LESSON #28
THE TRIUMPHS AND DEFEATS OF THE CHRISTIAN CHURCH
German Theology, Materialism and Liberalism

Introduction

Many events occurred in the 19th century that threatened the faith of the orthodox Christian church. Out of the Renaissance came not only the Reformation and a recovery of Biblical Christianity, but also an individualistic and rationalistic mind-set.  This was reinforced in the 18th and 19th centuries by the subjectivism of the Romantic Movement and the rationalism of the German idealistic philosophy.  The industrial revolution also lent impetus to a preoccupation with the present world’s material goods, turning men’s minds away from God and questions of ultimate destiny.  Similarly the advent of the biological doctrine of evolution offered an alternative account of man and creation and along with rationalistic Biblical criticism, provided a view of the world which was decidedly naturalistic.   
I. German Biblical Criticism

A. Philosophic and Theological Background

1. Kant (1724-1804)—maintained that man cannot know God or the soul by the senses or reason.  These realities he placed in the “noumena” which is unknowable by man. However, religion is possible because man has a moral sense (a “categorical imperative”), a sense of obligation.  This is the starting point for religion. This imperative leads man to postulate God, the soul and immortality. There is no place, however, for a historical and objective revelation of God in the Bible. The Bible is simply a man-made book to be interpreted as any other common book. There is no place for a God-man Christ.  Man with his free-will and sense of right creates his religion, a development of morality inherent in himself. 
2. Schleiermacher (1768-1834)—unlike Kant who grounded religion in man’s moral nature, Schleiermacher made man’s intuitive sense of dependence the element from which religious experience develops.  He was influenced in this by his Moravian upbringing and Romanticism. Religion is not a set of beliefs and obligations deriving from the Bible but rather the feelings of absolute dependence in a majestic universe in which he is but a small entity.  Of the various religions of mankind, Christianity best brings man into harmony with God as man passively realizes his dependence on God. Christ mediates this consciousness to man bringing him to consciousness of the Absolute. Man thus is not dependent on a historical revelation of the will of God in the Bible. He needs only to cultivate the feelings of absolute dependence on God.  Religion is thus subjective. Schleiermacher is often referred to as the “Father of Liberalism,” the Father of Modern Theology. 
3. Georg F.W. Hegel (1770-1831)—he argued that God was Absolute Reason.  He castigated Schleiermacher’s theology saying that if the latter was right that religion consisted in a sense of Absolute Dependence, then his dog is the most religious of all beings. Hegel, however, believed that all reality was the rational.  All reality moved according to a pattern of rational thesis, antithesis, followed by a logical synthesis. This synthesis then became a new thesis, to which a new antithesis and synthesis appeared—and so on.  This is a kind of philosophical evolution by which the Absolute is revealed.  This dialectic or logic was taken over by Karl Marx and later utilized by Hitler and Mussolini
4. Albrecht Ritschl (1822-1889)—accepting elements of Schleiermacher, Ritschl nonetheless argued that religion was social consciousness of dependence.  It belonged to a sphere distinct from pure or cognitive reason. On the other hand, Schleiermacher’s “feeling of absolute dependence” was too subjective.  Christianity was neither a matter of rational knowledge nor of subjective feeling.  Rather, it was a matter of practical living.  What is of primary importance is God’s historical revelation in Jesus.  The center of the teachings of Jesus is the Kingdom of God and an ethics of love.  We apprehend by faith, not by reason, and this faith rests not on the intellectual apprehension of a series of facts but on the making of value-judgments (moral judgments). Thus the divinity of Christ is not to be understood as a historical statement of fact but as an expression of the “Revelational-value” of Christ for the community which trusts in him as God.  The Bible is simply the record of community consciousness.  The Bible should therefore be subjected to historical investigation in the same manner as any other book. 
5. Soren Kierkegaard (1813-1855)—sometimes called “the melancholy Dane” because of the effects of some tragedies in his life (love; deformity), Kierkegaard turned away from Schleiermacher’s “intuition of absolute dependence” and Hegel’s “reason.” Neither can Kant’s pure reason prove or disprove the existence of God. Instead S.K. argued that “faith” knows God directly—faith in the God whose revelation comes to us in the Scriptures of Jesus Christ (Gonzales).  This act of faith is always a “risk,” “an adventure” that requires denial of oneself and all the joys of the faithless.  One cannot be a “witness to the truth” while enjoying worldly goods and prominence. He warned against the dangers of “Christendom” and “cheap Christianity.” One is not a Christian simply by not being a Jew or a Muslim.  There is no playing at Christianity.  There is no cheap Christianity with no cost nor pain.  To think otherwise is to “take God as a fool.”  In order to be truly Christian is to be aware of the cost of faith and  pay the price.  Without such, one may well be a member of Christendom but not a Christian.  True Christianity has to do with a person’s very existence and not merely with the intellect (Gonzales).  This emphasis on “existence” made Kierkegaard the founder of “existentialism”—a constant struggle, a struggle to become, to be born.  He poses the question, how to become a true Christian when one has the disadvantage of living in the midst of Christendom.  
6. Adolf von Harnack (1851-1930)—one of Ritschl’s students, he became professor of church history at the University of Berlin. He came to the conclusion that the Christian faith presented in the NT was not identical with Christ’s own teachings.  Historical critical study must be employed to separate out extraneous elements added by the Apostle Paul, Gnostics and others.  Church dogma he saw as the “product of the Greek spirit rooted in the Gospels” and which must be purged by historical-critical method to secure the “essence” of the Christian faith. He was regarded by his contemporaries as one of Germany’s premier intellectuals.  His classes would draw up to 400 students.  In the winter semester of 1899 students asked him to lecture on Jesus and Christianity.  After reluctantly agreeing to the request, he told the students the only time available to him was at 7:00 A.M. in the morning.  Nevertheless, the lecture room was packed with students—a minor miracle if you know students!  His lectures were published in 1900 under the title “The Essence of Christianity” (English translation: “What is Christianity?”).  He maintained that Jesus was just a human being as we are, not God in the flesh as had been taught by orthodox Christians.  He was “Son of God” only in the sense of having a unique consciousness of God as his Father.  The name “Son” means nothing but the knowledge of God.  The Gospel focuses on the Father and not on the Son.  Jesus knows the Father in a way no one else has ever known him and he brings this knowledge to others.  He is a religious genius.  How he acquired this special knowledge was his “secret” impenetrable by psychology.  For Harnack, Christianity is the Fatherhood of God, the brotherhood of man, and the infinite value of the human soul.  He defined Christianity as “Eternal life in the midst of time, by the strength and under the eyes of God.” Harnack’s father repudiated his son’s view but Harnack’s brother praised it as facilitating a true understanding of the Christian faith stripped of miraculous and dogmatic accretions.  His father, an orthodox Lutheran pastor, wrote: “Our difference is not theological, but rather one which is profoundly and directly Christian.  Thus if I would ignore it, I would deny Christ, as he who views the resurrection as you do, is in my view no longer a Christian theologian.” 
B. Founders of Biblical Criticism

1. Herman Samuel Reimarus (1694-1778)—see earlier discussion
2. Gotthold Ephraim Lessing (1729-1781)—he popularized Reimarus’ views.  The Scriptures, he taught, were a useful guide to man in his primitive phase but that reason and duty were sufficient guides now in man’s more advanced stage of religious development. 
3. Ferdinand Christian Baur (1792-1860)—see earlier discussion. Baur applied Hegel’s dialectic to early Christian history in which Peter’s teaching is made the thesis, Paul’s the antithesis (e.g. Rom., Gal.), and the 2nd century church the synthesis (Luke’s Gospel, Pastoral Epistles). This led him to give a late date to many of the NT books. 
4. The Documentary Hypothesis of the Pentateuch
a. Jean Astruc (1684-1766)—he argued in 1753 that the book of Genesis was really a composite of 2 documents based on the occurrence of the 2 names for God, Elohim and Jehovah. The Biblical author used an “Elohim” document and fused it with a “Jehovah” document to form our Genesis. 
b. Johannes G. Eichhorn (1752-1827)—he carried Astruc’s analysis further, applying it to the whole corpus of Genesis to Joshua, adding other criteria for determining underlying sources. He maintained that the Bible was to be read as a purely human book and tested by human means. 
c. Herman Hupfeld (1796-1866)—the first to claim in 1853 that the Penteteuch was the work of at least 2 different authors and not the work of Moses.
d. Karl Graf (1815-1869) and Julius Wellhausen (1844-1918)—these writers theorized that the documents lying back of the Penteteuch were J, E, P, D documents.  J = Jehovist), E = the Elohist document, P = Priestly document, D = Deuteronimist document.  In this way, the unity and  Mosaic authorship of the Pentateuch were denied.
5. Revisions of Dating and Authorship of the Bible
a. Alleged Second and Third Isaiahs—later critics carried such analyses to other parts of the OT alleging multiple unknown authors.  This is done with the book of Isaiah where it is alleged there were 2, and according to some, even 3 authors. 
b. Daniel Relocated to 2nd c. B.C.--critics argued also that Daniel could not possibly have been written in the 6th c. B.C. since it narrates events of the 2nd c. B.C.  This is impossible based on a naturalistic denial of predictive prophecy, so the book of Daniel must be history (2nd c. B.C.) written as though it were prophecy of the 6th century. This became the characteristic way liberal critics handled all instances of predictive prophecy.  
c. Biblical History an Evolutionary Development—from the documentary hypothesis described above, it was but a short step to the so-called “developmental hypothesis” by which the Bible’s teaching was explained along evolutionary lines.  Critics maintained that the OT concept of God arose from belief in the primitive storm god of Mt. Sinai and developed into the ethical monotheistic God of the prophets.  The work of Biblical archaeologists has had the salutary effect of forcing many critics to abandon their former radical opinions and has tended to confirm conservative views of the Bible.  
II. Philosophical and Industrial Materialism

A seminal figure for philosophical materialism was Ludwig Feuerbach (1804-1872)—he was a student of Hegel and sought to recast the latter’s thought into a sense openly hostile to Christianity.  All reality is material which develops logically—dialectical materialism. He rejected all belief in the transcendent supernatural and claimed that theology and philosophy were properly concerned only with the nature of man.  “Man ist was er isst” (man is what he eats). Christianity is simply an illusion.  He influenced Friedrich Nietzsche, Richard Wagner, and especially Karl Marx with the whole Communist school in Germany.
A different kind of materialism is industrial materialism.  This is the materialism of valuing a high standard of living in this life to the neglect of the spiritual values of eternal life.  The abundance of goods secured by the industrial revolution has made possible a high standard of life and, in turn, has led to a social deadening of the soul toward awareness of the supernatural and spiritual truths. Nowhere has this been more evident than in the United States.  Americans seem oblivious to issues of ultimate destiny.  We have forgotten that “man does not live by bread alone.”  
III. Creationism vs. Evolution

Darwin (1809-1882)—Darwin’s thought has contributed to this loss of consciousness and responsibility toward God.  He and the movement associated with him taught that there is no such thing as sin, that “sin” is simply the remnant of animal instinct in man. As a philosophical doctrine, evolution goes back to Aristotle, but it was Darwin who put the belief on an alleged scientific footing. Between 1831 and 1836, Darwin traveled around the world aboard the Beagle, gathering information for a book later published as The Origin of Species (1859). He claimed that animals develop features favorable to survival which are passed on to subsequent generations. Features aiding in survival get reproduced so that only the “fittest” live on. He thought that this mechanism (survival of the fittest) provided the explanation for similar body structures between man and animals and suggested the common descent through time of all living beings. But the evidence of similarity may just as well indicate evidence of design by a common Creator.  Moreover, Darwin ignored man’s larger brain, power of speech, memory, conscience, concepts of God and the soul. In addition, no missing link has ever been discovered and crossbreeding has yielded no possibilities. 
IV. Communism

Karl Marx (1818-1883) and Friedrich Engels (1820-1895)—these produced the Communist Manifesto in 1848 on the basis of Adam Smith’s philosophy of labor and Hegel’s philosophy of Absolute Being.  Following Feuerbach’s turning Hegel’s idealistic philosophy (“the rational is the real”) on its head, they developed a materialistic philosophy called dialectical materialism (material forces develop logically or dialectically).  Material reality (matter in motion) is the only reality.  All religious, social, and political institutions of society are determined by rigorous material forces working according to logic.  Class struggle follows the application of Hegel’s logic of thesis, antithesis, and synthesis.  Capitalism (the thesis) generates the proletariat (the antithesis) which will destroy capitalism and set up a classless society following a temporary “dictatorship of the proletariat (or workers).  Lenin carried out this proposal by instituting a small party of disciplined Communists which would infiltrate democratic organizations such as labor unions and government positions and which would then seize power at a time of crisis or war.  He thought he had succeeded in this in the Russian revolution of 1917.  Stalin succeeded Lenin in power and continued this program and technique. 
Conclusion:

These forces at work have persuaded a large proportion of the public that orthodox Christianity was a spent force.  The Christian religion was being viewed as a mere product of religious evolution.  It was not thought to be a supernatural revelation from God through Jesus Christ and the Bible but was simply a product of natural human religious experience.  These ideas would challenge orthodoxy throughout the 19th and 20th centuries with new additional wrinkles added as well.  Orthodoxy continues to respond with vigorous opposition. 
PAGE  
1

