jesus Christ.

In the face of the life which confronts us in Jesus Christ 
these partial responses are not enough and nothing less can 
suffice than the entire and single response of our life. 
Responsibility means, therefore, that the totality of life 
is pledgedj^d that our action becomes a matter of life 
and death.

This implies, in harmony with his dialectic, a double responsibility

of "answering to men for Christ", i.e. the ultimate, and "answering

to Christ for men", i.e. the penultimate. "The responsibility which

I assume for Christ in speaking to men is also my responsibility for

men in speaking to Christ... There is responsibility to God and for

112
God, to men and for men." Thus sin is failure to accept either 

responsibility— ultimate or penultimate. It is denial of one’s 

responsibility.

As previously stated, responsible living occurs whenever the 

two directions "become one in man" (cf. footnote 34), implying that 

any lack of responsible living is due to an absolutization of one 

of the directions. Bonhoeffer proceeds to explicate that implication 

when he describes the two possible abuses to the life of deputyship, 

i.e. acting in the place of others. These are the two dangers of 

setting up one's own ego as an absolute, which leads to exploitation, 

or making absolute the welfare of the other person, which leads to the
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neglect of other responsibilities. As before, both selflessness 

and self-assertion are necessary in order to live responsibly and 

avoid sin.

Furthermore— to reiterate and bring to full expression the

comments made earlier concerning the Pharisee, judgment, and

Bonhoeffer's dislike of ethical principles-— the responsible person,

has no principle at his disposal which possesses absolute 
validity and which he has to put into effect fanatically... 
but sees in the given situation what i^ijecessary and what 
is 'right' for him to grasp and to do.

The responsible person sees what is right to do on the basis of what

is "in accordance with reality", i.e. God as revealed in Christ. Such

action is characterized by "an indisoluble link" between the two

directions (cf. footnote 35), and thus sin once again can be thought

of as severing that link and losing the requisite tension between

the ultimate and penultimate.

Portrayed in yet another way— and reminiscent of his criticism

of both compromise and radicalism— Bonhoeffer defines as sin both

secularism and enthusiasm. With reference to action which is in

accordance with reality (cf. footnote 36), he claims,

This does not mean that a 'secular principle' and a 'Christian 
principle' are set up in opposition to one another... When 
a secular and a Christian principle are opposed, the ultimate 
reality is taken to be the law, or morj^^xactly a multiplicity 
of irreconcilably contradictory laws.

Thus the secular, i.e. penultimate, and Christian, i.e. ultimate,

are not to be set in opposition such that one or the other is

absolutized; rather both must be in harmony and are only so "in the

concrete responsibility of action which springs from the reconciliation



46

that has been effected in Jesus C h r i s t . S i n ,  then, is the failure 

to hold both secular and Christian principles in tension simultaneously 

and see them rooted in Jesus Christ. Such a failure yields laws 

which like rules, principles, etc. preclude genuine surrender (in the 

ultimate direction) and set up as a standard something other than 

Christ.

Also, with respect to his notion of responsibility, Bonhoeffer

asserts that our responsibility is not infinite but limited by

definite boundaries, namely human creatureliness. In enigmatic and

uncanny language remarkably fitting to a contradictory monist model

Bonhoeffer states, "Our action is limited by definite boundaries in

the forward but never in the backward direction.117 Therefore, a

person's action is in accordance with reality "only if he lives and

acts in limited responsibility and thereby allows the world ever anew

118
to disclose its essential character to him." In other words,

responsibility entails living in the tension of the horizontal

dialectic in which one's existence is limited by human finitude but

through which the world reveals itself.

This means that one should be modest and not seek to turn the

world upside-down; rather one should do what is necessary at the given

time and place. It further implies that responsible action "does not

lay claim to its own ultimate righteousness", but rather the

responsible person "commits his action into the hands of God and lives

119
by God's grace and favour." Thus ideologies are sinful in as much 

as they justify or claim righteousness for particular historical action
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without the complete reliance of grace. That is to say, action

designed to change history must "at the moment of its performance"

be surrendered to God. Failure to do so is sin since it accentuates

the penultimate to the exclusion of the ultimate. Once again sin

refers to lack of tension within the ultimate/penultimate dialectic.

One final illustration of this notion of sin has to do with

the relationship of freedom and obligation (cf. footnotes 37-40).

As mentioned previously, responsibility entails both freedom and

obligation, creativity and obedience, i.e. penultimate and ultimate;

thus "the free venture knows itself as divine necessity" (cf.

footnote 37). Hence "it is in the free abandonment of knowledge of

120
his own good that a man performs the good of God." This implies

that sin is, like the Pharisee or in the case of ideologies, knowing

one's own good by failing to surrender to God in exercising one's

freedom. Sin is stopping the process long enough to judge that one's

action is, without reliance on God, ipso facto good, and in so doing

both losing one's true freedom and failing to be truly obedient.

Bonhoeffer further articulates this interrelation of freedom

and obedience when he says, "Obedience without freedom is slavery;

freedom without obedience is arbitrary self-will. Obedience restrains

121
freedom; and freedom enobles obedience." In responsibility both

are realized since one is not independent of the other (cf. footnote 40).

Responsible action is subject to obligation, and yet it is 
creative. To make obedience independent of freedom leads 
only to the Kantian ethic of duty, and to make freedom 
independent of obedience leads only to the ethic of 
irresponsible genius'... The responsibility stands
between obligation and freedom.
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In other words, sin results from either absolutizing the penultimate—  

which leads to arbitrary self-will and irresponsible genius— or 

absolutizing the ultimate— which leads to slavery and duty. Sin is 

denial or lack of responsibility in which the connection between 

freedom and obligation, penultimate and ultimate, is severed.

In summary, with respect to the horizontal dialectic, sin is 

variously defined as failure to keep the proper tension of 

simultaneous directions, stopping the process, judging, absolutizing 

one direction of the dialectic, fixating amidst the process, and 

sundering the connection between ultimate and penultimate.

Preeminantly sin is denial or lack of responsibility, viz. failing 

to be both selfless and self-assertive, fleeing to either secularism 

or enthusiasm, falling into self-righteous ideologies, and divorcing 

freedom from obligation. All of the above essentially are the same 

thing, namely a loss of tension within the dialectic due to an 

absolutization of one of the directions.

The above may be illustrated by way of the following diagrams.



B. As 'The Unnatural* or 'Organization'

The second notion of sin corresponds to Bonhoeffer's second

dialectic of higher and lower, i.e. his vertical dialectic. As

previously explained, the natural is the process of interaction in

the penultimate direction that is directed towards Christ while the

unnatural is "the sinful" or that which is directed against Christ

(cf. footnote 67). Bonhoeffer, perhaps reflecting some vestige of

belief in an authentically real and good creation, contends that life

is on the side of the natural since "the natural keeps turning against

the unnatural and bringing about its downfall" (cf. footnote 72).

As alluded to before, Bonhoeffer defines the unnatural as

essentially organization (cf. footnote 73), though he uses a variety

of expressions in describing it, e.g. as "destruction of the

penultimate", "relative closedness for Christ", the "destroyer of

123
life", and "the enemy of life." Organization is described as the 

positing by some entity within creation of itself as an absolute—  

of itself as being the source of the natural. However, for 

Bonhoeffer, "the natural cannot be organized but is simply there."

He cites respect for parents as an example to illustrate his point. 

Respect for parents cannot be organized, according to Bonhoeffer, but 

simply practised; while the undermining of parental respect can be 

organized. In other words, organization is fixation of the 

dialectic contra the tendency of the process itself.
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This becomes more clear when Bonhoeffer criticizes both

vitalism and mechanization. Vitalism is "life in itself"’— life

detached from its form--and "movement without end and without purpose,

125
movement into nothing." That is to say, vitalism is the 

absolutization of the lower and hence sin since it stops the vertical 

dialectical process. Similarly, mechanization is "an absolutization 

of life as a means to an end, and this has the same result", i.e. the 

destruction of life (cf footnote 78). In other words, mechanization 

is the absolutization of the higher and also sin since it too fixates 

the process.

As affirmed earlier, for Bonhoeffer natural life stands between 

these *.o extremes by holding both dimensions or bifurcations 

together (cf. footnote 76). Natural life is formed life in which 

higher and lower interact— the higher giving direction to the lower 

and the lower giving movement to the higher. Thus the unnatural or 

sin consists of movement without purpose or purpose without movement, 

vitalism or mechanization, a fixation of the lower or the higher.

In terms of the previous exegesis of parts of Creation and Fall, 

sin may be understood in a similar manner though it goes by different 

names. Fundamentally, sin is failure of the higher, the spirit, to 

restrain the lower, the body and its passion (cf. footnotes 91-92).

Sin is the uncontrolled activity of the lower. In keeping with a 

mentalist priority model, it is the absence of adequate growth in 

intelligent self-control due to a lack of mastery over the lower 

dimensions of human existence. Thus sin is more an absolutization



51

of the lower than the higher since the higher has preference.

Because the higher has a privileged position, there is not the 

concomitant danger of it being absolutized, so sin tends to be 

equated more with the lower which can drag down the higher.

In summary, with regard to the vertical dialectic, sin is the 

unnatural, organization, vitalism, mechanization, or lack of 

intelligent self-control. The common thread running through all of 

the above is an absolutization of one of the components of the 

process— in this case one of the bifurcations. Thus "the natural" or 

normative existence consists of an unbroken continuous dialectic of 

higher and lower while sin is to interrupt the process and fixate it 

at one of the bifurcations. This may be diagrammed in the 

following manner:



C . Summary

Based on the above exposition a clear picture of the notion of 

sin in the model of D. Bonhoeffer may be gained. In terms of the 

diagrams used throughout this endeavor, sin may be represented as 

follows.

In the case of diagram number one, sin is an absolutization of 

the penultimate— what Bonhoeffer labels as compromise, a positivistic 

ethic of expediency, self-assertion without selflessness, setting up 

one’s own ego as an absolute, secularism, arbitrary self-will, and 

irresponsible genius. In the case of diagram number two, sin is an 

absolutization of the ultimate— what Bonhoeffer variously calls 

radicalism, an idealistic ethic that is hostile to reality, 

selflessness without self-assertion, making absolute the welfare of 

another person, enthusiasm, slavery, and duty. In both cases, sin is
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a failure to live simultaneously in the dialectic of twin ontological 

movements. It is a severing of the coincidentia oppositorum.

In the case of diagram number three, sin is an absolutization 

of the higher bifurcation--what Bonhoeffer calls mechanization or 

life as a means to an end. In the case of diagram number four, sin 

is an absolutization of the lower bifurcation— what Bonhoeffer calls 

vitalism, life as an end in itself, or uncontrolled passion. In both 

cases sin is "the unnatural" which consists in "organization" or 

fixation of the process at either higher or lower. Since this 

dialectic is one in which the higher has preference, as mentioned 

before, the fixation tends to occur on the lower, which means that 

it is consequently viewed as more sinful and dangerous.
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CHAPTER 2 

.C. BERKOUWER



I. THE GENERAL STRUCTURE OF BERKOUWER'S MODEL

As with the preceding chapter, here I wiil follow a similar 

approach, namely I will endeavor to grasp the basic structure of in 

this case Berkouwer's thought. We will so to speak try to obtain a 

grasp of the skeleton upon which the body of his theology hangs.

After hopefully a lucid elaboration of Berkouwer's underlying onto

logical and anthropological model, I will illustrate how this model 

works itself out in Berkouwer's theology with respect to the 

category of sin.

A. Key Biblical Themes

1. Creator/Creature Distinction 

In harmony with his Calvinistic heritage and its emphasis on the 

sovereignty of God, Berkouwer posits a primary ontological distinction 

between Creator and creation. For a scholar as firmly grounded in the 

Reformed tradition as Berkouwer, it is no surprise that this primary 

ontological distinction appears in virtually all of his writings.

With respect to the God-creation relation Berkouwer vigorously 

argues against any monistic tendency to equate the divine with 

creation. This is especially evident when he refutes the attempt to 

locate or identify God in nature, e.g. pantheism or panentheism, such 

that divine revelation becomes "self-evident" and nature deified. 

Berkouwer argues that such a view leads to idolatry since "sight is
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lost of the creatureliness of nature."'*' Over against this he states 

that "we find in the entire Old Testament the border-line between God 

and creature sharply drawn...the mystery of nature, her meaning and 

reality consist [sic] in her creatureliness." He affirms that in 

the Reformed confession of general revelation "there is a radical 

rejection of the pantheistic doctrine of revelation, according to 

which God, by virture of his identification with nature, necessarily

3
becomes manifest in nature." Similarly the confession of the 

providence of God has, rightly understood, nothing to do with 

pantheism.4

This ontological distinction can also be seen with respect to 

Berkouwer's views on anthropology. He posits that humankind’s 

relation to God is one example of the wider cosmic relation between 

Creator and creation in which God is in relationship to but sovereign 

over the world.^ In connection with the image of God Berkouwer 

refutes any analogy of being between God and humankind, such that there 

could be an onotological concept of the image that might obscure God's 

sovereignty.^ With regard to total corruption Berkouwer likewise 

denies any notion of remnants that might suggest an ontic link 

between God and humankind.7 In Berkouwer's view of "the whole man" 

he rejects any "point of contact" or "ontology of grace" whereby God's 

grace would arise from human work by virtue of an ontic connection 

g
with God. And in his discussion of human freedom Berkouwer assumes 

the God/creation distinction throughout.

Thus Berkouwer resists any attempt to blur the distinction 

between God and creation. True to the Reformed tradition he affirms
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both the sovereignty and "otherness" of God, and the intimate and 

all-important relation of God to creation, thus gainsaying both 

pantheism and deism. Such a view is foundational to both his 

ontology and anthropology.

While Berkouwer maintains an ontological distinction between God

and creation, he explicitly denies any dualism within creation,

though as will be shown it is questionable whether he is actually able

to make good on that claim. The revelational knowledge of the

relatedness of all things to God's purposeful working, states Berkouwer,

once and for all removes the possibility of a dualistic view 
of the cosmos, which assumes— within the cosmos— a radical 
division between a higher and lower world...Faith in the 
working of God in all of cr^gted reality excludes all 
possibility of such a gulf.

Similarly he denies any ontological dualism of eternal good and

eternal evil, as for example in Manichaeanism, because it devalues

and undermines human responsibility. "Every form of dualism that

pushes the evil of the world back into an eternal principle in the

end relieves the world and man of responsibility and guilt.

This attempt to disavow any dualism within creation is also

evident from Berkouwer's anthropology. With respect to "man in

relation" Berkouwer affirms the coherence of human with non-human

creation in the total relationship of God to the world. Says Berkouwer,

If we emphasize the person so much that we destroy the unity 
of reality and devaluate the non-human world in one way or 
another, we misunderstand the bonds uniting man and the whole 
creation and misunderstand the meaning of his humanness, and 
so o p ^  the way to our alienation from that which God called 
good.
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In both the total corruption and the common grace discussions

Berkouwer argues against any belief that creatureliness is an excuse

13
for sin, as if it were a lower part of the fabric of creation.

With regard to "the whole man" he asserts that the Bible never

"pictures man as a dualistic or pluralistic being."'*'4 Specifically,

with respect to Paul Berkouwer states that his usage of anthropological

terms "radically excludes any idea that an essential anthropological

dualism, an a priori ontic structure of higher and lower, dominates

Paul's presentation of the G o s p e l . A n d  with regard to life after

death, Berkouwer validates the goodness and wholeness of creation in

16
affirming the resurrection of the body.

■ This cursory examination illustrates and supports the aforementioned 

contention, namely that in both ontology and anthropology Berkouwer 

posits a fundamental distinction between God and creation.

However, Berkouwer wishes to deny any split within creation by 

affirming that creation is of one piece in relation to God.

2. Normativity

As Berkouwer's tradition places emphasis on a basic ontological 

distinction so also it emphasizes order and the fixed abiding 

structure of reality. Concerning the question of change and 

constancy, Berkouwer follows his tradition since his emphasis 

definitely falls on our call to respond and conform to order. This 

stress on structure and order is pervasive in Berkouwer's writings.

For example, in the context of general revelation Berkouwer 

continually speaks of the "norm for faith" and the "normativity of
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revelation."^7 In reference to Romans 2 Berkouwer interprets Paul to

say that the Gentiles acknowledge norms even though they do not know

the normgiver, and "thus they place themselves within the normative

framework which virtually demonstrates the supremacy of the divine 

„18
normativity. Berkouwer criticizes humanism on this basis,

pointing to the lack of normativity inherent in any position which

19
denies the existence of God and the reality of revelation. In

fact, he asserts that the traditional view of natural law, against

which he argues, points to the incontrovertable and inescapable

20
reality of "divine standards."

Berkouwer speaks of God's "ordinances" and "orderings", of the

21
"limiting orderings which make life possible." He denotes God as

the "Originator of these boundaries" and the "Origin" of such

orderings. In the same vein, Berkouwer refers to "God's law" and to

22
God as the "origin and Lord of this law", the "Giver of this law."

In reference to ethics and morality Berkouwer affirms the existence

of norms, normgiver and norm-consciousness. In that context he

asserts that humankind is "in a condition of responsibility and 

23
inexcusability."

With respect to history, Berkouwer favorably elaborates on

Dooyeweerd's analysis of history and historical normativity and

agrees that there are divine norms or laws for history, for example

24
human responsibility to form cultures. In the context of disputing 

a Christological foundation of the state, Berkouwer postulates the 

reality of a "consciousness of justice" outside of Christian faith.
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In so doing he affirms that justice is the norm and calling of the

25
state. And in a classic passage Berkouwer declares,

The wonder of creaturely reality is that change is not 
undefined, that the structural pattern of the created world 
is always preserved, and that there are laws and ordi^gnces 
to which life in the midst of change remains subject.

Support for this emphasis on ontological order and normativity

can also be garnered from Berkouwer's anthropological themes. With

his reoccurring refrain of "man in relation" Berkouwer emphasizes

that the attempts within existentialism to define the "transcendence

27
problem of man" witness to the reality of general revelation.

Berkouwer affirms order and normativity in his view of the sensus

divinitatis through which all humans are confronted with the reality

28
of God's revelation. Berkouwer's focus in his treatment of total

corruption on the radicality of sin also points to his accent on

29
human responsibility and guilt in the face of divine norms. With

regard to common grace Berkouwer elucidates the meaning of "conformity

to the law" by pointing to God as the giver of the law to which we in

30
obedience should respond. And in his view of human freedom, by

positing the doctrine of the enslaved will Berkouwer reiterates his

stress on the commands of God and the call to respond in obedience.

He criticizes the pervasive concept of "freedom from" as failing to

provide a "norm for freedom" and contrasts it with the biblical

31
notion of freedom as submission to God and God's order.

Further support could be cited, for example Berkouwer's view of 

Holy Scripture as authoritative and normative, but it should be clear 

from the above that Berkouwer's emphasis on order, law, normativity,



67

command, etc. demonstrates a belief in a fixed, abiding structure 

for reality.



B. Monarchlanism

The above-mentioned biblical themes form the basis upon which 

Berkouwer's ontological and anthropological model is built. With 

these basic themes Berkouwer desires to preserve a radical ontological 

distinction between God and creation while denying any dualism within 

creation. On this basis it is his earnest intention to refute many 

of the false dilemmas prevalent in much of theology.

However a basic biblical confession is capable of being worked 

out in different theoretical models. Similar worldviews can inform 

and undergird different ontological and anthropological models.

Hence the question becomes: What model does Berkouwer employ to 

enflesh his biblical themes? How does he theoretically give shape to 

his worldview? In what follows I will examine three works in which 

Berkouwer's model is more easily perceivable, namely General Revelation, 

Providence, and Man: The Image of God, in an effort to determine its 

contours and general structure.

1. General Revelation

It is Berkouwer's project in General Revelation to show how 

Roman Catholic natural theology and the theology of Karl Barth both 

err with respect to the issue of general revelation. In contrast to 

Barth, Berkouwer defends the reality of general revelation, while in 

contradistinction to natural theology Berkouwer maintains that general 

revelation cannot be known via reason alone but only through faith, 

viz. only in the light of the special revelation of Jesus Christ.
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More specifically, Berkouwer shows how Barth's view of Jesus 

Christ as "the unique and exclusive revelation [of Godj in the world" 

leads him to deny natural theology and in the process also general 

revelation. States Berkouwer, Barth's "offensive against natural 

theology is at the same time a denial of 'general' revelation...he

32
cannot conceive of an actual, objective revelation in God's works." 

Thus general revelation and natural theology are "inseparably united" 

for Barth.

In contrast, Berkouwer points to both Brunner and Althaus who, 

rightly in his view, distinguish between general revelation and 

natural theology. While wishing to part company with Brunner when he 

reaches "unacceptable conclusions," viz. his development of the 

doctrine of the point of contact based on his notions of natural 

knowledge of God and conscience, Berkouwer nonetheless says that one 

"cannot deny that Brunner has at least pointed out this one important

point, i.e. that general revelation and a rational natural theology

33
are not to be identified."

Relying on Calvin, Berkouwer's own view is that general 

revelation and knowledge of that revelation must be separated "so that

the acceptance of general revelation does not automatically open the

34
door to natural theology." In other words, one must disentangle 

the ontic from the noetic such that in denying a natural knowledge of

God one doesn't also deny the objective existence of general

35
revelation in the process. For Berkouwer, general revelation 

exists, but knowledge of it comes only through faith.
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Berkouwer articulates this position with respect to natural

theology as well. He delineates the essential dualism of nature/

supernature, reason/faith, body/soul within which a natural knowledge

36
of God is posited "directly from the factuality of created reality.”

Over against this Berkouwer argues, as before, that the reality of

general revelation is no guarantee of knowledge of God. One cannot

by the light of natural reason alone come to know God. In other words,

the ontic does not necessarily imply or lead to the noetic. As an

example of this, Berkouwer points to the "formal and empty God-concept"

at the heart of the so-called proofs for the existence of God— proofs

that 'prove' only "the reality of an absolute," not the existence of

37
"the living God of mercy."

In summary, by disengaging the ontic— the ontological reality of 

general revelation— from the noetic— actual knowledge of God via 

revelation— Berkouwer wishes to steer a middle way between the Scylla 

of Barthianism and the Charybdis of natural theology. It is in this 

overall context that Berkouwer's own formulations regarding ontology 

must be seen.

The first inklings of what I perceive to be Berkouwer's model are

evident from Berkouwer's most common description or definition of general

revelation, namely as the "revelation of God in £or throughJ the works 

38
of his hands" or alternatively "the revelation of God's glory upon his 

39
works." The content of this revelation is most typically the eternal
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power, glory, majesty, wisdom, beauty, or divinity of God. For

example, while properly remonstrating against any "friction between

creation and salvation" or "the cosmic and the soteriologic,"4  ̂ in

the context of the nature psalms, Berkouwer rightly affirms the

necessity of faith in Christ for any "understanding of the works of

his hands." However, the content of general revelation— "the knowledge

of the works of his hands, the power and majesty, the wisdom and glory

of God"---is somehow disconnected from "nature", which merely serves

42
as a medium or vehicle for revelation.

For all of his emphatic protests against any "abstract,

substantified nature," Berkouwer still tends to depreciate nature by

setting it over against revelation and thereby rendering it the mere

backdrop for general revelation as if creation has meaning rather than

is meaning. Certainly Berkouwer in no way wishes to isolate creation

from God the Creator; but in his enthusiasm to defend general revelation

he views creation as having purpose and value, i.e. general revelation.

In effect, Berkouwer breaks the integral correlation between being and

meaning, structure and direction, creation and spirituality.

The clearest examples of this occur when Berkouwer in his

summary chapter declares that

Calvin's reference to the glasses (of faith) as the only means 
whereby we can know God in his book of "nature," is of 
decisive significance for all reflection on general revelation.
This is not a question of our knowledge of nature^s such, but 
rather of our knowledge of God's self— revelation.

40
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And a few pages later, in the context of warnings against pantheism,

Berkouwer asserts that "consequently the knowledge of God's

revelation cannot be said to deal with the knowledge of nature as

such."44 In these and other statements to the same effect the issue

for our puposes is not whether one can know God outside of faith. On

that score I wholeheartedly agree with Berkouwer's repudiation of any

natural theology. The issue here is Berkouwer's assumption

that revelation does not have to do with "nature as such," as if

nature is the platform or substructure for genuine revelation— the

infused meaning to being.

This bifurcation between nature and general revelation finds

expression in Berkouwer's view of the relation between theology and

the other sciences. He correctly disavows any notion that Scripture

provides "technical knowledge of nature" or is the "proper source for

45
our knowledge in the natural sciences." However, Berkouwer then

states that "reflection on dogma is in principle different from

46
activity in the natural sciences." Berkouwer elaborates on this

statement when he rightly criticizes the traditional nature/grace view

that posits two independent sources of God's revelation: general

revelation of God in nature which provides knowledge of God through

the natural sciences and the use of reason, and special revelation of

God in Scripture which proffers knowledge of God through theology and

the exercise of faith. States Berkouwer,

However, this view ignores the fact that it will not do simply 
to equate the knowledge of nature with the knowledge of God's 
general revelation, for this revelation deals with the 
knowledge of God himself. In our opinion, therefore, it is
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wrong to say, as is sometimes done, that the natural sciences 
"investigate" God's general revelation; and surely it is just 
as wrong to state that we owe our knowledge of God's 
revelation in nature primarily to the natural sciences...we, 
of course, acknowledge wholeheartedly that it is our calling 
to investigate respectfully God's handiwork. But the 
revelation of God in his works is a matter of God's self-

scientific investigation, but through taith.

Essentially, Berkouwer's position disassociates general revelation 

from God's handiwork, i.e. nature, and therefore theology from the 

natural sciences. The natural sciences investigate nature, not 

general revelation. Thus Berkouwer has, ironically, in repudiating 

one bifurcation adopted another.

Were there any doubt, Berkouwer continues

The question is never one of the knowledge of nature an sich 
(itself), but it is a question of the glory of God or of 
what Paul calls his eternal power and divinity... Even he 
who fully acknowledges the revelation of God in "nature", 
or rather in the total cosmic reality, will not be able to 
grant that the natural scienc^, and they in particular, 
deal with general revelation.

In other words, theology is the only science that deals with general

revelation— with the glory, power, and divinity of God. All the other

sciences deal with nature an sich, albeit nature inextricably related

to God. In effect Berkouwer has tacitly assumed that natural science

is basically neutral since only theology deals with matters of faith.

Hence theology is given a privileged position among the sciences,

de facto making it the queen of the sciences and thereby rendering

all of the other sciences secondary.

Based upon the exposition so far one could represent Berkouwer's

revelation, and that

emerging model by way of the following diagram:



74

The lower "realm"— that of nature and the natural sciences—  

serves as the substructure for the higher "realm"— the area of 

general revelation and theology. The lower is not in any way 

disconnected or unrelated to God; it is intimately related, but 

solely in terms of the higher which effectively directs or rules over 

the lower. Creation by its nature does not really reveal or respond 

to the Word of God, i.e. it isn't spirituality; rather it has 

spirituality. Being has meaning rather than ijs meaning. Theology as 

a science is in principle different from the other sciences because 

only in it does one reflect on revelation. Thus it occupies a 

privileged place.

Further elaboration of this model emerges in Berkouwer's

discussion of revelation and knowledge. Berkouwer characterizes the

knowledge of revelation as "knowledge of the heart" or "faith 

49
knowledge." This knowledge gives certainty and by it "we understand 

the act of divine revelation in created reality."^ In contrast to
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faith knowledge there is ignorance or unbelief. Thus in keeping with

the Scriptures Berkouwer affirms a radical antithesis between

knowledge and ignorance, life and death. States Berkouwer, "There

is no knowledge of God that lies interspersed in heathen religions

which is later incorporated into the body of faith. The antithesis

looms large in every encounter with heathendom."^'* However,

"heathendom is dependent on the revelation of God even in its

distortion of the creaturely reality which reveals his power" and

hence false religion "witnesses indirectly to the true revelation of 

52
God." Thus in Berkouwer's view, "man can never remove himself so 

far from divine revelation that the light of revelation no longer

53
shines upon his life;" therefore there are no non-religious people.

Religion is universal.

Berkouwer elaborates on this in his treatment of the sensus

divinitatis. For him it is "not an organ of the knowledge of God

which transcends the corruption of human nature; it is an unavoidable

54
impression left on man by the prevailing power of God." This

"sense of religion" is universal and helps explain the regularity

of the religions of the world. Over against Troeltsch and Barth,

Berkouwer follows Kuyper in asserting that "in the natural knowledge

of God, or the sensus divinitatis, we have to do with the reaction of

55
man to God's revelation." Religion is always a "reaction to the 

revelation of God," even in disobedience and apostacy, since all 

people share "a similarity of the human heart," viz. "the same sensus 

divinitatis corrupted by the same s i n . " ^
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In the same context Berkouwer refers to the "normativity of 

revelation." This normativity is the objective correlate of the 

sensus divinitatis. It too helps explain the regularity in religions 

of the world since "every religion is a reaction to divine revelation... 

[sincej man cannot escape the revelation of God...religion is not 

independent of revelation, but rather, a reaction, an answer, a 

resistance to, and a defense against revelation.""*7 Hence it is

5 8
"within the circle of this normativity" that all religion exists.

•Berkouwer also connects Kuyper's notion of the semen

religionis to this discussion as an auxiliary explanation as to why

false religions "bear a marked semblance of order." The "seed of

religion," much like the sensus divinitatis, is "preserved by God in 

59
the human heart."

The preceding exposition points to the complexity of Berkouwer's 

model. First of all, for Berkouwer the heart is the human locus of 

the knowledge of revelation. Secondly, within the realm of the heart 

so to speak Berkouwer conceives of faith in two different senses. In 

one sense it is a constitutive element of creaturely existence 

universal to all humans. This notion he denotes by the sensus 

divinitatis and semen religionis. The objective correlate he refers 

to as the normativity of revelation or general revelation. On this 

basis he explains the universality of religion and the antithesis 

between faith and unbelief. In this sense faith could be called 

structural, i.e. it has to do with what it means to be human— it is 

part of the makeup of the human person.
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However, Berkouwer also employs another and altogether different 

notion of faith. In this understanding faith is no longer a 

constitutive element of all humans, but rather it is a gift of God 

enjoyed by a chosen few. This for Berkouwer is true faith in 

response to special revelation. This sense of faith, which predominates 

with Berkouwer, is exclusive to Christians. In this sense faith could 

be called directional, i.e. it signifies that right direction-giving 

dynamic common only to those who have received it from God.

Thirdly, parallel to the two different notions of faith—  

faith as structure and faith as direction— Berkouwer has two distinct 

concepts of religion. The first concept one might call the structural 

or broad definition of religion. This is religion, usually exclusively 

pseudo-religion, as a reaction to general revelation. Corresponding 

to it is faith as structural, i.e. faith universal to all people due 

to the common endowment of the sensus divinitatis and semen 

religionis. The second notion one could label the directional or 

narrow definition of religion. This is true religion, i.e.

Christianity, based upon the special revelation of Jesus Christ as 

witnessed to in Holy Scripture. Corresponding to it is true faith 

or faith as directional, i.e. faith as the direction-giving, unifying, 

mediating link between God and human functionality.

The preceding diagram may now be embellished as follows:
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The above analysis is further exemplified when Berkouwer 

approvingly appeals to Dooyeweerd’s concept of apostate faith. Says 

Berkouwer,

false religions constitute an apostacy in the "subject, the 
direction, and the content of faith"... False religion is not 
a chaotic phenomenon; it goes consistently down the way of 
devolution, of corruption and estrangement from the true 
nature of faith. We could, then, speak in a certain sense 
of a point of contact. But not of a point of contact that 
forms a "pre" to grace or conversion or a "pre" in the sense 
of a disposition to believe. "The activity of apostate 
faith as such offers us no point of contact for the 
development of the Christian faith. First the religious 
root of human existence itself must be reversed if faith is 
going to be a usable organ for hearing the Word of God."
This radical reversal o f ^ h e  direction of faith is impossible 
for fallen human nature.

Here faith in one sense is viewed as a structural given common to all

humans and equally operative in both true and false religions. In

this sense it is a "point of contact," i.e. all people, formally

speaking, have faith. However, in another sense Berkouwer asserts

that the direction of the heart must be reversed by the grace of God

as a gift if faith as structure is to be genuinely operative. The
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implication is that in false faith, i.e. faith mis-directed away from

God, faith as structure is closed down or not actually working. Thus

in this sense— faith as a gift— only Christians really have faith.

Unbelief is, somehow, an un-opened or unactivated type of faith.

Further pieces of the puzzle emerge when Berkouwer expounds on

revelation and fulfillment of the law. Here Berkouwer seemingly

61
identifies general revelation and common grace. However, a 

distinction is evident when he states that "both in general

revelation and common grace we exalt God's sovereignty over the

6 2
created reality." The precise nature of this relationship becomes

clearer when Berkouwer speaks of general revelation as the

presupposition for doing the works of the law. For Berkouwer, "only

in the light of general revelation and of common grace" can talk of

a sense of responsibility enter the discussion

because the sense of responsibility presupposes the 
consciousness of having to give an account and the sense 
of dependency. This consciousness...£isj conceivable only 
in connection with natural illumination which still 
.confronts ^ n  with the revelation of God and the works of 
his hands.

Hence doing the works of the law, natural goodness, and the functioning 

of common grace all presuppose and are only conceivable in terms of 

general revelation.

Berkouwer continues by asserting that all people have a certain 

"norm-consciousness" which enables them to acknowledge norms without 

necessarily acknowledging the normgiver. The fact that this 

"normative framework" is recognised by some humanists who repudiate 

the reality of religion but uphold the existence of ethics
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"virtually demonstrates the supremacy of the divine normativity.

However, affirms Berkouwer,

this extremely important fact cannot be deduced from the fact 
that God directs history within the boundaries of his 
orderings but solely from the excellence and majesty of the 
revelation of his supremacy over all human life and from the 
excellence of his law...[This law] provides the means to 
understand the history of the moral, the functioning of the 
conscience, and the re^rkable role humanism has played in 
all phases of history.

In an illuminating summary passage Berkouwer states that

"doing the works of the law" consists of two elements: the 
evidence of God's orderings and the preservation and 
government of the world and the capability of yet observing 
the "blessing" contained therein, even though this blggsing 
may not in the least be recognised as coming from God.

In other words, human moral action presupposes both common grace and

divine providence and the ability of humans to function subjectively

as ethical creatures, what Berkouwer identifies as conscience: "the

idea of 'conscience' always presupposes reaction to the revelation of

God."^7 However, Berkouwer reiterates the preceding explanation by

arguing that it is

not the fact that God still keeps created life within the 
limits of creation [which] explains the course of human life 
in its relative stabilization and bearable condition...but 
that he sovereignly directs our natural illumination to the 
manifestation of ^js power in the maintaining and governing 
of man and world.

It is "God's general revelation in creation, preservation, and

6'
government" that places humankind in a "condition of responsibility." 

Hence Berkouwer concludes that norm-consciousness "can never be 

understood if we proceed from mere human nature without revelation."7^
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What the preceding illustrates is Berkouwer's belief that doing 

the works of the law, norm-consciousness, a sense of responsibility, 

etc. are all inexplicable without the presupposition of general 

revelation. General revelation provides the normative framework for 

morality or ethics. However, Berkouwer's effort to connect revelation 

and "mere human nature" reveals a cleavage between them. God's 

orderings, boundaries, limits are not in themselves normative; rather 

they receive their meaning from the divine normativity of general 

revelation. Common grace, along with providence, is correlated more 

with the lower non-revelatory realm of the natural and human nature. 

Thus while faith is needed to receive revelation, conformity is 

possible because of common grace. Hence the operation of common 

grace does not imply a reception of revelation; rather revelation 

allows one to recognise conformity as grace from God. In short, in 

Berkouwer's view, revelation— the higher— is the direction for mere 

human nature— the lower or creational structure. Revelation is the 

meaning for or in the being of creation. Thus while the higher and 

lower are inseparable, there is nonetheless a split and priority of 

one over the other.

The above analysis finds further confirmation when Berkouwer 

deals with natural law— natural goodness and morality. In contrast 

to the Roman Catholic doctrine, Berkouwer follows Calvin's under

standing of natural law in which spite the absence of "true 

religious obedience" in "the attitude of man's heart," "man has still 

retained his faculty of judgment and his natural understanding of
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some distinction between good and bad."^This discernment of the

"law and orderings of God," this "faculty to notice something of God's

law," is a "general possession" due to "God's orderings and common 

„72
grace.

In Berkouwer's view, in referring to the preservation of life

"within the realm of God's orderings" Calvin

is not speaking about the functioning of the heart of man 
in religion and true obedience but about his conducting 
himself within a legal sphere on the basis of his conscience 
being touched by the objective goodness of God's law...
Thus a certain civil virture may originate which does not 
result from a central and religious inclination of the human 
heart towards God but from seeing and discovering the 
goodness and usefulness of God's orderings.

Here also one discerns a distinction between the heart, as the locus

of the central religious inclination and true obedience, and

conscience, which designates the faculty of judgment and a natural

understanding of God's good law and orderings due to common grace.

Hence, again the picture is of a higher realm of the heart and

general revelation that serves as the meaning and normativity-giving

direction for the lower realm of conscience, law, orderings, and

common grace.

To illustrate this further, Berkouwer variously refers to God's 

ordinances, law, orderings, activity of preservation and government, 

and doings. While one might surmise that for Berkouwer these terms 

are synonomous with general revelation, they are not. Rather, they 

refer to a substructure as it were, a platform, that receives its 

meaning and direction from general revelation. For example, Berkouwer 

argues that
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conceptions such as evidence, intuition, matter of course, and 
natural...if considered in connection with man's nature, and 
isolated from the permanent presence of God in his revelation, 
would remain utterly meaningless and incomprehensible...
However, in the light of God's orderings it is understandable 
that human life attempts to live autonomously but that it 
nevertheles^goes on by continuously making use of God's 
ordinances.

In other words, evidence, intuition, etc. need revelation in order 

to be meaning-full. But autonomous human life is possible without 

reference to revelation since human life exists within the context of 

God's ordinances and Common grace. Hence general revelation is the 

superimposed direction for the structural orderings for creation or 

nature, which themselves are not actually revelation.

Berkouwer describes these orderings and ordinances as "good

and useful" and God's preserving and ruling activity as "holy and

good."7'* Also, he states that "God's dealings" or "God's activity"

is universal, i.e. that "the universal doings of God" are manifest 

76
everywhere. Berkouwer summarizes this multiplicity of concepts

when he says that "the relationship between the general revelation

of God, the generally restraining grace, and human life is not a

static but a dynamic relationship," and when in addition to general

revelation and common grace he states

But there is still also the possibility of being touched by 
what God does in preserving and governing the world, in his 
limiting orderings, which make life possible. This does not 
imply a receptivity for the Giver of the law and the Originator 
of these boundaries, but fo^ the function of the law in the 
midst of life's corruption.

In other words, general revelation is different than common grace and

God's orderings— God's preserving and governing activity— which make
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human life possible. God's orderings are the boundaries for life, 

but themselves not revelation. They play a role even if there is no 

receptivity to general revelation. Revelation, on the other hand, is 

the meaning and direction-giving dynamic for the ordinances and 

orderings. From all of the above thè following picture emerges.

By way of explanation, in addition to positing faith as a 

universal structural given of humankind, Berkouwer also postulates the 

existence of the moral/ethical as a constitutive aspect of human 

creatureliness. While faith has to do with religion, true obedience, 

and the central inclination of the heart, the ethical concerns 

morality, a sense of responsibility, a natural understanding of the 

law, and conscience. The ethical is more or less identified with 

human life or human nature and is the lower substructure for the higher 

realm of the heart and faith.
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As stated previously, for Berkouwer the higher, i.e. the heart 

and faith, has to do with general revelation or the disclosure of God 

or God's glory, while the lower concerns God's orderings, ordinances, 

etc. which preserve and govern human life but which are not actually 

revelation. In this sense faith is not required to recognise the 

order in life or to have a consciousness of norms. Thus revelation 

designates the direction for the underlying creation structure. It 

is the meaning for creaturely life which is ordered and bounded by 

God's non-revelatory ordinances. In essence, the lower serves as the 

necessary platform for the higher.

At this point it is helpful to note that the emerging ontological

and anthropological model of Berkouwer closely resembles the model

called monarchianism and described by Harry Fernhout in his analysis

of Kuyper, Bavinck, and Dooyeweerd— Berkouwer's theological and

7 8
philosophical predecessors. In this view, there is a soft dualism,

i.e. a subtle dualism within creation which tends to blur the radical 

distinction between Creator and creation, in which the higher within 

creation becomes the unifying, organizing, and ruling principle for 

the lower, with God the monarch of the entire creation; hence the 

name monarchianism.

Looking at Berkouwer's model as basically monarchian is 

hermeneutically helpful because it explains his distinctions and 

ambiguities. For example, the above unclarity can be accounted for 

if one sees that like other monarchian models Berkouwer's middle 

buffer zone plays a dual and ambigious role. When faith is conceived
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of as primarily directional in relation to the lower, then Berkouwer 

downplays faith as structural, and faith becomes the monarch or ruler 

directing the lower structure. In this use the notion of general 

revelation and normativity, associated with faith as structure, plays 

no role. Berkouwer is consequently forced into using another different, 

and reduced notion of normativity, namely moral order, orderings, 

ordinances, etc. This notion of God's activities, doings, orderings, 

though, is de facto emptied of any revelational content in contrast 

to the primary concept of general revelation as the knowledge of God 

in the works of his hands.

On the other hand, when Berkouwer wishes to accent faith as 

structural— the sensus divinitatis and religion as universal— his 

primary notion of general revelation as the disclosure of God comes 

to the fore. In this use Berkouwer downplays faith as direction since 

it has a structure of its own so to speak in relation to its direction- 

giving monarch, God. Here God's order, ordinances, etc. take a 

backseat to general (and special) revelation and the normativity of 

faith. In summary, in monarchianism the middle zone is structure with 

reference to God as the Supreme Monarch, and at the same time, it is 

direction with respect to the lower static structure.

What is significant here is that this model helps explain why 

Berkouwer frustrates his own admirable intentions. As mentioned 

heretofore (cf. footnote 10), it is Berkouwer's expressed desire to 

deny any dualism within creation. It is his earnest intention to 

refute many of the false dichotomies prevalent in theology. However,
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because of this incipient soft dualism Berkouwer seriously risks 

sundering the very integrality of creation he wishes to affirm.

Furthermore, he jeopardizes his intention to honor general 

revelation because according to his model, the more he emphasizes 

faith as universal— faith as structural, the more faith as an 

unmerited gift of God— faith as directional— is threatened. And, 

conversely, the more faith as a gift is emphasized, the more faith as 

universal is threatened. In other words, Berkouwer has set up a 

false dichotomy: either faith is universal (structural) or faith is 

a gift (directional). And since the overriding motif of his theology

79
is faith as a gift from God, in the end Berkouwer is unable to do

justice to his view of general revelation since it is overshadowed

by the other pole of the bifurcation.

Further confirmation of this analysis may be garnered from

Berkouwer's article "General and Special Divine Revelation."

Berkouwer characterizes religion as an "answer to the revelation of

God" that arises "out of the depths of the human heart." Similarly

he refers to the locus of human decision as "the realm of the heart 

80
and of faith." With respect to Romans 2 Berkouwer recognises a

"consciousness of norms" in the conscience of unbelievers that points

to the fact that "some connection remains between man and God" due to

81
God's common grace. This "power of God in revelation and grace"—  

this "influence of the law and the ordinances of God," this

82
"morality"— is distinct from religion, faith, and special revelation.
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Heathen man, says Berkouwer,

is involved with God, and this fact is apparent also in his 
religion and his morality. He cannot be freed from the 
revelation of God, even less from the command of God— from 
the (for him) ng^ entirely hidden goodness of God's command 
and ordinances.

It is evident here that Berkouwer equates the revelation of 

God with religion, and the command and ordinances of God with 

morality. He indicates that humankind is somehow more inextricably 

enmeshed in morality than religion. In other words, for Berkouwer the 

ethical is more foundational or more natural than faith since all 

people, Christians and non-Christians alike, function fully as 

subjects in the ethical dimension while only Christians really and 

truly exercise faith, and even then it is more a gift of God than a 

human activity. Non-Christians— those whose faith is mis-directed—  

somehow lose their faith in the process. For them "faith" isn't 

genuine faith since it, formally speaking, is empty of true content. 

Faith as a structurally human possibility is unable to fully function 

in Berkouwer's model. Hence, as just previously delineated, for 

Berkouwer the more he emphasizes faith as a generic human structure, 

the more his account of faith as a gift of God is threatened; and the 

more he stresses faith as a gift of God, the more empty and devalued 

faith as structure becomes. Thus here too a similar model emerges.
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2. Providence

Berkouwer's views on providence in many ways dovetail with his 

heretofore delineated perspective on general revelation. However, 

before focusing on material that I believe reflects use of a 

monarchian model in his thought, it is again first necessary to 

capture Berkouwer's overriding intention, since as stated previously 

similar biblical confessions can be theoretically articulated in 

different ways.

With respect to providence it is Berkouwer's great desire to 

recover and defend the confession of God's rule over all things in an 

age when secularization has placed such a confession in disrepute. 

Berkouwer remonstrates against both a denial or limitation of divine 

providence due to the influence of modern natural science and a
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"watering down of the Providence doctrine" due to inadequate concepts

of God, e.g. Deism's God the Intellect or Ritschl's God the "eternal

Philanthropist.

In contrast, Berkouwer fully confesses the reality of the

providence of God, but true to his basic methodological principle of 

85
correlation, denies any knowledge of providence outside of faith

in Jesus Christ. As with general revelation, Berkouwer wishes to

distinguish between the ontic— the reality of providence— and the

noetic— knowledge of providence, and thus wages battle against any

"fore -court theology" or "epistemological dualism" such as in natural 

86
theology. Berkouwer forthrightly proclaims that "outside of true 

Christian faith there is no real nor true knowledge of God nor of

87
His Providence" since "Christ has the key to Divine Providence."

Thus Berkouwer repudiates any notion of general providence since all

providence is special in the sense that knowledge of it is based

88
exclusively on special revelation. It is this overarching confession 

that guides Berkouwer in his examination of the doctrine of providence. 

Providence is real, yet only known in faith.

However, it seems that the way Berkouwer actually works out his 

view in the end runs contrary to his own intentions. Once again the 

model Berkouwer utilizes renders his view ambiguous and at worst foils 

his expressed intent. That this is the case can only be seen through 

further exposition of Berkouwer's position.

Berkouwer follows the time-honored distinction between providence 

as sustenance and providence as government, though "no separation is
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intended by this distinction." By providence as sustenance

Berkouwer denotes the activity of God in the "maintenance or

preservation" of all things, while providence as government emphasizes

"the purpose or end to which God leads all things." Providence as

sustenance implies that "there is no self-containment in this world,

no nature or substance which can exist apart from God through inherent

89
power of being." In this regard Berkouwer favourably cites

Dooyeweerd's attacks on any metaphysical notion of substance as a

thing in itself. Berkouwer correctly asserts the dependency of all

creaturely reality on the activity of God. Scripture, affirms

Berkouwer, is unequivocal in proclaiming the "total dependence" of
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all things on God and the "continuous Divine working in nature."

This biblical confession is best illustrated in Berkouwer's

treatment of miracles since there it becomes the central basis upon

which he vigourously refutes the prevalent notion of miracles as

91
"occasional interferences by God in a fixed order of nature."

For Berkouwer, "a miracle is thus no occasional intervention by God

into the course of natural things, for 'nothing operates through any
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power apart from God.'" Hence Berkouwer repudiates any 'God of the

gaps' ontology or "latitude of movement" theory whereby the lack of

knowledge in natural science provides the possibility for miraculous

explanations. In a succinct summary and reiteration of his position,

Berkouwer states that the Scriptures

see no antithesis between the activity of God and a self- 
contained world. Rather, they see all things without 
exception as lying each instant in God's h ^ d .  There is 
no talk of any self-sufficiency in nature.
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In this context Berkouwer refers to the "ordinances of God" which

94
are "boundaries" not for God "the Lawgiver," but for creation.

Similarly, God's providence, says Berkouwer, is evident in "the

revelation of God's works in the world" and in the "Divine might

within the existence of things" which witnesses to "His laws and 
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orders." And in a previously mentioned passage, Berkouwer explains 

that change is not undefined because "the structural pattern of the 

created world is always preserved" since "there are laws and ordinances 

to which life in the midst of change remains subject."9^

The ontological picture that emerges from the above is very 

similar to the one outlined previously. God as Lawgiver is the Origin 

of the ordinances, orders, and laws that are the boundaries for 

creation and to which life is subject. General revelation, common 

grace, and providence all give evidence of and name for those with 

the eyes of faith this divine activity. In other words, when God's 

working, doings, order, ordinances, laws, etc. are seen as God's, then 

it is revelation. Otherwise it is not revelation. But that only 

happens in true faith. In summary, creational normativity becomes 

revelation only if and when it is given meaning through the eyes 

of faith.

Berkouwer goes on to describe how he sees the relationship 

between the various dimensions of creaturely existence. He states 

that "each science has to do with a definite aspect of cosmic

97

reality." In concluding his discussion on providence and history 

Berkouwer, much like Dooyeweerd, distinguishes between the economic,
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physical, social, ethical, and religious or faith aspects: of a given

phenomenon. Here he seems to be affirming the integrality and

importance of all the various levels of existence. However, signs of

a priority of higher over lower are evident when Berkouwer refers to

faith as "the one all determinative religious perspective" and the

98
"central, religious aspect of history," thereby elevating it to a

privileged position among he various ways of being in the world.

This "religious aspect" has to do with the "relationship that

man sustains to God," viz. the "vertical relationship between God and 
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man." This "central, religious relationship of man to God...is

defined...by the antithesis between sin and g r a c e . B e r k o u w e r

characterizes this antithesis as that of faith versus unbelief, service

to or rebellion against God's kingdom.

Furthermore, while ostensibly disapproving of any distinction
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between general and special providence, Berkouwer nonetheless 

approves and defends a distinction between general, special, and very 

special providence. This distinction, states Berkouwer, "has in mind 

the objects of Providence: general Providence includes all creatures, 

special Providence embraces men, and very special Providence is 

limited to believers."I®3

A clearer understanding of Berkouwer's model is now available 

and could be diagrammed as follows.
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While attempting to do justice to the integrality of creation, 

Berkouwer ends up with a dualism within creation in addition to the 

major distinction between God and creation. Providence becomes 

identified with the ordinances, order, and law of God. These 

categories refer primarily to the non-faith modes of existence which 

de facto serve as the base or substructure for the higher level of 

faith. The faith dimension is the realm of the heart, of religion, 

of the antithesis, and of the relation between God and humankind. 

While Berkouwer in no way wants to isolate the lower, he in essence 

depreciates it with his emphasis on faith and religion as the 

exclusive relation of humankind to God. The non-faith dimensions are 

related to God, but only through the mediating link of faith. Rather 

than all the functional ways of being in the world being equally 

religious, i.e. structurally related to God, Berkouwer makes faith 

the link and connection, the unifier and organizer, for the lower 

modes of existence.
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This prioritizing of faith forces Berkouwer into distinguishing 

between three kinds of providence, each correlative to a different 

part of his monarchian scheme. Providence per se most typically means 

order, law, ordinance and corresponds to the lower realm of all 

creatures— humans and Christians included; special providence 

corresponds to faith as structural, i.e. in the sense of a capability 

that all humans have; and very special providence correlates to faith 

as direction, viz. the true faith of Christians. Thus Berkouwer again 

uses two senses of faith. In either case faith constitutes a higher 

realm as the ruling principle for the other aspects of creaturely 

existence.

3. Man: The Image of God 

The ambiguity in Berkouwer's theology is perhaps seen most 

clearly in his book Man: The Image of God for in his treatment of 

anthropology Berkouwer gives further evidence of an attempt to develop 

a more integral position at the same time that he falls victim to the 

subtle dualism of a monarchian model. Ironically, it is in his 

reaction to the traditional anthropological dualisms in theology that 

this occurs. Specifically, Berkouwer rightly stresses "man's 

relation to God" in attempting to avoid the problematics of an 

approach that first "neutrally" analyzes humankind and only later if 

at all takes into account humankind's relation to God, thus de facto 

relegating it to an extraneous appendage. However, in his zeal to 

avoid such a view Berkouwer makes "man's relation to God" so all- 

important that it becomes too separated from human functionality,
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thereby creating the higher/lower split characterized by monarchianism. 

As seen from the preceding analyses of general revelation and 

providence, this view once taken results in ambiguity and precludes 

a genuinely integral perspective despite intentions to the contrary.

Before presenting my analysis of Berkouwer's model with respect

to anthropology and the evidence for the above argument, we must first

seek to understand his main thesis. In Man this is easy to ferret out.

It is the contention that humankind exists in an inextricable

relationship to God. From chapter 1 to chapter 10 this thesis

resounds like a musical refrain. Berkouwer eloquently expresses his

overriding concern when in the opening chapter he says that

This close bond between self-knowledge and knowledge of God 
we must not try to dissolve, because every view of man which 
sees him as an isolated unity is incorrect. There have 
frequently been attempts to draw a picture of man through an 
elaborate and detailed analysis of man an sich, in himself, 
whereby man's relation to God was necessarily thought of as 
something added to man's self-enclosed nature, a donum 
superadditum. a "plus factor." But the light of revelation, 
when dealing with man's nature, is not concerned with 
information about such a self-enclosed nature; it is concerned 
with a nature which is not self-enclosed, and which can 
never be understood outside of its relation to God, since 
such a self-enclosed nature, an isolated nature, is nothing 
but an abstraction. The relation of man's nature to God is 
not something which is added to an already complete, self
enclosed, isolated nature; it is essential and constitutive 
for man's natu^g^ and man cannot be understood apart from 
this relation.

Humankind's relation to God— the "mystery of man's being"— is the 

foundational confession that undergirds Berkouwer's treatment of 

various anthropological topics and is therefore the background 

against which all analysis of his approach must be viewed.
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To begin with, Berkouwer repudiates more typical anthropological

dualisms. For example, Berkouwer resists any identification of a

part of the human person, e.g. reason, as the essential or unique

characteristic of human nature. For Berkouwer,

such definitions are actually contrary to what we call the 
Bib]ical view of man, since they make no mention of what 
Scripture presents as the essential and uniqu|Q^haracteristic 
of man and man's nature— the relation to God.

Likewise, Berkouwer declares that humankind's relation to God 

is not a donum superadditum, i.e. something added to an already self

enclosed nature, but "essential and constitutive" for human nature 

(cf. footnote 104). In this regard Berkouwer does not want to 

relativize or depreciate other relations in his accent on "man's 

relation to God." He asserts that in the biblcal view "man appears 

as related to God in all his creaturely relationships."'*’̂

With respect to the imago Dei, Berkouwer recognises Bavinck's 

distinction between the broad and narrow senses of the image— where 

the broad denotes the fact that the human person is still human, i.e. 

was not bestialized, despite the Fall, and the narrow designates the 

fact that humankind lost communion with God as a result of the Fall. 

Yet he criticizes such a distinction— and others like it, e.g. imago 

essentialis and imago existentialis, ontic and actual— as arbitrary, 

abstract, and "stubbornly dualistic.

Berkouwer picks up on Schilder's view that the imago Dei has to 

do with the task of representing God on earth, or making visible the 

rule of God through obedience and conformity to God's will. In so 

doing he wishes to repudiate any metaphysical view that posits the
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image exclusively in terms of the ontic structures of the human 

108
person. Berkouwer maintains that for Schilder "man's qualities are

essential to man's imaging God, and the actual image exists in and

109
with these qualities." Thus Berkouwer interprets Schilder as

warning against any separation of the image from the ontic qualities,

the attributes, of humankind because "man represents God in and with

these q u a l i t i e s . H e n c e  Berkouwer himself wishes to deny any

split between image as higher and ontic qualities as lower.

Similarly, Berkouwer reacts favourably to Thielicke's personalism

when Thielicke rejects ontological categories like substance and

accident and defines the image as a relation, thus avoiding any

abstracting of humankind from the relation to God. However, Berkouwer

accuses him of throwing the baby out with the bathwater by assuming

that an ontological approach always presupposes such an abstraction

when in fact that is not necessarily the case. Says Berkouwer, "we

certainly cannot play off the 'relational' against the 'ontological'

as though they were mutually exclusive. Berkouwer argues that

since the image has to do with the fullness of human nature in temporal

reality, it is "more accurate to say that the full actuality of man's
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nature becomes visible in this relation [ to  GodJ.” Thus Berkouwer 

denies that "man's essence" or "man's ontological being" is a 

"neutral substratum" for humankind's relation to God; rather he 

asserts that "man's relation to his Creator is constitutive of his

essence £sincej in this relation we do confront the actuality and

» „113
reality of man s nature.
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In his treatment of the anthropological terms used in the Bihle, 

Berkouwer asserts that Scripture never gives a neutral, independent 

analysis of the human person in order to explicate the components or 

inner structure. "We never encounter in the Bible an independently 

existing abstract, ontological, structural interest in m a n . " ^ 4 

And therefore humankind's relation to God is not an added gift but a 

constitutive dimension of life without which we cannot exist.

Berkouwer states that while there are many different terms

employed, it is not possible to synthesize them into a systematic

anthropology in which the composition of the human person would be

clarified. Says Berkouwer, "the Biblical concepts cannot be

systematized to yield a clear insight into the different parts of

m a n . " ^ ^  Again, the reason for this is that it is not the intent of

Scripture to reveal the composition of the human person but to point

to the whole person in relation to God from different perspectives.

For example, the soul, nephesh or psyche, is not a localized

"religious part of man," but refers to the life or self of the whole

person. Likewise, the heart, asserts Berkouwer, is not some functional

localization in a part of the human person, but "deals with the

total orientation, direction, concentration of man, his depth

dimension, from which his full human existence is directed and

formed. Berkouwer concludes that

the great variation of Biblical usage gives us no occasion 
to read into this variation all sorts of scientific defintions 
of structure which can^j^rve as the basis for a scientific 
Biblical anthropology.
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On this basis Berkouwer clearly refutes any traditional anthropological

dualism— rejecting both a trichotomy of body/soul/spirit and a

dichotomy of body/soul.

Interestingly and ironically, the greatest evidence that Berkouwer

seeks to resist any unbiblical anthropological dualism, comes in his

118
reference to Dooyeweerd, a "confirmed monarchian." With respect

to the body-soul problem, Berkouwer cites the critiques of Dooyeweerd

and Vollenhoven to buttress his position. They, state Berkouwer,

"do not mean that the heart...implies some new sort of substantial

dichotomy...they mean rather by the term 'heart' to refer to the whole

man as he functions in all his aspects in the midst of his created 

119
actuality." In other words, Berkouwer interprets their concept of

the heart to not imply a new sort of dichotomy between heart and

functions, but to refer to the whole person functioning in all

aspects of existence.

Berkouwer delivers an important caveat in this context. While

assenting to Dooyeweerd's concept of the heart, or at least his

understanding of it, Berkouwer warns against a notion of personalism

which posits that

man not only has a central position in reality, but assigns 
himself a creative place in it, in the sense that his being 
a person is made a normative thing; with the result that such 
a separation is introduced between personal and impersonal 
realities that man can actually no longer possibly 
assimilate, or integrate himself with, the real world.

That is to say, if "Dooyeweerd's centering on the heart" or the

"Catholic new theologians...centering on the person"— both of which

focus on the "central moment of man," the "depth structure of the



101

person"-— are meant to emphasize the "personal responsibility of man"

or the "existential character of the knowledge of faith," then

121
Berkouwer sees no problem. If, however, such terminology leads to

a tension between "objective reality" and "personal encounter," then

Berkouwer demurs. He observes that anti-dualism

does not establish its legitimacy merely by centering its 
view in the heart or the person...we should be on our guard, 
now that man is described more and more in terms of a unity, 
lest our attempts at healing the break introduced by 
substantial dualism result only in our introducing a break in 
reality in another fashion, and thereby also a break in our

If I! ^  ̂own person.

Berkouwer's rejection of dualism is even more evident when he

elaborates on Dooyeweerd's anthropology in the context of his

discussion of immortality and life after death. Berkouwer explains

Dooyeweerd's position by asserting that his dichotomy of "heart/

functional complex" is not dualistic because "the heart is not a

part of man, but his full self" since it signifies "the religious
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center of our existence." While he questions the meaning of

Dooyeweerd's term "pre-functional heart," Berkouwer interprets him

to mean that the heart is

not something which should be placed outside its functions, 
as a new substance which then is joined to the body's 
function-complex and which can be separated from it at 
death. Th^^eart is much more man himself in all his 
functions.

Berkouwer defends Dooyeweerd against misinterpretation by Albers

who sees in his anthropology "a new form of functionalism...in which

125
man is equated with his functions." Berkouwer, however, views

Dooyeweerd as holding a "third alternative" besides functionalism and 

substantialism, "namely that we cannot view man's essence in itself



102

and then place it in relation to God." The implication is that

relation djs essence, not a "higher" somehow attached to it, i.e.

essence has relation. Thus according to Berkouwer, Dooyeweerd's heart

is not transcendent in the same way as God vis-a-vis creation, but

rather merely transcends the modal complex, i.e. cannot be reduced

to any of the ways of functioning.127

Berkouwer also defends Dooyeweerd against misinterpretation by

Spier, who sees in Dooyeweerd's locution "supratemporality of the

heart" a contradiction with his assertion of humankind's temporal

existence. Spier also perceives ambiguity in his notion of "the
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heart's rising above the modal spheres." However, says Berkouwer

on Dooyeweerd's behalf:

Dooyeweerd does not understand the supratemporality of the 
heart in the sense of an added "gift" or a "crown," nor 
does he wish a "relation" between God and an independent and 
self-enclosed and s e l f - e x i s t m a n ,  a relation which would 
be added to man's humanness.

Any view in which "man by himself is then related to God" Dooyeweerd

rightly regards as an abstraction, states Berkouwer. Berkouwer

augments his interpretation by reference to Dooyeweerd's usage of the

term aevum to denote the supratemporality of the heart. According to

Berkouwer, "Dooyeweerd does not mean to refer to a deeper 'part' of

man, but rather to the whole man with all his temporal functions in

his religious concentration, i.e. in his relation to God...He does

not mean to place eternity, aevum, and time neatly next to each

other."130

126
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From the above it seems clear that by reference to Dooyeweerd 

Berkouwer wishes to deny any dichotomy of heart/functions or faith/ 

functions. If the heart is not viewed as outside of, separated from, 

or somehow above the functions— if it is the concentration point or 

depth dimension of the human person, then it and the faith function 

are not divorced from but are integral to human functionality.

Hence Berkouwer’s exposition of Dooyeweerd, combined with the anti

dualist emphasis previously delineated, runs counter to the 

contention that his theology evinces a monarchian model, and suggests 

at least that there is ambiguity in his position. There is no dearth 

of material which suggests his desire for a genuinely integral 

perspective.

However, as much as he might try, in the end Berkouwer is 

unable to escape a subtle dualism in his anthropology since he treats 

humankind's relation to God in a way that leaves it too detached from 

or unconnected to human functionality. In essence faith becomes the 

"higher" mediating, directing, unifying principle for the lower 

substructure of natural, non-faith dimensions. How this happens will 

become apparent as we re-examine his views on selected anthropological 

themes.

As cited previously (footnote 104) Berkouwer rightly remonstrates 

against any attempt to describe "man an sic^, in himself." Humankind 

cannot be understood apart from the relation to God. In this context 

Berkouwer describes how he views the role of theology as a science.
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He remarks that

Theology as a science does not command some sort of special 
methodology which can reach that which other sciences, 
dealing with aspects of man’s nature, cannot reach. Nor can 
we say that theology, as queen of the sciences, deals with 
some kind of arcane knowledge about man, or with the key to 
this knowledge. Rather there is justification for a 
theological approach only when theology deals with man as he 
appears in the light of the normative divine revelation, and 
then not with man in one or more of his aspects, but with the 
whole man. Thus theology can hardly say it treats a special 
aspect of man,jjljie "religious11 aspect, which is added to 
other aspects.

Hence Berkouwer implies that of all the sciences only theology deals

with "normative divine revelation." Unlike the other sciences, theology

does not deal with "aspects of man's nature" but with "man in his

relation to God." Theology is different than the other sciences in

that like Scripture "its concern is with the whole man, the full man,

the actual man as he stands in God's sight, in the religious bond

132
between the totality of his being and God."

Berkouwer continues by stating that "the relation of man to God is

seen as decisive for the whole being of man...theological anthropology

is thus concerned with the light thrown by revelation on that which is

133
central, and integral in man's being." Furthermore, elaborates Berkouwer,

This decisive dimension of man's being £his relation to God3, 
which, far from being merely one "aspect" among other aspects, 
unites them and goes beyond them, thus does not define man in 
the manner frequently encountered in theology— "man's essential 
nature lies in his reason," or definitions of that sort.

The perspective that emerges from these statements is that, on one 

level, Berkouwer resists any identification of a particular part of the 

human person, e.g. reason, as the essential and unique characteristic 

of human nature over against the other lower
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functions. That is to say, he repudiates a traditional body/soul 

dualism. On another level, though, Berkouwer equates the relation 

between God and humankind with religion or faith. For Berkouwer 

religion and faith are jsc) decisive that they transcend other levels 

of existence. In other words, Berkouwer treats humankind's relation 

to God— as a special, higher reality in contrast to mere human nature—  

in such a way that his intention to affirm that all existence is 

directly related to God is subverted. Faith, identified with the 

religious, is lifted out of human nature so to speak and becomes the 

all important conduit or mediator between God and the rest of human 

functionality. And hence theology, while ostensibly just one of the 

sciences, is de facto elevated to the queen of the sciences since 

only it is concerned with humankind's relation to God and divine 

revelation. This analysis is portrayed in the following diagram:
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While Berkouwer finds such distinctions as ontic/actual,

essential/existential, humanitas/conformitas dualistic (cf. footnote

107), his own solution to the "problem" of the image of God is only

relatively less so. In the end he identifies the image as the task
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of representing God on earth. Yet, despite his intentions to the

contrary Berkouwer shows dualistic tendencies when he assents to

Schilder's distinction between the "creation of man" and "man as the

image of God" such that the former is the "precondition" or

"presupposition" for the latter. States Berkouwer,

Hence Schilder wishes to distinguish between creation and 
image. Man's creation is indeed the precondition for the 
image, but it is not the image itself. The actual image 
lies in the office, the officium, created man received. We 
should not describe the image of God in terms of nature or 
qualities, but in terms of calling. The image of God does 
not refer to a static, ontic |^gte, but to man's service, 
man's fulfilling his calling.

In other words, Schilder and Berkouwer set office over against

creation, actual over against ontic, and conformitas over against

humanitas. The image primarily is "dynamic conformitas, service,

active representation"; it is humankind's "orientation towards or 

137
away from God."

In a summary statement Berkouwer concludes,

The creation of man, his whole created existence, is the 
background and presupposition for the image. But the actual 
image is found in the use of these created qualities in an 
active and dynamic service of God...The image of God does 
not consist of qualities in themselves, but j^gcreated man's 
life in actu, in action, and in functioning.

This by no means implies that the ontic qualities are excluded from

the image; rather this description "makes them secondary."
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The above almost perfectly describes the monarchian model. The 

lower is by no means unimportant or in any way separate from the 

higher. However, it is subtly devalued since it is only the albeit 

necessary foundation or precondition for the higher. The higher 

acts as the direction for the lower which is its substructure. It is 

dynamic and active vis’-a-vis the static lower.

This analysis is corroborated when Berkouwer considers the 

meaning of the image per se. Following Calvin and Bavinck Berkouwer

Testament speaks of the restoration of the image in order to

elucidate the meaning in the Old Testament. In so doing Berkouwer

points to the renewal, restoration, and reorientation of humankind

according to the image not as a change in essence but as a change in

"nature"— "a new relationship with God", a "new direction in life."

States Berkouwer, "It is not a change in the sense of a 'transubstantiation, 1

a change from one essence to another. Rather, man comes to his true

139
nature, his nature as God intended it to be."

employs a "hermeneutical method" that seeks to examine how the New
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Berkouwer's concept of ’nature' here is exactly opposite to his

understanding in previous sections. Where in former contexts it

140
designated the lower— the essence or ontic, here it denotes the

higher— the actual or direction. In one instance Berkouwer draws

141
such a parallel himself. Thus renewal after the image is

synonomous with a new conformitas or conformity of holiness in the 

imitation of Christ, i.e. a new direction in life. The higher— in 

this case 'nature'— is the monarch or rulèr over the lower. It is 

the realm of the conformitas or religious direction vis-a-vis the 

lower humanitas.

Further insight into Berkouwer's model can be garnered from 

his treatment of common grace, specifically when he deals with 

conscience and "man's conformity to the law." As in General 

Revelation, Berkouwer declares that in speaking of both good 

conscience and weak or corrupt conscience Scripture mitigates against 

a conception of conscience as the source of moral norms. Rather, 

avers Berkouwer, in Scripture it is "the place where judgment was 

experienced.

In this context Berkouwer distinguishes between obedience and 

conformity to the law. He states that "The defining characteristic 

of obedience lies in listening to God's command" which calls for a 

"total and personal relationship," a "giving over of the heart." 

Conformity, on the other hand, refers to the "preserving, continuing, 

and response-demanding act of God," to God's "general and preserving 

grace ('conserving grace', to use the term of the Dutch Calvinist
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philosopher Dooyeweerd)". This preserving grace points to "the

r 144limiting power of His ¿God'sJ regulations." Hence common grace

results in "the preservation of humanness," of "fairness and justice,"

and makes possible encounters of "human love and trust, pity and 

„145
compassion.

While not conclusive in itself, the above confirms the analysis 

of General Revelation. As before, conformity is correlated with 

common grace in the lower while obedience in a sense includes 

conformity but primarily means a "giving over of the heart" and is 

related to revelation and special grace in the higher. Hence there 

is a split between a higher realm of revelation and obedience and a 

lower realm of common grace and conformity. The resulting diagram 

looks something like this:
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Further and clearer corraboration of Berkouwer's model is 

evident in his exposition regarding "the whole man." For Berkouwer, 

the biblical portrayal of man" is a "religious one" since it 

primarily concerns "man in his relation to God . " 146 This religious
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relation does not conflict with nor relativize historical or ethical 

relationships, continues Berkouwer, yet it "is of decisive and all- 

inclusive character in these other relationships."147 Therefore 

"humanness depends on this relation."148 What Berkouwer means by all 

this remains unclear. But according to the monarchian scheme this 

lack of clarity can easily be explained. On the one hand, religion 

or faith is a constitutive dimension of human experience like other 

such dimensions, e.g. ethical, social, logical. That is to say, 

religion and faith are structural givens. On the other hand, the 

religious dimension is "decisive and all-inclusive" vis-a-vis the 

other aspects and hence functions as the unifying and directing 

monarch for the lower functions. In that sense, only it among all the 

dimensions stands in a direct relation to God. Indeed, it becomes 

the relation to God, exercising a privileged position with respect to 

other levels of human functionality. And in that sense humanness 

depends on faith relatedness, rather than being relatedness in all 

the many ways of being human.

Understanding Berkouwer's model as monarchianism also helps

explain other similar passages. For example, Berkouwer asserts that

the discussion of the concept of freedom, usually in terms of determinism

and indeterminism, takes place "against the background of religiously

148
neutral, anthropological anaylsis." The problematics of the 

determinism/indeterminism approach become painfully obvious, states 

Berkouwer, when it is superimposed upon the relation between human 

freedom and divine sovereignty such that there is an irresolvable 

tension between a determining, sovereign God that a priori leaves no
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room for human freedom on the one hand, and on the other a human 

freedom that necessarily relativizes the sovereignty of God.

Berkouwer regrets the occurance of such an apparent dilemma, "which 

is really non-religious in nature, and which is wholly outside the 

Biblical witness."1^0

While I agree with his main point, namely to repudiate any 

determinism/indeterminism dilemma, in the above statements Berkouwer 

sets religion over against non-religious anthropology.1"*1 If the 

preceding analysis is correct, then this— while not in and of itself 

showing conclusive evidence of a monarchian model— harmonizes well 

with the assumption that the religious is immediately or directly 

related to God as compared with the other non-faith dimensions. For 

Berkouwer, faith and religion are taken to be more directly related 

to God, and hence become the connection between God and the other 

levels of functionality, thereby rendering them only indirectly 

religious. Thus a "religiously neutral anthropological analysis" 

refers to an analysis of "mere human nature" without taking into 

account humankind's direct relation to God, i.e. revelation.

4. Other Writers

The above examination of selected works by Berkouwer and

elucidation of the ontology and anthropology foundational to his

thought gains support from other analyses of Berkouwer's theology.

In a review of Man Fred Klooster raises certain questions with respect

to Berkouwer's view of the imago Dei. Klooster asks,

Is it possible to describe the ontic aspect of the image more 
fully than Berkouwer does? Although Berkouwer indicates that 
the ontic may not be sacrificed to the relational, many of 
his statements express a depreciation of the ontic (cf. p.209)...
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Does the author share not only Dooyeweerd’s critique of 
substantial dualism but also his view of structure and 
direction as an explanation of the image...Furthermore, 
just what is the task of theology in its study of man?
(cf. pp. 29ff)

With these queries Klooster suggests that Berkouwer's emphasis on the 

relation of humankind to God fails to explain adequately the imago 

Dei and makes ambiguous the role and task of theology.

In my view this illustrates precisely Berkouwer's monarchian 

model. In reacting against anthropological perspectives that deny 

humankind's-relation to God or limit it to a particular part of the 

human person, Berkouwer like the proverbial drunk falls off the horse 

on the other side. He overreacts and in the end makes "man's relation 

to God" so all-important that it becomes somewhat detached from 

human functionality. Thus Berkouwer depreciates the ontic— the lower—  

in his zest and zeal to firmly establish and defend the relational—  

the higher. Or alternately, like Dooyeweerd, the image is primarily 

equated with the higher which is the direction for the lower structure. 

And this brings into question the nature of theology since it is 

effectively no longer one of the sciences, but becomes in some sense 

a special science, having as its field of study so to speak the 

ambiguous higher realm. Hence it becomes more difficult to say exactly 

what its task is.

A similar set of questions is posed in an analysis of Berkouwer's 

view of the imago Dei by Anthony Hoekema. Originally presented as a 

paper at the fifth annual C.A.P.S. convention in 1958, Hoekema adds 

in an extended footnote:
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A considerable part of the discussion which followed the 
reading of this paper concerned itself with the validity of 
Berkouwer's position on this point. It was questioned, for 
example, whether we can think of the image of God exclusively 
in terms of function, as Berkouwer seems to do, or whether 
we must also include in it certain elements of personality 
structure. It was asked whether the element of personal 
responsibility, which remains in fallen man, does not belong 
to the essence of the image of God. It was asked whether in 
Berkouwer’s distinction between humanity as such (menselijkheid) 
and the image of God there was not also a kind of donum 
superadditum concept— as if the image of God is somehow not^^^ 
identical with m a n’s existence as man but separate from it.

In other words, here too questions are raised as to the legitimacy of

Berkouwer's view, especially with respect to his distinction between

humanity as such and the image. It is perceptively discerned that the

image is somehow not identical with human existence but instead a

new and different kind.of donum superadditum. This buttresses my

argument that, in terms of the categories used heretofore, the lower

or humanity as such, while never isolated in Berkouwer's view, is

nonetheless distinguished from the higher, viz. the relation to God,

in such a way that the image resides primarily in the higher. The

image principally has to do with the relation, which serves as the

overarching mediator or monarch for humanity as such.

A third corraboration of my analysis comes from one who employs

the same typological framework, namely Arnold DeGraaff. In an article

in a festschrift for Evan Runner, DeGraaff calls attention to a

"strange phenomenon" regarding anthropology.

Once this rediscovery £o f the whole manj has been made and a 
theologian or philosopher attempts to conceptualize and 
systematize this Scriptural emphasis on unity, he is likely 
to take recourse to a traditional dualistic or monistic model, 
thereby jeopardizing his newly gained insights. Berkouwer and 
Dooyeweerd, to limit myself to examples in my own immediate
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background, after having emphasized so strongly the unity 
of man and the centeredness of all of man's functions in 
his heart, introduce a new tension and ambiguity in their 
theoretical constructs. Berkouwer repeatedly distinguishes 
the way theology studies man from the way anthropology and 
the other special disciplines investigate human nature. In 
doing so he creates the impression that some kind of 
objective abstract study of man is possible after all— or 
at least that man can be studied, however incompletely or 
partially, apart from his relation to God. When all is said 
and done, there is still a separation or tension between 
man's spirituality and his functionality. Somehow, man's 
relation to God does not completely permeate and totally 
characterize his nature in Berkouwer's conception...Against 
their own intention, which we want to honor fully, these 
theories again, to some degree, separate man's relation 
to- God from his creaturely functioning. In this kind of 
dualism (of a structuralist monarchian type; see below) 
man's spiritual naj^jre is no longer integrally related to 
his functionality.

DeGraaff later further elaborates with respect to monarchianism.

In the introduction I referred to the attempts of Berkouwer 
and Dooyeweerd to do justice to the spiritual unity and 
centeredness of man's creaturely functioning. Although I 
fully endorse and want to honor their intention, the 
theoretical constructs they make use of frustrate that 
intention. Having tried for several years to work with 
Dooyeweerd's anthropological model in the field of psychology 
and psychotherapy, I am very conscious of how his model 
ultimately stood in the way of a more complete integration 
of the Christian faith and psychology. His model could not 
make plain how in man's psychic functioning his religious 
nature expresses itself. The relation between man's heart 
or soul and his sensitive way of functioning remained vague, 
if not problematic. This Y^§ueness must be attributed to 
his monarchian tendencies.

The above clearly illustrates and firmly supports my analysis 

of Berkouwer's theology and classification of his underlying model as 

monarchian structural dualism. It remains to explicate how sin 

figures into the picture, though there are already unmistakable 

indications of where and how it does so. Before that, however, a 

summary is in order.



C . Summary

From all of the previous analysis we may now piece together the 

diverse elements of this puzzle so as to scan the structure of 

Berkouwer's complex thought as a whole. In terms of the categories 

employed, Berkouwer's model may be portrayed as follows:
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Berkouwer's model is characterized by two different splits or 

distinctions. The major distinction is between God as Creator and 

the cosmos as creation. The secondary distinction is between a higher 

realm of faith and religion and an inextricably related yet lower 

realm composed of all the other dimensions of existence. The higher, 

while at times a structure directed by the Supreme Monarch God, also 

functions as the ruler or monarch for the lower substructure. In 

this sense it is the central, decisive, and constitutive religious 

direction for the lower structure. Thus those who through faith and 

in obedience respond appropriately to God's special revelation and 

grace, who direct their lives according to the divine normativity, 

who are in right heart-relation to God, are able to see creation for 

what it really is— God's work— and perceive in creation the 

revelation of God.



II. SIN WITHIN BERKOUWER'S MODEL

In order to acquire greater understanding of Berkouwer's model, 

the following delineates how his model works itself out theologically 

in terms, of the category of sin. In Berkouwer's case, while this 

does not in itself substantiate the preceding analysis, it nonetheless 

provides an important example of Berkouwer's thought and directly 

reflects a monarchian model.

A. As Mis-directed Relationship to God

While Berkouwer employs a multitude of terms to designate his

notion of sin, and in fact argues that we should use a multiplicity

1
of terms since that is what one finds in scripture, he nevertheless 

admits that "the 'centrality of the concept of sin in relation to God 

sheds a powerful light on every biblical description of man's s i n . " ^ 7 

In other words, despite the manifold usage fundamentally sin has to do 

with humankind's relation to God. Sin is, in fact for Berkouwer, a 

mis-directed relationship to God. This can be illustrated from 

virtually all of Berkouwer's works, though I will for obvious reasons 

focus primarily on Sin.

1 . Sin

Much like "man in relation to God" is the resounding refrain 

in Man: The Image of God, in Berkouwer's massive, erudite and
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excellent study on sin the regularly reoccuring theme is human guilt 

and the need for repentance in the face of the enigma of sin. For 

Berkouwer this has to do with one's relation to God and the direction 

of one's life. Hence sin is essentially a mis-directed relationship 

to God.

In part II of Sin, Berkouwer's understanding of sin as mis

directed relationship to God is most evident. Berkouwer reiterates

158
that "sin discloses its true essence by hiding its deepest intents."

That is to say, sin manifests itself as sub speci boni, as seduction

and deception. In this regard Berkouwer indicates that contrary to

any notion of "the essential and inner goodness of man," sin has to

do with one's total life direction, i.e. relation to God. In all its

multiformity sin must always be viewed in terms of humankind's

relation to God. It is always contra God— "described as enmity and

159
rebellion, disobedience and alienation from God."

This "relational character of sin," viz. that all sin is contra 

God, warns Berkouwer, in no way sets up a priority of love for God 

over neighbor-love. Rather, sin against one's neighbor is equally 

sin against God. The command to love one's neighbor stands in 

"unbreakable relation" with the command to love God. The two commands 

are "mutually implicative," suggests Berkouwer. Thus sin is by nature 

"a violation of this £ dual] commandment of God to love."16^ From the 

above it is clear that in Berkouwer's view sin has to do with 

humankind's relation to God.
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In the same context Berkouwer describes sin as characteristic

of the "world of unrighteousness" in contrast to the "totally new

direction and content" that characterize the "world of love."161

Because sin is a "breaking of God's law," it can be described as

"lovelessness" since the "central and all-inclusive meaning of God's 

162
law" is love. However, Berkouwer cautions against ignoring other

descriptions of sin. Other nuances must be given their due, insists

Berkouwer. For example, he refers to the Old Testament terms for

missing the mark, rebellion, and moral corruptness. While

admitting that these terms do not always imply a direct relationship

to God, Berkouwer contends that

at the same time, the disruptive element in all these is 
constantly taken up in the religious description of sin 
as "sin against God"... Because of that relation to God our 
sin is viewed in a very urgent light. All the biblical 
descriptions of our sin have a siçg^e trait in common: 
sin is always in relation to God.

From this it is even more obvious that Berkouwer views sin in 

terms of humankind's relation to God, specifically as a mis-dlrected 

relationship to God. Of particular importance here is Berkouwer's 

now familiar use of "religious." True to his model he seems to 

contrast religious descriptions with non-religious descriptions, as 

if the latter have to do with dimensions of existence less directly 

related to God.

In the context of his examination of the concept of sin as 

privatio boni Berkouwer also gives evidence of his understanding of 

sin as mis-direction. While he appreciates Jung's basic motivation 

in his reaction against the privatio boni notion of sin, Berkouwer
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finds his interpretation of it "entirely too simple." Berkouwer

recognises the limitations of the privatio concept yet defends its

basic intention since it is true that sin is "a leech on what is

164
'good' in creaturely reality." It is a parasite— "the act in

which we use, or abuse, the reality created by God."16^ In other

words, it is a radical mis-direction of the good creation.

Furthermore, while sin is "uncreaturely," it "still finds place in

the central disposition of man's heart...it is completely pervasive

166
and wells up from the heart of man himself." Hence for Berkouwer,

sin is an unexplainable 'reality' that leeches off creation and stems

from a mis-directed relationship to God in the heart of humankind.

In his affirmation that there is no contradiction between

negative and positive descriptions of sin, Berkouwer gives unparalleled

articuation of his understanding of sin as mis-direction. He states

that sin is only understandable "in relation to the life and glory,

the 'day' and the 'light' of God. Therefor? we speak of sin as

unthankfulness, disobedience, unrighteousness, unbelief, lovelessness,

,167
and faithlessness.' Similarly with respect to the fall Berkouwer

declares that

this description of man's sinful life-direction refers to a 
passing from heights to depths or a falling away. The fall 
is an apostacy, or standing apart, or defection from the 
fellowship of God...Thus the fall is in contrast to man's 
former estate or his former stand. Even within the ajggOf 
man's falling this relational aspect is very evident.

From the above Berkouwer's view of sin as a mis-directed relationship 

to God is quite evident.
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Berkouwer reiterates this emphasis on the relational when, in 

the context of a denial of any "de-historicizing" of the Genesis 3 

story, he proclaims that sin is the breaking of communion with God 

and "in that unequivocally relational sense it shows itself in a 

large variety of ways."169 Furthermore, states Berkouwer, "Only in 

the light of this relation is it knowable...the nature of sin can 

only be seen within the depths and fullness of God's revelation."17^

In other words, while sin manifests itself in a multitude of ways, it 

is fundamentally a mis-directed relation to God and only known as 

such via revelation perceived in faith.

Berkouwer concludes his discussion of the essence of sin with 

the contention that while one should not systematize the multiplicity 

of biblical terms for sin, nonetheless they all can be illumined by 

the concept of "sin in relation to God." States Berkouwer, "Thus 

we cannot reflect on the essence or character of sin unless we do so 

in relation to God."171 From this survey of Berkouwer's discussion 

of the essence of sin it is quite obvious that despite his professed 

support for the variegated usage of terms in scripture, sin is most 

fundamentally a mis-directed relationship to God.

2. Other Works

From the above examination of Sin it is evident that for 

Berkouwer sin primarily means a mis-directed relation to God. As 

stated previously, while it is not obvious from Sin in itself just 

how this substantiates a monarchian model, Berkouwer's view can quite 

adequately be explained in terms of such a model. In fact, as has been
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argued, viewing Berkouwer’s thought through the lenses of a monarchian

model helps deepen insight into his notion of sin. With both the

immediately preceding exposition and the earlier analysis of

Berkouwer's ontology and anthropology in mind, another look at other

of Berkouwer's works, this time focussing particularly on the category

of sin, will serve to exemplify more adequately how sin "fits" into

Berkouwer's theology and further corraborate the contention that

Berkouwer adopts a monarchian model.

In Berkouwer's discussion of the imago Dei in Man, he

primarily identifies the image with the higher, i.e. the monarch or

direction for the lower (cf. footnotes 137, 138). As stated before,

the image has to do with conformitas or one's orientation to God.

And thus when Berkouwer speaks of the renewal of the image as a

"new conformitas cum Deo" the implication is that sin is essentially

though not exclusively a matter of the higher— a matter of

(mis)direction.172

Berkouwer shows signs of denying any such view when he states

that "man, in his rebellion, precisely in his insistence on autonomy,

is in inescapable and deepseated conflict with himself, with his

173
'essence', his true humanity." He continues, "unnaturalness of

sin...does not merely affect man's 'nature'...but also his 'essence.'

And thus the separation between 'essence' (inviolate) and 'nature'

174
(corrupt) can never satisfy us." Here Berkouwer is using the 

second notion of nature outlined previously, viz. nature as higher 

(cf. footnotes 139-141). His intention is to deny that any 'part' 

of the human person is untouched by sin (cf. Man chapter 4), and thus
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he repudiates any Greek substance dualism that posits an inviolate 

essence. Sin, asserts Berkouwer, affects the whole person.

However, when he again takes up the discussion of the renewal 

of the image his model gets in the way of his earnest intention.

Because of his soft dualism between higher and lower, actual and 

ontic, nature and essence, when Berkouwer states that the renewal of 

the image is not a change in essence but a change in nature— a new 

relationship to God, a new direction in life (cf. footnote 139)— sin 

by implication becomes lack of renewal, no change in nature, an 

unchanged direction, a mis-directed relationship to God. And though 

it is not unrelated to the lower, it refers primarily to the higher 

realm of religion and faith. That is to say, sin is related to the 

lower, but only in terms of the higher since the higher is the 

organizing principle for the lower.

However, the ambiguity again is evident when in the context of 

total corruption Bf :kouwer warns against any "quantitative reduction 

of the extent of this corruption."17"̂ States Berkouwer, "Scripture 

constantly makes it clear that sin is not something which corrupts 

relatively or partially, but a corruption which fully affects the 

radix, the root, of man's existence, and therefore man himself."176 

The radix or root, says Berkouwer, is the heart. Thus here Berkouwer's 

intention is to deny any bifurcation.

Further clarification is gained when Berkouwer rightly insists 

that in the biblical view of humankind, "sin, the evil, and apostate 

in man is never related to one or another part of man in the sense of 

an anthropologically distinct part, and is never localized in man."177
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In other words, the biblical view never substantializes or localizes

sin. Sin, rather, indicates Berkouwer, concerns the orientation of

178
the heart, the center of one's life. However, in Berkouwer's 

monarchian scheme this means that sin is first and foremost a matter 

of the direction of the heart— the higher— as it (mis)guides the lower. 

In terms of his model, a repudiation of a substantial dualism does not 

preclude a dualism of a different sort, i.e. a soft dualism. And 

this is in fact what is the case. Sin is not localized in the 

traditional way, but neither does Berkouwer's model offer the integral 

perspective he intends.

In General Revelation much the same picture emerges. For 

example, the antithesis is associated with the higher level of faith 

and religion (cf. footnotes 51, 52,...). True faith and unbelief both 

exist in the realm of the heart. Sin is failure to respond to God's 

special revelation and grace in an appropriate manner and direct one's 

life according to the normativity of faith. Similarly, false religion 

is an apostacy in the direction of faith (cf. footnote 60). False 

faith or sin is faith mis-directed away from God.

In the context of revelation and the fulfillment of the law, 

Berkouwer distinguishes between true religious obedience in the 

heart and a mere conformity to the law (cf. footnotes 65, 66...).

While there may be a natural understanding of the law and ordinances 

of God due to common grace, obedience and disobedience or sin have to 

do with the heart. Sin is thus an alienated and disobedient heart, 

or mis-directed heart-relation to God.
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So also in Providence Berkouwer defines the antithesis between 

grace and sin, faith and unbelief, in terms of the central, religious 

relationship between humankind and God (cf. footnotes 100, 101). The 

religious relation is identified with the heart or the directing 

monarch. Hence sin as mis-directed relationship to God is relegated 

to the higher realm. It is not isolated from the lower, but rather 

is the (mis)direction for human life and functionality.

From this examination of selected works and in the light of the 

previous analysis of Berkouwer's thought, the place of sin within 

Berkouwer's model may be represented by the following diagram.
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B. Summary

From the above exposition and preceding analysis a clear 

picture of the notion of sin in the model of G. C. Berkouwer is now 

available. In terms of the diagrams used throughout this chapter, 

sin may be portrayed as follows.

Regardless of whatever name Berkouwer gives it, sin is first 

and foremost a mis-directed relationship to God. It is a heart 

directed not to God the Creator and Lawgiver, but a heart directed 

to something in creation as ultimate. It is not true faith or true 

religion, but apostate faith and pseudo-religion. In terms of 

Berkouwer's monarchian model, sin is primarily a matter of the middle 

realm. As the unifying and organizing principle for the lower it is 

in intimate connection with human functionality. However, it none

theless is given a privileged position. Thus sin is pervasive— there 

is no dimension of the human person untouched by sin— yet only in 

terms of the overarching, directing monarch.
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Furthermore, because Berkouwer identifies both faith and 

religion with the higher, the antithesis and hence sin is primarily 

a religious matter. Sin is in a sense removed from the lower.

Rather than being a mis-direction fully on all levels of human 

functional existence, sin is limited to merely one dimension of 

human existence, namely faith, through which the other dimensions are 

affected. In summary, for Berkouwer sin is a mis-directed 

relationship to God— a mis-directed faith or religious relation.
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CHAPTER 3 

COMPARISON AND EVALUATION



In the preceding expositions and analyses I have sought to 

elucidate the basic ontological and anthropological models foundational 

to the thought of D. Bonhoeffer and G.C. Berkouwer. In each case I 

have so to speak endeavored to grasp the skeleton upon which the body 

of thought hangs in order to deepen our understanding of their 

respective theologies. I have furthermore attempted to explicate how 

in each case the model employed works itself out in terms of the 

theological category of sin. Hopefully in this way a greater level 

of clarity has been achieved. It remains to compare and evaluate 

these two models.

As mentioned previously, a biblical confession is capable of 

being theoretically articulated in different ways. Similar pre- 

theoretic worldviews can be worked out in different ontological and 

anthropological models. Hence confessional similarities need not 

necessarily imply theoretic, i.e. theological or philosophical, 

similarities. Likewise, within limits theoretic differences need not 

necessarily presuppose confessional differences. How much latitude 

exists within a particular worldview to give rise to different models, 

or just what the exact relationship is between faith confession, 

worldview, and theoretic articulation, are issues beyond the scope 

of this endeavor.1 Suffice it to say that within certain bounds 

similar confessions are comportable with different theoretic models, 

and conversely.
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From the preceding expositions one could perhaps easily surmise 

that the divergent models of Bonhoeffer and Berkouwer signal 

foundational differences at the worldview or confessional levels as 

well. The above remarks, however, caution against arriving at such 

a hasty conclusion. In fact I wish to argue that 1) the apparent and 

actual differences at the level of theoretic models do not necessarily 

preclude major similarities between Bonhoeffer and Berkouwer at the 

levels of faith confession and worldview; and that 2) the apparently 

divergent models employed by Bonhoeffer and Berkouwer in fact share 

some remarkable similarities and deal theoretically at the deepest 

leVel with basically the same problematics.

Thus in this chapter I will first sketch some areas of similarity 

between Bonhoeffer and Berkouwer. Then I will examine both the 

strengths and weaknesses of the two models, noting similarities where 

pertinent and offering suggestions of a more integral approach where 

appropriate.



I. GENERAL SIMILARITIES

First of all, both Bonhoeffer and Berkouwer repudiate any

abstract armchair approach to theology or Christianity. For

Bonhoeffer this primarily concerned the relation between Christianity

and culture as he in the 1930's & 40's existentially faced grave

socio-political issues and wrestled theologically with the

problematics involved. This is probably most evident in his

Letters and Papers from Prison where one can grapple along with

Bonhoeffer as he attempted to articulate a relevant and vital

2
Christianity in a world come of age. In this regard, Bonhoeffer 

advocated a worldly Christianity, i.e. a Christianity fully jLn the 

world. He claimed that there could be no true worldliness without 

faith nor authentic faith without worldliness.

In this I think Bonhoeffer is most certainly correct. While 

fully realizing the dangers of compromise and sedularism, i.e. being 

in the world and of the world, Bonhoeffer sounded the clarion call 

for all Christians, especially evangelicals, to reject escapism of 

whatever subtle variety and get busy in the world. For Bonhoeffer, 

Christians had a task to do in the midst of the world. As he liked 

to say, the church stands not at the boundaries of human thought and

3
existence, but in the middle of the village.

In a way not unlike Bonhoeffer, Berkouwer also is no ivory tower 

theoretician. With respect to the issue of Christianity and culture
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he too, quoting Bonhoeffer interestingly in one instance, repudiates

any "flight into the beyond" or escape from this-worldly responsibility.4

However, Berkouwer's primary concern in his dogmatics is with the

relation between theology and faith.

Specifically, Berkouwer's consistent and ever-present emphasis

is on relevant, biblical, confessional, faith-full theology. Theology,

for Berkouwer, should always be correlated to faith, which is to say

that "theology does not work according to its own inner-evolved

principle, nor according to self-selected norms, nor for its own sake.

Theology is in constant and dynamic relationship to faith."^ This

means that theology is a "work of faith" and that its statements must

be recognizable to the average believer as objects of faith, not

esoteric, unintelligible intellectualisms. States Lewis Smedes in an

exposition of Berkouwer's view,

Theology is not finished when it has produced abstract and 
profound thoughts about God that the simple believer can well 
dismiss from- his own life of faith. Only those matters that 
the believer can and ought to confess as his personal faith 
and which the church can proclaim as thg faith of the Gospel 
are the proper conclusions of theology.

Thus Berkouwer seeks to make and keep theology relevant to the faith

of the average believer.

This correlation of theology and faith can be traced to 

Berkouwer's antipathy towards and reaction against the rationalistic 

abstractions and systematizations of Reformed scholastic thinking.

As J.C. DeMoor states, there is a general consensus that Berkouwer's 

theological methodology can be attributed to "his radically negative 

attitude toward speculative-scholasticism" and that therefore his
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chief accomplishment was to liberate "Reformed theology from its 

bondage to the tyranny of a speculative-scholastic type of logic."7

g
Hence while accused of being too confessional, in reacting against 

scholasticism Berkouwer wished to return to the more practical, 

pastoral, and biblical sola Scriptura-sola fide approach of the 

Reformers.

Secondly, both Bonhoeffer and Berkouwer wish to deny many of

the false dichotomies anddualisms prevalent in modern theology. For

example, Bonhoeffer had witnessed firsthand in Germany in the 1930's

the tragic results of a sacred/secular dualism which asserted that

Christianity and politics don't mix. In a fashion not unlike that

of Kuyperian Calvinism, Bonhoeffer, particularly in his last two

works, remonstrated against any such dichotomy. Bonhoeffer's

biographer E. Bethge rightly points to this as one of Bonhoeffer's two

9
main contributions. His only criticism is that perhaps Bonhoeffer 

was too optimistic in believing that World War II had foreclosed on 

any .such dichotomous thinking in the future. I fear Bethge is right 

since the adolescent culture that Bonhoeffer called "the world come 

of age" has refused to consolidate its identity by breaking with the 

sacred/secular paradigm and instead in many ways has reverted back, 

since Bonhoeffer's time, to such a conveniently pre-adolescent 

worldview.

The above illustrates Bonhoeffer's healthy desire to avoid false 

either/or problematics and steer clear of erroneous dichotomies. Like 

Berkouwer, Bonhoeffer wished to unify many previous antitheses into 

a single concept, or rather person, i.e. Christ. In this regard
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Bonhoeffer was true to the scriptural witness that indeed all things 

are reconciled and held together in Christ, the incarnate Word.

So also, in harmony with his anti-speculative approach,

Berkouwer firmly repudiates many false dilemmas and erroneous dualisms. 

For example, he rejects any separation between justification and 

sanctification. He denies any dichotomy between the preservation 

by God and the perseverance of the saints. He disavows the notion 

that the certainty of election can be had outside of the way of faith, 

the way of sanctification. He gainsays any substantial dualism of 

body and soul. He controverts any nature/grace dualism that posits 

the knowledge of providence or the knowledge of revelation outside 

of faith. And so on. Similar to Bonhoeffer Berkouwer unifies many 

traditional antitheses and thus points to a more integral theological 

perspective.

The basic reason for the above is Berkouwer's underlying 

methodology. Many observers have identified this methodology as that 

of co-relation or correlation.1^ In his illuminating and I believe 

fundamentally correct analysis of Berkouwer's theology, J.C. DeMoor 

however, due to the ambiguity surrounding the term correlation, 

defines Berkouwer's method as his "anti-polarity stance"— his 

"systematic exposure of false subject-object dilemmas." Elaborating, 

he remarks that the anti-polarity stance signifies Berkouwer's 

conviction that "there is no competition, no rivalry, between the 

sovereign (re)creative activity of God's gracious Word and Spirit and 

the free, responsive activity of the human faith they evoke."11 

DeMoor uses a mathematical example to illustrate Berkouwer's .view.
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One might indeed formulate the fundamental theological problem 
of the "correlation," to which he was to devote his life's 
work as a dogmatician, in terms of a mathematical problem: if 
the objectivity of God's sovereign activity is to be recognized 
and acknowledged for the full 100%, then there is "logically" 
no room left over for the subjectivity of human faith, or 
vice versa; if both "aspects" or "components" or "poles" are 
to be given their full due, then that adds up to 200%, and 
that transcends our human understanding a full 100%...
Berkouwer did not know how that peculiar 200% correlation 
could be made transparent and intelligible. All he could see 
and say was that rationalism had destroyed again what the 
Reformation with a purely instrumental and receptive faith 
in the message of Scripture had rediscovered: that in 
Scripture there is no such polarity, competition, rivalry, 
between God and man, theology and anthropology. In Scripture 
and in the experience of faith, human subjectivity somehow 
comes to its own for the full 100% if and when it faithfully ^  
allows Divine objectivity to come to its own for the full 100%.

With this basic methodology Berkouwer attempts to capture a 

simple yet profoundly crucial ontological insight often lacking in 

theological or philosophical reflection on God, namely that God is 

not a creature and therefore God's relation to creation as Creator is 

of a special kind. God's activity, as Berkouwer's methodology amply 

affirms, lies on a completely different level from creaturely activity 

and thus in no way endangers human self-determination or responsibility. 

God is completely sovereign and we are completely responsible. This 

firm conviction— evident in all of his works, from his 1932 

dissertation to his 1974 Half Century of Theology— is, in my opinion, 

one of Berkouwer's signal contributions to theology.

Thirdly, both Bonhoeffer and Berkouwer in their own way are 

critical of secularity yet open to other viewpoints and in dialogue 

with other perspectives. For example, Bonhoeffer criticized the

"spirit" of Western culture, as well as "western godlessness," i.e.

13
humanism. While wishing that Christians would "come to terms with"
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western civilization, i.e. grapple with secularity, Bonhoeffer 

nonetheless showed no affinity with a naive, Enlightenment view of 

human self-improvement or unending progress. Rather he knew all too 

well of human sinfulness and the unconditional divine gift of grace 

to tolerate any depreciation of either.

Yet it was Bonhoeffer who coined the phrase "religionless 

Christianity" or "non-religious interpretation of reality" in which 

he indicated a desire to move beyond what he considered to be the 

impasse in modern Christianity with respect to contemporary culture. 

It was Bonhoeffer who could affirm humankind's coming of age while 

at the same time repudiate any easy equation of Christ and culture.

Similarly, Berkouwer is severely critical of humanism in its 

14
various forms, yet he too was in constant dialogue with those with 

whom he disagreed (at least within the Christian tradition). While 

perhaps more confrontational in his early years, with the passing of 

time Berkouwer's approach assumed the nature of a dialogue.1"* The 

very style of his dogmatics gives evidence of this dialogic method. 

Thus while many of the basic differences remain, Berkouwer evinces an 

open and conciliatory attitude and irenic spirit toward those with 

whom he differs.

Fourthly, both Bonhoeffer and Berkouwer share a firm commitment 

to Scripture as the Word of God written. For example, Bonhoeffer's 

reliance on Scripture, while perhaps most evident in The Cost of 

Discipleship, is also clearly discerned in his more academic works, 

e.g. The Communion of Saints and Ethics.



146

Likewise, Berkouwer's writing is characterized by ma,ny a 

scriptural reference after reference. It is characteristic of his 

entire corpus. One could say that before and above anything else, 

Berkouwer is biblical. In fact, he criticizes those who purport to 

be biblical theologians or philosophers.1^ Berkouwer's continual 

touchstone is scripture, though not in a biblicistic or simplistically 

wooden way. In as much, he models a sensitive, listening approach 

to scripture. More than sheer quantity of biblical references though, 

one senses with both Bonhoeffer and Berkouwer that the scriptures are 

real for them— a part of their everyday life rather than merely 

another academic resource or writing.17

Similarly, both men share a firm commitment to the various

spiritual disciplines as indispensable components of the faithful

Christian life. One need only read Life Together to realize

Bonhoeffer's commitment to and practice of what he called "the arcane

discipline of faith," i.e. prayer, worship, sacraments, Bible study,

18
etc. Corlrary to some fanciful interpreters of Bonhoeffer, e.g. 

the death of God theologians in the 1960's, his was not an 

accomodationist theology or a completely secularized faith.

So also with Berkouwer one senses that as a theologian and in 

his theology he is still a pastor encouraging his flock to more 

faithful reading of scripture, to more authentic and praiseworthy 

worship, to more profound communion with God in prayer. Perhaps this 

relates to the accusation that Berkouwer is too confessional. (See 

footnote 8.) Regardless of that charge, Berkouwer mirrors Bonhoeffer 

in his commitment to a lived, practiced Christianity.
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Sixthly, both Bonhoeffer and Berkouwer interrelate orthodoxy and

orthopraxis. For Bonhoeffer this is most evident in his famous

19
discussion of "cheap grace." Grace without discipleship is cheap

grace. Faith without works is an empty shell of genuine faith. This

mutual interrelation is also evident when Bonhoeffer underscores the

20
integral connection between hearing and doing the Word. The proper 

ethical behaviour he described as a hearing of God's will that at the 

same time eventuates in a doing of God's will. Any lapse between the 

two gives a handhold for judgment and Pharisitical Christianity.

While perahps overstating the case somewhat, he rightly pointed to a 

more wholistic notion of undivided action. In a culture heavily 

influenced by Greek epistemology which predominantly defines knowledge 

as the intellectual appropriation of analytic statements (preferrably 

as many as possible), Bonhoeffer's more Hebraic view of knowledge as 

orthopraxis, or knowing in and as action, comes as a much-needed 

alternative and corrective to the rationalism rampant in contemporary 

culture.

Much like Bonhoeffer, Berkouwer also emphasizes the intrinsic

relationship between hearing and doing. For Berkouwer "to hear the

gospel is to obey it. Not to hear is to disobey it. And to believe

21
is the same as to hear and obey." Similarly Berkouwer states that

"the bond between true doctrine and right action belongs to 
the most profound aspects of the gospel...The unity of 
orthodoxy and orthopraxis is so clear throughout the entire 
gospel that it cannot help reappearing in the intuition of 
the church."

23
Hence Berkouwer too warns against "cheap grace." And in so doing
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he like Bonhoeffer points the way toward a more Hebraic view of

24
truth and knowledge.

These preceding similarities are, seventh, epitomized by

Bonhoeffer and Berkouwer's shared emphasis on the person and work of

Christ as the embodiment of divine grace. The place of Jesus Christ

is central for both men. As E.H. Robertson, the translator of

Christ the Center puts it, "Christology is at the heart of Bonhoeffer's

25
theology." As can easily be seen from the preceding analysis, for

Bonhoeffer Jesus Christ is the point of unity, the center, the heart

of reality. Bonhoeffer's theology is nothing if not Christocentric.

In a similar way, for Berkouwer the importance of Christ cannot

be overemphasized. Christ is central in not only Person and Work, but

26
also in works less directly related to Christology per se. One 

might be tempted to say that the title of Berkouwer's second book on 

Barth, The Triumph of Grace in the Theology of Karl Barth, could just 

as adequately describe his own theology in which grace plays such a 

dominant role.

Thus it can be seen from these brief remarks that there are 

significant similiarites between Bonhoeffer and Berkouwer. In spite 

of different theoretic models, on a number of points they share 

perspectives of method, confession, inclination, and belief. While 

not exhaustive, and certainly not conclusive evidence for the claim 

that Bonhoeffer and Berkouwer have no major confessional differences, 

this nonetheless suggests some semblance of an underlying unity in spite 

of, in some ways, radically divergent theoretic models.



II. EVALUATION OF BONHOEFFER'S MODEL

With any theological or philosophical perspective, or ontological/

anthropological model, there are both strengths and weaknesses. Such

is the case with Bonhoeffer. The following is an attempt to identify 

and analyze both the strengths and weaknesses of Bonhoeffer's

contradictory genetic monist model. In so doing I hope to elucidate

various problems in terms of several levels of explanation.

A. Strengths

As mentioned above, Bonhoeffer desires to avoid false dilemmas 

and erroneous dichotomies. His model in some ways allows him to do so. 

Thus, first of all, Bonhoeffer's model attempts to do justice to the 

unity of creation. His basic monism attempts to capture the coherence 

of all creation in God as the origin, just as his horizontal dialectic 

attempts to name the integral unity or harmony behind many typical 

bifurcations. For example, Bonhoeffer does not view nature and grace 

as two hierarchical static realms, but as two sides of the same 

process. So also secular and sacred (or Christian) do not identify 

two clearly demarcated areas of life; rather they point to all of 

reality from two different perspectives.

Likewise, with respect to his vertical dialectic Bonhoeffer 

wishes to integrate typical antitheses and in so doing avoid the 

extremes associated with an overemphasis on one side to the neglect
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of the other. Hence life as a means to an end must be cojoined with 

life as an end in itself, freedom held in harmony with creaturehood, 

and duties and tasks dialectically related to rights and gifts. In 

all of the above, Bonhoeffer's model strives and allows for balance 

and harmony, unity and coherence— an avoidance of polar extremes and 

false bifurcations. In summary, as with any monistic scheme Bonhoeffer's 

model accounts for the diversity of existence by positing a 

fundamental— an original and basic— unity. The origin and basis, the 

source and ground, of all life is God manifest in Jesus Christ.

This monistic emphasis on unity and coherence can easily lead 

to a view in which God and creation are identified, or if not 

identified at least a view in which the God/creation distinction is 

blurred. In other words, avoidance of ontological dualism can often 

in reaction result in a pantheistic monism. However, with his 

contradictory monist model Bonhoeffer seems to avoid that trap. Hence, 

secondly, Bonhoeffer's model, while monistic, is not a simplistic 

monism in which God becomes subsumed under or in the cosmic process, 

e.g. pantheism or process thought. Bonhoeffer's more complex model 

attempts to avoid a simple monism in which due to the inherent goodness 

of the process all normativity disappears. Compared to a simple, 

i.e. not contradictory, monism Bonhoeffer's model deals more adequately 

with the biblical givens that the antithesis is real and that humankind 

cannot liberate or redeem itself. It takes both sin and grace more 

seriously.

Similarly and thirdly, because Bonhoeffer's model does not 

identify God with the process, like a simple monism, or detach God as
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wholly Other, as in some dualisms, it attempts to preserve both the 

transcendence and immanence of God. Bonhoeffer conceives of God as 

immanent in yet not exhausted in creation. God only is,.i.e. exists, 

as activity in history, and yet God's being is not exhausted entirely 

in being active in creation. Hence there is for Bonhoeffer both a 

unity in the God/creation relation and a significant distinction 

between God and creation. In as much as this model allows for both 

of the above, it represents an advance over other models that in the 

end come down on one side or the other.

All of the preceding strengths, fourthly, point to the fact that 

Bonhoeffer's model attempts to deal more adequately than other models 

with the complexity of various ontological issues. His model avoids 

some of the problems that bewitch other less sophisticated models 

because it reflects a more complex and astute handling of traditional 

issues. Bonhoeffer's contradictory monism is thus a valient attempt 

to more faithfully, with greater sensitivty to the given complexity, 

articulate certain biblical givens.



B. Weaknesses

While Bonhoeffer's model has great strengths, it also has 

a number of problematic weaknesses. First of all, though not as 

fatalistic as Moltmann it still has a deterministic tendency or 

flavour to it. Despite Bonhoeffer's emphasis on human responsibility 

and life as a task in the penultimate direction, in the end the 

ultimate "entirely annuls and invalidates" and "swallows up" the 

penultimate. (Cf. chapter 1, footnotes 11 and 13.) In the end 

greater priority is placed on life as a gift vis-a-vis life as a 

task. In other words, while both directions of the horizontal 

dialectic are supposedly necessary and equal, in the end one is given 

greater priority than the other. Much like Pannenberg, in the end

27
the infinite, the ultimate, invalidates the finite, the penultimate. 

Thus there is an undeniable sense in which all responsible human 

action is nullified by God's action of grace in Jesus Christ, and 

hence rendered determined, given, and fixed. In terms of other 

categories, in the end the good ere. ion is invalidated, nullified, 

and swallowed up by redemption.

This can be explained by the fact that, secondly, Bonhoeffer 

ontologizes sin due to the lack of an adequate doctrine of a good 

creation. In Bonhoeffer's view, the Fall is read back into creation 

since an originally good creation is essentially an unhistorical myth. 

Thus all creation is "sub specie Christi", i.e. one believes in both 

the lost original creation and promised new creation because of Christ.

152
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Hence redemption severed from creation becomes the focal point of 

theology. For Bonhoeffer this finds expression in his repeated 

three part motif of incarnation/crucifixion/resurrection. Thus, 

since sin is de facto woven into the structure of creation from the 

beginning, all history is salvation history rather than covenant 

history. This implies that while creation is redeemed, sin is 

inescapable because it is implicitly accorded a legitimate place 

within creation.

Furthermore, according to Bonhoeffer's model redemption

ironically becomes not a loving act of grace by God through Jesus

Christ, but rather an ontological necessity since fallenness and sin

28
are ontologically constitutive to creatureliness. That is to say, 

since sin is woven into the fabric of creation because of a blurring 

of the creation/fall distinction, Bonhoeffer's model subverts his 

own intention of emphasizing the free, undetermined grace of God.

In terms of Bonhoeffer's categories this means that the penultimate—  

representing both creation and fall or preserved creation— is in some 

sense sinful. Thus the ultimate— representing redemption— must be 

given a higher status and in the end "swallows up" the penultimate.

Hence the "necessity" of grace and the determinism.

Thirdly, this problem can be explained on another level by the 

fact that, as with every geneticism, normativity is a problematic issue. 

In a simple geneticism, norms are in process along with all creation.

They are created in the process itself. However, because of the reality 

of evil and his distaste for simple monisms that deny such reality, 

Bonhoeffer attempts to secure a more adequate foundation for normativity.
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He tries to provide the required normativity in adopting a contradictory 

monist position. Essentially, Bonhoeffer's model identifies the ultimate 

with the faith dimension of existence and the penultimate with all 

of the other dimensions of existence. Thus the faith or religious or 

ultimate direction provides the needed normativity to the cosmic 

process. But according to the model, in the end it invalidates 

the other equally legitimate dimensions of existence. Specifically, 

grace invalidates nature, necessity invalidates freedom, trust 

invalidates security, and surrender invalidates struggle.

As will be seen, in this regard Bonhoeffer's model mirrors 

Berkouwer's model and other monarchian positions since both 

contradictory monism and monarchianism equate faith with normativity 

thereby elevating the faith dimension above the other creaturely 

ways of being in the world. Both models, in other words, isolate 

one dimension of reality and attempt to make it the all-important, 

norm-giving dimension vis-a-vis other aspects of creation.

The above sundering of the integral coherence of the creaturely 

ways of being in the world, like any absolutization/reduction 

problematic, has, fourthly, unfortunate consequences the most 

prevalent of which is the tendency to false dilemmas. In spite of his 

desire to the contrary, Bonhoeffer for example sets freedom over 

against obedience rather than, in concert with the biblical witness, 

identifying the two as Paul does. In Bonhoeffer's model obedience 

annuls freedom rather than like Paul obedience being the context in 

which true freedom is attained. Likewise, Bonhoeffer sets reason 

over against emotion and in traditional western fashion gives
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primacy to the former. Thus it becomes necessary for Bonhoeffer to 

find a way of integrating the two poles of the various dilemmas, 

which he tries to do by positing his two dialectics.

However, as explained before, because the ultimate nullifies 

the penultimate, any genuine integration is impossible. Because he 

has essentially uprooted one dimension of reality and set it over 

against the other dimensions of reality, a tendency towards false 

dilemmas is inevitable.

Another consequence of Bonhoeffer's effort to secure a foundation 

of normativity is, fifthly, the tendency towards panentheism. As 

stated previously, like Pannenberg and Moltmann, Bonhoeffer tends to 

view God as rn everything, but not exhausted in everything. God 

is both the process itself and that which grounds or provides origin 

and end for the process. In so doing Bonhoeffer hopes to have his 

cake and eat it too by protecting God's transcendence while at the 

same time positing God's immanence.

However, Bonhoeffer's position in the end does not do justice 

to either. While not simplistically identifying God with the 

cosmic process like some monisms, e.g. process thought, Bonhoeffer's 

model nonetheless tends to blur the creator/creature distinction 

and hence play down God's transcendence in favor of divine immanence. 

This brings up the last point.

Sixthly and most fundamentally, Bonhoeffer's model is beset 

with the problems it has largely because it works under the assumption 

of a two-factor ontology of God and creation. Like many theological
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models, there is a failure to adequately deal with the relationship

between the two primary relata— God and creation. Typically, the

two are conflated such that the one is confused with the other, as

for example in pantheism, or made entirely separate from the other,

as for example in Deism. In both cases the relationship between God

and creation is denied its proper ontic status. In both cases it is

extremely difficult if not impossible to adequately do justice to

three ontological givens— God, relation, creation— with only two

29
categories— God and creation.

Bonhoeffer tries to extricate himself from this problem. He 

tries to do justice to both God's transcendence, as transtemporal 

Origin and End, and immanence, as fully historical action, by positing 

his "flip"— Jesus Christ as the completely divine and fully human 

point of unity between the two dialectical horizontal directions.

In other words, Bonhoeffer attempts to introduce the category of

and deism.

However, this approach does not deliver its perceived goods.

It, rather, raises a host of questions. For example, if Christ is 

the relation between God and creation, is the relation then only 

redemptive? And if so, then is creation not in some sense originally 

in need of redemption, i.e. sinful? (Cf. point two above.) If not, 

then what is the status of the relation before the Fall? Is the 

relation then only partially described by Christ?

relation with the “ 5  in addition to creation

and God ■■ <7—  . In so doing he hopes to avoid both pantheism
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Furthermore, what precisely is the nature of the relation 

in general? It seems that the relation, Jesus Christ, is creaturely 

in the penultimate direction and divine in the ultimate direction.

Is such a conception adequate? Are divine and creaturely, or in this 

case a combination of both, the only possible categories? And if the 

ultimate in the end "swallows up" the penultimate, doesn't that imply 

a version of Docetism with regard to Christ, since his divine side 

annuls his human side?

Finally, doesn't this attempt to define the relation between 

God and creation actually blur the ontological distinction between 

the two? (Cf. point five above.) In fact, this seems to follow from 

any model in which only two categories, divine and creaturely for 

example, are employed. Until and unless a third ontic category of 

the relation between Creator and cosmos is introduced, I suspect the 

impasse will remain with all of the aforementioned problematics.



III. EVALUATION OF BERKOUWER'S MODEL

As with Bonhoeffer's model, so also with Berkouwer's monarchian 

model there are both strengths and weaknesses. What follows is, as in 

the preceding section, an evaluation of those strengths and weak

nesses in the context of a set of similar problematics.

A. Strengths

As mentioned previously, one of Berkouwer's central themes is 

his emphasis on the fixed, abiding structure of and order for reality. 

Berkouwer's model, first of all, attempts to do justice to this 

biblical given. In contrast to a model like Bonhoeffer's in 

which normativity invalidates or annuls the ongoing developmental process, 

in Berkouwer's more structuralist oriented model this emphasis on 

ontological order and nprmativity is given more adequate expression. 

Berkouwer's model is better able to capture and express, in other 

words, our dependency upon an established order and our call to 

conform in obedience to fixed norms.

For example, his model enables him to rightly affirm that all 

people do indeed live within a "normative framework" whether they 

acknowledge such or not (cf. chapter 2, footnote 18). Likewise,

Berkouwer asserts that the divine orderings which find their origin 

in God "make life possible," viz. they are the boundaries within 

which life is lived (cf. chapter 2, footnotes 21-22). This is not
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to deny change, as if everything was rigidly defined in its place; 

rather in classic structuralist fashion Berkouwer explains change in 

terms of an overarching structure— in terms of "the structural pattern 

of the created world...to which life in the midst of change remains 

subject" (cf. chapter 2, footnote 26). Hence Berkouwer's model more 

faithfully gives theoretic articulation of the biblical witness to 

the order and normativity, the law and command, of God.

Secondly, in keeping with the radical ontological distinction 

between Creator and creation Berkouwer's model avoids the pitfalls of 

monism and its tendency towards pantheism or panentheism— problems 

that plague Bonhoeffer's model. Berkouwer's model, like other dualist 

models, attempts to repudiate any blurring of the God/creation 

distinction. But Berkouwer's monarchian model unlike other dualist 

models attempts to do so without falling into the prevalent anti-monist 

trap of disassociating God from creation such that divine transcendence 

is given prominence over divine immanence. That is to say, Berkouwer's 

more complex model denies monism while also attempting to avoid the 

problems of a simple dualism in which God is so wholly other 

as to lose any meaningful connection or relation to the cosmos. His 

model also attempts to steer clear of a view in which a higher realm 

is set over against a lower realm within creation— good vis-a-vis evil 

in terms of ontic realms.

Berkouwer more adequately circumvents these problems with his 

model. For example, his model allows him to affirm the goodness of 

creation while also maintaining its sinfulness or misdirectedness.

Also, his middle realm provides the needed link as it were to prevent
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a subtle deism from creeping in. It functions as the connection 

between God and creation, though its inadequacies will be shortly 

delineated. Hence in a similar way to Bonhoeffer, Berkouwer's model 

attempts to give equal weight to both divine transcendence and 

immanence without falling off the horse to either the side of deism 

or pantheism. As such it too represents an advance over other models.

Thirdly, Berkouwer's model attempts to theoretically account for

the fact that faith is both a constitutive structural dimension of

what it means to be human and a gift from God. In a way not unlike

30
his theological predecessors, Berkouwer attempts to view faith not 

as a "supernatural additive" to an already existing ontologically 

enclosed person, as for example in some dualist models, nor as an 

ontologically natural given resulting from the cosmic process, as for 

example in some geneticist models; rather Berkouwer's model seeks to 

view faith as a universal aspect of the human person that is capable 

of being directed to God or (mis)directed to some psuedo-god.

According to Berkouwer's model faith is both structure and direction, 

though as has been explained in the end one is given more emphasis 

than the other. Nonetheless, his model is an advance over other less 

sensitive approaches, particularly dualistic models that view faith 

as an ontic extra, and thus is a step in the right direction towards 

affirming that all humans exercise faith in committing themselves to 

God or some pseudo-god.

All of the above point, fourthly, to the fact that, like 

Bonhoeffer's model, Berkouwer's model deals more adequately than 

other models with the complexity of certain ontological problems.
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Berkouwerls model represents a less problematic handling of traditional 

issues and hence is able to sidestep some of the perennial problems 

that confront other less astute models. Thus Berkouwer's monarchian 

structural dualism is a noble attempt to more carefully and faithfully 

articulate certain biblical givens. While the specifics are different, 

the models of both Bonhoeffer and Berkouwer have this point in common.



B. Weaknesses

While there is much of value to Berkouwer's model, there are 

also a number of problems. First of all, as described already in 

some detail, there is a great deal of conceptual confusion and lack 

of clarity with respect to certain key concepts. For example, 

Berkouwer's concept of faith has two different meanings: faith as 

structural and faith as directional, faith as universal and faith as 

unique to Christians. Corresponding to this dual notion of faith 

is his double understanding of religion, viz. religion as structural 

and religion as directional. Similarly, there are two senses of 

normativity: the normativity of revelation and the "normativity" of 

ethics, ordinances, etc.— the former being the primary understanding.

So also, with respect to the doctrine of providence Berkouwer defends 

a distinction between three types of providence— general, special, 

and.very special— at the same time that he disapproves of any such 

distinction. And in Man Berkouwer uses the term nature to designate 

two exactly opposite realities, i.e. both the lower or structure and 

the higher or direction.

The above can be explained by the fact that, secondly, Berkouwer 

against his own intentions assumes a bifurcation within creation. As 

elucidated in some detail heretofore, Berkouwer works with a model in 

which faith is elevated into a higher realm as the all-important 

mediator, unifier, organizer for the lower modes of existence. In 

Berkouwer's view, humankind's relation to God is concentrated in
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faith and religion and only indirectly related to the rest of life.

Hence Berkouwer relates humankind*s relation to God to the other

dimensions by making faith the mediator for the non-faith aspects.

In so doing, he in a similar fashion to Bonhoeffer overemphasizes

31
the heart and faith.

Berkouwer's model prevents him from clearly articulating and 

doing justice to the fact that all of the ways of being in the 

world are equally related to God, i.e. religious, while holding on to 

the insight that there is one dimension of human functionality that 

deals specifically with certainty and faith, ultimates and limits, 

the call to surrender and entrust oneself to something as ultimate. 

Berkouwer's bifurcation, in other words, prevents a more integral view.

This severing of the integral coherence of creaturely ways of 

being in the world, as in the case of Bonhoeffer, results thirdly 

in a tendency toward false dichotomies. For example, theology is set 

over against the other sciences since only it deals with normative 

revelation and humankind's relation to God. Faith and religion 

become more important, more central, than morality or any other 

dimension of existence. The creation of humankind is merely the 

presupposition for the office humankind is given. The conformitas 

has more of the image than the humanitas. A religious explanation 

is more decisive than other supposedly non-religious explanations, 

e.g. historical, ethical or psychological. Sin has primarily to do 

with one's heart and only derivatively with one's concrete life 

activities. And so on. In all of these examples, Berkouwer's desire 

for a more integral perspective is thwarted by his adoption of a
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monarchian model. Hence, despite his Manti-polar" approach he is 

unable to completely escape the clutches of false either/or's.

Furthermore and fourthly, as explicated previously the dual 

and ambiguous nature of the middle realm of his monarchian model 

forces Berkouwer into an inescapable either/or: the more he 

emphasizes faith as universal, the more faith as a gift is threatened, 

and the more faith as a gift is stressed, the more faith as universal 

is threatened. However, since when faced with that dilemma Berkouwer 

opts for faith as a gift, i.e. faith as direction or true faith, faith 

as universal, i.e. faith as structural, is emptied of any real content. 

Hence faith as a gift tends to eclipse faith as a universal 

constitutive aspect of the human person. And thus faith by definition 

is basically always true faith.

The result of this most problematic of false dichotomies is that 

non-Christians are either Christianized or dehumanized. That is to 

say, if all people exercise faith and yet faith is by definition 

always true faith, then all people are Christians. If that is an 

unacceptable conclusion, then the only other option according to 

the way the problem is conceived is that non-Christians must not 

exercise faith and hence are less than fully human since they lack 

that capability.

Fernhout points to precisely this problem with respect to

Kuyper, Bavinck, and Dooyeweerd.

All men have this creational dimension in the full sense 
£ f aith], as Dooyeweerd often affirms. But due to his 
monarchian approach in which the supra-temporal bears the 
weight of directionalizing the temporal (structural),
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Dooyeweerd, following especially Bavinck, at crucial points 
is virtually forced to maintain that the creational structure 
of the faith function implies covenantal fellowship with the 
true God through orientation to true Word-Revelation.
Dooyeweerd is thus in danger of somehow 'Christianizing' all 
men since he maintains that all men fully possess the faith 
function. Of course, Dooyeweerd can not allow this possibility. 
But in his framework, the only other possibility is to 
compromise the full humanity of unbelievers. And this is 
in fact what Dooyeweerd does. Outside of Christ, man's 
(mis-directed) faith function is structurally 'closed'... 
Dooyeweerd allows that sin not only has radically directed 
man away from^od, but also tampered with the structure 
of his being.

Such is the major problem inherent in Christians adopting a 

monarchian model: either non-Christians are actually Christians 

incognito, or they are somehow not fully human.

Fifthly, like any absolutization/reduction problematic 

Berkouwer's bifurcated cosmos implicitly denigrates a part of God's 

good creation. By assigning priority to the middle realm of faith 

in his monarchian scheme Berkouwer reduces in importance the place 

and function of the non-faith levels of existence. Since the lower 

realm effectively functions as the substructure for the higher— where 

the real action is since it is the realm of the antithesis, the non

faith dimensions are reduced in value as the field of expression for 

faith. Thus Berkouwer by overemphasizing one part of creation 

devalues the rest.

As stated in the evaluation of Bonhoeffer's model, both 

contradictory monism and monarchianism interestingly share this 

weakness. Both models isolate one dimension of creation and elevate 

it above the other aspects of reality, thereby denigrating them in 

some way. And as with Bonhoeffer, in the end the reason may be traced 

to the sixth and most fundamental weakness.
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Lastly, Berkouwer's model is plagued with the preceding 

problems to a large extent because it too like Bonhoeffer's model 

labours under an inadequate ontology. While Bonhoeffer's model stems 

from a two-factor ontology of God/creation that fails to adequately 

deal with the relation between those two relata, Berkouwer's model 

can in fact be described as a three-factor ontology of God/relation/ 

creation. In that respect it represents an advance over other models, 

e.g. contradictory monism.

However, while attempting to do justice to the relation between 

God and creation, Berkouwer's model nevertheless short-circuits his 

intentions since in a monarchian scheme the relation is essentially 

an uprooted dimension of creation. In other words, Berkouwer like 

Bonhoeffer still fails to adequately deal with the God/creation 

relation as a distinct ontic given. Instead, in a similar manner 

to Bonhoeffer Berkouwer isolates one dimension of reality, namely 

faith, and treats it as if it was the relation between Creator and 

cosmos-~as if it was predominantly if not exclusively the relation.

He equates the faith dimension with the relation, thereby making it 

the mediating, connecting link between God and the other dimensions 

of existence.

Gordon Spykman also identifies this as the fundamental problem

in Berkouwer's thought.

This connecting-link concept £"the correlatie motiiQ, so 
crucial to Berkouwer's thinking, points in the right direction.
Yet it never gets firmly structured. It tends to waffle, 
oscillating back and forth, as though still caught in the 
bi-polar tension of a two-factor worldview which vascillates 
between divine initiative and human response...Thus the
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structured centrality of God's Word as the pivotal functioning 
reality within a Biblical world view fails to exercise a ^  
consistently stabilizing effect on Berkouwer's theology.

One important consequence of this is that, again like Bonhoeffer 

and contrary to his own intentions, Berkouwer faces a blurring of his 

primary ontological distinction between God and creation. Because 

of his mediating middle realm, Berkouwer runs the risk of fudging the 

God/creation distinction since while it is both divine and creaturely, 

in the end it is more the former than the latter, e.g. faith is more 

a divine gift than a human response. Hence the danger is that his 

model de facto introduces a quasi-divine element into creation.

Another related problem is that human responsibility is down

played. If faith is primarily a divine gift, then faith as a human 

task is not given its proper consideration. This relates to point 

four above regarding the false dichotomy, and is inevitable for any 

Chirstian who adopts a monarchian model.

In summary, while dealing more explicitly with the relation 

between God and creation as a separate "entity", Berkouwer's 

monarchian model is still inadequate and problematic. As with 

Bonhoeffer, a more adequate three-factor ontology must be introduced 

before the problems facing both models will likely find a more 

satisfactory solution.34
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CONCLUSION



In th±s thesis I have sought to expound, compare, and evaluate 

the ontological and anthropological models of Dietrich Bonhoeffer and

G.C. Berkouwer, paying special attention to their views on sin. In 

particular, I have delineated Bonhoeffer's contradictory genetic monist 

model, characterized by a double dialectic, and its primary notion of 

sin as denial or lack of responsibility and secondary concept of sin 

as the unnatural or organization. I have also explicated Berkouwer's 

monarchian structural dualist model, typified by its middle buffer 

realm, and its notion of sin as mis-directed relationship to God.

Both of the above efforts at grasping the basic structure of each 

theologian's thought, as stated in the introduction, have had as 

their goal a deepened understanding of the respective theological 

perspectives. In that sense, this endeavor has been an exercise in 

applied hermeneutics— a testing of a typological methodology.

Beyond mere exposition though, this project has attempted to 

compare and evaluate the models of Bonhoeffer and Berkouwer. Through 

the comparison I have attempted to elucidate various similarities, 

both at the confessional and theoretic levels, in spite of the fact 

that their ontological and anthropological models are quite different. 

And through the evaluation of both models I have tried to point out 

the respective strengths and weaknesses, and perhaps more importantly 

the various problems and issues common to both.
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On that score there is much, more that could be said with respect 

to an alternate model that incorporates the strengths of both of the 

above models while avoiding their weaknesses. Indeed there are many 

questions left unasked let alone unanswered. However this already 

too long project must sometime come to an end. Hence if it has met 

even the above-mentioned aims and shed a bit of light on the thought 

of Bonhoeffer or Berkouwer it will have served its purpose. Hopefully 

it has fulfilled those modest intentions. May it foster further 

explorations and reflections on the issues raised herein.
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