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1 

Introduction 

 

 

The subject of this study is the German Lutheran theologian Albrecht Ritschl 

(1822-1889). Two monumental three-volume works, Die christliche Lehre von 

der Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung (1st ed., 1870-1874; The Christian Doctrine 

of Justification and Reconciliation) and Geschichte des Pietismus (1880-1886; 

History of pietism), established his theological reputation. And one can say, 

without too much exaggeration, that Ritschl’s writings influenced a whole 

generation of Protestant theologians, including Adolf von Harnack, Wilhelm 

Herrmann, Karl Holl, Julius Kaftan, Martin Rade, Walter Rauschenbusch, and 

Ernst Troeltsch. By the end of the nineteenth century, the Ritschlians controlled 

not only the most important theological faculties in Germany, but also the main 

theological journals, such as Die christliche Welt, Theologische Literaturzeitung, 

and Zeitschrift für Theologie und Kirche.1 

 Ritschl’s impact on Protestant theology in Germany and beyond is enough 

to arouse the historian’s interest. But there is, nevertheless, a general impression 

among contemporary theologians that Ritschl is irrelevant, and that for at least 

two reasons. First we have Karl Barth’s well-known questioning of Ritschl’s 

importance in his lectures on modern Protestant theology: 

 

It has been said of Ritschl that in the history of theology since Schleiermacher he is 

the only one who, in the true sense, has given birth to an epoch. This is not true 

because all the strivings proceeding from Schleiermacher, who was, despite all 

argument, the only one who really gave rise to an epoch, continued on their way in a 

very significant fashion beside Ritschl, and were even more than ever taken up again 

after him. [...] Ritschl has the significance of an episode in more recent theology, and 

not, indeed not, that of an epoch.2 

 

This “dismissal of Ritschl in a short and unenthusiastic chapter, the last in the 

book,” as Colin E. Gunton puts it in the introduction to the English edition of 

these lectures, has contributed to the common opinion that there are few things 

of value in Ritschl’s theology.3 In fact, even among many contemporary 

researchers interested in the Ritschlians, there is a general feeling that Ritschl’s 

disciples are more exciting than Ritschl himself. Gary Dorrien has given voice to 

that feeling: 

 

The Ritschlian movement offers the rare example of a school outshining its founder. 

Ritschl was short on personal magnetism, his writing style was clumsy and verbose, 

                                                             
1 Livingston, Modern Christian Thought, 1:270–271. 
2 Barth, Protestant Theology in the Nineteenth Century: Its Background and History, 640. 
3 Gunton, “Introduction,” xviii. 
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his politics were stodgy and conservative compared to the North American social 

gospelers that he influenced, and some of his followers surpassed him in scholarly 

depth, creativity, and lasting influence.4 

 

In the light of the widespread dismissal of Ritschl’s theological relevance and the 

general feeling that Ritschl was outshined by his disciples, the question naturally 

arises why I have chosen to investigate Ritschl’s theology.  

 I would like to respond to that question by noting, firstly, as Claude Welch 

has pointed out, that “Barth’s comment is essentially a systematician’s judgment 

of value for the constructive theological efforts, rather than a historian’s 

judgment of impact or influence.”5 The mere fact that Barth and others have 

called the theological value of Ritschl’s thought in question should not make us 

doubt Ritschl’s relevance as a historical object of study. Whatever position we 

might take in regard to his importance for present-day theology, it is still the case 

that Ritschl is a central figure in the history of modern theology. There is also a 

real risk that our understanding of Ritschl’s disciples will become insufficient if 

we study them in isolation from their master. This is true even if we grant that 

Harnack, Herrmann, Holl, and Troeltsch surpassed Ritschl in several ways. 

 And we must not forget that theologians can learn some of their most 

important lessons from recognizing and understanding past theological mistakes. 

Indeed, the importance of learning from the failures of the past should not be 

underestimated. “Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat 

it,” as a famous philosopher once wrote.6 It might, therefore, very well be that 

Ritschl is valuable for theological construction today precisely because of the 

problematic aspects of his theology. Even if I, for reasons that will become clear 

in the third section of this introduction, believe that there is some truth behind 

Barth’s negative verdict on Ritschl’s theological thinking, I am still of the opinion 

that contemporary theologians need to take Ritschl more seriously than Barth 

managed to do. So in the end, my conviction is that Ritschl’s theology is of 

relevance to contemporary historians and theologians alike. That is also one of 

the fundamental assumptions from which this study proceeds. 

 

1. An Exercise in Historical Theology 

 

This investigation of Ritschl’s thought can be described as a historical-theological 

study or an exercise in historical theology. It is commonly agreed upon that the 

origins of historical theology can be traced back to the sixteenth century, the era 

of the Protestant, Catholic, and Anabaptist reformations, when demonstrating 

                                                             
4 Dorrien, Kantian Reason and Hegelian Spirit: The Idealistic Logic of Modern Theology, 320. 
5 Welch, “Epilogue: A Reevaluation,” 186. 
6 Santayana, The Life of Reason: or the Phases of Human Progress, 1:284. 
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continuity with early Christianity becomes of paramount significance for many 

theologians. Decisive for historical theology as we understand it today was, 

however, the rise of the so-called Dogmengeschichte, “history of dogma,” in 

eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Germany. In fact, Ritschl played a leading 

role in the development of this modern form of historical theology, together with 

theologians and church historians such as Friedrich Schleiermacher, Ferdinand 

Christian Baur, and Adolf von Harnack.7 What, then, can be more appropriate 

than a historical-theological investigation of Ritschl, a pioneer in historical 

theology and one of the most famous historians of dogma?  

 Since there is no general agreement on what historical theology is,8 it seems 

suitable to say a few words about what I mean by characterizing this study as 

historical-theological in nature. We will take Alister E. McGrath’s definition of 

the field of historical theology as our starting point: “Historical theology is the 

branch of theological inquiry which aims to explore the historical development of 

Christian doctrines, and identify the factors which were influential in their 

formulation and adoption.”9 So historical theology, as McGrath defines it and as 

I will use it in this study, examines the history of Christian thought and discusses 

the causes that have given rise to theological ideas, thus exploring “the historical 

situations within which ideas developed or were specifically formulated” in an 

attempt “to lay bare the connection between context and theology.”10 

 Moreover, we can think of the historical theologian – that is, the person 

engaged in doing historical theology – as being both a historian and theologian.11 

In order to understand more fully what is meant by historical theology, it might 

therefore be a good idea to take a brief look at these two interrelated aspects of 

the historical theologian’s work. 

 Jaroslav Pelikan has said that the historical theologian first of all must seek 

“the integrity of historical scholarship” and claimed that “[t]he primary 

requirement of historical theology is that it be good history.”12 To write “good 

                                                             
7 McGrath, Historical Theology: An Introduction to the History of Christian Thought, 9–10. A 
classical statement of historical theology can be found in Schleiermacher’s Kurze Darstellung des 
theologischen Studiums (Brief Outline of Theology as a Field of Study), in which he claims that 
“historical theology is the actual corpus of theological study” and defines the discipline broadly as 
follows: “Good leadership of the church [...] requires information regarding the whole community that 
is to be led: (a) of its situation at any given time, and (b) of its past, with the realization that this 
community, regarded as a whole, is a historical entity and that its present condition can be adequately 
grasped only when it is viewed as a product of the past. Now, these two things taken together 
constitute ‘historical theology,’ in the broadest sense of the term” (Brief Outline of Theology as a Field 
of Study, 13). 
8 Potter Engel and Wyman, “Introduction,” 3–8. 
9 McGrath, Historical Theology, 8. On the definition of historical theology, see also Allison, Historical 
Theology: An Introduction to Christian Doctrine, 23; Pelikan, Historical Theology: Continuity and 
Change in Christian Doctrine, xiii-xv; Potter Engel and Wyman, “Introduction,” 8–9. 
10 McGrath, Historical Theology, 9. 
11 Sometimes it is argued that the historical theologian needs to make a fundamental choice between 
a historical or theological approach (for example, see Bromiley, Historical Theology: An 
Introduction, xxiii–xxix). 
12 Pelikan, Historical Theology, xxiii, 129. 
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history” is also the primary aim of my contextual examination of Ritschl’s 

theology in the chapters that follow. In short, I have done my very best to locate 

the different aspects of Ritschl’s theology under investigation in their historical 

context and tried to base my analysis on a thorough examination of both primary 

and secondary sources, at the same time being aware of the impossibility of ever 

fully grasping Ritschl’s thought and context, or any other historical event for that 

matter. Historical reconstruction will obviously never be identical to what really 

happened – all that the historian can ever hope for is to discover, and pass on to 

others, a few clues to understanding the past.13 

 But the historical theologian is also often portrayed as a theologian. We can 

gain an insight into this dimension of historical theology by noting how the 

discipline is a resource to systematic theology. By taking the heritage of the past 

seriously, historical theology informs systematic theologians, who generally try to 

provide a constructive statement of the Christian faith for their time, about what 

past churches and theologians have thought and why they have done so. McGrath 

calls this the pedagogical role of historical theology. And this function is 

important since a “full understanding of the historical development of [a] 

doctrine is essential to its contemporary restatement.” But historical theology 

also has a critical role to play, McGrath goes on to say, in the sense that it 

identifies “the factors that make some form of restatement necessary.” In other 

words, the history of theology gives us the means to correct – or even eliminate – 

doctrines.14 Last but not least, historical theology is a constructive resource in that 

it can throw light on the treasures, sometimes well-hidden, of the theological 

tradition. McGrath writes that 

 
some of the best contemporary theology can be thought of as critical reappropriation 

– in other words, making use of the wisdom of the past in present debates. The 

resurgence of interest in the writings of Augustine of Hippo and Thomas Aquinas in 

recent decades is a telling sign of the growing realization of the theological richness 

of the Christian tradition. Historical theology gives us new ways of seeing things. It 

allows us to see debates and issues from other perspectives, helping us to formulate 

our own approaches.15 

 

This study is also intended to be a resource to systematic theology in these three 

ways. There will thus be a systematic intention at work in our analysis of Ritschl, 

that is to say, we will also be interested in how his theology can aid contemporary 

systematic theologians in their reflections on Christian faith. I am convinced that 

we can learn valuable theological lessons from a historical-theological 

examination of Ritschl, who formulated well-thought out and influential answers 

to some of the fundamental intellectual challenges to Christianity of his time. But 

                                                             
13 For a brief introduction to the problem of understanding the past, see Bradley and Muller, Church 
History: An Introduction to Research Methods and Resources, 32–38. 
14 McGrath, Historical Theology, 9, 11, quotes 9. 
15 McGrath, 14. 
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as we will see, Ritschl’s modern reformulation of Christian faith turned out to be 

a failure in the long run, which indicates that the most important lessons we can 

learn from an investigation of his theology might be of a negative nature. But 

more on that in the third section. 

 Investigating the connection between context and theology was highlighted 

as one of the fundamental aims of historical theology above. And it was indicated 

above that this study is an examination of Ritschl in which his context occupies a 

prominent position. In fact, this study will attempt a comprehensive 

contextualization of Ritschl’s theology, a task facing difficult obstacles. “A review 

of the more immediate intellectual forces shaping his thought would include,” 

writes David L. Mueller, “virtually all the movements that gave rise to the 

development of the modern mind.”16 

 Even if Mueller is exaggerating, he puts a finger on one of the major 

difficulties facing Ritschl scholarship and on the reason why previous discussions 

of the background to the theology of Ritschl have tended to focus on one or a few 

aspects of its context. Now, it must be said straight away that the analysis in the 

following chapters is indebted to a number of Ritschl studies – indeed, the very 

idea of undertaking the task of a comprehensive contextualization of Ritschl’s 

thought would scarcely have crossed my mind had I not been able to benefit from 

the labors of previous scholars.17 And it should also be noted that we will not try 

to carry out a complete contextual analysis of Ritschl. Our task will be more 

limited, taking its starting point in the Bildungsbürgertum, “educated middle 

class,” arguably the main intended audience of Ritschl’s theological work. Let us 

now take a closer look at this class and at its relevance to nineteenth-century 

Protestant theology in general and Ritschl’s theology in particular. 

 

 

 

                                                             
16 Mueller, An Introduction to the Theology of Albrecht Ritschl, 17. 
17 The following studies are particularly important to my contextualization of Ritschl’s theology: 
Hefner, Faith and the Vitalities of History: A Theological Study Based on the Work of Albrecht 
Ritschl; Hofmann, Albrecht Ritschls Lutherrezeption; Jodock, F. C. Baur and Albrecht Ritschl on 
Historical Theology; Kuhlmann, Die theologische Ethik Albrecht Ritschls; Lotz, Ritschl and Luther: 
A Fresh Perspective on Albrecht Ritschl’s Theology in the Light of His Luther Study; Metzler, The 
Ethics of the Kingdom; Mueller, Albrecht Ritschl; Neugebauer, Lotze und Ritschl: Reich-Gottes-
Theologie zwischen nachidealistischer Philosophie und neuzeitlichem Positivismus; Ryan, The Role 
of the Discipline of History in the Theological Interpretation of Albrecht Ritschl; Schäfer, Ritschl: 
Grundlinien eines fast verschollenen dogmatischen Systems; Zachhuber, Theology as Science in 
Nineteenth-Century Germany: From F. C. Baur to Ernst Troeltsch. I have, of course, also greatly 
benefited from the biography by Ritschl’s son Otto: Albrecht Ritschls Leben, 2 vols. 
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2. Ritschl’s Nineteenth-Century Context 

2.1 The De-Christianization of the Bildungsbürgertum 

 

The so-called German Bildungsbürgertum was a social group or class that 

emerged in the eighteenth century and is regarded as having become established 

at the end of the eighteenth and the beginning of the nineteenth century. This 

modern middle class originated partly from the older urban bourgeoisie and some 

of the members of the class also came from a non-middle class background, 

though it did not take long until the educated middle class largely reproduced 

itself.18 

 It is possible to understand the Bildungsbürgertum as a creation of the 

universities in Germany. In fact, since the vast majority of those who successfully 

completed academic studies belonged to this social class – a minor group of 

students came from the nobility – one can almost equate German eighteenth- and 

nineteenth-century intellectuals with the educated middle class. The education of 

the Bildungsbürgertum was humanistic in orientation and the class as a whole 

was united in a respect for culture.19 And we must also note that some members 

of the educated middle class were academically trained civil servants while others 

worked as university professors, teachers, lawyers, doctors, journalists, pastors, 

and so on.20 

 The members of the educated middle class constituted, relatively speaking, 

a small social group for the better part of the nineteenth century. However, those 

that belonged to this class had key positions in the state bureaucracy and they 

more or less controlled the important journals, newspapers, voluntary 

associations, and universities, making it possible for them to exert a 

disproportionate influence on German society.21 Liah Greenfeld has argued that 

the German reading public was exclusively exposed to the values of the 

Bildungsbürgertum. The middle-class intellectuals 

 

brought into being and controlled the German press. This control was never 

challenged: the nobility, with very few exceptions, did not consider writing – of 

whatever sort – a proper occupation. All who read German, therefore, inevitably 

became readers of the middle-class [...] academics and were exclusively exposed to 

their view of the society of which they believed themselves to be members, which 

meant their view of its scope and nature, as well as their specific perception of its 

imperfections and injustices and the solutions they proposed to ameliorate these.22 

                                                             
18 Budde, Blütezeit des Bürgertums: Bürgerlichkeit im 19. Jahrhundert, 7–8; Wehler, Deutsche 
Gesellschaftsgeschichte, 1:210–211. 
19 Greenfeld, Nationalism: Five Roads to Modernity, 293, 295–297; Nipperdey, Deutsche Geschichte 
1866-1918, 1:382–383; Schäfer, Geschichte des Bürgertums: Eine Einführung, 104–105. 
20 Budde, Blütezeit des Bürgertums, 8; Schäfer, Geschichte des Bürgertums, 92–93. 
21 Wehler, Deutsche Gesellschaftsgeschichte, 2:212. 
22 Greenfeld, Nationalism, 309. 
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As for the religious affiliation of this class, it had Protestants, Catholics, and Jews 

among its members. It has sometimes been said that the fundamental ideas and 

values of the Bildungsbürgertum were largely the product of modern 

Protestantism.23 Now, there is some truth in that observation, though we must 

hasten to add that the intellectual roots of the ethos of this class are more complex 

than that. 

 Religion was of great importance to the state, society, politics, and culture in 

nineteenth-century Germany.24 That notwithstanding, it was a time when the 

process of secularization, or, perhaps better, the de-Christianization of German 

society that had started in the previous century accelerated. More and more 

intellectuals became indifferent towards Christianity, losing their faith in God 

and some even came to the point where they denied the existence of a spiritual 

dimension of reality beyond the natural world.25 And of course, Christian 

observers constantly complained about this development.26 

 One significant sign of the de-Christianization of the Bildungsbürgertum 

was the growing criticism of religion. Influential nineteenth-century intellectuals 

such as Ludwig Feuerbach, David Friedrich Strauss, Ludwig Büchner, Paul de 

Lagarde, and Friedrich Nietzsche raised objections to traditional Christian faith 

in a personal God, the divinity of Jesus Christ, God’s creation of the world, and 

miracles, and many of them also claimed that Christianity is irrelevant to, or even 

incompatible with, modern culture and society.27 However, several of the 

harshest critics of traditional Christianity were not critics of religion as such, but 

tried to replace what they considered to be outmoded religious forms with new 

ones that were in keeping with the times.28 And we can also discern a similar 

tendency among the educated middle class as a whole. Indeed, the values and 

culture of this class were combined into a quasi-religious worldview, sometimes 

called Bildungsreligion, that for many intellectuals functioned as a sort of 

bourgeois religiosity and substitute for Christian faith.29 

 

                                                             
23 For example, see Nipperdey, Deutsche Geschichte 1866-1918, 1:388. 
24 Blaschke and Kuhlemann, “Religion in Geschichte und Gesellschaft: Sozialhistorische Perspektiven 
für die vergleichende Erforschung religiöser Mentalitäten und Milieus,” 7–8.  
25 Budde, Blütezeit des Bürgertums, 73; Moeller, Geschichte des Christentums in Grundzügen, 327–
330. For a summary of the religious transformation of German society during the late eighteenth 
century, see Nowak, Geschichte des Christentums in Deutschland: Religion, Politik und Gesellschaft 
vom Ende der Aufklärung bis zur Mitte des 20. Jahrhunderts, 15–21. 
26 Hölscher, “Religion des Bürgers: Bürgerliche Frömmigkeit und protestantische Kirche im 19. 
Jahrhundert,” 607–608. 
27 For brief overviews of the criticism of religion in nineteenth-century Germany, see Mühlenberg, 
Epochen der Kirchengeschichte, 306–315; Nipperdey, Germany from Napoleon to Bismarck 1800-
1866, 391–398. 
28 Hölscher, “Religion des Bürgers,” 620–622. 
29 Hettling and Hoffmann, “Einleitung: Zur Historisierung bürgerlicher Werte,” 9. 
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2.2 Historical Criticism, Materialism, and Anti-Lutheran Polemics 

 

The de-Christianization of the educated middle class and widespread critique of 

religion suggest that theologians were under pressure in nineteenth-century 

Germany. This impression is further strengthened if we take into consideration 

the influential objections against the Christian religion that can be related to 

historical criticism and materialism. 

 Even though German theologians reacted very differently to historical 

criticism, their general recognition of the historical nature of Christianity has 

been hailed as the greatest achievement of Protestant theology in the nineteenth 

century.30 But the historical-critical examination of the Christian tradition came 

with a price, which is perhaps most clearly seen in the far-reaching questioning 

of the historical basis of Christian faith during the early phases of the so-called 

quest for the Jesus of history. Hermann Samuel Reimarus, David Friedrich 

Strauss, and other radical theologians, argued that only a human Jesus very 

different from Christ the Son of God remains after the New Testament documents 

have been subjected to historical criticism. It thus seems safe to say that the 

historical-critical investigation of the Bible, and of the Christian tradition more 

generally, constituted one of the most serious challenges for theologians in 

nineteenth-century Germany. 

 The growing threat of materialism to Christian faith produced a theological 

challenge of the same magnitude as historical criticism. Partly as a result of the 

advance of the natural sciences, there was an increase in the belief that it is 

possible to explain the world and humanity without taking recourse to any 

religious notions. Materialists such as Ludwig Feuerbach and Ludwig Büchner 

were united in the conviction that only material entities exist. They were also 

united in their critique of religion, which flowed quite naturally from their 

materialist outlook. Indeed, from the perspective of Feuerbach and Büchner, the 

notion of a supernatural God creating and intervening in the world is a relic of 

the past, a notion we need to leave behind so that we can turn our focus from an 

imagined spiritual realm to building a good society for the human beings of flesh 

and blood that really exist. 

 We must also pay attention to the fact that traditional Christian ethics was 

under fire in nineteenth-century Germany. More than a few described 

Christianity as a religion aloof from the world, irrelevant to modern society, 

detrimental to morality, and as an impediment to progress. It was, 

understandably, particularly challenging to Protestant theologians when the 

Protestant Reformation and Martin Luther’s thought were singled out as 

especially damaging to morality and modern culture. Two of the loudest and most 

influential anti-Lutheran polemicists, but by no means to only ones, were the 

historian Jacob Burckhardt and the orientalist Paul de Lagarde. Their attacks on 

                                                             
30 For example, see Barth, “Evangelical Theology in the 19th Century,” 28. 
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Lutheranism were part of the heated and drawn out debate among theologians, 

philosophers, historians, and other intellectuals in Germany over the historical 

consequences of Luther’s reformatory theology, a debate stretching well beyond 

the nineteenth century. 

 Now, I will demonstrate that Ritschl’s theological thinking can be seen as a 

response to the three intellectual threats or challenges posed to Christianity in 

general, and Lutheranism in particular, just mentioned, namely, historical 

criticism, materialism, and anti-Lutheran polemics. That is the fundamental 

perspective from which I will approach the theology of Ritschl in the following 

chapters. It must be immediately noted, however, that I do not claim that we can 

get a complete grasp of Ritschl’s theological project from this vantage point. I 

have not attempted to fully cover all essential aspects of his project. Such an 

investigation would, for instance, need to give much more attention to his 

repeated attacks on Lutheran orthodoxy and his constructive retrieval of Luther’s 

theology. And it must also be said that the mere fact that Ritschl puts much effort 

– indeed, more than most other theologians – into responding to the challenges 

of historical criticism, materialism, and anti-Lutheran polemics is not what 

finally makes him stand out from many other Lutheran theologians in 

nineteenth-century Germany. Since the works of Reimarus, Strauss, Feuerbach, 

Büchner, Burckhardt, Lagarde, and similar-minded thinkers, were very popular 

and widely read by members of the educated middle class, it is difficult to imagine 

a German theologian living in the nineteenth century that completely avoided 

dealing with the issues raised by these thinkers. Rather, what really distinguishes 

Ritschl, and what is of main interest for us, is the specific content of his answers 

to these challenges. 

 I will argue that an ambition to counteract the alienation of the 

Bildungsbürgertum from Christianity in general, and Lutheranism in particular, 

runs all through Ritschl’s systematic theology. In others words, he wants to show 

German intellectuals that his Lutheran interpretation of Christian faith is 

relevant and scientifically tenable. And I will argue, further, that this can be seen 

in Ritschl’s responses to historical criticism, materialism, and anti-Lutheran 

polemics.  

 Against negative attempts to undermine the historical foundations of the 

Christian religion, Ritschl argues that the reverse is the case, that is, that a careful 

historical-critical examination of early Christianity, if it is done correctly, rather 

creates a basis for faith. And it will also become clear during our investigation 

that Ritschl develops a philosophical defense of the notion of a spiritual 

dimension of existence against materialist denials of religion and God’s existence. 

We will also see, finally, that Ritschl, against claims that Lutheranism is 

detrimental to morality and irrelevant in a modern world, tries to demonstrate 

that Lutheran ethics is culturally significant and a positive force in modern 

society. 
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 The sources of Ritschl’s specific responses to these threats will also be 

discussed in the course of this study. But as has been hinted at above, it is almost 

impossible to map all the intellectual forces shaping his thought. We will, 

therefore, focus on the most important influences on Ritschl’s way of tackling 

historical criticism, materialism, and anti-Lutheran polemics, especially noting 

the modern theologians, historians, and philosophers that have exercised a major 

impact on his answers to the issues raised by these challenges.  

 It now seems appropriate to say a few words about this study’s contextual 

analysis in comparison with earlier Ritschl research. Previous discussions of 

Ritschl have often focused on one or a few aspects of his context. Some studies 

have concentrated on a detailed examination of the influence of just one modern 

theologian or philosopher on Ritschl’s thought,31 while others have had a broader 

scope, analyzing one major theme in, or aspect of, Ritschl’s theology and the 

different influences shaping his thinking in that regard.32 Naturally enough, 

contextualizations in overviews of Ritschl’s systematic theology have often been 

quite brief, noting but not discussing at length the important sources of his 

different theological ideas.33 

 Even if the importance of the three fundamental challenges that we will focus 

on have been noted in previous Ritschl scholarship, they have not before been 

dealt with comprehensively in one single study. And our contextualization of 

Ritschl’s theology against the background of the de-Christianization of the 

Bildungsbürgertum and the theological challenges of historical criticism, 

materialism, and anti-Lutheran polemics will be both broader in scope and more 

comprehensive than most earlier studies of his thought. 

 So the contextual approach adopted here stands out in comparison with 

previous Ritschl research. One fundamental presupposition of our investigation 

is that an understanding of the historical background of Ritschl’s theology needs 

to take into account not only his indebtedness to the great modern thinkers of the 

past, but also his responses to contemporary theological challenges. In this way, 

Ritschl is brought closer to his age, and the possibilities open up for a deeper 

analysis of the contemporary movements and thinkers that in different ways 

made an impact on him. But our procedure also makes it possible to identify 

interesting systematic analogies between Ritschl’s thought and the ideas of those 

contemporary intellectuals who struggled with similar challenges. Such 

systematic analogies are valuable since they can be used to more precisely situate 

                                                             
31 For example, see Guthrie, Kant and Ritschl: A Study in the Relation between Philosophy and 
Theology; Jodock, F. C. Baur and Albrecht Ritschl; Neugebauer, Lotze und Ritschl. 
32 For example, see Busse, Metaphysical Scheme; Kuhlmann, Ethik Albrecht Ritschls; Metzler, 
Kingdom; Ryan, Discipline of History; Wrzecionko, Die philosophischen Wurzeln der Theologie 
Albrecht Ritschls: Ein Beitrag zum Problem des Verhältnisses von Theologie und Philosophie im 19. 
Jahrhundert. 
33 For example, see Mueller, Albrecht Ritschl; Schäfer, Ritschl; Weyer-Menkhoff, Aufklärung und 
Offenbarung: Zur Systematik der Theologie Albrecht Ritschls. 
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Ritschl’s theology within the intellectual currents of nineteenth-century 

Germany, even though they might not demonstrate a direct connection. 

 As was said in the first section, this study is an exercise in historical theology 

and the main aim of the following contextual analysis of Ritschl’s theology is 

simply to write good history. I have, in short, tried to improve our historical 

understanding of Ritschl by looking into certain important dimensions of his 

thought and the historical situations within which these were developed. Several 

aspects of the wider nineteenth-century context of Ritschl’s theological thinking 

discussed in this investigation are probably quite unfamiliar to many historians 

and theologians interested in our subject (Ritschl scholars included). This being 

so, we will pay much attention to describing the wider background to the thought 

of Ritschl in the chapters to come. And it goes without saying that these accounts 

of Ritschl’s context will be of the greatest value to our analysis of his theological 

ideas. 

 However, my historical-theological study is in part also intended to be a 

resource to systematic theology, believing as I do that the historical theologian is 

not only a historian but also a theologian. Let us now turn to this constructive 

dimension of our investigation. 

 

3. Ritschl and the Question of Kulturprotestantismus 

 

Kulturprotestantismus, that is, “cultural” or “culture Protestantism,” has been an 

important subject of discussion in Ritschl scholarship. It is possible to identify 

three common and interrelated uses of the concept “cultural Protestantism” in 

earlier research. First of all, it has many times been used to denote liberal 

Protestant theology in Germany from Friedrich Schleiermacher and the 

beginning of the nineteenth century to Ernst Troeltsch and the early twentieth 

century, an epoch of liberal Protestantism distinguished by efforts to mediate 

between the theology of the Protestant Reformation and modern culture. But 

cultural Protestantism has, secondly and more commonly today, often been 

applied to a particular movement of liberal theology in Wilhelmine Germany, 

namely Ritschl and his disciples. Ritschlianism, as that theological orientation is 

usually called, exerted a strong influence on the piety and culture of the 

Protestant part of the educated middle class. Thirdly and lastly, the concept 

Kulturprotestantismus has been frequently used in social history, sociology, and 

art history as a description of the norms and values of the Protestant 

Bildungsbürgertum in Wilhelmine Germany.34 

                                                             
34 Graf, “Kulturprotestantismus,” 230–231. For brief accounts of the concept in English, see Rupp, 
Culture-Protestantism: German Liberal Theology at the Turn of the Twentieth Century, 9–11; 
Ziolkowski, “Cultural Protestantism,” 891–892. 
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 A charge repeatedly levelled against Ritschl, beginning already when his 

mature systematic theology became public in the 1870s, is that he interpreted 

Christian faith in ways that brought it too close to the modern world.35 Observers 

usually have this alleged tendency to a far-reaching harmonization between 

Christianity and modern culture in mind when they describe Ritschl as a cultural 

Protestant. Talk about Ritschl and Kulturprotestantismus gained in strength 

with Karl Barth’s dismissal, in his lectures on modern Protestant theology, 

published in 1946, of Ritschl’s theology as “the very epitome of the national-

liberal bourgeois in the age of Bismarck.”36 Influential in this regard was also H. 

Richard Niebuhr’s Christ and Culture (1951), which described Ritschl’s 

theological thinking “as the best modern illustration of the Christ-of-culture 

type.”37 

 Some scholars have argued that it is wrong to see Ritschl’s theological 

thinking as an example of an “adaptive” Kulturprotestantismus. Rolf Schäfer, for 

example, makes the following remark: “The charge of cultural Protestantism 

would be valid if Ritschl subordinated Christianity to culture or if he used 

revelation to justify the culture of his time. But Ritschl does neither the one nor 

the other.”38 A similar judgment has underlined much of the so-called Ritschl 

renaissance, that is, the effort, especially in North America, to reassess Ritschl’s 

theology and legacy in numerous publications since the early 1960s.39 This can be 

seen, for instance, in the anthology Ritschl in Retrospect: History, Community, 

and Science (1995), which was partly published with the intention to make the 

reevaluation of Ritschl in American scholarship available to a larger audience. In 

the epilogue to Ritschl in Retrospect, Claude Welch highlights the “rejection of 

the tendency to write Ritschl’s work off as mere reflection of late nineteenth-

century Kulturprotestantismus” as one of the major contributions of the 

volume.40 

 Barth’s criticism of Ritschl’s theology is an indication of the common 

pejorative use of the category “cultural Protestantism.” In fact, early applications 

of the term, which first appeared around the end of the nineteenth and the 

beginning of the twentieth century, were polemical in nature, mainly using it as a 

description of Protestant theologians advocating a problematic accommodation 

of Christian faith to the spirit of the age, though some liberal theologians later on 

                                                             
35 For early examples, see Denney, Studies in Theology: Lectures Delivered in Chicago Theological 
Seminary; Stählin, Kant, Lotze and Ritschl: A Critical Examination. 
36 Barth, Protestant Theology, 642. 
37 Niebuhr, Christ and Culture, 94. 
38 Schäfer, Ritschl, 76: “Der Vorwurf des Kulturprotestantismus wäre berechtigt, wenn Ritschl das 
Christentum der Kultur unterordnete, oder wenn er die Offenbarung benutzte, um die Kulture seiner 
Zeit zu rechtfertigen. Ritschl tut aber weder das eine noch das andere.” 
39 On the Ritschl renaissance as a reaction to Barth’s interpretation of the history of theology, see 
Richmond, Ritschl: A Reappraisal, 32–42. 
40 Welch, “Epilogue,” 187. 
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made the concept their own and used it as a self-description.41 This pejorative use 

of Kulturprotestantismus has led some scholars to discard the label, calling it 

both “anachronistic” and “misleading.”42 

 The question of the value of “cultural Protestantism” as an interpretative 

category can be related to the revolt in theological scholarship, which has really 

been going on for some fifty or so years, against the so-called “Barthian 

spectacles,” by which is meant a Barth-influenced historical writing in which 

German liberal theology from the early nineteenth century to the end of the 

Second World War is almost reduced to being nothing more than a servant to 

modern secularism and the prevailing culture.43 Undoubtedly, the re-

examination of Ritschl’s thought since the 1960s must be understood as being a 

part of this general re-evaluation of earlier theological traditions of liberal 

Protestantism.44 

 Now, I readily admit that Barth’s account of the history of modern Protestant 

theology, and more than a few accounts of those inspired by him, fails to give full 

justice to the complexity and subtleties of the ideas and contexts of both 

individual liberal theologians and different theological movements in nineteenth-

century and early twentieth-century Germany. In that sense, a more complete 

understanding of the history of liberal Protestantism requires us to go beyond the 

Barthian approach. There are limits to Barth-influenced interpretations of the 

modern history of theology, surely, but I believe, at the same time, that there is a 

risk that we, in the midst of the reaction against the “Barthian spectacles,” will 

forget some of the interesting and enduring insights in Barth’s historical analysis. 

 One such insight, I contend, is Barth’s portrayal of Ritschl as a 

Kulturprotestant. Even though Barth is too quick in dismissing the historical 

significance of Ritschl’s theological thinking, we must not let that keep us from 

appreciating the value of the concept cultural Protestantism as an analytical tool. 

And in our study, Kulturprotestantismus will be used to designate a form of 

Protestant theology that tries to mediate between the Protestant Reformation and 

                                                             
41 On the history of the concept Kulturprotestantismus, see Graf, “Kulturprotestantismus,” 231–235; 
Graf, “Kulturprotestantismus: Zur Begriffsgeschichte einer theologiepolitische Chiffre,” 214–268. 
42 For example, see Chapman, Ernst Troeltsch and Liberal Theology: Religion and Cultural Synthesis 
in Wilhelmine Germany, 1. 
43 Aune, “Discarding the Barthian Spectacles: Part I, Recent Scholarship on the History of Early 20th 
Century German Protestant Theology,” 223–224; Chapman, Ernst Troeltsch, 11–12. The German 
theologians Trutz Rendtorff and Friedrich Wilhelm Graf must be included among the leaders in this 
reaction against Barth’s impact on the writing of the history of modern theology. Rendtorff and Graf 
have accused Barth’s interpretation of the history of modern theology of being dependent on a set of 
fundamental theological convictions, an approach that they like to contrast with their own more 
strictly historicist method. The theological nature of Barth’s analysis of history cannot be denied. But 
as Arne Rasmusson has demonstrated, the history writing of the Rendtorff-Graf type is also “obviously 
embedded in a theological program,” which, at least in Rendtorff’s case, is centered on “the realization 
of Christianity in modernity, and specifically in modern liberal Germany.” Rendtorff’s and Graf’s way 
of distinguishing their own historical analysis from Barth’s approach therefore appears to be both 
“question-begging” and “disingenuous” (“Historiography and Theology: Theology in the Weimar 
Republic and the Beginning of the Third Reich,” 159–163, quotes 160–161). 
44 Richmond, Ritschl, 36–37. 
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modern culture by supporting many of the values generally embraced by the 

educated middle class. And my interpretation will be in agreement with Barth on 

a general level in that I will argue that it is correct to describe Ritschl as an 

important theological representative of cultural Protestantism, if the term is 

understood in the sense defined above. So in the final analysis, I am convinced 

that Ritschl’s theology really is a theology for the Bildungsbürgertum. 

 My defense of the notion of Ritschl as a cultural Protestant does not mean, 

however, that I, in some kind of Barthian manner, will reduce Ritschl’s theology 

to being nothing more than an expression of the ethos of the educated middle 

class. And it does not mean, moreover, that I will ignore the fruits of the research 

produced by those who have tried – in part rightly so – to correct Barth’s picture 

of Ritschl. Against too simplified and critical accounts of Ritschl’s thought, it must 

be stressed that whatever problems we might discover in his systematic theology, 

he always tried to take the Christian tradition seriously. Also, scholars rejecting 

the Barthian dismissal of Ritschl are correct in the sense that there is no question 

of there being any kind of complete accommodation to modern culture in his 

thought. Most past interpreters portraying Ritschl as a culture Protestant have, 

of course, also been aware of that fact. Niebuhr showed such an awareness: “it 

must be said, in fairness to Ritschl, that if he interpreted Christ through culture 

he also selected from culture those elements which were most compatible with 

Christ.”45 

 Nevertheless, not only is a well thought-out response to the de-

Christianization of the educated middle class and the challenges of historical 

criticism, materialism, and anti-Lutheran polemics a fundamental intention 

behind Ritschl’s theological project, I will also argue that the content of the 

answers that he provides to these challenges are close to ideas and values 

generally cherished by the Bildungsbürgertum. Ritschl is, in short and as already 

been said above, firmly resolved to demonstrate to the members of the 

nineteenth-century educated middle class that Christianity in general, and 

Lutheranism in particular, is relevant and scientifically tenable. That means that 

the issue of Kulturprotestantismus will never be far away in our study, even if the 

explicit discussion of it is mainly restricted to this introduction and the 

conclusion. 

 Without denying the existence of positive resources for contemporary 

theology in Ritschl’s works, I am convinced that some of the most important 

theological lessons that we can learn from him are connected to his theological 

mistakes, and particularly those related to his adaptation of Christian faith to the 

conditions of nineteenth-century Germany. A critical perspective on Ritschl has, 

moreover, largely been missing in the reassessment of his theology that has been 

going on since the beginning of the Ritschl renaissance in the 1960s. And I believe 

that Barth’s interpretation, despite its one-sidedness, can serve as a good starting 

                                                             
45 Niebuhr, Christ and Culture, 99. 
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point for a critical evaluation since it highlights some of the most problematic 

features of Ritschl’s theological project. I have, for those reasons, focused much 

of the discussion about how this study can be of service to systematic theology – 

the main part of which will take place in the conclusion – on the Barthian theme 

“Ritschl and Kulturprotestantismus.” So even though the main purpose of this 

investigation is historical, I also hope that it can make a constructive contribution 

to contemporary systematic theology by paying special attention to the nature of 

Ritschl’s cultural Protestantism or modernization of Christianity. 

 

4. The Organization of the Study 

 

Our contextual analysis of Ritschl’s theological response to nineteenth-century 

historical criticism, materialism, and anti-Lutheran polemics is divided into three 

main parts. Each part is concentrated on one of these challenges and consists of 

three chapters. It should also be noted that the first chapter of each part is a 

background chapter.  

 Part I is concentrated on historical criticism and Ritschl’s interpretation of 

history. The wider context of Ritschl’s historical analysis is examined in chapter 

1. We will take the tradition of historicism as our starting point and then discuss 

two movements or schools influenced by historicist ideas, namely the historical 

school at the University of Berlin and the theological Tübingen school. The 

presentation of the historical school will largely focus on the historian Leopold 

von Ranke, and the account of the Tübingen school will be centered on the 

theologians David Friedrich Strauss and Ferdinand Christian Baur. I will argue 

that these schools made a significant impact, albeit in different ways, on Ritschl’s 

understanding of history in chapter 2, which will mainly focus on Ritschl’s 

relationship to, and emancipation from, Baur’s Tübingen school. Chapter 3 

contains a contextual investigation of Ritschl’s contribution to the quest for the 

historical Jesus. It will become clear that Ritschl tries to steer a middle course 

between radical reinterpretations of Jesus and traditional theological accounts. 

And I will also claim that Johannes Weiss’ and Albert Schweitzer’s apocalyptic 

criticism of the nineteenth-century search for the Jesus of history brought in its 

train nothing short of a frontal attack on the historical foundation of Ritschl’s 

theology. 

 We will focus on the metaphysical framework of Ritschl’s theological 

thinking in part II. I will, first of all, relate his metaphysics to the growing threat 

of materialism. In chapter 4, we will take a look at three intellectual movements 

and one controversy of relevance to Ritschl’s metaphysical framework – Ludwig 

Feuerbach’s anthropological materialism, the scientific materialism of Carl Vogt, 

Jakob Moleschott, and Ludwig Büchner, the important materialist controversy, 

and also German late idealism, especially the idealist philosophy of Hermann 
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Lotze. A detailed analysis of Ritschl’s metaphysics can be found in chapter 5, in 

which I will argue that the metaphysical framework of Ritschl’s theology is 

indebted to Lotze’s late idealist philosophy. And in chapter 6, we will discuss the 

relationship between Ritschl’s late idealist metaphysics and his protest against 

what we will call “classical metaphysical theology,” especially noting how Ritschl’s 

metaphysics leads him to reject natural theology and the classical Christological 

and trinitarian dogmas. 

 In part III, we will turn our attention to an analysis of Ritschl’s theological 

ethics or understanding of Christian life in context of anti-Lutheran polemics and 

the values of the Bildungsbürgertum. Chapter 7 provides an overview of the ethos 

of the educated middle class, especially noting the fundamental values generally 

characteristic of their code of morality and the change of emphasis that this code 

underwent during the second half of the nineteenth century. We will then, in 

chapter 8, focus on Ritschl’s festival address during the celebrations of Luther’s 

four-hundredth birthday at the University of Göttingen in 1883. I will make the 

claim that Ritschl’s speech at least in part was intended as a defense of Luther’s 

cultural importance against the biblical scholar and orientalist Paul de Lagarde’s 

criticism of the Lutheran Reformation. In chapter 9, we will carry out a 

comprehensive analysis of Ritschl’s understanding of Christian life and discuss 

its modern sources. I will argue that the philosopher Immanuel Kant and the 

theologian Friedrich Schleiermacher exercised important influences on Ritschl’s 

ethics. It should also be noted that we will analyze the similarities between 

Ritschl’s ethics and the values of the Bildungsbürgertum in chapters 8 and 9. 

 A fuller account of the aim and structure of each part of the study is provided 

in the introduction to each part. In the conclusion, we will summarize the findings 

of our contextual analysis, discuss the need to both nuance and extend Barth’s 

critique of Ritschl, problematize Ritschl’s interpretation of the historical Jesus, 

and argue that Ritschl’s theological project was essentially abandoned by his most 

famous students. 
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Part I 

History 

 

 

The theme of this part is Ritschl and historical criticism. As we will see, Ritschl 

was convinced that he could defend his interpretation of Christian faith on 

historical grounds by demonstrating its continuity with the teaching of Jesus 

Christ and early Christianity. Ritschl is, moreover, generally considered one of 

the most prominent historical theologians of the nineteenth century, and his 

detailed and comprehensive analyses of subjects such as the historical Jesus, the 

historical development of Catholicism, the history of the doctrine of justification 

and reconciliation, and the history of pietism are certainly impressive in several 

ways. We also find numerous instances in Ritschl’s writings of explicit 

methodological reflections on historical research in general, and on historical 

investigation of Christianity in particular. This interest in history was something 

that Ritschl shared with many of his contemporaries. 

 Even though the emergence of the modern historical consciousness goes 

back to the eighteenth century, its real breakthrough had to wait until the 

nineteenth century, which with some justification can be called “the age of 

history.” At any rate, it was a time when a widespread historicization of 

intellectual life was taking place in Europe, and Germany was at the forefront of 

this development. That process is described by Sheila Greeve Davaney as follows: 

 

Across the Western world an interest in the past and a growing awareness of both its 

value and its distance from the present intensified as the century unfolded. History 

became the touchstone for human understanding of self and world. [...] In 

scholarship, the nineteenth century was the period in which the academic discipline 

of history, with its professional identity, location in the modern university, and 

distinctive methods and theoretical juxtapositioning of itself over against the natural 

sciences, took definitive shape. Aesthetically, novelists, poets, and artists not only 

utilized historical subject matter but also self-consciously located their work within 

artistic and literary history. Collecting and preservation became not just the province 

of professionals as museums, historical journals, and historical societies flourished. 

They also became the obsession of broad segments of the nineteenth-century 

populace as individuals and groups engaged in a new interest in artifacts, 

architecture, ruins, and literary and cultural remains. While the methods of the 

natural and the humanistic and social sciences were distinguished, there was, 

nonetheless, a mutual borrowing of categories as notions of organic growth and 

evolutionary development appeared widely. Speculative philosophies now focused on 

history, not unchanging truth. The towering philosophers of the century, most 

notably Hegel, sought to reunite reason and history. Theologians and biblical 
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scholars sought as well to grapple with the implications of their historicist-oriented 

research and reflection.46 

 

In other words, historicist ideas had a firm grip on the nineteenth-century 

Bildungsbürgertum. But how did this emerging historical consciousness impact 

on theological reflection? First of all, theologians became increasingly aware that 

the doctrinal decisions of previous centuries were decisively shaped by the time 

and place of their origin. It did not take long until historical study was assigned a 

central place in theology. Historical research was used not only in order to 

understand the church dogmas and theological reflections of the past, but also as 

a way to critically test the validity of traditional doctrines. Not a few theologians 

welcomed this historical turn with open arms. And whatever else we make of it, 

the new historical awareness certainly inspired Christians to rediscover their own 

tradition, to learn more about past expressions of their faith. But some 

theologians went further, believing that it now had become possible, finally, to 

reach a true understanding of the original faith of the first Christians, a faith that 

would surely be far removed from the rigid doctrines of the church and have the 

potential to transform Christianity into what it was meant to be.47 It is at this 

point that we can start to understand why many other theologians saw the rising 

historical consciousness as a threat to traditional theology. 

 There was reason for concern. For instance, radical theologians such as 

Hermann Samuel Reimarus and David Friedrich Strauss produced influential 

works in which historical-critical investigation of the New Testament was used to 

question the historical basis of Christian faith. Now, it should be said that the 

results of Reimarus’ and Strauss’ historical research were criticized by the vast 

majority of their fellow theologians, and that on good grounds. That 

notwithstanding, as the nineteenth-century progressed, an increasing number of 

theologians became convinced not only that many church doctrines were the 

outcome of specific historical circumstances, but also that the authoritative 

biblical texts were not as historically reliable as previous generations of Christians 

had thought. The historical-critical examination of the Bible constituted one of 

the most serious challenges for nineteenth-century theologians. And a number of 

consequences can be linked to the establishment of historical criticism as the 

approved method of biblical interpretation. Edgar Krentz explains: 

 

The Scriptures were, so to speak, secularized. The biblical books became historical 

documents to be studied and questioned like any other ancient source. The Bible was 

no longer the criterion for the writing of history: rather history had become the 

criterion for understanding the Bible. The variety in the Bible was highlighted; its 

unity had to be discovered and could no longer be presumed. The history it reported 

                                                             
46 Davaney, Historicism: The Once and Future Challenge for Theology, 21–22. 
47 Zachhuber, Theology as Science, 4–5. 
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was no longer assumed to be everywhere correct. The Bible stood before criticism as 

defendant before judge.48 

 

So historical criticism could be both a blessing and a curse. Ritschl certainly 

belongs to the category of theologians who primarily considered the historical-

critical method as a blessing, and he put much effort into trying to understand 

the implications for theology of the historical consciousness that had developed 

into a leading force of culture. We must also note that Ritschl’s version of 

scientific theology gave a prominent role to exact and rigorous historical-critical 

analysis. Indeed, integrating theology and historical criticism was crucial to his 

theological project. The historical-critical method enjoyed a high degree of 

respectability in the scientific community of nineteenth-century Germany, and 

Ritschl’s use of it certainly increased his power of attraction for intellectuals. 

Thus, Ritschl’s mature theological response to the historical-critical challenge 

was mainly to embrace historical criticism, making it his own, at the same time 

as he protested against the conception of history that underlie the works of 

Strauss and other radicals. That is, Ritschl tried to demonstrate that the 

historical-critical method, as he conceived it, is perfectly compatible with his 

interpretation of Christian faith. 

 Chapter 1 provides an account of the wider context of Ritschl’s historical 

analysis. First, we will look into the historicist-oriented historical school at the 

University of Berlin, and we will in this regard pay special attention to Leopold 

von Ranke. And then we will turn to a discussion of the theological Tübingen 

school in which we will examine the historical methods of David Friedrich Strauss 

and Ferdinand Christian Baur. In chapter 2, it will be claimed that these two 

schools, albeit in different ways, made a substantial impact on Ritschl’s 

understanding of history and historical writing. 

 Ritschl’s relationship to Baur and his school has attracted much attention in 

earlier research.49 And rightly so – the story of Ritschl and Baur is fascinating and 

yields many clues to Ritschl’s theological development. We will not only follow 

the twists and turns of their personal and intellectual relationship in chapter 2, 

but also analyze Ritschl’s methodological controversy with Baur’s son-in-law and 

disciple, Eduard Zeller. Undoubtedly, Baur mediated a life-long interest in 

history and philosophy to Ritschl, but I will argue that Ritschl’s mature position 

amounts to nothing less than a rejection of the philosophical framework of Baur’s 

historical research as well as a rejection of Baur’s denial of miracle as a category 

of historical interpretation. 

                                                             
48 Krentz, The Historical-Critical Method, 30. 
49 For example, see Hefner, Vitalities of History; Jodock, F. C. Baur and Albrecht Ritschl; 
Neugebauer, Lotze und Ritschl; Ryan, Discipline of History; Zachhuber, Theology as Science. My 
account of Ritschl’s emancipation from Baur and the Tübingen school in chapter 2 is indebted to all 
of these works. 
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 As for the historical method in Ritschl’s works, I will argue that it is more in 

line with Ranke’s historical school. This is clearly seen in Ritschl’s acceptance of 

the historicist principle of individuality, which is also one feature of Friedrich 

Schleiermacher’s thought that he appreciated very much. In fact, Schleiermacher 

was a leading member of the historical school and most likely an important source 

to Ranke’s concept of individuality. Schleiermacher is also suggested as a possible 

source to Ritschl’s adherence to the principle of individuality in chapter 2. 

 The final chapter of this part, chapter 3, contextualizes and investigates 

Ritschl’s contribution to the quest for the historical Jesus. I will argue that 

Ritschl’s ethical-oriented portrayal of Jesus as the founder of the kingdom of God 

tries to steer a middle course between, on the one hand, radical and anti-Christian 

interpretations – exemplified, for instance, in the works of Reimarus and Strauss 

– and, on the other, traditional theological accounts centered on the relationship 

between the divine and human in Jesus. And I will also argue that Johannes 

Weiss’ and Albert Schweitzer’s apocalyptic criticism of the nineteenth-century 

search for the Jesus of history raised serious objections against the historical 

foundation of Ritschl’s theology. 
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Chapter 1 

A New Turn in Historical Criticism 

 

 

This chapter will serve as a background to our discussion of Ritschl’s analysis of 

history in chapters 2 and 3 by focusing on the wider context of his historical 

method. To that end, two intellectual movements in nineteenth-century Germany 

of importance to Ritschl’s treatment of history will be presented: the historicist 

tradition, especially the historicists at the newly founded University of Berlin, and 

the theological Tübingen school. Both movements were very influential and had 

several things in common, not least an emphasis on a critical examination of 

historical sources. 

 We will begin our investigation of these movements by taking a look at 

historicism. The first section contains a general introduction to German 

historicism in the nineteenth century, and the second section will be devoted to 

the historical school, a group of leading historicists at the University of Berlin. 

Our analysis of the historical school will give special attention to the famous 

historian Leopold von Ranke, and his controversies with Friedrich Hegel’s 

philosophical school, a rival group of Berlin scholars. We will discuss the 

Tübingen school in the third section, which will begin with an examination of the 

first edition of David Friedrich Strauss’ landmark study on the life of Jesus, after 

which we will turn to an analysis of the historical method of Ferdinand Christian 

Baur, the father of the Tübingen school. We will conclude the section and the 

chapter with a brief overview of Baur’s school. The structure of this chapter 

follows naturally from the fact that the heyday of the historicist school at Berlin 

was prior in time to the Tübingen school. 

 

1. Historicism 

 

German historicism was a rich tradition of thought stretching back to Johann 

Martin Chladenius, Johann Gottfried Herder, and a number of other eighteenth-

century thinkers. It flourished well into the twentieth century, as can be seen in 

the works of Friedrich Meinecke, Ernst Troeltsch, and Max Weber.50 And the 

historicist tradition in Germany was especially important in the nineteenth 

                                                             
50 My overview of German historicism is especially indebted to Beiser, The German Historicist 
Tradition. Some other valuable studies of this tradition of importance to my account are Iggers, The 
German Conception of History: The National Tradition of Historical Thought from Herder to the 
Present; Jaeger and Rüsen, Geschichte des Historismus: Eine Einführung; Reill, The German 
Enlightenment and the Rise of Historicism. 
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century, which, in many ways, was the golden age of historicism, producing major 

historicists such as Wilhelm von Humboldt, Friedrich Karl von Savigny, and 

Leopold von Ranke.  

 What, then, are the main ideas of historicism? Answering this question is not 

as easy as one might think. Historicism has been defined in a number of different, 

and often conflicting, ways by previous interpreters of the tradition.51 George G. 

Iggers, for instance, claimed that the German historicists understood their 

methods of historical analysis as being opposed to those used in the natural 

sciences: “The core of the historicist outlook lies in the assumption that there is a 

fundamental difference between the phenomena of nature and those of history, 

which requires an approach in the social and cultural sciences fundamentally 

different from those of the natural sciences.”52 But as Frederick C. Beiser has 

demonstrated, this influential conception of the historicist tradition is 

problematic for at least two reasons. There were, first of all, “very few historicists 

who held that the methods of history are distinct in kind from those of the natural 

sciences,” and to this one must also add the observation that “historicism grew 

out of a naturalistic program in the eighteenth century, the attempt to create ‘a 

science of man’ by applying the methods and laws of Newtonian physics to 

history.”53 In short, the historicists were much divided on the question of the 

exact relationship between the discipline of history and the natural sciences. 

 Another widespread view was expressed by Karl Popper, when he defined 

historicism as “an approach to the social sciences which assumes that historical 

prediction is their principal aim, and which assumes that this aim is attainable by 

discovering the ‘rhythms’ or the ‘patterns’, the ‘laws’ or the ‘trends’ that underlie 

the evolution of history.”54 What we have here, however, is another example of a 

conception that faces insurmountable obstacles. The notion of past and future 

history as determined and constrained by laws that make it possible for us to 

construct a grand narrative of the historical process, a notion that Popper relates 

to the historicist tradition, was to a large extent repudiated by nineteenth-century 

historicism. In fact, many leading historicists defined themselves against, and 

attacked, this kind of speculative philosophy of history – personified in Friedrich 

Hegel – and thought of historical development in more nonlinear terms.55 

 Beiser provided a more helpful conceptualization when he suggested that the 

central thesis of historicism is “that everything in the human world – cultures, 

values, institutions, practices, rationality – is made by history,” that is, the human 

world is understood as “entirely the product of the particular historical processes 

that brought it into being,” which implies that the causes for what exists in the 

                                                             
51 On the problem of defining historicism, see Beiser, The German Historicist Tradition, 1–2; Jaeger 
and Rüsen, Geschichte des Historismus, 4–8; Schnädelbach, Philosophy in Germany, 1831-1933, 34–
37. 
52 Iggers, German Conception, chap. 1. 
53 Beiser, The German Historicist Tradition, 3–4. 
54 Popper, The Poverty of Historicism, 3. 
55 Zammito, “Historicism,” 779–780. 
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world of human life are utterly historical and dependent on a specific temporal 

context. We must, therefore, explain all human actions and ideas according to 

their historical causes. Beiser also added two further ideas or principles as 

important to the historicist tradition as a whole: individuality and holism. The 

meaning of the principle of individuality is “that the defining subject matter of 

history, and the goal of historical enquiry, is the individual, i.e., this or that 

determinate person, action, culture or epoch which exists at a particular time and 

place.” The principle of holism “states that the whole is prior to its parts and 

irreducible to them,” and this holism has served as a support for the historicists’ 

insistence “that the individual human being is not a self-sufficient and 

independent unit but that its very identity and existence depends on its place 

within a whole, the wider social, historical and cultural world of which it is only a 

part.”56 What makes Beiser’s conception of historicism plausible, as he himself 

notes, is that it, in contrast to most other definitions, manages to include all of 

the thinkers normally considered major representatives of the tradition. 

 As has been frequently pointed out, we can also relate a constructive 

dimension to nineteenth-century historicism. The historicists were generally 

convinced that history contains the key to contemporary problems. By studying 

the past we can see the issues of today in a new light. We can only understand 

who we are now by understanding where we are coming from.57 Of course, the 

historicists shared this constructive view of history, which is really a characteristic 

feature of the intellectual environment in nineteenth-century Germany, with 

many contemporary non-historicists.  

 How one should understand the nature of the relationship between 

historicism and the Enlightenment has been an important but contested issue in 

earlier research. The old and widespread notion that historicism involved a 

significant break with the Enlightenment has been challenged by a few recent 

scholars, who have singled out the portrayal of the rise of historicism in Friedrich 

Meinecke’s work Die Entstehung des Historismus (1936; Historism: The Rise of 

a New Outlook) as an influential example of this alleged misreading, and 

preferred, instead, to stress the continuity between the historicist tradition and 

the Enlightenment.58 There are a couple of problems with the accounts given by 

these scholars. It should be noted, firstly, that their criticism of Meinecke on this 

issue appears unfair. True to his historicist sensibility, Meinecke was very aware 

of the connections between historicism and preceding movements of thought, 

and he stressed, in fact, that we could find some of the intellectual roots of early 

German historicism in the historical writing of Enlightenment thinkers such as 

Voltaire, Montesquieu, and Edward Gibbon.59 Second, and more importantly, it 

                                                             
56 Beiser, The German Historicist Tradition, 2, 4–5. 
57 Jaeger and Rüsen, Geschichte des Historismus, 1–2. 
58 For example, see Reill, German Enlightenment, 2–3, 244n2; Schnädelbach, “Über historische 
Aufklärung,” 20–21. 
59 Meinecke, Historism: The Rise of a New Historical Outlook, 54–55, 142–143, 186–188. 
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seems as though recent interpreters have overstated their cases by not giving due 

regard to the discontinuities between the historicist tradition and the 

Enlightenment, as Beiser has argued. Though it cannot be denied that historicism 

developed from the Enlightenment to a certain extent, these “scholars have 

corrected the flaws of one crude generalization only by making another: that there 

is pure continuity between historicism and Enlightenment.”60 

 Beiser then goes on to identify three main points of discontinuity between 

historicism and the Enlightenment. One distinguishing feature of the 

Enlightenment was individualism or atomism, meaning here the idea that the 

individual’s identity is fixed and can be separated from its historical context. The 

historicists questioned this notion by arguing “that human identity is not fixed 

but plastic, that it is not constant but changing, and that it depends on one’s 

distinct place in society and history.” Another characteristic Enlightenment 

doctrine was the belief in natural law, the belief in the existence of universal and 

moral norms that are based on, and can be known by, human reason, and that 

should be applied to all times and places. The natural law tradition was criticized 

by the nineteenth-century historicists, who “held that the doctrine of natural law 

had illegitimately universalized the values of eighteenth-century Europe as if they 

held for all epochs and cultures,” and emphasized that the only way for us to know 

the values of a specific culture or epoch is “to study it from within, to examine 

how these values have evolved from its history and circumstances.” The third and 

last point of discontinuity highlighted by Beiser is the historicists’ rejection of the 

Enlightenment’s program of political centralization. Enlightenment-inspired 

governments and rulers aimed at centralizing the bureaucracy and tried to 

replace older patchworks of local and regional laws with a single uniform legal 

code. Against these efforts, the early historicists “defended the value of local 

autonomy and legal diversity,” and against “the Enlightenment’s 

cosmopolitanism, they stressed the value of having local roots, of belonging to a 

particular time and place.”61 

 It is, furthermore, wrong to describe the critical examination of historical 

sources as one of the unique features of historicism. The historicists certainly 

subjected the historical documents of their research to critical scrutiny. But it 

must not be forgotten that this was the practice of most nineteenth-century 

scholars working with historical sources. After all, the method of critical history 

was not invented by Ranke and his fellow historicists – it had been worked out by 

an earlier generation.62 That notwithstanding, it seems safe to highlight the 

critical method of historical analysis as a major presupposition of the historicist 

tradition. How could we explain the huge impact of historicism if the historicists 

                                                             
60 Beiser, The German Historicist Tradition, 11–12, quote 12. 
61 Beiser, 12–13. 
62 Iggers, The German Conception of History, chap. 1; Jaeger and Rüsen, Geschichte des Historismus, 
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had been unable to draw support from the results produced by the use of the 

historical-critical method?63 

 Historicism can also be linked to an agenda or program. The historicist 

tradition was not limited to a number of ideas about how to understand, and 

interpret, history and the human world, it also had a certain aim in view. “This 

agenda was,” in the words of Beiser, “simple but ambitious, to legitimate history 

as a science. Its aim was not to make history a science – arguably, it had already 

become that since the Renaissance – but to show what makes history a science.” 

The justification of history as a science was a project common to all historicists. 

They wanted to demonstrate that history is a science on the same level as the 

prestigious natural sciences. The historicists’ project of justifying the scientific 

status of the historical discipline focused on providing satisfactory answers to 

fundamental questions concerning the methods of acquiring knowledge of 

history. Despite a wide diversity of opinion on those issues, they all tried to 

explain how, and to what extent, historical knowledge is possible, how it differs 

from knowledge of nature, and so on. So the historicists were much occupied with 

questions about the methods of history and the relationship between history and 

other sciences. Generally speaking, they were critical of the speculative 

philosophy of history, and approached issues relating to the laws and ends of 

history with great care, though it was difficult for them to avoid such questions 

entirely, as we will see.64 The attempt of nineteenth-century historicism to 

legitimate history as a science was not only about increasing the status of history, 

it was also a question of liberation and funding. Beiser explains: 

 

For centuries in Germany, history had to serve as a handmaiden to other disciplines, 

especially theology and law. If, however, history were autonomous, it would finally 

have the right to pursue its own agenda, independent of the research goals of other 

disciplines. No less important, it could make a claim to funding. After the reform of 

the universities in the post-Napoleonic era, scientific status became indispensable to 

claim government support.65 

 

An early sign of the successfulness of the efforts at justifying history as a science 

was the new University of Berlin, founded in 1810, where history, for the very first 

time in Germany, became an independent faculty, liberated from theology and 

law. At the same time, however, there was now the threat of another form of 

servitude: the Hegelians argued in favor of understanding history as a part of 

philosophy, with the result that they more or less subordinated history to their 

philosophical system. The conflicts between historicists and Hegelians on the 

method and nature of historical analysis will be discussed in some detail below. 

                                                             
63 Klapwijk, Between Historicism and Relativism: Dynamics of Historicism and the Philosophical 
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64 Beiser, The German Historicist Tradition, 6–8. 
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For now, it is enough to call attention to the fact that the prestige of history would 

steadily increase during the nineteenth century, as can be seen, for example, in 

the rapidly increasing number of historical faculties and lectures on the methods 

of historical research. By all standards, we must say that the historicists were able 

to fulfill their program of legitimating history as a science.66 This is also one 

important reason why the nineteenth century is sometimes described as an age 

of history, or, more narrowly, as an age of historicism. 

 The connections between historicism and historical-critical investigation of 

the origins and development of Christianity have not gone unnoticed in earlier 

research. Indeed, some observers have even included the Tübingen school of 

Ferdinand Christian Baur, which will be discussed in later sections of this 

chapter, as being among the principal exponents of historicism in nineteenth-

century Germany.67 In fact, Eduard Zeller ends his 1860 article on the Tübingen 

school by claiming that the “guiding principles [of Baur’s work] are the same as 

those that have ruled all German historiography since Niebuhr and Ranke.”68 We 

will discuss Zeller’s article at length in the next chapter. At this point, it is enough 

for us to note that he mentions Baur alongside the historians and historicists 

Barthold Georg Niebuhr and Leopold von Ranke with some justification. There 

are, in fact, even stronger connections between Ritschl’s historical analysis and 

the method of Niebuhr and Ranke. But we are getting ahead of ourselves. We 

must now continue this chapter’s analysis of the general context of Ritschl’s use 

of history and disputes with the Tübingen school by taking a look, in the next 

section, at the so-called “historical school” of Niebuhr and Ranke. 

 

2. Ranke and the Historical School 

2.1 Introduction 

 

Friedrich Karl von Savigny, Barthold Georg Niebuhr, and Leopold von Ranke 

were three leading historicists in nineteenth-century Germany. In addition to 

sharing a general historicist outlook, Savigny, Niebuhr, and Ranke also had two 

other things in common: they were working in the same prestigious institution 

within the newly founded University of Berlin, and they were also key members 

of the historical school.69 

 The jurist and legal scholar Karl von Savigny was a member of the nobility, 

and had been instructed in Latin and law at an early age. His first publication – 

                                                             
66 Beiser, 21–23. 
67 For example, see Schnädelbach, Philosophy, 36. 
68 Zeller, “Die Tübinger historische Schule,” 173: “leitenden Grundsätze [...] dieselben sind, welche 
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an epoch-making work on the original conception of possession in Roman 

history, Das Recht des Besitzes (1803; Treatise on Possession) – was extremely 

successful and earned him the reputation of being one of the leading German 

experts on Roman law. In 1810, Savigny was called to the new faculty of law at 

Berlin, where he would stay for the next thirty years.70 He was an influential critic 

of the view – widespread in the beginning of the nineteenth century – that one 

must be grounded in natural law in order to understand, and judge, the positive 

laws of a nation. Instead of the assumption of an abstract and history-

transcending natural law, Savigny argued that it is wrong to separate laws from 

their time and place – they can only be understood if we place them within their 

specific contexts.71 

 After a coalition of Austria, Prussia, and Russia managed to defeat Napoleon 

at Leipzig in 1813, the future shape of the legal code for the German states became 

a contested issue, giving rise to the so-called Kodifikationsstreit (codification 

controversy). There were three main positions: one could retain the code that had 

been imposed by the French, develop a new legal code for all of Germany, or 

revert to the old system in which Roman law was combined with local customary 

law. Savigny was one of the principal combatants in the dispute, defending 

Roman law and pleading for a return to the old order.72 He continued to argue in 

favor of the contemporary relevance of Roman law in his classical multi-volume 

works, Geschichte des römischen Rechts im Mittelalter (1815-1831; The History 

of Roman Law during the Middle Ages) and System des heutigen Römischen 

Rechts (1840-1849; System of the Modern Roman Law).73 The historicist 

orientation in jurisprudence at the University of Berlin was further strengthened 

with the 1815 foundation of the journal Zeitschrift für geschichtliche 

Rechtswissenschaft, which was edited by Savigny and two other professors at the 

faculty of law, Karl Friedrich Eichhorn and Johann Friedrich Ludwig Göschen.74 

 Barthold Georg Niebuhr was born in Copenhagen, the son of a famous 

explorer, and became proficient in the classical languages at an early age. After 

completing his studies, Niebuhr, on his father’s advice, entered the Danish civil 

service and later accepted a similar appointment in the Prussian civil service. The 

time he could dedicate to his beloved studies of Roman law during these years 

was limited, naturally enough. In 1810, Niebuhr became a Prussian state 

historiographer, a member of the Akademie der Wissenschaften (Academy of 

sciences), and was invited to deliver lectures at the newly founded University of 

Berlin. His reputation as a key figure in modern historiography is closely tied to 

                                                             
70 Beiser, The German Historicist Tradition, 214–215; Ziolkowski, Clio the Romantic Muse: 
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71 Beiser, The German Historicist Tradition, 216–217. 
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these lectures on Roman history, which he gave every Wednesday and Saturday 

morning in the winter semester of 1810-1811.75 

 Now, Niebuhr was still relatively unknown, had no experience of public 

speaking, found the preparation of the Berlin lectures difficult, and doubted 

whether he would attract any listeners. The lectures were, nevertheless, a 

complete success with a large number of listeners, among them not only students, 

but also officials and a few scholars, such as Savigny and Friedrich 

Schleiermacher. In fact, Savigny described the lectures as “the most learned” that 

he had ever listened to at a university.76 Niebuhr would also deliver two more sets 

of lectures at Berlin – another one on Roman history and a third and final one, 

which ended in 1813, on Roman antiquities. The first two sets of lectures were 

published, in a modified form, in two volumes, as Römische Geschichte (The 

History of Rome), in 1811-1812. They were later rewritten and a third volume was 

added during the time when Niebuhr was a professor in Bonn.77 

 Why were Niebuhr’s lectures on Roman history such a success? Even though 

many found the subject interesting and the lectures very learned, these facts alone 

do not account for the favorable reception. Theodore Ziolkowski has suggested 

that “Niebuhr’s presentation of the Romans as a model that the German people 

should emulate and his effort to depict the Romans vividly from a modern point 

of view” were “what appealed most immediately to the audience in the autumn of 

1810.”78 Also, Niebuhr’s attempt to portray Rome as a great state with political, 

legal, and economic institutions was a new approach that attracted many 

listeners, making it possible to see parallels between the Roman republic and 

modern states.79 

 However, Niebuhr’s application of the historical-critical method to Roman 

history is usually hailed as the most important achievement of his lectures at the 

University of Berlin. The first step in his method is to determine the credibility 

and bias of the existing sources of Roman history. Is the text in question original 

or an altered version? Does it diverge from the accounts in other contemporary 

texts? Is it a first- or second-hand testimony? What are the political and religious 

views of the author, and is the text unduly influenced by those beliefs? With the 

help of these and similar questions, Niebuhr tried to separate historical truth 

from falsehood in the sources. And after he had been able to critically examine 

the documents, he could use the most reliable sources to write an account of the 

history of Rome that seemed more plausible than the existing ones.80 

                                                             
75 Ziolkowski, 26–28. The most comprehensive study of Niebuhr’s life and work is Walther, Niebuhrs 
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76 Ziolkowski, Clio, 26–29. For an in-depth analysis of Niebuhr’s lectures on Roman history, see 
Walther, Niebuhrs Forschung, 295–487. 
77 Gooch, History and Historians in the Nineteenth Century, 17–18. 
78 Ziolkowski, Clio, 30. 
79 Gooch, History and Historians, 18. 
80 Beiser, The German Historicist Tradition, 256–257. 



 

29 

 Leopold von Ranke is especially important for our investigation, and he 

stands out as the most influential nineteenth-century historian, not only in 

Germany, but arguably also in the world. Thus, it seems justified for us to give 

special attention to him in this section. 

 After completing his studies of theology and the classics, Ranke started to 

work as a teacher in Frankfurt an der Oder. Ranke’s first work, Geschichte der 

romanischen und germanischen Völker von 1494 bis 1514 (1824; History of the 

Latin and Teutonic Nations from 1494 to 1514), written when he was still a 

Frankfurt teacher, was very favorably received, and in 1825 he joined the 

University of Berlin as an associate professor. He became a full professor in 1834, 

and continued to work at the university until 1871, that is, for almost fifty years. 

He had a long and successful career, producing many more books on a wide range 

of subjects and several of them – Die römischen Päpste, ihre Kirche und ihr Staat 

im sechzehnten und siebzehnten Jahrhundert (1834-1836; The Popes of Rome, 

Their Church and State in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries), Deutsche 

Geschichte im Zeitalter der Reformation (1839-1847; History of the Reformation 

in Germany), and Neun Bücher preussischer Geschichte (1847-1848; Memoirs of 

the House of Brandenburg and History of Prussia during the Seventeenth and 

Eighteenth Centuries), for example – are generally considered classics of modern 

historiography. Even if Ranke’s skills as a lecturer have been questioned, his 

ability as a seminar instructor has never been in doubt. Indeed, the list of names 

of the students who passed through his seminar is impressive to say the least, and 

includes Jacob Burckhardt, Wilhelm Dilthey, Friedrich Meinecke, and almost 

every other major German historian of the nineteenth and early twentieth 

century.81 

 Ranke is often depicted as a positivist who was determined to stick strictly 

to the facts of history, who conceived history almost exclusively as a technique 

consisting of the application of the critical method to the sources, and who was 

completely uninterested in the philosophical presuppositions of historical 

writing. The following well-known words, from the preface to Ranke’s Geschichte 

der romanischen und germanischen Völker, are often used in support of this 

interpretation: “History has had assigned to it the office of judging the past and 

of instructing the present for the benefit of the future ages. To such high offices 

the present work does not presume: it seeks only to show what actually happened 

[wie es eigentlich gewesen].”82 

 But the description of Ranke as a positivist has been revised in recent years, 

and for good reason, as we will see. That notwithstanding, Ranke has not been 

called “the father of scientific history” for nothing – his role in improving the 

scientific status of history was fundamental. As Beiser has observed, Ranke’s 
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importance in defending history as a science can be related to his emphasis on a 

critical and scrupulous analysis of modern history, archival research and reliance 

on original sources, and on the autonomy or independence of history from 

philosophy, theology, and other disciplines.83  

 To a large extent, Ranke’s fame is related to his advocacy and application of 

the historical-critical method, which partially explains the common portrayal of 

him as a positivist. The origins of the critical method go back at least to the 

Renaissance and Ranke’s use of it is clearly influenced by Niebuhr. Geschichte 

der romanischen und germanischen Völker is famous in this respect. In the 

appendix to that work, Ranke applied the critical method to modern history just 

as Niebuhr applied it previously to Roman history. Following Niebuhr, Ranke 

scrutinized modern sources against a battery of questions in order to determine 

their credibility.84 Though Ranke never tired of stressing that a scientific historian 

must rely on trustworthy and original documents, he also had many other, 

arguably more interesting, things to say about the discipline of history and 

historical explanation, even if the value of his critical method should not be 

doubted. 

 In his 1831 lectures on Universalhistorie (universal history), Ranke insists 

that history is not only a science but also an art. To write history, you need to do 

more than just collect facts – you also need to construct a narrative out of the 

facts. And you need to make creative use of your imagination in order to construct 

a story, which, in turn, points to the necessary poetic or aesthetic dimension of 

history. But there is more. Ranke also describes historical understanding as a sort 

of intuition that is aesthetic in nature – that is, as a sort of aesthetic 

contemplation of the facts. Moreover, he claims, in an early fragment from 1817, 

that aesthetic contemplation or intuition opens up the possibility of disclosing 

existence. Through aesthetic contemplation of the particular, it becomes possible 

to get an insight into reality – it becomes possible for the poet to see the universal 

in the individual, the infinite in the finite. This has a ring of Romanticism to it. 

And it therefore comes as no surprise that it is common today to conclude, 

especially from his early letters and fragments, that Ranke’s view of history as art 

is indebted to the Romantic movement.85 

 Ranke’s belief that historical writing requires aesthetic intuition certainly 

gives us a clue into his conception of historical explanation. But what, more 

precisely, amounts to a satisfactory explanation of why something happened, 

according to Ranke? We must, first of all, note that Ranke thinks of the individual 

– that is, a specific action, person, culture, and so on – as the material or subject 

matter of history. Individuality is, for him, as for all historicists, the central 

principle of history. However, our limited rational powers make it impossible for 
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us to fully explain the complexity and richness of the individual. We can only 

touch or intuit the individual. So the individual, the subject matter of history, can 

only be known through aesthetic intuition, and the historian can, through such 

intuitions or acts of the imagination, synthesize the individual fragments into a 

meaningful whole. This points to another fundamental aspect of his notion of 

historical explanation, namely holism, or the importance of contextualization. 

Like the historicist tradition in general, Ranke saw the individual as part of a 

whole, a social and historical context, and as part of a specific time and place. The 

historian must keep the wider context of human actions in mind. In short, the 

circumstances matter. We can only provide a satisfactory explanation of 

individual events if they are placed within their context.86 

 Another important element in Ranke’s understanding of historical 

explanation is his theory of ideas. In Ranke’s 1846 lectures on Neuere Geschichte 

(Modern history), we read: 

 

It is ideas that appear throughout the centuries, which are accepted or fought. They 

appear as much in literature [...] as in the activity of states and churches, which apply 

them practically. The succession of these ideas and their tendencies form the great 

structure of universal history. To apprehend them is the first task of the historian.87 

 

As this passage demonstrates, Ranke sees ideas as concretely manifested in the 

historical world, and he is convinced that these ideas can be unmasked by the 

historian. We find ideas, which here can mean both the general tendencies of an 

epoch or the characteristic nature of a nation, behind the individuals – the 

persons, institutions, and so on – that make up the subject matter of history, and 

the historian must try to understand these ideas. This theory of ideas can be 

related to Ranke’s holism. Human actions are to a large extent the result of the 

wider cultural context and therefore expressions of the general tendencies or 

ideas of the time.88 

 Ranke’s theory of ideas introduces a certain amount of necessity into the 

historical process. Nevertheless, he never succumbs to determinism. That 

becomes clear when we pay attention to what Ranke has to say about freedom. 

Human beings are free, and they can therefore never be completely reduced to 

their context. There is a limit to historical explanation, after all. Human actions 

do not necessarily conform to the surrounding culture or any general laws guiding 

the development of history. Ranke would never abandon this stress upon the 

autonomy of the individual.89 Naturally enough, the tension between freedom 

and necessity can be seen in his later lectures on world history. Beiser writes that 

Ranke in some of these lectures 
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struggles to find a balance between freedom and necessity, between seeing human 

actions and character as the product of their own volition and their historical context. 

Although the individual is indeed part of the whole, a manifestation of the idea of his 

nation and epoch, he is also free and autonomous, responsible for his own fate.90 

 

It now starts to become clear why the common portrayal of Ranke as a 

philosophically unsophisticated, rigid positivist is a misconception. Although 

Georg G. Iggers is exaggerating when he claims that “perhaps no German 

historian of the nineteenth century (with the possible exception of Droysen) paid 

as much attention to the theoretical foundations of his historical practice as 

Ranke did,”91 recent scholars – not least by investigating Ranke’s early writings 

and letters – have demonstrated that Ranke was very much aware of the 

philosophical presuppositions of his historical work.92 Moreover, Ranke’s 

emphasis on the aesthetic element in historical writing clearly separates him from 

positivism, as does his related conviction that the main aim of history is the 

intuition of the universal within the individual, and not the discovery of general 

laws reminiscent of those in the natural sciences.93 We must also note his stress 

on the importance of an imaginative, narrative construction of history. According 

to Ranke, it is essential in historical writing to construct a purposeful narrative 

out of the collected facts, and such a story can never be completely neutral or 

objective, as he himself knew.94 

 

2.2 Controversies with Hegel’s Philosophical School 

 

Let us, for a moment, return to Berlin and the newly founded university. As was 

noted above, Savigny, Niebuhr, and Ranke were all important members of the 

historical school at the University of Berlin. Other key members of this group 

included Friedrich Schleiermacher, the jurist Karl Friedrich Eichhorn, and the 

philologists August Böckh, Franz Bopp, and Karl Lachmann. The historical school 

was not only held together by a general historicist and Romantic orientation, but 

also by a common foe: Friedrich Hegel, who accepted a call to the University of 

Berlin in 1818. In fact, not long after Hegel’s arrival in Berlin, a group consisting 

mainly of Hegelians formed around him, and became known as the 
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“philosophical school.” The boundaries between these two schools were defined 

in a number of academic controversies and disputes over appointments.95 

Famous in this regard is the great victory of the historical school over Hegel in 

1827, when Schleiermacher managed to exclude Hegel from the prestigious 

Akademie der Wissenschaften. The philosophical school’s countermove was to 

found an alternative academic society, Die Societät für wissenschaftliche Kritik 

(The society for scientific criticism), which was, as one might expect, closed to 

Schleiermacher and like-minded thinkers.96 

 We can get an insight into the differences between the two schools by taking 

a look at two disputes – the first being of a more direct and the second of a more 

indirect nature. There are also a number of parallels between these disputes and 

the later controversies – discussed in the next chapter – between Ritschl and the 

Tübingen school.  

 A controversy developed between Ranke and the Hegel-influenced historian 

Heinrich Leo as a result of Leo’s critical review of Ranke’s first work, Geschichte 

der romanischen und germanischen Völker. The central issues in the controversy 

come to light in Leo’s objections to Ranke’s historical analysis of Machiavelli. Leo 

faults Ranke for not passing a moral judgment on Machiavelli, and for failing to 

appreciate Machiavelli’s historical significance. In Ranke’s study there was, Leo 

continued, no real attempt to connect the very detailed analyses of separate 

events with each other, and it thus lacked an inner unity. It is true that Ranke, in 

true historicist fashion, usually gave understanding the causes or context of an 

individual’s actions preference over moral assessment, even though he at times 

could pass moral judgment. And Leo’s insistence on the absence of an inner unity 

in Ranke’s work is not without foundation, but this, however, has more to do with 

Ranke’s failure to live up to his own ideal of historical writing in this work than 

with him lacking an awareness of the importance of identifying unity and 

producing a coherent narrative. Ranke’s thoughts on history as art certainly 

display such an awareness. In his reply, Ranke defended himself, claiming that 

he, no less than Leo, was seeking the general truth, though he was doing that not 

by general reasoning, but by immersing himself in the individual or the 

particular. It was Ranke’s conviction, as we have seen above, that we can only get 

an insight into reality, into the infinite, through aesthetic contemplation or 

intuition of the particular. Ranke’s reply also contains an indirect critique of what 

he understands as Leo’s Hegelian tendency to apprehend the particular through 

the universal.97 
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 Ranke was also involved in another controversy of relevance to our purposes. 

That dispute is indirect in the sense that the two combatants do not explicitly refer 

to each other, though the context makes the objects of their criticisms clear. The 

dispute I am talking about is Ranke’s battle with Hegel, the nemesis of the 

historical school. 

 But before we pay attention to that dispute, it seems like a good idea to take 

a brief look at Hegel’s philosophy of history.98 It is generally agreed that history 

played a very important role in his philosophy. Much of the basis for Hegel’s 

interpretation of history was set out in Phänomenologie des Geistes (1807; The 

Phenomenology of Spirit), though the best source for his explicit discussion of 

issues related to historical analysis is the posthumously published Vorlesungen 

über die Philosophie der Weltgeschichte (1837; Lectures on the Philosophy of 

World History), which builds on student notes of his lectures at the University of 

Berlin on the philosophy of history. 

 In his lectures, Hegel defined philosophy of history as “nothing but the 

thoughtful consideration” of history.99 But what does that mean? Hegel was 

convinced that history is meaningful in the sense of there being a rational 

direction in the historical process. If we take that into account, it is not very 

surprising to discover that Hegel’s thoughtful consideration of history seems to 

refer to a historical analysis that reveals the significance and direction of human 

history. History has a telos or purpose. This is so, Hegel thinks, because world 

history is governed by Geist or reason. Hegel scholars are divided on the exact 

meaning of his idea of Geist, usually translated as “spirit” or “mind.” At the very 

least, we must think of Hegel’s Geist as a sort of collective or universal mind. It 

should at this point also be noted that he rejects the view that there are different 

minds – only one mind exists. Whether his notion of spirit goes beyond that and 

must be interpreted as a sort of divine entity is a matter of dispute, and we will 

not investigate that issue further here.100 

 So history is somehow guided by spirit. Now, if spirit or reason governs 

history, as Hegel claims, then we cannot explain historical development in terms 

of chance. What we must say, rather, is that history conforms to teleological laws. 

And for Hegel, the laws of history are related to the spirit’s self-awareness or self-

realization. In fact, history is the sphere in which spirit realizes itself and the goal 

of the historical process is reached when spirit has attained full consciousness of 

itself. Hegel highlights freedom, or, perhaps more accurately, human freedom as 

the main characteristic of spirit, and he can, therefore, assert that the purpose of 

history is the self-awareness of freedom and also measure progress in history in 

terms of freedom.101 Beiser notes that Hegel 
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divides world history into three major epochs, which are specific stages in the 

development of the self-awareness of freedom. There is the Oriental epoch, which 

understands that only one person is free, the ruler or despot; the Greek epoch, which 

holds that some persons (citizens) are free; and the Germanic epoch, which knows 

that all persons, or humanity as such, are free.102 

 

As has become clear, Hegel characterized the development of history as the 

unfolding of spirit. We must also pay attention to the fact that he interpreted 

historical progress dialectically. Spirit comes to self-consciousness gradually, in 

a process that involves objectification, alienation, and reconciliation. The world 

is, in the end, constituted and created by spirit. This fact is hidden from spirit at 

the first stage of the historical process, during which it regards reality as a 

separate object, and thus becomes alienated from itself. The spirit strives towards 

obtaining knowledge of the world, but fails to reach true knowledge as long as it 

understands reality as a separate thing. Absolute knowledge can be obtained by 

spirit only after it has realized that the world is its own creation. At this point, 

spirit comes to full self-consciousness or self-knowledge, and becomes reconciled 

with the world, and hence itself.103 It is now time to move away from the general 

features of Hegel’s philosophy of history, and turn to Ranke’s controversy with 

Hegel. 

 When Ranke arrived in Berlin in 1825, Hegel’s influence was immense, and 

he was also giving lectures in history, which was very troubling to Ranke and 

other historicists. Hegel claimed that one must not separate the methods and 

aims of historical analysis from those of philosophy, thus threatening the 

scientific autonomy of history – history is only a part of philosophy and nothing 

more. Naturally enough, Ranke found it necessary to defend the autonomy of 

history against Hegel’s philosophy of history in his 1831 lectures on universal 

history. In these lectures, Ranke discussed the differences between history and 

philosophy, making two important observations in the process. First of all, the 

philosopher’s main interest is in the universal, in reducing the individual to the 

universal, whereas the historian – in accordance with the principle of 

individuality – is focusing on the individual, on the uniqueness of a particular 

thing, on seeing the universal in the particular. The second observation is that the 

philosopher follows a deductive method, thus deriving his/her generalizations 

from a preconceived universal, whereas the historian follows an inductive method 

and derives his/her generalizations from the study of particular cases. In fact, 

Ranke doubts that the philosophical method, as it is described in these lectures, 

can ever be appropriate. This is so because we can only get a grasp of the infinite 

in the finite, and it is, in any case, impossible to derive the individuality of the 
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particular things of history from abstract principles – the historian must proceed 

empirically.104 

 The introduction to Hegel’s Berlin lectures on the philosophy of world 

history contains a critique of Ranke’s Geschichte der romanischen und 

germanischen Völker. Similarly to Leo, Hegel criticizes Ranke for getting lost in 

the details, for failing to see the whole. History is not only about piling facts upon 

facts – it is also about understanding the unity of historical development. As we 

have seen above, Ranke certainly agreed with Hegel on this issue, though he had 

a hard time living up to his own ideal of unity. It should be noted, further, that 

Hegel, in a similar way as Ranke, laid stress upon the necessity of studying history 

deductively. Generalizations about historical development have their place, 

surely, but only after a close examination of the subject matter, they both agreed. 

But Ranke’s criticism is not entirely without foundation – on this issue, Hegel’s 

analysis of history did not always live up to his own methodological ideal. So there 

were misconceptions and valid points on both sides of the dispute.105 

 Even if Ranke and Hegel had more in common than one might think, we 

must not forget the fundamental differences in their points of view. After all, the 

philosophical school of Hegel looked upon history as a part of philosophy, and 

was convinced of the power of reason to understand the historical process, 

whereas Ranke and the other members of the historical school defended the 

independence of history from philosophy, at the same time as they believed that 

reason’s ability to grasp the development of history is much more limited.106 

 Hegel has sometimes been described as the philosopher of historicism. 

While history was surely important to his philosophical project, as we saw above, 

there are fundamental differences between his understanding of history and the 

historicist movement. These differences can be clearly seen in the conflicts 

between the historical and philosophical schools at the University of Berlin. 

Hegel, certainly, would agree with the historicist principle that all things in the 

human world are made by history. But he was negatively inclined towards the 

principle of individuality, which was vigorously defended by Ranke and other 

historicists. Hegel was of the opinion that Ranke and similar-minded historians 

got lost in the individual details. In other words, Hegel believed that they lost 

sight of the bigger picture as a result of their stress upon individuality. And then 

there is teleology. Even though Ranke would agree with Hegel that history is not 

without purpose, he is very far removed from Hegel’s strong emphasis on 

historical progress. We find a necessity in Hegel’s account of historical 

development that contradicts Ranke’s unwillingness to finally reduce the actions 

of human beings to their context, and it must also be said that Ranke and his 

fellow historicists were generally averse to the idea that there is a clear direction 

in the historical process. Theologically speaking, this means that providence is a 
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theme of much more importance in Hegel’s philosophy of history than in the 

works of the historicists, though the Hegelian spirit’s government of history is 

very far removed from how classical theology conceived divine providence.107 

 Historical-critical investigation of the origins and development of 

Christianity intensified after the decline of Romanticism and speculative idealism 

in the 1830s. David Friedrich Strauss and Ferdinand Christian Baur are two very 

influential and controversial pioneers of this higher criticism. They were related 

on a personal level – Strauss had been a student of Baur – and both developed, 

albeit in different directions, impulses received from Schleiermacher and Hegel. 

The starting point of the new turn in historical criticism was the first edition of 

Strauss’ (in)famous two-volume examination of the historical Jesus, published in 

the mid-1830s. Critical study of the Bible and the historical development of 

Christian doctrines was further established, especially in the 1840s, by Baur and 

the other members of his Tübingen School.108 It is now time for us to look into 

this important development in the historical-critical examination of the Christian 

religion. 

 

3. The Tübingen School 

3.1 Strauss’ Das Leben Jesu 

 

David Friedrich Strauss is known as a left-Hegelian and he can also be described 

as the black sheep of the Tübingen school in the sense that the violent reactions 

to his research more or less forced Baur to distance himself from it, as will become 

clear below. So it is possible to view Strauss as loosely connected to the Tübingen 

school, a radical theological movement inspired both by historicist ideas and 

Friedrich Hegel’s philosophy of history. As has already been indicated, Ritschl 

was at one point a member of the Tübingen school, and he developed his own 

independent understanding of history and historical analysis during his process 

of liberation from that school.  

 We will begin our investigation of the Tübingen theologians, an investigation 

that will make up the rest of the chapter, by looking into the first edition of David 

Friedrich Strauss’ landmark study Das Leben Jesu, kritisch bearbeitet (The Life 

of Jesus, Critically Examined). We will then turn to the historical method of 

Ferdinand Christian Baur, the father of the Tübingen school, and we will conclude 

the section and chapter with a brief overview of the school and a summary of the 

key issues that engaged the minds of its members. 
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  It might appear counterintuitive to not start this section on the Tübingen 

school with Baur. But even though Strauss had been a student of Baur, it is 

sometimes suggested that Strauss’ influence on Baur was stronger than Baur’s 

impact on Strauss. For example, Eduard Zeller claimed, in his article on the 

Tübingen school, that Baur was dependent on Strauss by arguing that it was the 

critical effectiveness of Das Leben Jesu that first made it possible for Baur to fully 

carry out his historical research.109 However that may be, we must not forget that 

the first edition of Strauss’ study of Jesus is usually regarded as the symbolic 

starting point of the new turn in historical-critical research associated with Baur’s 

school. And against that background, it seems logical to begin this section with 

Strauss. 

 Baur was, without any doubt, Strauss’ most important teacher in the 

seminary in Blaubeuren, and later at the University of Tübingen. During his first 

years of studies in Tübingen, Strauss also became attracted to Friedrich 

Schelling’s nature philosophy and Jacob Böhme’s mysticism. Next in line was 

Hegel’s philosophy, which would have a lasting influence on the thinking of 

Strauss, as we will see. In fact, he traveled to Berlin in November 1831 with the 

explicit purpose of listening to, and learning from, Hegel. Strauss made Hegel’s 

acquaintance before the lectures started and was well received, all according to 

plan. But as fate would have it, he was only able to hear the first two of Hegel’s 

lectures. When visiting Friedrich Schleiermacher on November 15, Strauss 

received the disastrous news, delivered by Schleiermacher, that Hegel had passed 

away the previous day due to cholera. As the story is usually told, Strauss failed 

to hide his disappointment, and upon hearing about Hegel’s death blurted out: 

“But it was for his sake that I came here to Berlin.” Schleiermacher perceived 

those words as a personal insult, and their relationship became strained as a 

consequence – or so the story goes.110 

 Whatever happened between Strauss and Schleiermacher, it did not keep 

Strauss from attending Schleiermacher’s lectures and hearing his sermons. 

Strauss found Schleiermacher’s lectures difficult to follow, though he gradually 

became more favorably disposed. Especially important for us to note is Strauss’ 

interest in Schleiermacher’s lectures on the life of Jesus. It should be noted that 

Schleiermacher never held those lectures during Strauss’ stay in Berlin. Strauss, 

however, managed to get his hands on notes taken by two students who had 

listened to the lectures, and it was these lecture notes that stimulated Strauss to 

do his own investigation of the historical Jesus. During a walk with a friend, 

Strauss expressed the opinion that Schleiermacher had only gone halfway, and 

that it now was his own task to pronounce the final word on the life of Jesus.111 

What Strauss understands by “halfway” is clearly seen in his 1865 book-length 
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review of Schleiermacher’s lectures on Jesus, in which he describes those lectures 

as “half-free” and “half-scientific” for holding on to some dogmatic 

presuppositions – in other words, they failed to fully subject the Jesus of the 

gospels to historical criticism. 

 
Schleiermacher’s treatment of the life of Jesus, insofar as it promised at the outset to 

commence without dogmatic presuppositions, cannot keep its word; to be sure, it 

liberated itself from some of the fetters of church prejudice, but by no means did it 

liberate itself from all. And if previous theologians were like the companions of 

Ulysses who stopped their ears against the Sirens of criticism, then Schleiermacher 

indeed kept his ears open, but had himself tied with cables to the mast of the 

Christian faith in order to sail past the dangerous island unharmed. His conduct is 

only half-free, therefore also only half-scientific. The truly scientific conduct is to 

engage in criticism unfettered and with open ears, in which case it will turn out that 

the entire legend of the Sirens was but the whisperings of the old sorceress Circe.112 

 

Strauss’ most influential account of Jesus was the first edition of his two-volume 

Das Leben Jesu (1835-1836),113 which he, in contrast to his judgment on 

Schleiermacher’s lectures, understood as a strictly rational and historical work, 

free from dogmatic prejudice. A scientific study of the Bible is, according to 

Strauss, historical-critical in nature. And by the historical-critical method, he 

meant a rational, disinterested, and objective investigation exclusively controlled 

by the specific laws of history. Strauss has also been highlighted as one of the first 

to describe science as an undertaking free from presuppositions. No kind of 

metaphysical or ideological presuppositions are allowed to intrude.114 Even 

though Strauss’ conception of scientific research has a certain value as a 

methodological ideal to strive for, his strong belief in the possibility of a 

presuppositionless historical writing seems hopelessly naive today. 

 In any case, Strauss goes on to argue that the scientific theologian is 

forbidden to lend any support to accounts of miraculous events in the Bible. 

Miracles are irreconcilable with natural science, which demonstrates that all 

things in the world are connected, without interruption, by a chain of causes and 

effects. An immediate miraculous and divine intervention in the world would 

mean a temporary suspension of this chain of causes and effects, and such a 

suspension stands in contrast to natural science and is thus impossible – or so 

Strauss argues. This denial of the possibility of miracle is, in fact, and contrary to 
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Strauss’ claim to disinterestedness, one of the important, dogmatic 

presuppositions of Das Leben Jesu.115 

 Frederick Gregory has suggested that it most likely “was Schleiermacher’s 

theology, with its denial of the resurrection and other miracles, that more than 

anything else weaned Strauss away from his facile acceptance of supernaturalism 

as a youth.”116 Be that as it may, we can at least say that Strauss, in Das Leben 

Jesu, set out to correct what he considered to be Schleiermacher’s insufficient 

application of historical criticism in his lectures on Jesus. Only a radical 

historical-critical investigation could, in Strauss’ eyes, reach a true understanding 

of who Jesus really was. He used different criteria for distinguishing the 

unhistorical from the historical elements in the descriptions of Jesus in the 

gospels. Among the negative criteria were things like contradictions in the 

accounts, and irreconcilability with natural and psychological laws. In the 

positive criteria, Strauss included, for example, poetical modes of expression, and 

agreement between the content of a narrative and the prior expectations of the 

community producing it. Left after his application of these criteria on the gospels 

was a very human Jesus that we cannot know much about at all.117  

 In the preface to the first volume of the first edition of Das Leben Jesu, 

Strauss gives the following account of the context of the work: “It appeared to the 

author of the work [...] that it was time to substitute a new mode of considering 

the life of Jesus, in the place of the antiquated systems of supranaturalism and 

naturalism.”118 Strauss draws a distinction between a crude and refined form of 

supernaturalism. Hermann Olshausen’s interpretation represents a crude form 

since it understands the miracle stories literally, as true accounts of divine 

intervention in the world. Strauss singles out Schleiermacher’s exegesis as typical 

of refined supernaturalism. Schleiermacher, certainly, has certain insights into 

historical criticism, and abandons some of the supernaturalistic beliefs of 

traditional Christianity. Nevertheless, he still exempts the notion of the historical 

Jesus as the perfect human being and a few other beliefs – and this is the point 

Strauss is trying to make – from the fires of criticism.119 

 But why did the gospels to such a large extent portray Jesus as divine, and 

not as the human being he really was? There were two main ways of explaining 

away the miracle stories prevalent at the time Strauss wrote Das Leben Jesu. First 

we have the Enlightenment philosopher Hermann Samuel Reimarus’ claim that 

they were deliberate and egoistically motivated frauds. The second and more 

popular approach was the Protestant rationalist Heinrich Eberhard Gottlob 

Paulus’ account of them as perfectly natural events misperceived by the 
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disciples.120 In fact, Strauss sees Paulus’ interpretation as an instance of a crude 

form of rationalism that goes too far in its attempt to give natural explanations 

for each and every one of the gospel miracles – such explanations seem highly 

improbable and reduces the disciples of Jesus to nothing but stupid fools. More 

plausible, in Strauss’ view, is the refined rationalism of Wilhelm Martin Leberecht 

de Wette, who interpreted miracles and other occurrences described in the 

gospels as symbols of dogmatic ideas, though Strauss blames him for not 

understanding – as a result of his incomplete grasp of the spirit – the true 

significance of Jesus.121 

 So Strauss, in general, disliked the various supernaturalistic and naturalistic 

interpretations of the miracle stories in the gospels. As a solution, he took 

recourse to myth as a mode of interpretation. Now, the myth criticism of Strauss 

was inspired by scholars such as Paulus, de Wette, and Baur. While the previous 

discussion of mythological elements in the Bible had been mainly restricted to the 

Old Testament, Strauss’ novelty was to introduce myth to the study of the New 

Testament. He did this by tracing the origin of the gospel miracles to a sort of 

spontaneous, unconscious, and collective mythologizing process. Mythical 

narratives express a specific community’s experience and self-understanding. 

Strauss argued that a mixture of hopes and fears with faith in Jesus as the 

crucified Messiah in the minds of the first Christians led to a belief in the 

fulfillment of the Old Testament prophecies in Jesus, which, in turn, gave rise to 

the miracle stories in the gospels. This does not mean that these stories should be 

regarded as deliberate fraud. We should, instead, claims Strauss, view these 

miracle stories as the product of a sort of mythical, partly unconscious 

imagination. Furthermore, he does not exclude the possibility that the early 

Christians believed the miracle stories to be true, however offensive that might be 

to the modern and rational mind.122 

 Strauss also made yet another revolutionary contribution to New Testament 

research in that he undermined the hitherto assumed reliability of the Gospel of 

John. The main bulk of Strauss’ argument here is that the myths in the fourth 

gospel, generally speaking, have been formed in a more conscious way than those 

in the synoptic gospels, which also implies that John is more unreliable than the 

synoptics. “Thereby Strauss became the first,” as one interpreter notes, “to pose 

research in the traditions about Jesus with the alternative, ‘Synoptics or John,’ an 

alternative that New Testament research from then on could no longer evade.”123 

In fact, Strauss’ conclusion on this issue contrasted very much with the opinion 

of Schleiermacher, who had actually argued that John is the gospel providing us 
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with the best access to the historical Jesus due to its profound insights into his 

personality.124  

 Even if Das Leben Jesu at the time of its publication was generally perceived 

as a work imbued with the spirit of Hegel, the Hegelian nature of the study has 

been questioned by some interpreters.125 It is true that Strauss himself noted 

fundamental differences between his thought and Hegel’s philosophy, such as the 

latter’s failure to truly understand the value of historical criticism.126 

Nevertheless, we must not ignore Strauss’ later account of Das Leben Jesu as 

Hegelian in origin:  

 

My critique of the life of Jesus stands in a close, inner relationship in its origins to 

the Hegelian philosophy. Already in my university years the most important point of 

this system for theology seemed to my friends and me to be the distinction between 

representation [Vorstellung] and concept [Begriff] in religion, which could have the 

same content in different forms.127 

 

As this quote makes plain, Strauss saw Hegel’s distinction between Vorstellung 

and Begriff – that is, between “religious representation” or “religious imagery” 

and “philosophical concept” – as especially important for theology. It in fact 

seems very reasonable to view Das Leben Jesu as Strauss’ attempt to apply this 

Hegelian distinction to a critical examination of the gospels. If the work is seen in 

that light, we can understand the gospel myths identified by Strauss as religious 

representations of deeper truths in symbolic categories. The main emphasis in 

Das Leben Jesu is on the historical-critical analysis, on undermining the 

historical credibility of the gospels and demonstrating that we must not take the 

miracle stories literally, but interpret them as myths produced by the religious 

imagination. However, Strauss did not stop at that point – he did try to say 

something about the eternal, philosophical truths behind these myths or religious 

representations.128 

 What, then, are the eternal truths hidden in the gospels? It will do for us to 

concentrate on what Strauss thinks of as the most important insight we can learn 

from the gospel stories. The main teaching remaining after his deconstruction of 

the historical Jesus is the eternal truth or idea of the union of God and humanity. 

Strauss, however, believes that this insight of Christianity into the union of divine 

and human nature, finding a symbolic expression in the notion of incarnation, 

must be reformulated. In contrast to Hegel, who located the perfect realization of 

infinite spirit in the historical life of Jesus, Strauss understands Jesus as just one 
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individual among many through whom the idea of the unity of divine and human 

nature can be known.129 Also, the historical Jesus expresses this notion only in an 

imperfect way, and this is so because the idea realizes itself not by expressing 

“itself perfectly in one individual and imperfectly in all the rest – it rather loves 

to spread its wealth among a multiplicity of individuals which reciprocally 

complete each other.”130 Indeed, Strauss even goes so far as to assert that the 

notion of the unity of divine and human nature is something that is realized in 

humanity as a whole: 

 

In an individual, a God-man, the attributes and functions which the teaching of the 

church ascribes to Christ contradict themselves: in the idea of the human species they 

agree. Humanity is the union of the two natures, the incarnate God, the infinite 

manifesting itself in the finite, and the finite spirit remembering its infinitude.131 

 

Our examination of Strauss so far has hinted at a tension in his thought between 

a presuppositionless historical criticism and a Hegel-influenced speculative 

philosophy.132 We can get a better grasp of this tension by paying attention to a 

letter that Strauss wrote in 1832 to his friend Christian Märklin. In the letter, 

Strauss reveals his plans to write a study on Jesus, plans that would later 

materialize into Das Leben Jesu. The letter makes clear that Strauss conceived 

the study as a work in three parts and each part was probably intended to 

correspond to one stage in the Hegelian dialectic of objectification, alienation, 

and reconciliation. As Strauss conceived it, he would describe traditional 

Christian teaching on Jesus Christ in the first part, go on to undermine this 

teaching in the second part by a relentless and strictly historical criticism of its 

biblical foundation, and end the investigation in the third and final part by using 

speculative philosophy to reconstruct the faith previously destroyed by historical 

criticism. We have seen that Strauss eventually skipped the first part, focusing 

almost entirely on the second historical-critical part, but adding a brief appendix 

on the philosophical truths behind the gospel myths.133 

 This letter to Märklin and Strauss’ own characterization of historical critical 

analysis imply that he assumes the necessity of separating historical work from 

speculative philosophy. He believes that philosophical reflection has a role to 
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play, for sure, but not until the historical-critical analysis is completed. So it goes 

without saying that Strauss’ advocacy of presuppositionless historical research is 

very far removed from Hegel’s emphasis on a thoughtful consideration of 

history.134 

 Das Leben Jesu exploded like a bombshell. It was, undoubtedly, one of the 

true milestones of nineteenth-century theology and also spelled the end of 

Strauss’ academic career in Germany. The work was rightly conceived as a frontal 

attack on the historical foundations of Christianity, and for many it seemed to 

illustrate all the problems with historical-critical investigations of the Bible. 

Strauss did not merely deny the traditional faith in Jesus Christ, which many 

previous critics had done. He went one step further and tried to show that this 

faith lacked any historical support. The reaction was violent and Strauss became 

included among the foremost enemies of the Christian religion almost 

overnight.135 The impact of Das Leben Jesu is described by Baur in the following 

way: 

 
One must oneself have lived through the period in which Strauss’ book appeared in 

order to have any conception of the reaction which it caused. Seldom has a work of 

literature produced such a great sensation so quickly and so universally, and 

summoned the forces of war with great excitement to a battleground on which the 

most varied parties opposed each other and raised the ardour of the conflict to the 

most intense passion. The Straussian Life of Jesus was the glowing spark by which 

the already long-collected tinder burst into blazing fame.136 

 

And the reason for the uproar was, and here we do well to continue to listen to 

Baur, that the work evoked “panic-stricken terror” in the breasts of those who 

defended the political status quo and images of Satan in the souls of the defenders 

of orthodox Christianity.137 The latter reason has already been noted above, but 

the importance of the former for explaining the impact of Das Leben Jesu is many 

times overlooked, which should not surprise us since it is not so obvious to 

                                                             
134 Johannes Zachhuber has gone so far as to claim that “historical and philosophical knowledge are 
completely independent of each other” in the thought of Strauss, which, if true, also means the he was 
on a collision course with the German idealists’ belief in the ultimate unity of all knowledge. “In 
Strauss’s thought a principle is abandoned which was absolutely central for Hegel and shared by all 
German idealists [...] namely, the assumption of the immanence of mind or spirit (Geist) in the 
material world, which alone makes possible the conception of the ultimate unity of all knowledge. 
Despite all their differences, Hegel, Schelling, and Schleiermacher all agreed that the mind that 
examines nature and history encounters itself in the object of its reflection, and this ultimate identity 
of subject and object is the very condition for any such examination” (Theology as Science, 84, 89). 
135 Harris, Strauss, 41–42, 66; Macquarrie, Jesus Christ in Modern Thought, 224–225; Moeller, 
Geschichte des Christentums, 333. Interesting to note is that Strauss’ Das Leben Jesu, contrary to 
what one might expect, was applauded by the leading Lutheran conservative and confessionalist Ernst 
Wilhelm Hengstenberg, who called it a very gratifying phenomenon because it demonstrated, in no 
uncertain terms, the disastrous and logical consequences of applying Hegelian philosophy to 
Christian faith (Gregory, Nature Lost?, 80). 
136 Baur, Geschichte der christlichen Kirche, 5:363, quoted in Harris, Tübingen School, 27. 
137 Quoted in Massey, “Introduction,” ix. 



 

45 

contemporary observers. Strauss wrote the work during a period when Lutheran 

orthodoxy was closely allied with the political and reactionary establishment in 

Germany. Especially significant in this regard is that Das Leben Jesu could be 

interpreted as an indirect criticism of the monarchy. Why? It was not uncommon 

at the time to use the idea of Jesus as God as a defense of the monarchy’s authority 

over the people. Such a line of reasoning is undermined by Strauss’ argument that 

the divine is realized fully not in one single individual, that is, Jesus, but in 

humanity as a whole. The result of this, as Halvor Moxnes notes, is that “the idea 

of the divine is no longer the unique privilege of one person; the Christ idea is 

democratized. Christ as the absolute authority figure had been turned into a 

democratic community.” But even if there seemed to be radical, political 

implications tied to Das Leben Jesu, it was probably not Strauss’ intention to 

indirectly criticize the German establishment when he wrote the work. That did 

not, however, stop it from being perceived as such, not only by defenders of the 

status quo but also by radical supporters of democratic politics.138 Moxnes writes: 

 
The reception of Life of Jesus among supporters of radical politics indicated that this 

destruction of the symbolic power of Christ invested in the monarchy and the 

attribution of divine representation to the people was quickly taken up. Strauss’ Life 

of Jesus became immensely important for the radical national movement in Germany 

in the Vormärz period leading up to the attempted German revolution of 1848. At 

least intellectual members of the radical nationalist movement could read his 

suggestion of the creative role of the community as a political statement that was 

critical of state authorities.139 

 

Strauss’ attack on classical theology continued in his two-volume pantheistic 

dogmatics Die christliche Glaubenslehre in ihrer geschichtlichen Entwicklung 

und im Kampfe mit der Wissenschaft dargestellt (1840-1841; Christian doctrine, 

presented in its historical development and conflict with modern science). In this 

companion to Das Leben Jesu, Strauss tried to demonstrate that traditional 

Christian faith is untenable through a critical analysis of the history of theology. 

The significance of this work lies in the notion that contemporary formulations of 

Christian doctrines must be justified through critical investigation of the history 

of theology, which would become an idea of huge importance for many 

nineteenth-century Protestant theologians, Ritschl included.140 This notion found 

its famous expression in Strauss’ dictum: “The true criticism of dogma is its 

history.”141 

 In the end, Strauss would abandon all attempts to reconcile the symbols of 

Christianity with philosophical truth. His final work, Der alte und der neue 
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Glaube (1872; The Old Faith and the New), contains a chapter on Jesus’ life called 

“Are we still Christians?” Strauss’ answer to that question is no – “we are no 

longer Christians in the sense attached to the term by the ancient creed of any 

denomination.” Indeed, “if we would speak as honest, upright men, we must 

acknowledge we are no longer Christians.” And one of the main reasons for the 

incompatibility of Christian faith and the modern mind, according to Strauss, is 

that Christianity is “a principle directly antagonistic to culture.”142 

 

3.2 Baur’s Historical Method 

 

Ferdinand Christian Baur, the father of the Tübingen school, was one of the most 

influential church historians in nineteenth-century Germany.143 As we have seen, 

Strauss had been a student of Baur, and they were also on friendly terms when 

Das Leben Jesu saw the light of day. Baur had even discussed the content of the 

work with Strauss before it appeared. We must, at this point, pay attention to the 

fact that Baur defended the necessity of an unlimited historical-critical 

examination of the Christian tradition. Indeed, Baur was of the opinion that 

Strauss’ work once and for all had made clear the impossibility of denying the 

existence of mythical elements in the gospel accounts of Jesus.144 So Baur did not 

deny an unconscious mythologizing process, though he differed from Strauss by 

calling attention to the occurrence of conscious mythology in the gospels.145 

 Baur avoided rushing to Strauss’ defense during the first months of fierce 

assault after the publication of Das Leben Jesu, correctly judging that all attempts 

to save the respectability of Strauss were without any prospects of success. In 

1836, there came a long-awaited opportunity for Baur to become a professor in 

Halle. Unfortunately for Baur, however, his historical scholarship was attacked 

and connected to Strauss in an article in the Evangelische Kirchenzeitung at the 

same time. Baur felt it necessary to reply, and wrote an article in which he tried 

to dissociate himself from Strauss, claiming that he was not dependent on Strauss 

by pointing out that he had begun his own historical-critical investigation of the 

New Testament before the publication of Das Leben Jesu, and that he – contrary 

to Strauss – did not question the historical basis of Christianity. Baur also argued 

that his own positive method must be distinguished from Strauss’ negative one 

since he considered historical-critical investigation of the Christian religion as 

creating a basis for faith, and not as destroying it. His efforts, however, were to 
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no avail. The damage was done, and Baur was as a result never called to Halle.146 

Quite understandably, Strauss was not happy about Baur’s attempt at distancing, 

and more fuel was added to the fire when Baur criticized Strauss’ Die christliche 

Glaubenslehre in his Lehrbuch der christlichen Dogmengeschichte (1847; 

History of Christian Dogma), of which Strauss received a prepublication copy in 

1846. After that their friendly relationship quickly deteriorated and eventually 

came to an end.147 

 Baur’s first major work, Symbolik und Mythologie (1824-1825; Symbolism 

and mythology), is especially influenced by the Romantic idealism of Friedrich 

Schelling and Friedrich Schleiermacher. However, his reception of 

Schleiermacher was critical from the start, identifying in Schleiermacher’s stress 

on religious self-consciousness a risk of losing the historical foundation of 

Christianity in the person and work of Jesus Christ. Die christliche Gnosis (1835; 

The Christian gnosis) is the first investigation in which Baur used Friedrich 

Hegel’s philosophy, which would have a lasting influence on his thinking. The 

impact of Hegel is also clearly seen in Baur’s two major works on the history of 

theology – Die christliche Lehre von der Versöhnung in ihrer geschichtlichen 

Entwicklung von der ältesten Zeit bis auf die neueste (1838; The Christian 

doctrine of reconciliation in its historical development from the earliest to the 

latest times) and Die christliche Lehre von der Dreieinigkeit und 

Menschwerdung Gottes in ihrer geschichtlichen Entwicklung (1841-1843; The 

Christian doctrine of the Trinity and incarnation in their historical development) 

– in which he described the historical development of theology in terms of the 

Hegelian understanding of spirit’s dialectical movement.148 Of course, we must 

not forget that Baur was no mean exegete, producing, for instance, influential 

works such as Paulus der Apostel Jesu Christi (1845; Paul the Apostle of Jesus 

Christ) and Kritische Untersuchungen über die kanonischen Evangelien (1847; 

Critical investigations of the canonical gospels), and it is possible to perceive 

traces of the Hegelian framework of Baur’s thinking in his New Testament studies 

as well, as we will see. 

 The essence of religion in general, and Christianity in particular, is historical, 

in Baur’s view. Historical investigation is, therefore, absolutely necessary in order 

to explain the true nature of the Christian religion.149 Again and again, Baur 

stresses the importance of a careful treatment of the historical sources. One’s 

interpretation of the historical process must above all be constructed on a 

thorough investigation of the documents. Baur also calls his fundamental 

standpoint on the treatment of church history “the purely historical one,” 
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meaning “that the one thing to be aimed at is to place before ourselves the 

materials given in the history as they are objectively, and not otherwise, as far as 

this is possible.”150 

 At this point, it might be of interest to note that Baur studied the historian 

Barthold Georg Niebuhr, and especially his Römische Geschichte, during the 

years when he taught classics at the seminary in Blaubeuren. Baur found 

Niebuhr’s method of source criticism particularly helpful, and used it on the New 

Testament – and of course also on other sources – in order to understand the 

tendencies of, and the chronological relationship between, the different books. 

The indebtedness of Baur’s historical-method to Niebuhr’s source criticism is, 

undoubtedly, substantial.151 

 Now, Baur’s Niebuhr-inspired historical-critical analysis rules out miracle as 

a category for explaining events in the history of Christianity.152 Baur defines 

miracle as “an interruption of the natural order, not to be explained by any 

natural cause.”153 However, miracle understood in this way, he says, violates the 

historical process, which takes place in a natural realm always determined by 

natural, and never supernatural, causes. Historical development must therefore 

be explained in terms of preceding causes and subsequent effects restricted to the 

natural world. There is no room for genuine miracle in Baur’s historical-critical 

analysis, since that would simply contradict his understanding of the inviolable 

natural order of the world.154 In line with this Baur argues, in Kirchengeschichte 

der drei ersten Jahrhunderte (1853; The Church History of the First Three 

Centuries), that miracle means an absolute beginning in history that undermines 

the very possibility of historical contextualization: 

 
The historian who approaches his subject imbued with the faith of the Church finds 

himself confronted at the very outset with the most stupendous of miracles, the fact 

which lies at the root of Christianity being in his eyes that the only-begotten Son of 

God descended from the eternal throne of the Godhead to the earth, and became man 

in the womb of the Virgin. He who regards this as simply and absolutely a miracle, 

steps at once outside of all historical connection. Miracle is an absolute beginning, 

and since as such it must needs qualify all that follows, the whole series of 

phenomena which fall within the range of Christianity must bear the same 

miraculous character. Historical connection having once been severed at the outset, 
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the same interruption of the historical process is equally possible at any further 

point.155 

 

On what grounds [...] can we regard Christianity itself as a phenomenon purely 

supernatural, as an absolute miracle introduced into the world’s history without the 

operation of any natural causes, and therefore incapable of being comprehended as 

belonging to any historical connection, when we find in every direction, wherever we 

turn, numerous points of connection and affinity in which it is linked with the most 

intimate bonds to the whole history of the development of mankind? It contains 

nothing that was not conditioned by a series of causes and effects going before, 

nothing that had not been long prepared in different ways, and carried forward 

towards that stage of development at which we find it in Christianity; nothing that 

had not been previously recognised in one form or another, as a necessary result of 

reasoned thought, or as a need of the human heart, or as a requirement of the moral 

consciousness.156 

 

One fundamental presupposition of historical investigation in Baur’s view is, as 

we saw above, the explanation of an event in terms of its preceding natural causes. 

This does not mean a denial of the uniqueness of historical occurrences, but it 

does imply, however, that every event must be understood against the 

background of its natural context. When miracle as an absolute beginning is 

allowed, this connection between a historical event and its natural causes, so 

important to Baur’s version of historical criticism, breaks down. 

 Baur’s method is not rooted in an empiricist understanding of a simplistic 

relationship between interpreter, original sources, and the facts of history. A 

neutral and objective account of what really happened cannot just simply be read 

from the sources. On the contrary, Baur emphasizes how the present perspective 

shapes one’s view of the past. All historical analysis is subjective in nature. 

Subjective thought makes it possible to make sense of history, to give answers to 

questions about the roots, aims, and directions of historical processes. Historical 

descriptions without thought are chaotic and meaningless. Already in his first 

major work, Symbolik und Mythologie, Baur argued in favor of such a mixture of 

philosophy and history. Speculation was for Baur never a substitute for a detailed 

investigation of the sources, but neither could such study do without thought. He 

also believed in the necessity of a dialectical relationship between the 

interpreter’s philosophical perspective and the historical object under 

investigation. The historian brings thought to the source material, but the 

philosophical perspective must also be modified and corrected by the result of the 

study – every speculative interpretation of history must be supported by the 

sources.157 It should be noted that this way of keeping together historical analysis 
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and philosophical thought is starkly different from Strauss’ emphasis on a 

disinterested, objective, and presuppositionless interpretation of history.  

 The subjective thought or philosophical perspective with which Baur 

interprets history in his later works is a modified Hegelianism. This is true, even 

though he explicitly denied being a disciple of Hegel when accused of adjusting 

historical data to a predetermined philosophical framework. Baur’s embrace of 

Hegel’s philosophy was prepared by the early influence of Schelling and 

Schleiermacher on his thought. In the early Symbolik und Mythologie, where 

their impact is most obvious, Baur depicted the historical process as the 

revelation of God or the unfolding of divine consciousness. The portrayal of 

history in more explicit Hegelian terms is first seen in Die christliche Gnosis.158 

In that work, Baur can describe historical development “as the series of moments 

in which the absolute spirit objectifies itself and mediates itself with itself.”159 

Another example of a Hegelian definition of history as the self-realization of Geist 

or “spirit” can be found in Baur’s Lehrbuch der christlichen Dogmengeschichte, 

in which he writes that history as such is “the eternally clear mirror in which spirit 

looks upon itself, beholds its own image, in order that what it is in itself will also 

be for itself, for its own consciousness, and knows itself as the moving power of 

historical becoming.”160 

 The historical process is for Baur the place in which God or divine spirit 

realizes or mediates himself. The absolute truth is revealed in history, and this 

divine truth can, he claims, be accessible to human knowledge. It is possible for 

the subjective knowledge of the historian to stand in a real relationship to the 

truth. The subjective perspective of the interpreter can be transcended.161 Baur 

says, in Die Epochen der kirchlichen Geschichtschreibung (1852; The Epochs of 

Church Historiography), that 

 
the historian can be equal to his task only so far as he transposes himself into the 

objective reality of the subject matter itself, free from the bias of subjective views and 
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and other contemporary philosophies of religion to Gnosticism. Baur’s own philosophy of religion has 
recently been defined as Gnostic in Simut, F. C. Baur’s Synthesis of Böhme and Hegel: Redefining 
Christian Theology as a Gnostic Philosophy of Religion. Another contemporary work – Regan, 
Gnostic Return in Modernity – discusses the return of Gnosticism in the modern world with the help 
of a critical retrieval of Baur’s historical account of Gnostic thought forms. 
160 Baur, History of Christian Dogma, 90. 
161 Hodgson, Historical Theology, 165. 
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interests, whatever they may be, so that instead of making history a reflection of his 

own subjectivity, he may be simply a mirror for the perception of historical 

phenomena in their true and real form.162 

 

How, then, can the historian become a mirror for the truth of history? This 

happens, according to Baur, when one follows the movement of spirit, which is 

constituted by thinking, in the particular historical phenomena under scrutiny. 

In the development of history, spirit becomes conscious and objective to itself in 

thought. The spirit is in this way disclosed to subjective consciousness.163 Baur 

summarizes the task of the historian as being “to reflect on the eternal thoughts 

of the eternal spirit, whose work history is.”164 Against the background of Baur’s 

Hegelian view of the historical process as the revelation of spirit in thought, it 

comes as no surprise when he uses “idea” as an important interpretative category 

in historical analysis. The historical movement of spirit in thought is expressed in 

ideas. Baur sometimes describes these ideas or concepts as being manifested in 

human consciousness. Examples of concrete expressions of ideas in human 

consciousness are doctrines and faith.165 The historian must identify and describe 

the manifested ideas central to the development of history. 

 Another important feature in Baur’s historical method is the stress on the 

starting point of a historical development. Historical processes are teleological in 

nature, and the direction taken is fundamentally shaped by the origin – this is 

also true for Christianity. 

 
[E]verything proceeds from a starting point in which the Idea that is to be realized 

through its entire temporal manifestation is clearly and definitely expressed; and 

once initiated, the development proceeds from one point to another in a continuity 

in which it should not be difficult to relate everything individual to the Idea that is 

the basis of the whole, or to determine the relation in which one thing stands to 

another. [...] The more everything in the history of the Christian church depends on 

the beginning from which it proceeds and by which it is conditioned through the 

whole continuity of its development, the more everything depends on the way one 

understands this beginning itself, which is so significant. The historical presentation 

as a whole is based on this fundamental perception.166 

 

Baur argues that the fundamental idea of Christianity is to be found in the founder 

of the religion, that is, Jesus Christ. This means that a clear grasp of the historical 

Jesus is necessary in order to understand the development of the Christian 

                                                             
162 Baur, “The Epochs of Church Historiography,” 241. 
163 Baur, Christian Dogma, 53–54; Baur, “Church Historiography,” 257. 
164 Baur, Die christliche Lehre von der Dreieinigkeit und Menschwerdung Gottes in ihrer 
geschichtlichen Entwicklung, 1:xix: “die ewigen Gedanken des ewigen Geistes, dessen Werk die 
Geschichte ist, in sich nachzudenken.” 
165 Hodgson, Historical Theology, 92–93, 147–148. See also Baur, Dreieinigkeit und Menschwerdung 
Gottes, 3:998; Baur, “Church Historiography,” 241–242. 
166 Baur, 47–48. 
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religion. In some writings, Baur identifies the goal or telos of the church’s history 

with the unity of the divine and human in Christ, and claims that the historical 

process moves towards the realization of this unity.167 The importance given by 

Baur to the original idea of a historical process and his understanding of historical 

development in terms of concrete manifestations of ideas permeate his five-

volume Geschichte der christlichen Kirche (1853-1862; History of the Christian 

Church). Peter C. Hodgson neatly summarizes how Baur in that work describes 

the historical development of the church 

 

in terms of the different modes of relation between the idea of the church (the 

reconciliation of God and humanity in Christ) and the historical forms in which the 

idea has been realized. The church itself is the fundamental reality in which the idea 

of Christianity comes to appearance. But the church manifests itself through three 

primary forms – dogma, institutionality, and faith – whose relative primacy marks 

the main periods of the church’s historical development. Each is present in all 

periods, but one predominates in each period.168 

 

The influence of Hegel is also unmistakable in Baur’s dialectical understanding 

of the historical process in terms of thesis, antithesis, and synthesis. The 

realization of spirit in history comes about in stages marked by the conflict and 

reconciliation of different tendencies. Antitheses are resolved into higher 

syntheses and these, in turn, give rise to new antitheses, and so on.169 One work 

in which this dialectical analysis in Hegel’s footsteps is especially clear is 

Kirchengeschichte der drei ersten Jahrhunderte, in which Baur explains the 

process by which early Christianity was transformed into the Catholic church as 

follows. The first major conflicting tendency had to do with the interpretation of 

salvation – is salvation in Christ particularistic and tied to Judaism (the view of 

James and Peter) or is it universal and not tied to the Jewish law (Paul’s 

understanding)? This antithesis was resolved in the early form of the Catholic 

church through the synthesis (finding an expression in the Gospel of John) of 

Jewish organizational forms and a universalistic theology. The second main stage 

concerned the struggle of the Catholic church with two antithetical 

understandings of Christ as a universal (Gnosticism) or particularistic 

(Montanism) principle determining the world’s development. To counter the 

claim of the Gnostics to have a secret apostolic wisdom, the Catholic church 

                                                             
167 Hodgson, Historical Theology, 188–189. Some scholars have suggested that it is possible to 
perceive a shift, connected to a change in philosophical presuppositions, in Baur’s evaluation of the 
essence of Christianity in his later works. According to these interpreters, Baur had earlier, in a 
Hegelian manner, located this essence in the unity of divine and human nature in Jesus Christ, but 
now identified it, in a way more reminiscent of Kant, with the moral outlook of Christ. Whether this 
is really so is, however, a matter of dispute in earlier research. For different evaluations of this 
particular issue, see Geiger, Spekulation und Kritik. Die Geschichtstheologie Ferdinand Christian 
Baur, 72–79; Jodock, F. C. Baur and Albrecht Ritschl, 106–108; Wendte, “Ferdinand Christian Baur,” 
77–78. 
168 Hodgson, “Editorial Introduction,” 12. 
169 Welch, Protestant Thought, 1:159–160. 
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argued in favor of its own historical connection to the apostles. And against the 

Montanist denial of forgiveness to Christians who had renounced their faith 

during persecution, the Catholic church emphasized the right of the bishops to 

grant forgiveness. This second stage, therefore, ended in a synthesis centered on 

the firm establishment of the Catholic church in the episcopate as the preserver 

of apostolic teaching and possessor of the keys.170 

 We can also see this Hegelian framework of thesis-antithesis-synthesis at 

work in Baur’s classification of the New Testament documents according to their 

different “tendencies.” Romans, First and Second Corinthians, and Galatians are 

authentic Pauline epistles, expressing a free attitude towards the Jewish law. The 

Judaizing tendency is clearly seen in the Book of Revelation. Documents in which 

one cannot identify any opposition between Pauline and Jewish Christianity, such 

as the Acts of the Apostles and the gospels of John and Mark, must, by definition, 

be late ones, belonging to the period when the reconciliation or synthesis is firmly 

in place, and so on.171 

 Baur did not, however, accept Hegel’s ideas without reservation. In fact, 

Baur, just like Strauss, rebuked Hegel for not submitting the historical sources to 

unconditional, critical investigation, and thus for not taking history seriously 

enough. The negative outcome of this, according to Baur, was that Hegel failed to 

anchor his speculations on the development of spirit in the historical, objective 

reality.172 One must therefore say that there is a certain tension between historical 

criticism and speculative Hegelianism in Baur’s historical method, though it is 

not as sharp as the one we identified in Strauss’ thinking. 

 So, let us summarize the main features of Baur’s historical analysis. We have 

observed that he combines a stress upon a critical investigation of the historical 

sources with a consciousness of the necessity of a philosophical perspective on 

history in his historical method. It has, furthermore, been noted that Baur 

connects a critical investigation of history to the rejection of miracle as an analytic 

category. Another important aspect of Baur’s treatment of history, discussed 

above, is that he, to a large extent, uses Hegelian philosophy as a framework for 

understanding the historical process. 

 In hindsight, it is easy to identify the Hegelian presuppositions as the main 

flaw of Baur’s historical interpretation. Such remarks are, of course, easy to find 

in later commentators. Assumptions, not least the Hegelian ones, at the 

beginning of research led him astray on point after point in his conclusions about 

the documents of the New Testament and the development of church history. This 

                                                             
170 Hefner, Vitalities of History, 15–21. Some scholars have argued that it is possible to detect a 
problematic dichotomy between Judaism and Hellenism behind Baur’s oversimplified distinction 
between Jewish Christianity and Pauline Christianity, a dichotomy that according to these 
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problematic feature of Baur’s analysis of history was also noted by Ritschl and 

other contemporaries, as we will see in the next chapter. 

 

3.3 An Overview of the Tübingen School 

 

Baur’s Hegelian presuppositions notwithstanding, his influence was undoubtedly 

immense. He has been called the father of modern church history, the father of 

modern Pauline studies, and he certainly was the father of the “Tübingen school,” 

or the “new Tübingen school,” to be more exact. Baur’s Tübingen school must not 

be confused with the Catholic Tübingen school or the old Tübingen school. The 

Catholic school of Johann Sebastian Drey was characterized by its connection 

with Schleiermacher’s theology. Gottlob Christian Storr and Ernst Gottlieb 

Bengel were two main representatives of the old Tübingen school. Storr used 

historical-critical studies to support the authority of the Bible, and made the 

movement known for its orthodoxy. The school took a more rationalistic course 

with younger members such as Bengel, who emphasized Jesus as a teacher of 

divine truths. As a student, Baur was influenced by Bengel, but the connections 

between the old and new Protestant schools in Tübingen should not be 

exaggerated. In fact, the new Tübingen school was partly an attempt to overthrow 

the so-called supernatural elements in contemporary biblical research, and thus 

also in the old Tübingen school.173 

 Baur’s Tübingen school had a huge impact on the development of historical 

criticism in the nineteenth century. A number of young and talented theologians 

gathered around Baur in Tübingen and became his disciples, giving rise to the 

school. Johannes Fallati, Karl Griesinger, Karl Christian Planck, Albert 

Schwegler, and Eduard Zeller were some of the members of this group. Whether 

Strauss should be included in the Tübingen school is a matter of dispute, though 

it is at the very least possible to reasonably argue, as I have done above, that he 

can be seen as the black sheep of the school. In any case, alongside Baur, Zeller 

had a significant role in the establishment of the school as the editor and founder 

in 1842 of its theological journal Theologische Jahrbücher. The group also had at 

its disposal a political journal called Jahrbücher der Gegenwart, which was 

founded by Schwegler in 1843. These two journals functioned as the important 

organs of the Tübingen school. In the middle of the 1840s, the fundamental views 

of the school were elaborated in works such as Baur’s Paulus der Apostel Jesu 

Christi (1845) and Kritische Untersuchungen über die kanonischen Evangelien 

(1847), and Schwegler’s Das nachapostolische Zeitalter in den Hauptmomenten 

seiner Entwicklung (1846; The post-apostolic age in the main moments of its 

development). Not before long, however, the movement began to fall apart as a 
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result of internal disagreement. The school finally came to an end with the death 

of Baur in 1860.174 

 The overall aim of the Tübingen school can be described as an unconditional 

application of historical criticism to New Testament research. Two questions in 

particular occupied the time and efforts of the group. The first issue was to 

elucidate the origin of Christianity and the second was to shed light upon how the 

early Christian community developed into Catholicism. Their answers to these 

questions were carried out within the framework of Hegel’s philosophy. Similarly 

to Baur, the younger members of the school tended to analyze history in Hegelian 

terms as a dialectical process centered on spirit’s self-realization.175 

 The school solved the first problem without any reference to miraculous 

events. Christianity was in Baur’s Hegelian interpretation the historical outcome 

of a synthesis in the person of Jesus of an antithesis consisting of a universal 

morality focused on self-knowledge (originating from Greek philosophy) and the 

hope of a coming Messiah (having its root in early Judaism). In this way, the 

Tübingen school could account for the origin of the Christian religion without 

taking recourse to supernatural explanations. As a solution to the second issue, 

Baur argued, as has been touched upon above, that the synthesis in Jesus 

developed into an opposition between Pauline and Jewish Christianity. The 

Pauline faction was influenced by the aspect in Jesus’ person expressing universal 

morality, and the Jewish faction by the aspect reflecting the notion of a Messiah. 

Catholicism developed as an institution in which these conflicting tendencies 

were balanced.176 

 Ritschl started his theological career as a disciple of Baur, but would, when 

the time was right, challenge the answers of the Tübingen school to the questions 

about the origins of the Christian religion and the emergence of Catholicism. He 

would also call into question several of the fundamental presuppositions of the 

school’s interpretation of history, such as its denial of miracle and use of Hegelian 

philosophy. It is time for us to look into that story. 
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176 Neugebauer, 47–51. 



 

56 

Chapter 2 

Ritschl’s Emancipation from  

the Tübingen School 

 

 

The focus of this chapter is on Ritschl’s emancipation from Ferdinand Christian 

Baur and the Tübingen school. Baur’s history writing had a formative influence 

on Ritschl in many ways, both positively and negatively. Baur certainly mediated 

a life-long interest in history and philosophy to Ritschl, showing him the 

relevance of these disciplines to theology. But when Ritschl’s process of liberation 

was complete, he would regard Baur’s works as a warning example of what 

happens when judgments of the historical development of Christianity are 

clouded by erroneous philosophical views and an insufficient understanding of 

religious experiences. Most of the discussion in this chapter is about 

methodological issues, fundamental questions related to historical explanation in 

general, and the analysis of the history of Christianity in particular. Contrasting 

Ritschl’s position on historical methodology with the Tübingen school will help 

us grasp the particular way that he tackled historical criticism and also 

incorporated it into his own theological project. 

 In the first section, we will take a brief look at Ritschl’s student years and 

early intellectual development, especially noting Baur’s impact on his thought in 

the 1840s. Ritschl almost seemed to be ready for a full embrace of the radical and 

Hegelian Tübingen school by the end of his studies. But contrary to such 

expectations, the 1850s witnessed Ritschl’s liberation from Baur’s reading of 

history. This development is connected to the two editions of Ritschl’s work on 

the emergence of Catholicism, which will be discussed in some detail in the 

chapter’s second section. And I will argue that one should interpret the first 

edition as an early step in Ritschl’s liberation from Baur, and the second edition 

as the completion of this process. 

 As for the third section, it will concentrate on Ritschl’s controversy with 

Baur’s son-in-law and disciple Eduard Zeller at the beginning of the 1860s, which 

throws more light on Ritschl’s rejection of Baur’s Hegelian framework of 

historical analysis. Two issues related to miracles stand out in the polemical 

exchange between Ritschl and Zeller – the question of miracle as a category of 

historical interpretation and the notion of the miraculous origin of Christianity. 

We will also situate the controversy in the context of nineteenth-century trends 

in German historiography, arguing that Zeller generally agrees with Heinrich von 

Sybel’s and the Prussian school’s notion of historical analysis while Ritschl comes 

closer to that of Leopold von Ranke and the historical school. Also, the influence 

of Friedrich Schleiermacher’s thought on Ritschl’s historical method will be 
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suggested as a partial explanation for Ritschl’s closeness to the historical school’s 

historicist principles. 

 The fourth and final section examines Ritschl’s analysis of historical 

continuity and discontinuity, in which we will pay special attention to the notion 

of Lebensideal, arguably the main interpretative key to history in Ritschl’s later 

works. One important purpose of this section is to elucidate the differences 

between this category of analysis and Baur’s discussion of continuity and 

discontinuity in history in terms of the Hegelian “idea.” 

 

1. Under the Spell of Baur 

 

Albrecht Benjamin Ritschl was born in 1822, the son of Georg Carl Benjamin – a 

doctor of theology, bishop of the Prussian Union of Churches, and general 

superintendent of the churches in Pomerania – and his second wife Auguste 

Sebald – a daughter of the commissioner of justice in Berlin. Albrecht was the 

only surviving child of his father’s second marriage, though there were two sons 

and three daughters from the first marriage. As a bishop, Georg Carl Benjamin 

was respected by the leading class of Prussia and supported the government’s 

efforts to unite the Lutheran and Calvinist churches into the Prussian Union of 

Churches – he passed on this support of the union to his youngest son. So 

Albrecht grew up among the intellectual and cultural elite of Prussia and shared 

his father’s belief in the benefits of the union church. We must also note that his 

childhood and adolescence bore the stamp of his parents’ Lutheran convictions, 

and that he showed both musical talent and intellectual capability early on.177 

 That Ritschl would study theology was never in doubt. Bonn was the first 

stage in his theological studies, which began in 1839. Ritschl considered Bonn a 

good place to start his theological journey for the following two reasons: he had 

relatives living there, and he had a high opinion of Karl Immanuel Nitzsch, who 

tried to mediate between Christian faith and modern science (especially historical 

criticism). Nitzsch and the other mediating theologians in Bonn represented a 

Bible- and church-oriented theology influenced by Immanuel Kant and Friedrich 

Schleiermacher. It also appears that this theological movement corresponded 

quite well to the understanding of faith transferred to Ritschl by his father.178 

 Even though Ritschl’s respect for Nitzsch increased, he also developed a 

more critical stance towards mediating theology during his stay in Bonn, which 

can be partly explained by his friendship with fellow student Julius Dietrich, who 

represented the theological position of the Lutheran confessionalist Ernst 

Wilhelm Hengstenberg. Numerous lively debates with Dietrich and other like-

                                                             
177 Ritschl, Albrecht Ritschls Leben, 1:5–11, 16–18. See also Hefner, “Albrecht Ritschl: An 
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minded friends confronted Ritschl with Hengstenberg’s conservative views. 

Ritschl found Hengstenberg’s theology quite extreme, and concluded that it was 

a logical consequence of Nitzsch’s more moderate biblical theology. As a result, 

he became interested in investigating the ideas of the Hegel-inspired speculative 

theology, which was another main theological current in Bonn. Ritschl’s first 

acquaintance with Hegelian philosophy can also be traced back to this time, 

though a more detailed examination of Hegel had to wait.179 

 Ritschl now had doubts about confessional theology, no matter if it was 

mediating or conservative. But he was still willing to give it a second hearing, and 

in order to do so he moved to Halle in 1841, which made it possible for him to 

listen to Julius Müller and August Tholuck, who represented a sort of pietist 

awakening theology. Despite the fact that Ritschl developed a good personal 

relationship with both Müller and Tholuck, he was dissatisfied with their 

lectures.180 

 However, there was also another reason why the University of Halle had 

seemed attractive to Ritschl – the theologian and philosopher Eduard Erdmann. 

What really impressed Ritschl was that Erdmann was able to use Hegelian 

philosophy in support of his more traditional theological views. We have now 

reached the starting point of Ritschl’s own intensive study of Hegel’s thinking. In 

a letter written to his father in July 1841, he announced his decision to become a 

Hegelian. Hegel’s impact on Ritschl was restricted from the outset, however, in 

that he was not so much influenced by Hegel’s interpretation of Christian faith as 

his understanding of the historical process. Moreover, this interest in the 

historical aspect of Hegel’s thought can be related to his reading of Baur’s works. 

Ritschl began to study Baur after Tholuck pointed out the importance of Baur’s 

Die christliche Lehre von der Versöhnung, the book that, according to Ritschl’s 

own testimony, helped him to a first conception of history. He soon immersed 

himself in other works by Baur. The influence of Baur’s ideas on Ritschl at this 

time cannot be denied. In fact, in a letter to his father in May 1842, Ritschl called 

Baur the most prominent theologian in Germany. The reviews, essays, and more 

comprehensive works written by Ritschl in the 1840s give further witness to his 

reception, albeit not uncritical, of Hegel and Baur. It is also interesting to note 

that the impression that the Hegelian Erdmann made on Ritschl probably led him 

to do his doctorate in the philosophical faculty with a dissertation on the 

teachings of Augustine, which was completed in 1843.181 

 Ritschl was determined to continue his studies and establish a personal 

relationship with Baur and his disciples. He finally arrived at Tübingen in August 

1845, eager to receive more intellectual stimulation from Baur. Shortly after his 

arrival, Ritschl made contact with Albert Schwegler and Eduard Zeller, two 

leading and younger members of the Tübingen school. His first meeting with Baur 
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followed soon after. In Tübingen, Ritschl devoted most of his time to studying the 

New Testament on the basis of Baur’s perspective and method.182 But it was never 

a question of a complete dependence on the Baurian framework. Ritschl wanted 

to carve out an academic career for himself by demonstrating to the world that he 

was a scholar capable of making an independent judgment, as is indicated by 

Ritschl’s own account of his early study of the history of dogma: 

 
I not only worked through many of the works in this field of study, those of Baur in 

particular, but I also tried to do some work of my own in original sources. Because of 

this, however, I became less dependent on the influence of the lectures, which is 

absolutely necessary for students in their later semesters.183 

 

The main result of Ritschl’s intensive study of the New Testament was his first 

major work, his habilitation dissertation, Das Evangelium Marcions und das 

kanonische Evangelium des Lucas (The Gospel of Marcion and the canonical 

Gospel of Luke), published in 1846. The main thesis of the work is that the Gospel 

of Luke is dependent on the apocryphal Gospel of Marcion, that the former is 

based on the latter.184 Ritschl’s dissertation on Marcion and Luke shows a general 

agreement with Baur’s research, and it also made Ritschl known as the newest 

member of the Tübingen school. Indeed, Baur’s approval of the thesis was so 

complete that he even continued to defend it when Ritschl abandoned it after five 

years. Even though none of the examiners were convinced of the main argument, 

the habilitation dissertation was accepted at the University of Bonn in May 1846, 

since it demonstrated both learning and critical power, qualifying him as a 

Privatdozent, “private lecturer.”185 Ritschl would remain in Bonn until 1864, 

when he took over the senior chair in dogmatics at the University of Göttingen. 

 Ritschl’s time of study had been characterized by a struggle in his mind 

between a moderate confessional approach and a radical, speculative 

understanding of Christian faith. He would never stop emphasizing the need for 

a positive theology based on revelation and rooted in biblical studies. The origins 

of these aspects of Ritschl’s theology go back, certainly, to his upbringing and the 

influence of his father. These more conservative elements can also be related to 

the impression that some teachers of mediating and pietistic persuasions made 

on Ritschl during his student years. That Ritschl would continue to stress those 

aspects was far from self-evident. By the end of his studies, and at the start of his 

academic career, it seemed that the latter, radical tendency was winning, and that 
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he was ready for a complete transition to speculative theology. But that never 

happened. What took place instead was a liberation from Hegel and Baur. 

 

2. Die Entstehung der altkatholischen Kirche 

2.1 The First Edition 

 

We will now take a look at the two editions of Ritschl’s Die Entstehung der 

altkatholischen Kirche. Eine kirchen- und dogmengeschichtliche Monographie 

(The emergence of the old Catholic church). It should be noted from the start that 

we will not engage in a detailed examination of Ritschl’s biblical interpretation 

and historical judgments. For our purposes, it is enough to historically situate the 

two editions and on a general level compare Ritschl’s accounts of the emergence 

of Catholicism with the research of the Tübingen school. 

 It is sometimes claimed that the first edition of Entstehung is written from a 

basically Baurian perspective, whereas the second edition constitutes a break 

from the Tübingen school.186 This view finds some support in the fact that Ritschl 

considered himself a member of Baur’s school up until the year before the 

publication of the second edition. Nevertheless, it is more correct, as we will see, 

to describe the first edition as an important early step in Ritschl’s emancipation 

from Baur, and the second edition as its completion. And this means, further, that 

the results of our investigation will confirm the conclusion reached in a few recent 

studies.187 

 A more critical stance towards the Tübingen school can be seen already in 

the lectures delivered by Ritschl during his first semester as a private lecturer at 

Bonn.188 Another early sign of growing tension between Ritschl and Baur was 

Ritschl’s 1847 review of Baur’s work Paulus der Apostel Jesu Christi. Now, 

Ritschl’s review certainly does not give us any reason to doubt his general 

agreement with Baur’s historical-critical method. It is, nevertheless, plain that 

Ritschl disagrees with some of the conclusions in Baur’s study. We can note, for 

example, that Ritschl is willing to ascribe more letters to Paul than Baur, who only 

considered Galatians, Romans, and First and Second Corinthians as authentic, 
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and that Ritschl criticizes Baur’s simplified picture of the difference between Paul 

and Jewish Christianity.189 

 In early 1847, Ritschl decided to write a large work on the development of 

Christianity during its first two centuries, which, as we have seen above, was one 

of the main issues occupying the Tübingen school. As Ritschl’s letters to his father 

from this time show, it was clear to him from the beginning that the results of his 

investigation would not be in complete harmony with the Baurian framework, 

though he did not find any reason to question the general approach of Baur’s 

school.190 

 Ritschl’s second major work, the first edition of his investigation of the early 

church, Die Entstehung der altkatholischen Kirche, was published in 1850. He 

opens the book with a remark on the “masters” of church history – here Ritschl 

certainly has the Tübingen school in mind, and especially Baur and Schwegler, as 

will become clear – in which his ambition to carry out an independent 

examination and evaluation of the sources shines through: “When the masters of 

church historical research abandons the novice, he must indeed by himself find 

the way through the obscure field of the first two Christian centuries.”191 In his 

discussion of earlier research, Ritschl argues that previous monographs on the 

coming into existence of the early or old Catholic church have isolated the period 

in question, not sufficiently taking into account the larger context, preceding and 

subsequent developments. Ritschl is determined to remedy this deficiency by 

understanding the documents of the post-apostolic age or second-century 

Christianity against the background of both the apostolic writings of the first 

century and the writings of the church fathers of the third century.192 

 Albert Schwegler’s two-volume work, Das nachapostolische Zeitalter in den 

Hauptmomenten seiner Entwicklung (1846), is the main target of Ritschl’s 

polemics. It is, in fact, not altogether wrong to interpret the first edition of 

Entstehung as a point-by-point refutation of Schwegler’s study. Schwegler had 

accepted, without reservation, the basic assumption of Baur and the Tübingen 

school that the Catholic church must be interpreted as a development out of 

Paulinism and Jewish Christianity, though his main emphasis in Das 

nachapostolische Zeitalter rested on the continuity between Jewish Christianity 

and Catholicism.193 Ritschl’s first objection is that Schwegler ended his 

investigation too early, not moving beyond the pre-Catholic writings and thereby 

                                                             
189 Ritschl, “Baur F. C.: Paulus, der Apostel Jesu Christi. Sein Leben und Wirken, seine Briefe und 
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failing to demonstrate that Catholicism primarily originated from Jewish 

Christianity. What is more, Ritschl claims that Schwegler failed to give a clear 

picture of the reconciliation of the two parties of early Christianity that the 

Catholic church achieved on a Jewish-Christian foundation, and failed in his 

characterization of the two parties.194 

 But what about Ritschl’s own analysis of the emergence of Catholicism in 

relationship to the perspective of Schwegler and the Tübingen school? Ritschl 

shares the Tübingen school’s emphasis on the struggle between Jewish 

Christianity and Paulinism, though his description of the opposition between 

these two factions is not as radical as in Schwegler’s case. This can be seen in that 

he stresses the things these early Christian movements have in common, 

concluding, for instance, that they share a monotheistic concept of God, an 

approval of the revelation in the Old Testament, a belief in angels and demons, a 

similar evaluation of paganism, and also an expectation of the return of Jesus 

Christ.195 Moreover, even if Ritschl in a Baurian manner uses Jewish Christians 

as a designation of one single faction, it is still the case that he is willing to 

attribute much more diversity to this movement than the Tübingen school.196 

 Against Schwegler, Ritschl also claims that Catholicism must be understood 

as a development that came out of Paulinism rather than out of Jewish 

Christianity. Why is this so? Ritschl’s main answer is that the power and influence 

of the Jewish-Christian party declined due to political reasons, leading to a 

strengthening of the position of the Pauline faction.197 Ritschl identifies both 

continuity and discontinuity between Paulinism and early Catholicism. The 

person of Jesus was identical to his teaching, demonstrating that a new life, a new 

relationship to God had been actualized in him. Ritschl goes on to claim that Paul 

grasped the importance of this new life of Jesus, stressing that every single 

individual can participate in that new life through faith. He concludes that the old 

Catholic church shared Paul’s view that a new life had become possible for 

believers in Jesus, but coupled this with a legalistic understanding of this new life 

and a human being’s relationship to God, which ended up in the interpretation of 

Christianity as a new law.198 

 The main target of Ritschl’s polemics in the first edition of Entstehung was 

Schwegler, as we have seen. It is noteworthy, however, that the work, with the 

exception of criticism directed at some particular historical judgments, lacks an 

explicit attack on Baur’s general perspective. Darrell Harland Jodock has argued 

that this absence of an attack on Baur can be accounted for by several 

observations, and I believe that the following two are especially important. To 
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begin with, “Baur himself had not yet published any comprehensive treatment of 

the problem discussed by Ritschl.” So Baur would “have been an elusive target” 

and Ritschl was probably also “interested in convincing him by explicit 

demonstration that his own comprehensive view was more correct than the one 

Baur had sketched for himself and his students.” Such a hope would not have 

been totally unrealistic, for Ritschl had, as we saw above, already convinced Baur 

once before, about the correctness of his own interpretation of the origin of the 

Gospel of Luke. Secondly, when Ritschl wrote the first edition, he “still considered 

himself to be working within the basic categories employed by Baur,” and 

“regarded his work as a refinement of Baur’s position even while it was an explicit 

and direct renunciation of Schwegler’s work.”199 

 Even though we cannot find an explicit attack on Baur’s general framework 

in the book, it still deviates from the perspective of the Tübingen school on a 

number of issues, as has been noted above. Ritschl was not unaware of this fact, 

which explains why he was pleasantly surprised by the congratulatory note from 

Baur after he had read the first edition of Entstehung. Baur was, understandably, 

unhappy about Ritschl’s repeated critique of Schwegler, but he also told Ritschl 

that the work showed Ritschl’s potential, and that he found the study very useful, 

based as it was on a thorough examination of the available sources. The 

congratulatory note also expressed Baur’s hope that the work would lead to a 

well-deserved advancement in Ritschl academic career.200 

 

2.2 The Second Edition 

 

Soon after the publication of the first edition of Die Entstehung der 

altkatholischen Kirche, Ritschl expressed the opinion that it had been a 

compromise in which he did not draw the full consequences of his position. One 

reason for Ritschl’s hesitation to express his views was that he did not want to 

endanger his relationship with Baur.201 

 A couple of developments led Ritschl to conclude that a second edition of the 

work was necessary. First, we have his acceptance of the priority of the Gospel of 

Mark in an article published in 1851.202 When Ritschl abandoned the thesis of his 

1846 habilitation dissertation that the Gospel of Luke is dependent on the Gospel 

of Marcion, he started to reassess his understanding of the origins of the other 

gospels, which eventually led him to conclude, against the background of a few 

recent studies, that Mark was the first Gospel to be written. That conclusion had 

huge consequences for someone working from within the Baurian framework, 
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which assumed that the gospel of Mark, since it shows no signs of any opposition 

between Pauline and Jewish Christianity, must be quite late, belonging to the 

period when the synthesis between the two tendencies of early Christianity is 

already in place.203 As Michael Daniel Ryan writes, this must surely have carried 

Ritschl beyond the perspective of the Tübingen school, and stimulated him to 

work out a new conception of the development of early Christianity: 

 
The simple fact that he accepted the priority of Mark carried him beyond his Baurian 

frame of reference because it meant that all of the Gospels were dislodged from the 

place in history and the place in relation to each other assigned to them by Baur’s 

schematization of the history of the primitive Church. This called for a brand new 

appraisal of the documents and a whole new conception of the history of the early 

Church and its development to the old Catholic Church.204 

 

And then we have the publication of Baur’s investigation of the development of 

early Christianity in 1853, Kirchengeschichte der drei ersten Jahrhunderte, in 

which he argued that there is a one-sidedness to both Ritschl’s and Schwegler’s 

interpretations – Catholicism did not develop out of Paulinism, as Ritschl 

claimed, nor from Jewish Christianity, as Schwegler emphasized, but out of a 

reconciliation between these two movements. It should also be noted that Baur, 

despite recent arguments in favor of the priority of the Gospel of Mark by Ritschl 

and others, continued to defend the priority of Matthew and Luke.205 This new 

study reinforced Ritschl’s impression that there must be something 

fundamentally wrong with the Baurian framework. Thus, the stage was now 

almost set for a new edition of his work on the old Catholic church. 

 When Baur learned of Ritschl’s plan to visit Tübingen in the summer of 1854, 

he invited Ritschl to stay with him. Ritschl accepted, of course, and traveled to 

Tübingen with hopes of improving his relationship with Baur. Ritschl and Baur 

spent many hours talking with each other about issues on which they both agreed 

and disagreed. Ritschl’s general impression from the visit was that Baur now had 

come to terms with his independence – that is, that Baur had accepted that 

Ritschl had chosen another theological path than the Tübingen school.206 

 Now that Baur seemed to have accepted Ritschl’s scholarly independence, it 

was time for a much-needed revision of Ritschl’s 1850 study, and he began to 

work on a second edition in the winter semester of 1854-1855. But as it happened, 

the friendship between Ritschl and Baur came to a sudden end before the 

publication of this new edition. The breach in their relations was triggered by the 

following passage in Ritschl’s anonymous review of Karl Schwarz’s Zur 
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Geschichte der neuesten Theologie (On the history of the most recent theology), 

in 1856: 

 

The author’s sympathies are with the speculative theism of I. H. Fichte, the so-called 

Tübingen school’s studies on early Christianity and the history of the New Testament 

canon, and the party of the Protestantische Kirchenzeitung. However, these groups 

do not provide sufficient resources for a rebirth of theology. The party of the Berlin 

followers of Schleiermacher is a churchly, and not a theological one; philosophical 

theism can only bear theological fruit through a correct connection with the idea of 

revelation; the Tübingen school has fallen apart, and its suggestions will deserve 

recognition only to the extent that they lead to opposition to Baur’s and Schwegler’s 

framework of early Christianity, and to the extent that they contribute more to the 

cultivation of biblical theology than has hitherto been the case.207 

 

Unsurprisingly, Baur was shocked, and reacted angrily when he found out that 

Ritschl was the author behind the anonymous review. Baur had become 

reconciled to Ritschl’s scholarly independence, certainly, but he was unaware of 

the deep disenchantment with the Tübingen school evident in Ritschl’s harsh 

judgment in the review. Before the review of Schwarz’s work, Baur probably 

considered Ritschl to be still working, even if independently, from within the 

same framework as himself – but now Ritschl had claimed that the perspective of 

the Tübingen school was irrelevant to contemporary issues! The following 

exchange of letters between them did nothing to restore their personal 

relationship. Ritschl excused himself on the grounds that he had made a scholarly 

judgment, and not a personal attack. Baur felt betrayed, and was not convinced 

of the sincerity of Ritschl’s motives, which, in turn, aroused the anger of Ritschl. 

Neither of them apologized and their relationship never recovered – the break 

was complete.208 

 It has often been pointed out that one of the main reasons for the break 

between Ritschl and Baur was that they accused each other of being biased in 

their research, and thus of failing to live up to the demands of the historical-

critical method.209 Baur had for some time identified an uncritical, conservative 
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bias in Ritschl’s work. The fact that Ritschl believed more of the New Testament 

books to have apostolic origins than Baur was seen by Baur as a logical result of 

this problematic tendency in Ritschl’s scholarship. Ritschl, on the other hand, had 

for an equally long time claimed that Baur’s historical analysis was distorted by 

its reliance on Hegelian philosophy. Since Ritschl and Baur saw themselves as 

being in the forefront of the historical-critical examination of the Christian 

religion, they were both, quite understandably, very sensitive to accusations of 

uncritical tendencies. 

 The second edition of Entstehung made Ritschl’s opposition to Baur and the 

Tübingen school clear. Schwegler’s death in the beginning of 1857 caused Ritschl 

to tone down the polemics against him in the new edition, which was released 

later in the same year. However, the rejection of Baur’s perspective was in full 

view.210 In the preface, Ritschl implies that this edition contains a thoroughgoing 

criticism of the Tübingen school: 

 

When I composed the first edition of “the emergence of the old Catholic church,” I 

was in a position to raise objections to a number of the claims of the Tübingen school; 

but I had not yet reached that oppositional stance to it, which would have turned the 

opposition into a fundamental and radical one.211 

 

Let us now turn to the new elements in the second edition. First of all, we must 

note a change in Ritschl’s interpretation of Jesus. The first edition had argued 

that the most important feature of Jesus’ teaching is that it extends the pharisaical 

emphasis on the external observance of the law to include also an inner obedience 

to the law.212 Ritschl now claims, however, that the new and fundamental content 

in Jesus’ teaching must be related to the final and moral end of the kingdom of 

God, which is connected to the double commandment to love God and the 

neighbor. So Jesus appears very much as a moral teacher. And just as in the first 

edition, Ritschl avoids the Baurian reduction of the message of Jesus to previous 

historical developments by understanding it in terms of a unique revelation.213 

 In the new edition, Ritschl is, moreover, explicit in his rejection of a 

dialectical interpretation of history, and criticizes the idea of a strict opposition 

between Jewish and Pauline Christianity in the early church. “The investigation 

would not be benefited further if one insisted on the Jewish-Christian and Pauline 

parties, their opposition and their reconciliation as the pattern to which the 

history of apostolic and post-apostolic Christianity would have to submit.”214 
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Ritschl still thinks of these two groups as important factions, certainly, but he 

relativizes their antagonism, blurs the dividing line between them, and claims 

that the groupings of this time period were much more complex than what the 

Tübingen school wants us to believe. For example, the apostles who lived as Jews 

must be distinguished from Jewish Christians, and Paulinism is not identical to 

Gentile Christianity.215 In fact, Ritschl argues “that Catholic Christianity did not 

arise from a reconciliation of Jewish Christians and Gentile Christians, but rather 

is a phase of Gentile Christianity alone.”216 We must, therefore, understand 

Gentile Christianity – and not Paulinism – as the main force in the development 

of the old Catholic church.  

 Ritschl also repeats the argument from the first edition that early 

Catholicism’s legalistic emphasis on the new law of Christ constitutes a 

fundamental departure from, and deformation of, apostolic Christianity.217 And 

he then goes on to connect the ultimate cause of this fateful development to the 

Gentile Christians’ failure of understanding Christian faith against the Old 

Testament background: 

 

The ultimate reason for the departure of Catholic Christianity from the New 

Testament pattern lies in the fact that the Gentile Christians were incapable of 

correctly and vividly reproducing the apostles’ fundamental conception of the 

religious relationship mediated by Christ, which can only be understood from the 

[Old Testament].218 
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By now, it has become clear that the Baurian reading of the historical process is 

burst open by the two editions of Entstehung in general, and the second edition 

in particular. Ritschl’s account presents completely different answers to the two 

main issues occupying the Hegelian-influenced Tübingen school. Firstly, his 

answer to the question about the origin of the Christian religion substitutes an 

emphasis on the unique revelation in Jesus for Baur’s notion of a synthesis of 

Greek philosophy and early Judaism in the person of Jesus. And Ritschl’s solution 

to the issue of the development of Catholicism, secondly, stands in equal 

opposition to the Tübingen perspective. He stresses not the synthesis of the 

Jewish and Pauline factions, but the importance of Gentile Christianity. However, 

the second edition of Entstehung does not spell the end of Ritschl’s quarrel with 

the Tübingen school. A conflict erupted between Ritschl and Baur’s disciple 

Eduard Zeller in the beginning of the 1860s. The next section of this chapter will 

pay attention to this controversy, which is interesting for our purposes since it 

throws more light on Ritschl’s rejection of Baur’s historical method. 

 

3. The Controversy with Zeller 

3.1 Introduction 

 

Ritschl’s controversy with Baur’s son-in-law Eduard Zeller provides a further 

elucidation of the differences between Ritschl and the Tübingen school. At the 

time of this dispute, Zeller had already shifted focus in his research from theology 

to philosophy, and he is probably best known today for his later contribution to 

the neo-Kantian movement and the history of philosophy, not least his 

introduction to classical philosophy – Grundriss der Geschichte der griechischen 

Philosophie (1883; Outlines of the History of Greek Philosophy).219 

 In any case, the origin of the dispute between Ritschl and Zeller can be traced 

back to an anonymous article published in the autumn of 1860, in which the 

Tübingen school is described in very positive terms.220 Ritschl called the 

anonymous author’s portrayal of the school into question in an article written in 

1861 – the tone of Ritschl’s article is rather polemical, notwithstanding the fact 

that Baur had died in December 1860.221 After that, the anonymous author 

responded in another article,222 which Ritschl, in turn, answered,223 and the 

debate ended with a final article by the anonymous author in which he revealed 
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himself as Zeller.224 For our purposes, it will be enough to mainly focus on Zeller’s 

initial depiction of the Tübingen school and Ritschl’s first response.225 

 In his initial article, Zeller described the Tübingen school primarily as a 

historical school. He readily admitted that Baur and his students were 

theologians, but claimed that their chief characteristic was their willingness to 

approach their subject matter, the Christian religion, “not from a theological, but 

rather from a purely historical point of view.”226 One could therefore say, 

according to Zeller, that the Tübingen school was guided by the same principles 

“that had dominated all of German historiography outside of theology since 

Niebuhr and Ranke.”227 

 What, then, are the distinguishing features or principles of the “purely 

historical method,” allegedly free from theological presuppositions, advocated by 

the Tübingen school? Zeller uses Strauss’ epoch-making Das Leben Jesu in order 

to answer this question. First, we have Strauss’ emphasis on an unconditional and 

unbiased historical-critical investigation of the New Testament writings. The 

second important methodological principle in Das Leben Jesu, which follows 

from the first one, is, Zeller goes on to argue, the denial of miracle as a category 

of historical interpretation. In the end, this only means that Strauss adheres to 

“the same scientific principles that guide historical research in all other fields.” 

Zeller claims that these two fundamental principles of Das Leben Jesu laid the 

methodological foundations on which the Tübingen school is built.228  

 It should not go unnoticed that Zeller’s portrayal of the relationship between 

Strauss and the Tübingen school contrasts with Baur’s attempt to distance 

himself and his research from Strauss, an attempt which was described in the 

previous chapter. And we must also note that Zeller’s exclusive emphasis on 

historical-critical analysis without any mention of a Hegel-inspired philosophical 

framework for historical interpretation indicates a one-sided focus on just one of 

the two fundamental elements of the method usually associated with Baur and 

his followers. 

 Now, Ritschl is in fundamental agreement with Zeller on the general value 

of a historical-critical examination of the Bible and the Christian religion. They 

are, however, divided on whether this kind of critical research brings an exclusion 

of miracles from the historical analysis of Christianity in its train. The polemical 

exchange between Ritschl and Zeller concentrated on two issues related to 

miracles, as we will see – the question of miracle as a category of historical 
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interpretation and the idea of the miraculous origin of Christianity. These issues 

were also discussed in a former dispute that had taken place between Baur and 

the theologian Gerhard Uhlhorn in the late 1850s, which has been described as 

“the immediate context” for the debate between Ritschl and Zeller.229 Another 

important aspect of the dispute, especially related to the question of the 

miraculous origin of the Christian religion, is Ritschl’s critical remarks on the 

Hegelian presuppositions of Baur’s research. After we have looked into these 

different but interrelated issues, we will, in the concluding part of this section, 

situate the dispute in the context of nineteenth-century historiographical trends. 

 

3.2 The Question of Miracles 

 

Zeller’s first article defined miracle as an event that is in contradiction with the 

laws of nature and our normal experiences, and concluded that “miracle and the 

historical view of things are mutually exclusive.”230 Ritschl was aware, no doubt, 

that Baur had expressed similar thoughts on miracles and claimed that miracles, 

in the sense of violations of the natural order, must be excluded from historical 

analysis. However, in his response to Zeller, Ritschl highlights another strand in 

Baur’s thinking on miracles that he finds more promising. In the work Paulus der 

Apostel Jesu Christi, Baur had written that it is beyond the limits of historical 

examination to decide on whether a reported miracle has really happened. And 

there are also many instances in Baur’s works in which miracle accounts are 

important for the historical reconstruction of the consciousness of the first 

Christians. Ritschl agreed with this procedure and was convinced that historians 

should content themselves with a correct depiction of the consciousness of their 

object of study, and not analyze the general possibility of miracles. And he also 

insists that miracles are an important part of the Christian experience of the 

world, a fact that must not be neglected by historians. Ritschl then goes on to say 

that if it is plausible that an author of a specific New Testament document 

believed that a miracle actually happened, then it is wrong for the historian to 

disregard this or to try to explain it away.231 

 Let us now turn to the details of Ritschl’s arguments against Zeller’s denial 

of miracle as a category of historical analysis. First of all, it is problematic, says 

Ritschl, to apply a modern understanding of the laws of cause and effect to one’s 

interpretation of the early Christians since they were unaware of such natural 

                                                             
229 Ryan, Discipline of History, 199. For an analysis of the controversy between Baur and Uhlhorn, 
see Jodock, F. C. Baur and Albrecht Ritschl, 245–253. 
230 Zeller, “Die Tübinger historische Schule,” 101, quote 109: “Wunder und die geschichtliche 
Betrachtung der Dinge schliessen sich aus.” 
231 My description of Ritschl’s analysis of Baur’s approach to miracles follows Jodock, F. C. Baur and 
Albrecht Ritschl, 258–261. 
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laws.232 Ritschl then blames the anonymous author for passing judgment on the 

history of religions without any deeper understanding of the essence of religion 

and religious perception: 

 
As little as someone is able to technically assess music without having any insights 

into the mathematical laws of the regular combinations and sequences of notes, so 

dubious is it to pass judgment on the history of religions if you have not undertaken 

orderly observations of the unique nature of religion and religious perception.233 

 

We have now reached Ritschl’s second, and more important, argument against 

Zeller’s rejection of miracles, which centers around the assertion that miracle is 

an experience belonging to religiöses Erkennen, “religious cognition” or 

“knowledge.” Religious knowledge is subjective in kind and a matter of faith, 

unconcerned about the objective events in the natural world, and related to “the 

perception of the special providence of God for the individual, as well as for all 

levels of moral community.” And miracles are nothing other than such 

perceptions or experiences of God’s special providence. It is therefore wrong, says 

Ritschl, to think, as the Tübingen theologians do, of the miracle reports in the 

Bible as events standing in contradiction with natural laws.234 In his second 

contribution to the dispute, Zeller demands a clarification from Ritschl on his 

assertion of the reality of miracles in early Christianity: 

 
Does Ritschl assert that real miracles are essential to early Christianity, or does he 

only claim that this is the case with the belief in miracles? Is it his opinion that things 

occurred in the apostolic age that, absolutely and in themselves, cannot be explained 

naturally, or does he just want to say, things occurred that the first Christians were 

unable to attribute to any natural causes, which they believed themselves justified 

and compelled to regard as miracles?235 
 

Ritschl shows his hand in his second article by admitting that “natural events that 

contradict the laws of nature are unthinkable to us.” He then goes on to claim that 

many of the biblical accounts of miracle are historically authentic and in 

agreement with his own definition of miracle as experience of divine providence, 

                                                             
232 Ritschl, “Über geschichtliche Methode,” 440. 
233 Ritschl, 441: “So wenig nun Jemand zur technischen Beurtheilung der Musik geeignet ist, der gar 
keine Einsicht in die mathematischen Gesetze der regelmässigen Verbindungen und Folgen der Töne 
sich verschafft hat, so misslich ist es, über Religionsgeschichte zu urtheilen, wenn man nicht 
geordnete Beobachtungen über die Eigenthümlichkeit der Religion und das religiösen Erkennens 
angestellt hat.” 
234 Ritschl, 441–442, quote 441: “der Wahrnehmung der speciellen Vorsehung Gottes für das 
Individuum, wie für alle Abstufungen sittlicher Gemeinschaften.” 
235 Zeller, “Die historische Kritik,” 366: “Behauptet Ritschl, das wirkliche Wunder dem 
Urchristenthum wesentlich seien, oder behauptet er diess nur von dem Wunderglauben? Ist seine 
Meinung die, dass im apostolischen Zeitalter Thatsachen vorgekommen seien, welche schlechthin 
und an sich selbst, keine natürliche Erklärungen zulassen, oder will er nur sage, es seien Dinge 
vorgekommen, welche die ersten Christen auf keine natürlichen Ursachen zurückzuführen wussten, 
welche sie als Wunder aufzufassen sich berechtigt und genöthigt glaubten?”  
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though he also admits to there being false miracle reports in the Bible.236 Ritschl 

never abandoned the understanding of miracles that he gave expression to in his 

controversy with Zeller. We can, for example, read the following in the third 

edition of Unterricht in der christlichen Religion (1886): 

 
We shift completely the religious conception of miracle when we begin by measuring 

it against the background of the scientific acceptance of the orderly coherence of all 

natural events. Since this scientific concept lies outside the horizon of the men of the 

Old and New Testaments, a miracle never signifies to them an occurrence contrary 

to nature nor a disruption of the laws of nature by divine arbitrariness. Hence the 

belief in miracle [...] as a gracious providence of God, is perfectly consistent with the 

probability of the coherence of the whole world in accordance with natural law.237 

 

On the one hand, Ritschl affirms the reality of many biblical miracles. But on the 

other hand, he explicitly denies the possibility of miracles as events in 

contradiction with natural laws, and tends to refer them to a religious or spiritual 

dimension of reality separate from the natural world.238 That seems to imply, for 

instance, a denial of the physical resurrection of Jesus Christ, but not of the reality 

of the resurrection as a religious experience in the minds of the disciples, which 

suggests itself as a plausible interpretation of Ritschl’s understanding of the 

resurrection. One searches in vain for an unambiguous affirmation of the belief 

in the bodily resurrection in Ritschl’s works. Nevertheless, his position on the 

resurrection is ambivalent in the end. Ritschl’s interpretation of Jesus’ 

appearances to his disciples after the resurrection is a case in point. In 

Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, Ritschl writes that the only purpose behind 

Jesus’ appearances is to liberate the disciples of their first, misleading impression 

of his death, which at least downplays the role of these appearances as evidences 

of Jesus’ physical resurrection.239 But in one of his lectures on dogmatics, Ritschl 

claims that these appearances were understood by the disciples as 

demonstrations of the bodily resurrection of Jesus.240 That notwithstanding, it 

seems unclear whether Ritschl himself adhered to the disciples’ belief in the 

physical resurrection. 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
236 Ritschl, “Einige Erläuterungen,” 97: “Naturereignisse, die den Gesetzen der Natur widersprechen, 
sind für uns wissenschaftlich undenkbar.” 
237 Ritschl, Unterricht in der christlichen Religion, 14–15nc (ET, 270n46). 
238 For a summary of Ritschl’s mature analysis of the miracles of Jesus, see Schäfer, Ritschl, 59–61. 
239 Ritschl, Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, 3rd ed., 2:158. 
240 Ecke, Die Theologische Schule Albrecht Ritschls, 198–200. 
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3.3 Philosophy and History 

 

Zeller’s introductory article on the Tübingen school was published in a historical 

journal, and can be understood as an attempt to give a positive account of the 

movement for historians. It was noted above that Zeller connected the 

fundamental aim of Baur’s school with a scientific, presuppositionless, and non-

theological investigation of the historical development of the Christian religion. 

Ritschl cannot accept this characterization of the school’s method as being purely 

historical and without presuppositions. That feature of Zeller’s article is quite 

remarkable since Hegelian-influenced reflections on the nature of the historical 

process formed an important background to the works produced by Baur and the 

other members of the Tübingen school during the movement’s heyday. Of course, 

Zeller was very much aware of this, and he had previously emphasized that it is 

necessary to use philosophy in order to understand history. But why did he omit 

that fundamental aspect in his description? As Johannes Zachhuber has 

suggested, Zeller most likely wanted to make the school more attractive to 

historians by leaving out theological and philosophical aspects of its method and 

interpretation of history. And it probably seemed like a good idea to play down 

the philosophical framework due to the bad reputation of Hegelianism in 

Germany at this time. Ritschl’s countermove to Zeller’s portrayal is to bring the 

philosophical presuppositions of Baur’s historical analysis out in the open.241 

Ritschl claims “that Baur found the final statement of his general theological 

outlook in the Hegelian philosophy,” and he then goes on to try to demonstrate 

how the Hegelian framework distorts Baur’s interpretation of history.242 

 Important in this regard, as we will see, is whether absolute, miraculous, or 

new beginnings in history are possible, and especially as that question relates to 

the rise of the Christian religion. First of all, it must be noted that this concept of 

miraculous beginnings in history is not identical with miracles as supernatural 

events in contradiction with natural laws. Miracle in the former sense, at least as 

Ritschl frames it in his controversy with Zeller, concerns a human being’s 

freedom from the natural world and ability to influence the course of history, 

while miracle in the latter sense has to do with a divine suspension of the natural 

order. Thus, it is perfectly possible to accept the reality of the first type of miracle 

                                                             
241 Zachhuber, Theology as Science, 147–149, 158. 
242 Ritschl, “Über geschichtliche Methode,” 434: “dass Baur in der Hegelschen Philosophie den 
Abschluss seiner allgemeinen theologischen Ueberzeugung gefunden hat.” Folkhart Wittekind argues 
that the debate with Zeller demonstrates that Ritschl’s own understanding of issues like revelation, 
miracle, and freedom has important Hegelian roots (Geschichtliche Offenbarung und die Wahrheit 
des Glaubens: Der Zusammenhang von Offenbarungstheologie, Geschichtsphilosophie und Ethik bei 
Albrecht Ritschl, Julius Kaftan und Karl Barth (1909-1916), 25–43). It is true that Ritschl tries to 
demonstrate that a consistent application of some of Hegel’s key ideas would support his view rather 
than Baur’s. We can, undoubtedly, also detect a certain Hegelian influence on some aspects of 
Ritschl’s thought at this time and it would remain so for the rest of his life. Nevertheless, we must not 
forget that Ritschl’s responses to Zeller are permeated with a negative attitude towards Hegel’s impact 
on Baur’s historical analysis. So all things considered, I believe that Wittekind to some degree 
exaggerates the connection between Ritschl and Hegel. 
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at the same time as one denies miracle in the second sense, which seems to be 

Ritschl’s position, a position he also combines with an attempt to rescue the 

reality of the religious experience of divine miracle. In other words, and as far as 

I can tell, Ritschl’s attempt to defend religious miracles by restricting them to the 

realm of human experience ends up in completely separating them from events 

in the natural world outside of consciousness. 

 Now, as we saw in the foregoing chapter, Baur is of the opinion that we must 

abandon the notion of the miraculous origin of Christianity since it undermines 

the very possibility of a historical interpretation of the emergence of the Christian 

religion. There are no absolute beginnings in history, and the rise of Christianity 

must therefore be fully explainable in terms of the finite or natural causes at work. 

This position was also defended in Zeller’s 1860 article.243 In Kirchengeschichte 

der drei ersten Jahrhunderte, Baur claims that the Christian religion is 

completely determined by a chain of causes and effects, which in the final analysis 

excludes the possibility of Christianity bringing something completely unique 

into the world. 

 

It contains nothing that was not conditioned by a series of causes and effects going 

before, nothing that had not been long prepared in different ways, and carried 

forward towards that stage of development at which we find it in Christianity; 

nothing that had not been previously recognised in one form or another, as a 

necessary result of reasoned thought, or as a need of the human heart, or as a 

requirement of the moral consciousness.244 

 

Baur and the Tübingen school explain, as was noted in the previous chapter, the 

origin of Christianity in terms of preceding causes, and especially with the notion 

of a synthesis in the person of Jesus Christ of Greek philosophy and early 

Judaism. Ritschl argues that the school’s reduction of the emergence of 

Christianity, and other historical phenomena, to previous series of causes and 

effects betrays a fundamental misconception of the development of history. If 

such a view is true, it would, says Ritschl, not only result in the impossibility of 

genuinely new historical events not predetermined by foregoing developments, 

but also in a rejection of individual freedom. The individual human being is the 

marvelous creation of God and can, as such, not be defined by natural processes 

alone, which would make it impossible to think of a person as having a continuous 

identity over time. Only as free individuals can human beings play a real part in 

the historical process.245 Ritschl then goes even further “by arguing,” in the words 

of Zachhuber, “that within history individuality must be recognised not only at 

the level of persons, but also on a transpersonal plane. In this view, people, 

                                                             
243 For an overview of Zeller’s account and defense of Baur’s analysis of the origins and development 
of Christianity, see Ryan, Discipline of History, 208–209. 
244 Baur, Church History, 1:23. 
245 Ritschl, “Über geschichtliche Methode,” 442–445. See also Ryan, Discipline of History, 221–223; 
Zachhuber, Theology as Science, 156–157. 
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cultures, epochs, and – not least – religions can be considered as quasi-

individuals.”246 This sounds very much like Leopold von Ranke, and we will look 

into the connections between Ritschl and Ranke’s historical principles in the next 

section of this chapter. 

 Whether history develops progressively, which is an issue that can be related 

to the Tübingen school’s rejection of the miraculous origin of Christianity, is also 

treated in Ritschl’s first response to Zeller. In Baur and the other Tübingen 

theologians, this idea that the historical process is developing progressively was 

rooted in a Hegelian-dialectical understanding of history as the realization of 

spirit, which in the end means that history continuously develops in a positive 

direction. From such a perspective, it becomes very difficult to conceive of the 

first period of Christianity as having a normative value for theology. As was noted 

in the foregoing chapter, Baur thinks that the teleological direction of a historical 

process is shaped by its origin. On the other hand, however, Baur can also claim 

that a later stage in a historical development is higher than an earlier stage, and 

called this the Protestant conception of history. The Catholic interpretation of 

history is, according to Baur, characterized by an emphasis on tradition that is 

related to the notion of an absolute and miraculous beginning of Christianity. 

Ritschl regarded this as a problematic rejection of the notion of the normative 

value of the early phase of Christianity, and also as a misconstrual of the 

Protestant comprehension of history. Ritschl’s work on the development of 

Catholicism, his dispute with Zeller, his later three-volume investigation of the 

doctrine of justification and reconciliation, and several other works, give evidence 

of his high valuation of the early Christian writings of the New Testament as 

normative documents bearing witness to God’s revelation in Jesus Christ, which 

for Ritschl, of course, never meant that they should be exempt from historical-

critical examination.247 

 Ritschl’s reply to Zeller also touches upon the question of the emergence of 

the Catholic church. Of relevance here is Baur’s criticism of Ritschl’s account of 

the origin of Catholicism in Die Tübinger Schule und ihre Stellung zur 

Gegenwart (1859; The Tübingen school and its attitude to the present). In that 

pamphlet, Baur repeatedly argues against Ritschl that it is impossible to think of 

historical development if oppositions between such contrary movements as 

Jewish Christianity and Paulinism are not in some sense reconciled. Ritschl is not 

convinced, however, and says that the historical process has in fact progressed, 

despite the survival of sharp contrasts like the one between Catholicism and 

Protestantism.248 

  

                                                             
246 Zachhuber, “Albrecht Ritschl and the Tübingen School: A Neglected Link in the History of 19th 
Century Theology,” 65. 
247 My account of the issue of the progressive development of history builds on Zachhuber, Theology 
as Science, 171–172. 
248 Ritschl, “Über geschichtliche Methode,” 454–455. 
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But what should one say about such talk: should one believe that a contrast such as 

Catholicism and Protestantism first had to become mediated and evened out before 

any further historical development could take place? Contrary to such expectations 

of the course of events stands in this case all the common knowledge of the opposite 

reality.249 

 

Furthermore, Ritschl identifies several weaknesses rooted in an inadequate 

consideration of the historical sources in Baur’s judgment on the authors of the 

writings of the New Testament and analysis of the historical development of early 

Christianity. These shortcomings may, according to Ritschl, be related to the way 

in which the Hegelian philosophical presuppositions control Baur’s 

interpretation of history.250 

 Later on, in the first volume of the second edition of Die christliche Lehre 

von der Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung (1882), Ritschl criticized Baur’s work 

on the development of the doctrine of reconciliation for a similar Hegelian 

mistreatment and biased interpretation of the historical sources.251 As was noted 

in the previous section, this does not mean that Ritschl thought it possible to 

evaluate changes in the historical process without a perspective rooted in some 

fundamental ideas about the world and humanity. In fact, in direct connection 

with Ritschl’s objection to Baur’s treatment and arrangement of the historical 

material, it is indicated how Ritschl himself interprets the history of the doctrine 

of reconciliation in line with the prioritized role of the will in his own 

philosophical reflections: 

 

Above all else, Baur has on the one hand failed to deal with the material he has to 

treat as exhaustively as his arrangement of them presupposes, and he has on the 

other included matters in his task and arrangement of subjects which do not fall 

under the general title. The Christian notion of reconciliation can only be understood 

as a removal of the one-sided or mutual contrariety between the divine and human 

will.252 

 

Ritschl’s objections against Baur’s Hegelian-inspired description of the 

development of the Christian religion might lead one to think that Ritschl wants 

historical investigation to be free from philosophical presuppositions. 

                                                             
249 Ritschl, 455: “Aber was würde man zu solcher Rede sage: man sollte glauben, dass ein solcher 
Gegensatz wie Katholicismus und Protestantismus vor Allem vermittelt und ausgeglichen werden 
musste, wenn es überhaupt zu einer weitern geschichtlichen Entwickelung kommen sollte? Gegen 
solche Erwartungen vom Verlauf der Dinge gilt in diesem Falle die Allen gemeinsame Kenntnis der 
entgegengesetzten Wirklichkeit.” 
250 Ritschl, 458–459. 
251 Ritschl, Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, 2nd ed., 1:21–27. 
252 Ritschl, 22: “Insbesondere hat Baur seinen Stoff theils nicht in derjenigen Vollständigkeit, auf 
welche seine Eintheilung rechnet, zur Aufgabe genommen, theils hat er solchen Stoff in die Aufgabe 
und in die Eintheilung eingereiht, welcher nicht unter den Gesammttitel fällt. Der christliche Begriff 
der Versöhnung kann nur verstanden werden als Aufhebung des einseitigen oder gegenseitigen 
Widerspruchs zwischen göttlichem und menschlichem Willen.” 
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Nevertheless, in his defense of the role of miracle in the study of church history 

in the dispute with Zeller, Ritschl does, as we have seen, point to the importance 

of a correct view of religious perception and human freedom, which indicates that 

there are philosophical notions lurking behind his interpretation of the historical 

process. Like Baur, he certainly warns against making judgments on historical 

developments based on philosophical ideas in advance of a thorough 

investigation of the sources. But in the end, Ritschl is in fundamental agreement 

with Baur on the necessity of philosophical thought in the analysis of history. We 

will add a few more remarks on the philosophical presuppositions of Ritschl’s 

interpretation of history in the final section of this chapter and the metaphysical 

framework of his later works will be examined in detail in chapter 5. 

 By way of conclusion, I think it is possible to say that Baur mediated an 

interest in history and philosophy to Ritschl and showed him that these 

disciplines are relevant to theology. They also both agree that historical-critical 

examination of the Christian religion could create a basis for Christian faith. But 

Baur’s importance for Ritschl’s thought was largely negative since Ritschl 

developed his own mature understanding of the historical investigation of 

Christianity in reaction to Baur and the Tübingen school. In the end, Ritschl 

considered Baur to be one of the major representatives of things gone wrong in 

radical historical criticism. 

 Before we move on, it should also be noted that Ritschl’s emphasis on 

historical theology cannot be fully explained by Baur’s impact on his thought. 

There were other factors and influences in play. We must not, for instance, forget 

about Friedrich Schleiermacher. After all, he was not only a founding father of 

modern liberal theology, but also a key member of the historicist school at the 

University of Berlin, as we saw in the previous chapter. Furthermore, it was 

Schleiermacher who, in the words of John E. Thiel, “elevated the historical 

dimension of theology to a level of importance previously unknown in the history 

of this discipline.”253 The weight that he placed on historical theology in his very 

influential Kurze Darstellung des theologischen Studiums (1811/1830; Brief 

Outline of Theology as a Field of Study) undoubtedly demonstrates his role as a 

key figure in the modern historicization of theology.254 

 Ritschl first came in contact with Schleiermacher’s theology as a student in 

Bonn, and started to study his works seriously in 1843.255 Now, Ritschl certainly 

had reservations about some of Schleiermacher’s ideas, as will become clear in 

the course of this investigation. But Schleiermacher was also one of the formative 

influences on Ritschl’s theological thinking. It is, therefore, more than likely that 

Schleiermacher’s way of laying stress upon historical theology is one important 

                                                             
253 Thiel, “Orthodoxy and Heterodoxy in Schleiermacher’s Theological Encyclopedia: Doctrinal 
Development and Theological Creativity,” 146. 
254 On Schleiermacher’s importance to the historicization of theology, see Purvis, Theology and the 
University in Nineteenth-Century Germany, 157–165; Ziolkowski, Clio, 74–98. 
255 Ritschl, Albrecht Ritschls Leben, 1:79. 
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cause – and Baur another – of the historicist impulse in Ritschl’s thought. The 

great value that Ritschl attached to Schleiermacher’s account of the methods and 

tasks of exegetical and historical theology in Kurze Darstellung can be seen in the 

following comment on the work in the first volume of the first edition of 

Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung (1870): “What Schleiermacher has here laid 

down respecting exegetical theology, and respecting historical theology in the 

narrower sense of the word, it would hardly be possible even to-day to state 

otherwise.”256 

 

3.4 Connections to Historicism 

 

We will now end our analysis of the controversy between Ritschl and Zeller by 

looking into how it can be related to historicism and discussions within 

nineteenth-century historiography in Germany. That there are important 

connections between the controversy and German historiography is suggested at 

the end of Zeller’s 1860 article, which claims, as we have seen, that the Tübingen 

school was guided by the same principles as those that had dominated German 

historiography since the historical school of Karl von Savigny, Barthold Georg 

Niebuhr, and Leopold von Ranke. The historical school was discussed at length 

in the foregoing chapter, and needs no further introduction here. However, there 

is reason to believe that we also need to take into account another strand of 

German historiography in order to understand the wider context of the dispute 

between Ritschl and Zeller. 

 Michael Daniel Ryan has written that Zeller’s introductory article on Baur’s 

Tübingen school was “a studied effort to fit his description of the origin and 

development of the Tuebingen School to Sybel’s understanding of 

historiography.” Now, this claim seems plausible if we take into account that 

Zeller was a personal friend of Heinrich von Sybel, and that Zeller’s article on the 

Tübingen school was written for the Historische Zeitschrift, a journal founded 

and edited by Sybel.257 A comparison between Zeller’s portrayal of the Tübingen 

school and Sybel’s historical method also shows some close points of similarity, 

as we will see below. Before situating the controversy between Ritschl and Zeller 

within the larger context of nineteenth-century German historiography, however, 

there is need for a brief introduction to Sybel and his understanding of historical 

analysis. 

 Together with historians such as Johann Gustav Droysen and Heinrich von 

Treitschke, Heinrich von Sybel was a part of the so-called “Prussian school of 

                                                             
256 Ritschl, Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, 1st ed., 1:467–468 (ET, 442). 
257 Ryan, the Discipline of History, 199–200, quote 200. 
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history,”258 which was an important movement within German historiography 

centered on the political program of the unification of Germany. The nationalism 

of Droysen, Treitschke, and Sybel was pro-Prussian, and they argued in favor of 

the so-called Kleindeutsche Lösung (lesser German solution) – that is, a 

unification of the German states that excluded Austria.259 

 Sybel had attended Ranke’s seminar at the University of Berlin for six full 

semesters. As one might expect, those seminars made a life-long impact on Sybel, 

who would never abandon the Rankean combination of archival research and 

careful application of the critical method to the sources.260 We noted in the 

foregoing chapter that Ranke also held up the impartial historian as an ideal and 

made a virtue of studying the past as an end in itself, and not as a means for 

instructing the present. But, like many other historians of his generation, Sybel 

could not follow Ranke’s advice in this matter. Sybel embraced the subjective 

aspect of historical writing, and called it a sign of significant progress that 

historians now consciously related their research to present concerns.261 

 Sybel’s historical works were, undoubtedly, colored by the Prussian school 

of history’s political agenda. But even though he criticized the idea of a neutral 

study of the past, Sybel was equally convinced that the facts of history, if 

investigated seriously and with the critical method, could keep the historian’s 

subjectivity in check. Here, the analogies he drew between history and nature 

comes into play. Certainly, Sybel never denied the methodological differences 

between historiography and natural science. But he was convinced that history is 

governed by law, that all historical events are links in a chain of causes and effects 

that are reminiscent of the laws of nature. According to Sybel, these laws make it 

possible for us to attain secure knowledge of history at the same time as they can 

serve to check our subjectivity.262 

 Ryan has convincingly argued that the main features of Sybel’s historical 

method were shared by Zeller. Now, Zeller certainly stressed the importance of 

an unbiased and critical examination of historical sources. But his article on the 

Tübingen school also makes clear he believed that it was necessary to take a side 

in the contemporary theological debate in order to give a historical account of the 

school. As Ryan explains, this 

 

can be seen from Zeller’s admission at the outset of his essay that because the 

historical investigation of Christianity had been carried on by theologians and 

because so much theological knowledge was necessary to find one’s way through the 

                                                             
258 Overviews of the Prussian school of history can be found in Gooch, History and Historians, 122–
150; Iggers, German Conception, chap. 5; Southard, Droysen and the Prussian School of History. My 
account of Sybel is dependent on Iggers, German Conception; Ryan, Discipline of History; Southard, 
Droysen. 
259 Southard, Droysen, 1–2. 
260 Southard, 99. 
261 Iggers, German Conception, chap. 5; Ryan, Discipline of History, 200–202, 229–230; Southard, 
Droysen, 99–100, 102. 
262 Ryan, Discipline of History, 230–233. 



 

80 

morass of theological opinions and disputes, it was virtually impossible to approach 

the historical interpretation of Christianity without at some point taking sides in the 

theological debate. That was to say that an impartial treatment of the subject, one 

free of all influence from present theological disputes, was impossible.263 

 

So Zeller followed Sybel and similar-minded historians who combined a Rankean 

emphasis on critical investigation of the sources with a concern for the present in 

their historical writing. Moreover, Zeller shared Sybel’s conviction that the 

development of history is more or less completely explainable in terms of a chain 

of causes and effects. They therefore agree on there being historical laws that are 

similar to natural laws, which at least in part explains their rejection of miracles. 

Zeller’s introductory article on the Tübingen school uses almost twenty pages to 

criticize the miracle reports in the writings of the early church fathers, which 

shows that he, in fact, as Ryan goes on to note, supported the personal bias of 

Sybel against miracles. The debunking of miracles was “a favorite enterprise of 

Sybel’s,” as can be seen, for example, in the critical booklet that Sybel wrote with 

a friend as a direct result of the dismay he felt when huge numbers of pilgrims 

came to Trier to view the robe of Christ in 1844.264 

 Ritschl shares Zeller’s and Sybel’s insistence on the impossibility of an 

impartial historical analysis, a subject we will return to during the course of our 

investigation. Perhaps more interestingly, Ritschl’s emphasis on the way that free 

individuals have an impact on the development of history against the Tübingen 

school’s tendency to reduce historical events to previous series of causes and 

effects corresponds very well to the principle of individuality, which is the central 

principle of history according to Ranke and the other historicists. As we saw in 

the foregoing chapter, Ranke believes that the main task of historical explanation 

is to understand the complexity and richness of the individual, of this or that 

specific person, action, culture, epoch, and so on, a richness that always 

transcends any imagined laws of history. Ranke also claims, as became clear 

above, that we can only know the individual, the subject matter of history, 

through aesthetic contemplation or intuition. History is therefore partly an art. 

We find glimpses of a similar understanding of the nature of historical 

interpretation in Ritschl’s thought.265 For instance, Ritschl argues that 

ästhetische Application (aesthetic application) is a crucial aspect of biblical 

exegesis in the second volume of Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung: 

 
Here it is not just a matter of grammatical knowledge and the logical skill of 

understanding the individual in the context of the whole, but rather it is especially a 

matter of aesthetic application, namely of the art of correctly reproducing the 

complexity, relationships, and level of the religion of the Old Testament, and 

                                                             
263 Ryan, 200. 
264 Ryan, 232–235, quote 234. For Zeller’s critical review of the early church fathers’ miracle reports, 
see “Die Tübinger historische Schule,” 122–141. 
265 Ryan, Discipline of History, 235–244. 
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accordingly of understanding the documents of Christianity in their original and 

historical sense.266 

 

What Ritschl seems to have in mind with “aesthetic application” is a sort of 

imaginative reconstruction of the complexities of a historical phenomenon that 

requires aesthetic contemplation or a deeper grasp of its essential features. If this 

interpretation of the concept is correct, it would be close to Ranke’s aesthetic 

intuition, which, as was noted in the foregoing chapter, is the imaginative act by 

which the historian synthesizes the individual facts into a meaningful whole or 

narrative. 

 At the end of his initial article on the Tübingen school, Zeller connected, as 

we have seen, the school to Niebuhr’s and Ranke’s principles of historical 

analysis. Baur, Zeller, and the other Tübingen theologians certainly shared the 

way that the historical school of Savigny, Niebuhr, and Ranke laid stress upon a 

careful and critical examination of the sources. And Ritschl was, of course, also in 

general agreement with them on that issue. But the story is a different one if we 

take into consideration the aspects that distinguished the historical school from 

Sybel and the Prussian school. Ranke’s principle of individuality and 

understanding of historical interpretation in terms of aesthetic intuition is closer 

to Ritschl’s point of view than Baur’s and Zeller’s, who just like Sybel thought that 

history is governed by laws that in some sense are reminiscent of the laws of 

nature. Thus, the case can be made that Ritschl was the combatant in the dispute 

who could have laid the strongest claim to being in continuity with Ranke.267  

 Furthermore, this also suggests that Ritschl belongs more securely within 

the historicist tradition than the Tübingen school, and this makes perfect sense if 

we recall that nineteenth-century German historicism is generally considered to 

be in part a reaction against Hegel’s philosophy of history, which seems to exclude 

the Hegelian Tübingen school from the historicist tradition, at least if a strict 

definition of historicism is applied. But then it should also be noted that the 

teleological dimension of Ritschl’s interpretation of history, which we will return 

to in our discussion of his doctrine of the kingdom of God in chapter 9, was 

unacceptable to historicists like Ranke. Naturally enough, it is not easy to find 

theologians in nineteenth-century Germany who would qualify as members of the 

historicist movement if one takes the rejection of teleology in history as a 

                                                             
266 Ritschl, Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, 3rd ed., 2:20–21 (my italics): “Hiebei kommt es nun 
nicht blos auf die grammatische Kenntniss und die logische Fertigkeit, das Einzelne im 
Zusammenhange des Ganzen zu verstehen, sondern insbesondere auf die ästhetische Application, 
nämlich auf die Kunst an, den Umfang, die Beziehung, die Höhenlage der Religion des A. T. in 
richtiger Anschauung zu reproducieren, um demgemäss auch die Urkunden des Christenthums in 
ihrem ursprünglichen und geschichtlichen Sinne zu verstehen.” 
267 Baur and Ranke both use “ideas” as a category of historical explanation in a way that Ritschl does 
not. At the same time, however, it must be said that Ranke’s understanding of ideas as manifested in 
the individuals of history is very far from Baur’s use of ideas to express the spirit’s dialectical and 
historical self-realization in consciousness. And it should also be added that it was not characteristic 
of the historicist movement as a whole to use ideas as an explanatory category. 
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distinguishing mark, since such a rejection is difficult to reconcile with the notion 

of divine providence.268 Perhaps it is better, then, to talk about specific theological 

strands of historicism, all sharing, if we are allowed to speak in very general 

terms, a teleological view of history, which, in turn, distinguishes them from the 

historicist schools in historiography. Or, one might just say that, strictly speaking, 

there were almost no real theological historicists in nineteenth-century Germany, 

though important connections can easily be identified between certain historicist 

ideas and the thoughts of Ritschl, Baur, and many other theologians. 

 In any case, we must now, once again, return to the issue of Friedrich 

Schleiermacher’s influence on Ritschl. In a dispute about historicism and its 

origins in the late 1930s between Friedrich Meinecke and Benedetto Croce, 

Meinecke identified Schleiermacher’s thought as the source of Ranke’s concept of 

individuality.269 The influence of Romanticism on Ranke’s understanding of 

historical interpretation was also noted in the foregoing chapter. Ritschl’s book-

length analysis of Schleiermacher’s famous Über die Religion. Reden an die 

Gebildeten unter ihren Verächtern (1799; On Religion: Speeches to its Cultured 

Despisers), called Schleiermachers Reden über die Religion und ihre 

Nachwirkungen auf die evangelische Kirche Deutschlands (1874; 

Schleiermacher’s Speeches on Religion and its repercussions on the Evangelical 

Church in Germany), demonstrates Ritschl’s appreciation of Schleiermacher’s 

emphasis on historical individuality, and not least of his way of paying attention 

to the uniqueness of religious individuals.270 And that Ritschl comes close to some 

of Ranke’s principles of historical analysis should not surprise us since 

Schleiermacher was a common source of influence for both of them. 

 We have seen above how Ritschl’s study of early Christianity led him to other 

conclusions on the development of Catholicism than the Tübingen school, and 

finally also to a point where he felt it necessary to oppose the Baurian framework 

as a whole. And Ritschl’s dispute with Zeller shows that Ritschl’s critique of Baur’s 

historical analysis can be related to fundamental historicist objections against a 

Hegel-inspired philosophy of history. But what, then, is Ritschl’s own “key” to 

historical development, and how does he analyze continuity and discontinuity in 

the history of Christianity, now that he is no longer committed to Baur’s Hegelian 

                                                             
268 There is obviously a certain tension between Ritschl’s attachment to the historicist principle of 
individuality and his teleological interpretation of history as moving towards the kingdom of God (for 
a discussion of this issue, see Zachhuber, Theology as Science, 253–259). It is also interesting to note 
that Ranke is known for his belief in divine providence – he was convinced that it is possible to detect 
the hand of God in history. Nevertheless, the notion of providence never played any significant role in 
his conception of historical explanation, which separates him from Ritschl, Baur, and most other 
nineteenth-century theologians (on Ranke and divine providence, see Beiser, The German Historicist 
Tradition, 280–281; Toews, Becoming Historical, 411–414). 
269 Meinecke, Vom geschichtlichen Sinn und vom Sinn der Geschichte, 99–100. On the controversy 
between Meinecke and Croce, see Pois, “Two Poles within Historicism: Croce and Meinecke”; Ryan, 
Discipline of History, 77–79. 
270 For example, see Ritschl, Schleiermachers Reden über die Religion und ihre Nachwirkungen auf 
die evangelische Kirche Deutschlands, 4, 8–9. For an in-depth examination of Ritschl’s analysis of 
Schleiermacher’s historical method, see Ryan, Discipline of History, 90–94. 



 

83 

understanding of the historical process? These issues will be addressed in the 

fourth and final section of this chapter. 

 

4. Lebensideal as a Category of Historical Analysis 

 

Philip Hefner has argued that Ritschl started to use the category of 

Lebensführung (way of living) or Lebensideal (ideal of life) to analyze historical 

development in the second, 1857 edition of Die Entstehung der altkatholischen 

Kirche. David W. Lotz has criticized Hefner on this issue, saying “Mr. Hefner, in 

fact, takes over the Lebensideal construct from the 1880 ‘Prolegomena’ and then 

reads Ritschl’s entire literary corpus [...] in this light. My research has shown that 

the Lebensideal/Lebensführung construct first appears in Ritschl’s system in 

1873-74.”271 Lotz has a point – we find neither the concept Lebensführung nor 

Lebensideal in the second edition, so Hefner is surely claiming too much when he 

states that “the 1857 edition uses the category of Lebensführung.” Hefner himself 

seems to show some awareness that he might have overstated his case when he, 

after having devoted twenty or so pages to bringing home the point that Ritschl 

discusses historical continuity and discontinuity in terms of Lebensführung in 

the second edition, adds that “this category appeared to exert only an implicit 

force” in Ritschl’s analysis in this edition.272 

 A better way for Hefner to express the findings of his research, I believe, 

would have been to say that something similar to the concepts of Lebensführung 

and Lebensideal, interpretative terms that frequently occur in Ritschl’s later 

studies, seems to be at work in the second edition of Entstehung. In fact, it is 

possible to find a term that is reminiscent of the notions of Lebensführung and 

Lebensideal in the second edition, namely Lebensgestalt, which can be translated 

into “form of life” or “way of life.” Ritschl uses the term in connection with his 

discussion of the movements of early Christianity, describing, for instance, 

Jewish and Gentile Christianity as specific Lebensgestalten, life-forms, thereby 

indicating that the main difference between these parties is that they give 

expression to different forms or ways of life.273 

 Now, Hefner’s analysis of the new edition of Ritschl’s work on the emergence 

of Catholicism demonstrates, convincingly, that this interpretation of the 

different parties of early Christianity in terms of life-form is fundamental to 

Ritschl’s evaluation of historical continuity and discontinuity. The first apostles 

did hold on to Christianity’s authentic life-form, that is, Jesus’ teaching about the 

kingdom of God, his emphasis on love of God and human beings. This form of life 

became distorted – to a large extent, though not completely – in different ways, 
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and in both belief and practice, during the post-apostolic period, and even more 

so by the legalism of early Catholicism, which lies at the end of the historical 

process Ritschl is describing.274 However, Ritschl’s discussion of the historical 

development of Christianity becomes clearer with time, and we will therefore take 

a look at his mature understanding of Lebensideal, arguably the main 

interpretative key to history in his later works. 

 In order to get a full view of Ritschl’s notion of Lebensideal, we do well to 

relate it to his thoughts on the essential dimensions of Christian faith and the 

consequences of God’s saving work. Let us therefore begin with Ritschl’s famous 

claim, which can be found in the third volume of the different editions of 

Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, that Christianity “resembles not a circle 

described from a single centre, but an ellipse which is determined by two foci.”275 

Ritschl connects these two foci or interrelated characteristics of the Christian 

religion to Jesus Christ, the redeemer and founder of the kingdom of God. 

 The spiritual redemption through Christ is directly related to the doctrines 

of justification and reconciliation. Ritschl thinks of these doctrines as saving 

operations of God upon sinners directly related to the establishment of our 

communion with God through the work of Christ. The divine and human will 

stand in mutual opposition to each other as a result of sin and this contrariety is 

removed by justification and reconciliation. Justification is identical to 

forgiveness of sins – it can be summarized as God’s decision to have fellowship 

with us despite our sins, which takes away the feeling of guilt for sins in the will. 

Reconciliation is justification conceived as effective in the sense that it realizes 

and makes manifest our communion with God – it removes the will’s active 

enmity to God and brings the pardoned sinner into a harmonious direction 

towards the divine will. This means that justification, from Ritschl’s perspective, 

can be described as a passive determination of the sinner, and reconciliation as 

an active determination.276 

 In the third, 1886 edition of Unterricht in der christlichen Religion 

(Instruction in the Christian Religion), Ritschl writes that justification means 

that “sinners are given by God the right to enter into communion with him and 

into cooperation with his own final purpose, viz., the kingdom of God” and that 

reconciliation signifies that the individual has “appropriated to himself the final 

purpose of God and given up his opposition (enmity) with God.”277 There is, thus, 

a close connection in Ritschl’s theology between, on the one hand, the doctrines 

of justification and reconciliation, and, on the other, the doctrine of the kingdom 

of God. Now, the kingdom of God, which is a concept that we will look into in 

                                                             
274 Hefner, Vitalities of History, 34–41. 
275 Ritschl, Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, 1st ed., 3:6; Ritschl, Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, 
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more depth in chapter 9, is simply defined as “the moral organisation of humanity 

through love-prompted action” and the focus here is on how we should behave 

towards other human beings in different areas of life. Thus, spiritual redemption 

concerns our relationship to God and the moral organization of humanity our 

relationship to human beings. These are the two dimensions – one spiritual and 

the other moral – that Ritschl has in mind when he talks about the two foci of 

Christianity.278 

 We must not forget, though, that Ritschl considers religion not only to be an 

interpretation of human beings’ relationship to God and each other, but also to 

the world: “Three points are necessary to determine the circle by which a religion 

is completely represented – God, man, and the world.”279 As will become clear in 

more detail in chapter 5, Ritschl identifies the possession of a certain dominion 

and spiritual freedom over the natural world as a key aim of humanity’s 

reconciliation with God, a goal which he connects to the kingdom of God. For 

now, it suffices to note that our attitude to the world, according to Ritschl, is 

determined by our relationship to God. 

 The religious and moral actions of importance to Christian ethics are directly 

related to the influence of Jesus Christ on the consciousness of the original 

Christian community, which in Ritschl’s view, as will be discussed in detail in the 

next chapter, is the primary norm for theology. God’s saving activity through 

Christ produces effects in the consciousness of believers, effects that we best can 

see through an examination of the first Christians. This is so since the experiences 

of Christian communities at other points in history have varied, and often been 

distorted because of an undue influence of the historical context. 

 So God’s saving work calls forth reactions in the human consciousness. 

Ritschl says that the gracious operations of God result in activities of feeling, 

thinking, and willing in the believers, and he especially talks about a changed will 

in the human being as a result of Christ’s work.280 This new will can, in turn, be 

related to a number of specific religious actions towards God and moral actions 

towards other human beings. It is these religious and moral actions, originating 

in God’s saving operations on the consciousness, that Ritschl has in mind with 

concepts such as Lebensideal, Lebensführung, and christliche Vollkommenheit 

(Christian perfection). He describes Christian perfection in terms of the activity 

of the reconciled and sanctified will. The historical Jesus provides us with a 

perfect example of this ideal way of living. Ritschl also thought that the Protestant 

Reformation, at least early on, gave a faithful expression to the genuine and 

original Christian ideal of life. In this regard, he especially singled out the value 

of the descriptions of Christian life in Martin Luther’s treatise Von der Freiheit 

eines Christenmenschen/De libertate christiana (1520; On the Freedom of a 
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Christian) and Philip Melanchthon’s Confessio Augustana (1530; The Augsburg 

Confession). Ritschl defines Christian perfection in the following way: 

 

The Christian perfection which corresponds to the personal example of Christ 

himself is shaped by the religious functions of sonship with God and dominion over 

the world (i.e., faith in the fatherly providence of God, humility, patience, and prayer) 

and by the ethical functions of dutiful action in one’s particular vocation and the 

development of ethical virtues.281 

 

For Ritschl, the good life is, as the quote demonstrates, characterized by trust in 

God and love of the neighbor. These two sides of the Christian ideal of life 

summarize the religious and moral acts resulting from God’s saving work. Ritschl 

sometimes describes these actions as determined by God’s operations. However, 

he at other instances emphasizes that they require efforts of will and describes 

good works as the result of both divine and human will. It is therefore obvious 

that he does not think of the Christian way of living deterministically as an 

exclusive result of God’s actions but rather as a combination of divine and human 

activity, though the latter is dependent on the former. 

 Ritschl claims that Luther “pointed out the way to Christianity’s original 

Weltanschauung and attitude toward life.”282 However, even though the early 

Luther presented the ethical side of Christianity – the Christian ideal of life – in 

an exemplary way, it is a fact, argues Ritschl, that Protestantism in general has 

overemphasized the religious aspect of faith, thus leading to the neglect of the 

ethical aspect.283 “Until now, the practical root idea of Luther’s Reformation has 

not been employed in all clarity and vigor for the regulation of Protestantism’s 

many tasks.”284 How has this happened? The question of the historical transition 

from Reformation Christianity to Protestant orthodoxy, and especially to 

Lutheran orthodoxy, is an issue given full weight in Ritschl’s later works.285 

 Legalism, objectivism, rationalism, and scholasticism are, in Ritschl’s 

interpretation, the main problematic and interrelated features of Lutheran 

orthodoxy. The pervasive legalism is seen in that the relationship between God 

and human beings is exclusively understood in terms of law. Orthodoxy’s 

predominant objectivism, rationalism, and scholasticism have contributed to 

turning Christianity into a cognitive phenomenon – that is, a process of 

intellectualization has occurred in which faith has been reduced to a theoretical 
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knowing of justification, reconciliation, and other important doctrines. As a result 

of this fateful development, Lutheran orthodoxy has failed to give due 

consideration to those practical aspects of Christian faith directly related to the 

believer’s personal activity. Ritschl therefore draws the conclusion that orthodox 

theology as a whole has failed to preserve Luther’s insight into the true Christian 

Lebensideal. Even more, Ritschl is convinced that the “later” Luther did not 

succeed in holding to the “early” Luther’s “practical root idea.” This is also the 

case with the other Protestant Reformers. It should also be noted that 

Melanchthon has a special, and unpleasant, role in Ritschl’s historical account as 

the initiator of Lutheran orthodoxy.286 Against this background, Ritschl’s 

formulation of the urgent task of modern Protestant theology in his 1883 festival 

address on Luther makes perfect sense: 

 
I should like to advance the thesis that to date Protestantism has not yet emerged 

from its age of teething problems, but that its independent course will begin when – 

on the basis of a thoroughgoing comprehension of its practical root ideas – it reforms 

theology, fructifies churchly instruction, shores up the moral sense of community and 

achieves political resoluteness for the actualization of those spiritual riches which 

one of her greatest sons once acquired for our nation.287 

 

And of course, Ritschl had set himself the task of initiating, on a theoretical level, 

this badly needed practical renewal of contemporary Protestantism by moving 

Luther’s Lebensideal, which in Ritschl’s estimation was a truthful expression of 

apostolic faith, to the center of Protestant theology. One can therefore say that 

Ritschl, according to his own self-understanding, was a reformer of 

Protestantism.288 “Ritschl’s own vocational awareness was,” as Lotz puts it, 

“completely permeated and controlled by his resolve to bring Protestantism to 

maturity, to a selbständiger Gang, by making Luther’s Reformation the ground 

of continuing reform.”289 

 Ritschl conceived of himself as a theologian in the Lutheran tradition and 

understood his own theology as an attempt to carry Luther’s Reformation to its 

completion. In order to argue the case that the early Luther’s insights into the 

practical nature of Christianity were in continuity with the faith of the apostles 

and in discontinuity with medieval Catholicism, Lutheran orthodoxy, and a 

bunch of other important Christian traditions, Ritschl made use of the concept of 

Lebensideal. Against Paul de Lagarde and other contemporary detractors of 

Luther and the Protestant Reformation, Ritschl claimed (as will be demonstrated 

in chapter 8) that Luther was the true defender of good works in line with 

                                                             
286 My description of Ritschl’s interpretation of the historical development of Lutheran orthodoxy 
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apostolic faith. This is so because Luther’s ideal of life is permeated with a positive 

evaluation of the world, which can be seen in its society-oriented ethics focused 

on vocational work. A negative and world-denying ethics is, on the other hand, 

Ritschl argued, characteristic of most other Christian traditions. Catholicism, 

mysticism, Anabaptism, and pietism all share a negative, ascetic withdrawal from 

ordinary life. For instance, in the first volume of his three-volume work 

Geschichte des Pietismus (History of pietism), Ritschl writes that the governing 

style of life in Catholicism is to be found “in monasticism, the bond created by the 

obligations of poverty, chastity, and obedience” and that monastic piety is equal 

to rejection of the world. Ritschl, furthermore, claims that mysticism, in a similar 

vein, “teaches escape from the world and renunciation of the world.” The 

Anabaptist Reformation is no better since it, according to Ritschl, received its 

leading motive “from the catholic-ascetical Christianity of the Middle Ages” and 

pietism “restored the thrust of the anabaptists.”290 

 Baur’s understanding of history was described in the previous chapter, and 

we can now see that Ritschl’s interpretation of the development of Christianity in 

terms of the concept Lebensideal, “ideal of life,” is very different from Baur’s 

Hegelian analysis of the historical process as a dialectical realization of the spirit 

in human thought with the help of “idea” as an interpretative category.  

 First, we must note that Ritschl relates revelation to human consciousness 

since he understands revelation as a result of God’s effects on it. This similarity 

with Baur notwithstanding, Ritschl ties the most important result of God’s 

working upon the human consciousness to a changed direction of the will and not 

to a new understanding, though he believes that new insights undoubtedly can be 

derived from this new will. Ritschl’s understanding of revelation and definition 

of the Christian Lebensideal are in a way similar to Baur’s historical 

interpretation informed by a specific philosophical framework, which, for 

example, can be related to Hermann Lotze’s interpretation of the process of 

knowledge as a special case of reciprocal action. Ritschl’s adherence to Lotze’s 

epistemology will be discussed in chapter 5. Here we must also note that Kant’s 

practical philosophy exerted a significant impact on Ritschl’s ethics, and 

therefore also on his account of the Christian Lebensideal. Kant’s influence on 

Ritschl’s interpretation of Christian ethics will be examined in chapter 9. Thus, 

we can conclude that a major difference between Ritschl and Baur can be found 

in the philosophical presuppositions of their respective analyses of continuity and 

discontinuity in history. 

 Johannes Zachhuber has correctly observed that the difference between the 

way that Ritschl and Baur interprets historical development can be related to the 

turn to practice and concrete human life in the thought of thinkers such as Ludwig 

Feuerbach, a turn which in part was a reaction against the Hegelian tendency to 
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identify the meaning of history with theoretical knowledge.291 As we have seen, 

Ritschl can in similarity to Baur locate historical progress to a spiritual dimension 

of reality. But it has also become clear that Ritschl, on the other hand, conceives 

this dimension differently than Baur. Historical progress is in Ritschl’s view not 

tied to a Hegelian self-realization of spirit in thought, but to the realization of the 

spiritual kingdom of God. Human practical activity, or, perhaps more precisely, 

the direction of the human will, plays a decisive role for the realization of this 

kingdom, as Ritschl’s characterization of the Christian Lebensideal illustrates. 

 It seems in order to end this chapter with a couple of remarks on how 

Ritschl’s emancipation from the Tübingen school relates to his apologetic 

ambition to develop a theology for the Bildungsbürgertum. Historical criticism 

and materialism were highlighted in the introduction as two fundamental 

challenges of importance to Ritschl’s theological project. The subject of the 

second part of our study will be his response to the threat of materialism. As will 

become clear, Ritschl is very worried about the materialistic tendency to explain 

all human actions in terms of mechanical laws, a tendency that undermined the 

human freedom of will that he conceived as essential to the spiritual, religious 

dimension of existence. Ritschl’s dispute with Zeller shows that he saw a similar 

threat to human freedom lurking behind Baur’s Hegelian-influenced 

interpretation of history, and other conceptions based on the idea that history is 

tightly governed by laws, be that laws of the spirit or laws that resemble natural 

laws. So from Ritschl’s perspective, it seemed necessary to combine historical 

criticism and theology in another way than Baur in order to safeguard the 

spiritual dimension of reality from the dangers of determinism. And we should 

add, moreover, that the apologetic potential of Hegelian theology was drastically 

reduced with the growing attacks on Hegel’s philosophy in the middle of the 

nineteenth century, a development that probably also affected Ritschl’s decision 

to turn away from Hegel and the Tübingen school. 

 We have so far in this part on the challenge of historical criticism focused, in 

the main, on Ritschl’s historical method, and it is therefore high time for us to pay 

more attention to the content of his historical analysis, and we will do so through 

a contextual analysis of his contribution to the search for the Jesus of history. 
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Chapter 3 

Ritschl and the Quest for  

the Historical Jesus 

 

 

The aim of this chapter is to contextualize and examine Ritschl’s theological 

analysis of the historical Jesus. As was noted in the introduction to this part of 

the study, the historical-critical investigation of the Bible confronted theologians 

in nineteenth-century Germany with a serious challenge. That this was so is 

perhaps most clearly seen in the quest for the historical Jesus, an enterprise 

producing many interpretations of who Jesus really was at odds with traditional 

Christian faith. Ritschl was an active and influential participant in this first phase 

of the search for the Jesus of history. As will become clear below, Ritschl’s ethical-

oriented account of the historical Jesus as the founder of the kingdom of God 

sought to steer a middle course between, on the one hand, the radical, indeed 

almost anti-Christian interpretations of Jesus by Hermann Samuel Reimarus, 

David Friedrich Strauss, and others, and, on the other, traditional theological 

accounts of Jesus centered on the relationship between the divine and human 

nature in his person. 

 In the first section of the chapter, we will take a look at the original quest 

since it formed an important background to Ritschl’s interpretation of the 

historical Jesus. And we will especially focus on Reimarus’ Wolfenbütteler 

Fragmente (Wolfenbüttel Fragments), a work from which we can learn a great 

deal about the radical challenge that the first quest posed to Ritschl and other 

theologians. The second section concentrates on Ritschl’s historical Jesus and it 

is divided into two parts. First we will return to the issue of Ritschl’s historical 

method, this time discussing the methodological presuppositions of his biblical 

interpretation. After that, we will dive into the main features of Ritschl’s 

theological account of the Jesus of history. The chapter concludes with a section 

on Johannes Weiss’ and Albert Schweitzer’s apocalyptic criticism of the first quest 

at the turn of the twentieth century. We will see that their criticism of the quest 

raised fundamental objections against the historical foundation of Ritschl’s 

theology and thus also against his theological project as a whole. 

 

1. Reimarus and the Original Quest 

 

Before the Enlightenment, the attempts to write a historical account of the life of 

Jesus focused largely on harmonizing the different gospel narratives into a single 
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continuous narrative. The first “harmony,” as this kind of work is called, was 

probably created by Tatian around 160. A related approach was developed in the 

third century, when Ammonius of Alexandria wrote a text that made it possible 

for a reader to compare some of the parallel accounts in the canonical gospels of 

the events in Jesus’ life. Ammonius’ work is usually described as the forerunner 

of the “synopsis,” which places reports of the same events in the different gospels 

side by side, in parallel columns, in order to make a comparison of the respective 

gospel reports of the life of Jesus easier. However, the parallel column format was 

not fully developed until the eighteenth century, when the critical examination of 

the differences between the canonical gospels increased in importance.292 

 The many attempts to produce harmonies of the gospels demonstrate that 

Christian scholars early on recognized one of the main problems of historical 

study of Jesus, namely, in the words of Mark Allan Powell, that the “Bible presents 

four different records of Jesus’ life and they do not always seem to agree on what 

they report concerning him.” At the same time, however, it is also true that the 

harmony approach at least in part was intended to smooth over differences in the 

gospel narratives. So those who wrote harmonies “were already asking historical 

questions about Jesus, but they did so within a context of faith.” In other words, 

there were pre-modern theologians with a certain awareness of some of the 

historical problems that would characterize modern Jesus scholarship. But the 

birth of the so-called quest or search for the historical Jesus did not take place 

until the Enlightenment, which saw the rise of a more skeptical and critical 

attitude towards the historical trustworthiness of the gospel narratives and 

towards traditional authorities more generally.293 

 Now, the fundamental starting point of the quest for the historical Jesus was 

the assumption of a serious discrepancy between Jesus as he really was and the 

New Testament portrayal of him. And during the Enlightenment era, increasing 

number of scholars became convinced of the possibility of a historical 

reconstruction that would go behind the biblical accounts and uncover the real 

Jesus. All that was needed was to subject the writings of the New Testament to 

the full force of the historical-critical method, or so they thought.294 

 The story of the quest for the historical Jesus is a difficult one, as can be seen 

from the fact that the quest can be divided into a number of different phases, and 

the search is still far from over.295 What is of interest for us, however, is the search 

for the Jesus of history that took place in the nineteenth century. It was a century 

when hundreds of biographies of Jesus, so-called “lives of Jesus,” were published. 

This first phase of the quest has become known as the original or old quest for the 
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historical Jesus. Of course, the nineteenth-century biographies were written from 

different perspectives and they are accordingly characterized by a great variety.296 

Among the most influential and controversial works on the historical Jesus 

during the original quest we must include Hermann Samuel Reimarus’ 

Wolfenbütteler Fragmente (1774-1778), David Friedrich Strauss’ Das Leben Jesu 

(1835-1836), and Ernest Renan’s Vie de Jésus (1863; Life of Jesus). We have 

already catched a glimpse of Strauss and the original quest in chapter 1. However, 

Reimarus’ work set the tone for the subsequent discussion and its radical 

questioning of the traditional or orthodox picture of Jesus raised critical issues 

that would occupy the minds of many scholars. In order to understand more fully 

the challenge that the first quest posed to Ritschl and other Christian theologians 

in nineteenth-century Germany, we therefore do well to consider the 

Wolfenbütteler Fragmente of Reimarus in some detail. 

 Reimarus was an Enlightenment philosopher and professor of Hebrew and 

Oriental languages at the Hamburg Gymnasium (preparatory school). He 

defended Deism or natural religion and raised objections against religious beliefs 

based on revelation. Reimarus wrote many works and some of his most important 

ones are Abhandlungen von den vornehmsten Wahrheiten der natürlichen 

Religion (1754; Treatises on the principal truths of natural religion), Die 

Vernunftlehre (1756; Doctrine of reason), Allgemeine Betrachtungen über die 

Triebe der Tiere (1760; General observations on the behavior of animals), and, of 

course, his unpublished magnum opus, the Apologie oder Schutzschrift für die 

vernünftigen Verehrer Gottes (Apology or defense of the rational worshippers of 

God), which is both a defense of natural religion and an attack on Christianity.297 

 It took Reimarus many years to complete the Apologie, perhaps he worked 

on it for as much as three decades. In any case, the well-known Enlightenment 

thinker Gotthold Ephraim Lessing published seven excerpts from the manuscript 

of Reimarus’ Apologie between 1774 and 1788, and these excerpts or fragments 

have become known as the Wolfenbütteler Fragmente. Lessing was the chief 

librarian of the ducal library in Wolfenbüttel at the time and he published the 

fragments without giving away the name of the author and with the intention of 

making available to the public some of the hidden treasures of the library 

collection.298 Undoubtedly, Lessing was very much aware of the radical nature of 

the fragments, but the stir that they eventually made probably went beyond his 
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imagination. And so it came to pass that the publication of seven excerpts from 

Reimarus’ Apologie gave rise to the so-called Fragmentenstreit (fragment 

controversy), generally considered one of the most important disputes of the 

German Enlightenment, which makes it possible to compare the violent reactions 

evoked by the Wolfenbütteler Fragmente with the later attacks against Strauss’ 

Das Leben Jesu in the 1830s. There were few contemporary supporters of the 

ideas presented in the fragments and Lessing soon came under fire as the person 

responsible for the publication.299 Understandably, Reimarus’ family members 

did what they could in order to prevent the name of the real author of the 

anonymous fragments from reaching the public. Only in 1814 was the question of 

the authorship finally resolved.300 Let us now take a look at some important 

features of the analysis of the historical Jesus in the Wolfenbütteler Fragmente. 

 We must first note Reimarus’ claim that the essence of the preaching or 

message of Jesus are summarized in phrases such as these: “Repent, and believe 

in the gospel” (Mark 1:15) and “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand” 

(Matthew 4:17). “Both these things, the kingdom of heaven and repentance, are 

so connected that the kingdom is the goal, while repentance is the means or 

preparation for this kingdom,” Reimarus writes. Since Jesus did not clearly 

explain the content of these commands, it must be concluded, Reimarus goes on 

to say, that their meaning was self-evident to the Jews who heard it. The emphasis 

on repentance and moral righteousness, the first fundamental aspect of Jesus 

teaching, was not very surprising since the Jews generally believed that it was “the 

lack of repentance and betterment that delays the Messiah’s advent.” And the 

biblical passages where Jesus talks about the kingdom of God or the kingdom of 

heaven, the other important and interrelated aspect of his message, refers to a 

new political reality, asserts Reimarus. Jesus certainly believed that he was the 

Messiah. However, Jesus did not think of himself as a spiritual Messiah but as a 

worldly or political one, that is, he was convinced that God was using him to 

deliver the Jewish people from bondage and establish an imminent kingdom on 

earth with himself as the king. Thus, Jesus tried, in conformity with his imagined 

calling, to incite the Jews to a rebellion against their Roman oppressors, which 

makes it possible to describe him as a Jewish revolutionary. This was also, argues 

Reimarus, in line with what the Jews generally expected the long-awaited 

Messiah to do.301 

 But the popular uprising never took place. And as a result, Jesus’ life ended 

in complete failure. According to Reimarus, Jesus’ cry of dereliction on the cross 

– “My God, my god, why hast thou forsaken me?” (Matthew 27:46) – 

demonstrates his realization that God had failed him, that he had been mistaken 
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in his hopes. “It was then clearly not the intention or the object of Jesus to suffer 

and to die, but to build up a worldly kingdom, and to deliver the Israelites from 

bondage. It was in this that God had forsaken him, it was in this that his hopes 

had been frustrated.” Thus, the Jesus of history never intended to found a new 

religion. And what is more, any metaphysical notions of divine sonship and the 

Trinity must be left behind if we want to understand him, or so Reimarus 

claims.302 

 How, then, are we to explain the portrayal of Jesus as a spiritual Messiah 

and suffering savior in the canonical gospels? What really happened, according 

to Reimarus, was that the disciples of Jesus stole his body from the tomb and 

made up a new story about Jesus, in the process inventing doctrines unknown to 

him, such as his resurrection from the dead, atonement for sins on the cross, and 

imminent second coming. But why did the disciples undertake this deception? 

Reimarus answers “that the new system of a suffering spiritual savior, which no 

one had ever known or thought of before, was invented after the death of Jesus, 

and invented only because the first hopes had failed.”303 In fact, Reimarus claims 

that there were purely worldly motives behind the fraud of the disciples. They 

simply wanted to continue to enjoy the status that they had enjoyed within the 

Jesus movement: 

 

Now as the former motives of the apostles, invariably and up to the time of the 

fabrication, had been aimed at worldly wealth and power, it follows with all moral 

certainty that the possession of worldly wealth and power was also the object of the 

apostles in the fabrication of their new doctrine.304 

 

The apostles, then, had learned [...] that by preaching and announcement of the 

kingdom of the Messiah, not only a sufficient maintenance, but also power, honor, 

and glory were attainable. They also possessed enough sense (as their future behavior 

shows) to turn all these things to the very best advantage. No wonder then that their 

courage did not entirely leave them upon the first failure of their hopes of worldly 

wealth and power in the Messiah’s kingdom, and that by a bold stroke they succeeded 

in paving a new way to them.305 

 

It is difficult to overstate the importance of the Wolfenbütteler Fragmente for the 

nineteenth-century search for the Jesus of history. First of all, Reimarus made 

the fundamental distinction between the Jesus of history and the Christ of faith, 

arguing that the real Jesus was very different from the apostles’ and the early 

church’s portrayal of Christ. This distinction was indeed, as we noted above, the 

starting point of the quest for the historical Jesus.306 And many scholars engaged 
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in the search more or less ruled out in advance the Christian notion that Jesus 

really was divine, the Son of God. Reimarus was a pioneer in this respect since he 

did not even consider the relation between the divine and human in the person of 

Jesus. So like many other contributors to the original quest, he excluded 

discussion of such issues beforehand.307 That brings us to the generally critical 

character of the beginning of the search for the historical Jesus, which is 

described in the following way by N. T. Wright: 

 

The ‘Quest’ began, as an explicitly anti-theological, anti-Christian, anti-dogmatic 

movement. Its initial agenda was not to find a Jesus upon whom Christian faith might 

be based, but to show that the faith of the church (as it was then conceived) could not 

in fact be based on the real Jesus of Nazareth.308 

 

Reimarus also emphasized the need to understand Jesus and gospel narratives 

about him in the context of Jewish faith and culture, which is another of his 

lasting contributions to the life of Jesus research. Albert Schweitzer, who we will 

return to in the final section of this chapter, paid attention to the importance of 

this aspect of Reimarus’ research, arguing that it demonstrates that if 

 

we desire to gain a historical understanding of Jesus’ teaching, we must leave behind 

what we learned in our catechism regarding the metaphysical Divine Sonship, the 

Trinity, and similar dogmatic conceptions, and go out into a wholly Jewish world of 

thought. Only those who carry the teachings of the catechism back into the preaching 

of the Jewish Messiah will arrive at the idea that He was the founder of a new religion. 

To all unprejudiced persons it is manifest “that Jesus had not the slightest intention 

of doing away with the Jewish religion and putting another in its place.”309 

 

Schweitzer also approved of a related aspect of the Wolfenbütteler Fragmente, 

namely the affirmation of Jesus’ eschatological orientation. In the words of 

Schweitzer, Reimarus “was the first to grasp the fact that the world of thought in 

which Jesus moved was essentially eschatological.”310 Even if this statement 

ignores earlier works that had given prominence to that theme, it certainly 

highlights one dimension of Reimarus’ analysis that in the opinion of many 

scholars helped to advance the search for the historical Jesus. However, 

Schweitzer was not entirely satisfied with Reimarus’ account. Reimarus had 

correctly claimed that Jesus expected God’s imminent intervention in history, but 

his understanding of this in terms of an establishment of a worldly kingdom 

shows that he had failed to grasp that Jesus’ preaching was thoroughly 

determined by apocalyptic ideas, according to Schweitzer.311 
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 We will come back to Schweitzer’s apocalyptic interpretation of Jesus in the 

final section of this chapter. Before leaving Reimarus, however, we must also note 

that Strauss found the Wolfenbütteler Fragmente significant. As became clear in 

chapter 1, Strauss criticized Reimarus’ way of connecting the rise of Christianity 

to deliberate fraud and traced the first Christians’ belief in miracles and in Jesus 

as savior to an unconscious mythologizing process. But this should not hide from 

view that Reimarus’ analysis inspired Strauss to search for natural explanations 

of the origin of the Christian religion, which eventually led him to take recourse 

to myth. Thus, Reimarus’ fragments contained an early and influential attempt to 

give an account of the rise of Christianity that challenged the miraculous or 

supernatural elements in the orthodox theologians’ interpretations of Christian 

origins. And the presentation of alternative explanations of the origin of 

Christianity has been a recurrent theme in the quest for the historical Jesus.312 

 Many contributions to the search for the historical Jesus during the first 

quest were negative and critical against traditional Christianity. But the works by 

Reimarus, Strauss and similar-minded scholars are not the whole story. There 

were more positive versions of the first quest and the most noteworthy one can, 

arguably, be related to those liberal Protestants who studied Jesus in order to root 

their constructive interpretations of Christian faith firmly in history. Ritschl’s 

historical Jesus is a very important contribution to this liberal Protestant quest. 

So let us listen to what Ritschl has to say about the Jesus of history. 

 

2. Ritschl’s Historical Jesus 

2.1 Theology and Biblical Interpretation 

 

Naturally enough, Ritschl’s account of Jesus in his later works is dependent on a 

certain understanding of biblical interpretation. Before we take a look at the main 

features of Ritschl’s mature theological portrayal of the historical Jesus, we will 

therefore pay attention to the methodological presuppositions of his analysis. 

Ritschl’s main formulations of these presuppositions are found in the second and 

third volumes of Die christliche Lehre von der Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, 

and the following analysis will be primarily based on the third and final edition 

of these volumes, published in 1888-1889.313 

 Let us begin by noting that Ritschl understands biblical interpretation or 

exegesis as a purely historical-critical discipline, free from dogmatic and 
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ecclesiastical constraints. Harmony with the tradition of the church or human 

reason, the inspiration of the individual interpreter, and the personal experience 

of the theologian are all rejected as criteria for exegesis. The important thing is 

that the exegete follows the proper scientific method and aims towards providing 

an accurate historical interpretation of the content of the biblical documents. 

Ritschl, certainly, tries to integrate the best insights produced by historical-

critical research into his constructive theology. Indeed, Ritschl asserts that 

systematic theology or dogmatics must be grounded on historical-critical 

exegesis. So the accurate historical representation of the Bible is the main source 

and norm of systematic theology.314 And Ritschl presents several reasons why this 

must be the case, as we will now see. 

 The Christian community was founded by the historical Jesus and the origin 

of Christianity is, for that reason, closely connected to him. Ritschl argues that 

this implies that we must relate all important theological doctrines to Jesus.315 

Furthermore, only a person who is a member of Jesus’ community can fully 

understand him and the purpose for which he founded the community. A perfect 

knowledge of Jesus’ religious significance is, therefore, only possible for someone 

who have received the forgiveness of sins from him, according to Ritschl. The 

Christian community is the result of Jesus’ activity. Thus, to be a part of Jesus’ 

community is to be under his influence. Ritschl never gets tired of laying stress 

upon Jesus’ effects on the consciousness of the members of his community.316 

Moreover, Ritschl defends his view against the criticism that historical 

interpretations influenced by personal faith are unfairly biased, and therefore 

never able to live up to the standards of science. In fact, the very idea of a 

presuppositionless historical writing is false: 

 

This religious faith does not take an unhistorical view of Jesus, and it is quite possible 

to reach an historical estimate of Him without first divesting oneself of this faith, this 

religious valuation of His Person. The opposite view is one of the characteristics 

which mark that great untruth which exerts a deceptive and confusing influence 

under the name of an historical “absence of presuppositions.”317 

 

Ritschl believes that a personal standpoint in the Christian community is 

necessary in order to have a full understanding of Jesus. We should also add that 

Ritschl’s stress upon the importance of being a member of the Christian 

community is related to his understanding of the conditions of systematic 

thought. According to Ritschl, if we try to develop a systematic exposition of a 

subject from several fundamental viewpoints, the resulting picture can only be 

fragmentary and contradictory. Thus, the systematic theologian has to approach 

                                                             
314 Draper, 52–56, 110–115. 
315 Ritschl, Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, 3rd ed., 2:13. 
316 Ritschl, Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, 3rd ed., 3:1–4 (ET, 1–4). 
317 Ritschl, 2–3 (ET, 2–3). 



 

98 

Christian faith from a single point of view, and such a rounded view is made 

possible when theological doctrines are constructed from the standpoint of the 

Christian community.318 

 
We are able to know and understand God, sin, conversion, eternal life, in the 

Christian sense, only so far as we consciously and intentionally reckon ourselves 

members of the community which Christ has founded. Theology is bound to take up 

this point of view, and only so is there any hope of constructing a theological system 

which deserves the name. For in order to comprehend the content of Christianity, as 

a totality composed of rightly ordered particular data, we must occupy one and the 

same standpoint throughout.319 

 

Despite his emphasis on the necessity of being a member of the Christian 

community, Ritschl cautions that subjective experiences and faith can lead astray, 

and notes that the point of view of the church has been influenced, sometimes 

unduly, by changing circumstances during the course of history. This means that 

we cannot find a solid foundation for theology in the experiences of the 

contemporary community. Instead, Ritschl thinks that theologians should focus 

on a study of the effects of Jesus on the consciousness of the first Christian 

community, which had not yet been negatively influenced by its surroundings. 

This original consciousness can, according to Ritschl, only be known from the 

writings of the New Testament and that is why those documents must be the 

fundamental source and norm for the construction of a theological system.320 

 Here we see a major difference between Ritschl and Friedrich 

Schleiermacher. It was Schleiermacher’s view that the purpose of dogmatic or 

systematic theology is to produce propositions reflecting the present Christian 

consciousness.321 Ritschl found this understanding of systematic theology 

unacceptable and in his eyes it demonstrated the insufficient historical 

foundation of Schleiermacher’s theological thinking.322 So Ritschl thought, and 

here he was in agreement with Baur, that Schleiermacher’s way of defining 

systematic theology in terms of reflections on the contemporary Christian 

consciousness, in effect, undermines the historical foundation of Christianity in 

the Jesus of history. 

 Ritschl’s way of connecting theological interpretation of Christian faith to 

the consciousness of the original community, which the New Testament bears 

witness to, indicates that his biblical interpretation is formed by a particular 

theory of knowledge. As was noted in the previous chapter, Ritschl is of the 

opinion that God’s saving activity through Jesus produces effects in the 

consciousness of believers. This consciousness is not identical with God’s activity, 
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but an effect of it. We can, therefore, only have knowledge of God through a study 

of the effects produced by Jesus on the members of his community. By examining 

those effects, we can understand the purpose behind them and also the one who 

has caused them. Thus, the key to understanding God’s saving work is the 

experiences of the first Christian community as these are attested to in the New 

Testament. Ritschl can accordingly write “that the material of the theological 

doctrines of forgiveness, justification, and reconciliation is to be sought not so 

much directly in the words of Christ, as in the correlative representations of the 

original consciousness of the community.”323 This is, according to Ritschl, also in 

complete harmony with a correct theory of knowledge, which stresses that a thing 

can be known only in its effects. We will discuss Ritschl’s epistemology at length 

in chapter 5. 

 According to Ritschl, David Friedrich Strauss tried to grasp Jesus in 

separation from his community, which reduced Jesus to an example of a virtuous 

life and disregarded his significance for the first Christians. Since it is absolutely 

necessary to include the community founded by Jesus when trying to understand 

him, one must conclude, argues Ritschl, that Strauss’ Das Leben Jesu, and many 

other lives of Jesus, neglected a very important dimension of Jesus’ historicity.324 

 Also, it should not go unnoticed that Ritschl thinks that we should read the 

documents of the New Testament as religious and not theological literature. He 

defends this view of the documents on the grounds that there are prayers in the 

beginning and admonitions at the end of them, that they contain very little 

argumentation, that their form of presentation is unsystematic, and that there is 

a lack of precision and clarity in the ideas that the authors put forward. That is 

why it is impossible, according to Ritschl, to simply draw out from the Bible a 

fully developed theological system. The theologian needs to clarify and reflect on 

the implications that the biblical events, experiences, ideas, and so on, have for 

Christian faith.325 

 As we have seen, Ritschl regards the New Testament witness to Jesus’ 

influence on the consciousness of the first Christian community as the main 

source of theology. But how to decide on conflicting interpretations of this 

consciousness? And what are Ritschl’s principles of biblical interpretation? 

 Three principles seem to be of especial importance for deciding on 

conflicting biblical interpretations from Ritschl’s perspective. First of all, he 

claims that “every form of influence exerted by Christ must find its criterion in 

the historical figure presented by his life,” that is, an interpretation of Jesus’ 

effects on his original community must be tested against the biblical accounts of 

the historical Jesus. It will, for instance, not do just to investigate how Christ’s 

divinity is represented by John or Paul in the New Testament. Their thoughts on 
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Offenbarung, 83–84. 
325 Draper, Christology and the Kingdom of God, 99–106. 
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Christ’s divinity must be measured against the characteristics of Jesus’ historical 

life, which explains why Ritschl can say that our conception of Christ’s lordship 

“must be recognisable as already a conspicuous feature of Christ’s historical life.” 

So the features of Jesus’ life must be a yardstick for all theological accounts of his 

person. Indeed, every doctrinal formulation must be measured against the 

biblical picture of Jesus’ life.326 

 It is therefore clear that Ritschl sees a great value in a detailed examination 

of the gospel accounts of the historical Jesus, though he also points out that we 

need to take into account Jesus’ influence on his community in order to 

understand fully Jesus’ person and work. What seems to emerge here, then, is a 

dialectical or dynamic relationship: we cannot understand the Jesus of history in 

isolation from his effects on the first community and it is impossible to 

comprehend this community without taking into account Jesus’ life, which also 

implies that our theological analysis of the historical Jesus must be corrected by 

our interpretation of Jesus’ influence on his community and the other way 

around.327 

 As for the historical value of the different New Testament writings, Ritschl 

gives priority to the gospels and the early epistles because they are close to the 

origin of Christianity. This means that a statement in those early documents 

generally overrules a statement in another New Testament document in cases of 

conflict, which also suggests that a theological formulation of a doctrine carries 

more weight if it can find a basis in the early New Testament writings.328 

 Finally, we should also note that Ritschl understands the Old Testament as 

an indispensable aid to interpreting the faith expressed in the New Testament. 

This is so, according to him, because the Hebrew religion is the immediate context 

of the New Testament writings. For Ritschl, consequently, the Old Testament 

functions as an important background for understanding the New Testament 

accounts of both Jesus’ historical life and the first Christian community’s 

conception of him. When it is difficult to determine the meaning of a particular 

passage in the New Testament, Ritschl settles for the interpretation that in his 

eyes seems most in harmony with the Old Testament.329 And one of Ritschl’s 

fundamental objections against the Gentile Christianity that eventually 

developed into the Catholic church, as was also hinted at in the previous chapter, 

is that it, in distinction from the first Christians, interpreted the preaching and 

work of Jesus from the viewpoint of Greek philosophy instead of the religion of 

the Old Testament. 

                                                             
326 Ritschl, Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, 3rd ed., 3:382–384, quotes 383–384 (ET, 404–406, 
quotes 406). See also Marsh, Albrecht Ritschl and the Problem of the Historical Jesus: A Study in the 
Relationship between Historical-Critical Research into the Canonical Gospels and Christian 
Theology with Special Reference to the Theological Method of Albrecht Ritschl, 25; Marsh, 
“Christocentricity and Community as Norms for Biblical Theology,” 52–53. 
327 Schäfer, Ritschl, 65–66. 
328 Kuhlmann, Ethik Albrecht Ritschls, 72. 
329 Kuhlmann, 72–74; Ryan, Discipline of History, 289–290. 
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 Without doubt, the Jewish, Old Testament background plays a major role in 

Ritschl’s interpretation of Jesus, as can be seen very clearly in the analysis in the 

three editions of the second volume of Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung. The 

historicist strand in Ritschl’s thinking inclined him to pay much attention to the 

historical context of early Christianity. But as the account of his controversy with 

Zeller in the foregoing chapter showed, Ritschl was open to new and miraculous 

beginnings in history, and he was therefore also determined not to reduce Jesus’ 

message to previous series of causes and effects. In fact, Ritschl also argues that 

the Old Testament must be interpreted in the light of the historical Jesus. The 

reason for this is that Jesus had a perfect understanding of the religion of the Old 

Testament, an understanding that was way beyond the Judaism of his age.330 

There is, in other words, a dialectical relationship between the Old Testament 

religion and the historical Jesus – the latter must be understood against the 

background of the former and the former against the background of the latter.  

 It is not enough, however, for the theologian to rely on a number of criteria 

for exegesis. Here we must recall Ritschl’s thoughts on ästhetische Application 

(aesthetic application), a concept mentioned in the foregoing chapter. The notion 

suggests that an imaginative act is needed in biblical interpretation. A correct 

exegesis is not only dependent on applying certain criteria and making use of 

grammatical knowledge, it is, in fact, primarily a matter of “aesthetic application,” 

which Ritschl can describe as “the art of correctly reproducing the complexity, 

relationships, and level of the religion of the Old Testament, and accordingly of 

understanding the documents of Christianity in their original and historical 

sense.” In the final analysis, it therefore seems clear that Ritschl conceives biblical 

interpretation not only as a historical-critical science, but also as an art. The 

exegete must be a critical scholar making use of the best available tools, certainly, 

but he/she must also in a creative way bring together the individual facts of the 

New Testament into a coherent picture or totality.331 

 Let us summarize our findings. First of all, Ritschl thinks of exegesis as a free 

and historical-critical science. We have also paid attention to the interrelated 

communal and Christocentric dimensions of Ritschl’s biblical theology. He is 

convinced of the importance of the Christian community for exegesis for at least 

three interrelated reasons. The first is that personal participation in the faith 

community is a necessary presupposition for a complete understanding of the 

historical Jesus, the second is that a starting point in the Christian community 

makes possible a rounded and coherent exposition of Christian faith, and the 

                                                             
330 On Ritschl’s emphasis on the importance of Jesus for understanding the Old Testament, see 
Draper, Christology and the Kingdom of God, 92–94. 
331 Ritschl, Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, 3rd ed., 2:21: “die Kunst [...], den Umfang, die 
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Sinne zu verstehen.” The quoted passage is identical in the first and second edition, see 
Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, 1st ed., 2:19; Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, 2nd ed., 2:19. See 
also Draper, Christology and the Kingdom of God, 109–110. 
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third is that the primary material of theological doctrines is the effects of Jesus 

on the consciousness of the original Christian community. As we have seen, it is 

also Ritschl’s opinion that an interpretation of Jesus’ influence on the first 

community must be verified against the biblical portrayal of his life. And we have 

also noted Ritschl’s way of prioritizing early New Testament documents and how 

he assigns an important role to the Old Testament as the main background for 

understanding the historical Jesus and the faith of the first Christians. Last but 

not least, we highlighted Ritschl’s notion of “aesthetic application” and his 

emphasis on biblical interpretation as an art or imaginative act. It is now time to 

move on to Ritschl’s interpretation of Jesus. 

 

2.2 Christ’s Person and Work 

 

But before we launch into Ritschl’s analysis of Jesus Christ, it should be said that 

our account will be primarily based on his account of Christ’s person and work in 

the third, constructive volume of Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, a volume in 

which Ritschl only seldom engages in a more exhaustive interpretation of biblical 

passages. Nevertheless, the portrayal of Christ in the third volume builds in large 

part on Ritschl’s exegesis in the second volume of the work on justification and 

reconciliation. By focusing on the third volume, it will also be easier to see the 

theological implications of Ritschl’s historical-critical interpretation of Jesus, 

which is of importance to us. A full-blown analysis of Ritschl’s detailed exegesis 

of the gospels would take us too far from the main purpose of our investigation. 

We will, in the following, therefore not pay attention to Ritschl’s practical 

implementation of his method of biblical interpretation, that is, we will not delve 

into the way he contextualizes specific passages in the New Testament, examines 

their background in the Old Testament, explains the meaning of their Greek 

terms, his way of comparing them with other passages, and so on.332 

 The first step in Ritschl’s attempt to conceive Christ’s divinity is to define the 

ultimate unity of his deeds and words. “Every intelligent life moves within the 

lines of a personal self-end,” and analyzing Christ’s work without taking due 

notice of his self-end is consequently in contradiction “with the universal rules 

for estimating other personalities.” It is therefore “certain,” Ritschl continues to 

write, “that the human life of Christ must be viewed under the category of His 

consciously pursued personal end.” The starting point of Ritschl’s investigation 

into the unity of Christ’s deeds and words, and therefore also into his work, is, 

consequently, the personal self-end of Christ. In previous theology, the end of 

                                                             
332 The most important examples of Ritschl’s actual exegetical practice can be found in his study on 
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Christ has been connected to his salvific act towards humanity, which, in turn, 

has been related to “the unbroken obedience of Christ to the Divine law, and His 

obedience (or patience) under the sufferings which by special dispensation God 

cause to come upon Him.” Ritschl claims, further, that older theology fails to 

sufficiently relate Christ’s obedience in doing and suffering to each other. 

Nevertheless, it is possible, he argues, to maintain the unity of Christ’s obedience 

in his will if his life is understood in terms of a sittliche Beruf (ethical vocation), 

an idea which has been common since Schleiermacher.333 

 Christ’s ethical vocation, his calling, is, argues Ritschl, the foundation and 

realization of the kingdom of God. As seen from the Gospel of Mark, the historical 

Jesus appeared as a prophet of Israel, who proclaimed the rule of God as the true 

aim of the covenant between God and the Jewish people. However, we must 

separate Jesus from the other prophets of the Old Testament, Ritschl continues 

to argue, and the real distinguishing mark of his activity is not that he announced 

the kingdom of God – this he shared with the other prophets – but that he started 

to realize it in his own life.334 

 Ritschl relates the notion of an ethical vocation to a great variety of works (of 

both public and private nature) in society, the simultaneous realization of an 

individual’s self-end and the ultimate end of society, and also to the sphere in 

which a person “regularly fulfils the universal moral law.” Moreover, Ritschl notes 

the possibility of several vocations existing in harmony in the same individual. 

The moral law is connected to the kingdom of God and Christ’s execution of his 

individual vocation is therefore “certainly in harmony with the universal moral 

law,” which is love. Furthermore, since Christ’s vocation is the highest calling 

possible, it demands the fullest amount of attention. For that reason, his vocation 

“excludes personal participation in other vocations,” which explains why he never 

was attached to a family and had an indifferent attitude to interests of human 

society such as law, state, industry, science, and even to the religious customs of 

the Jews. Ritschl writes that Christ steadfastly endured all sufferings that befell 

him “without once proving untrue to His vocation, or failing to assert it,” and 

argues that Christ’s patience under sufferings is “a consequence of His loyalty to 

His vocation.”335 

 In the execution of his calling, Christ, Ritschl goes on to say, “could not be 

swayed by any value attaching to the preservation of the natural life” and in this 

way he was independent of the natural world. He thus overcame the natural 

existence through patience under sufferings and loyalty to his vocation. 

Moreover, this conquering of the world, that is, this steadfast endurance of all 

sufferings and obedience to his vocation, manifested Christ’s supremacy over the 

world, which is also an evidence of the realization of the universal human nature 
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in his person.336 We will pay attention to Ritschl’s understanding of domination 

over the world as a characteristic trait of the Christian religion in chapters 5 and 

9. 

 As was noted above, Ritschl is of the opinion that theologians generally have 

failed to make clear the relationship between Christ’s obedience to the divine law 

and patience in sufferings. The sufferings of Christ are closely tied together with, 

and can be explained by, his obedience to his calling, which harmonizes with the 

moral law of love. This is how Ritschl’s interpretation of Christ’s life by means of 

the concept ethical vocation tries to solve the issue of the unity of Christ’s will, 

that is, the unity of his obedience and sufferings.337 

 The kingdom of God is, in Ritschl’s view, also a correlate to God as loving 

will. In accordance with his general methodological presuppositions, Ritschl 

argues that we can only know God’s nature from Jesus Christ. The historical self-

revelation of God in Christ is the place where we can find true knowledge of who 

God really is. Ritschl writes that “God manifests Himself to the Son and to the 

community as Loving Will” and that the conception of love “is the key to the 

revelation of God in Christianity.”338 There is, consequently, no doubt, in his 

mind, that the essential content of an adequate understanding of God is “love” or 

“loving will.” Ritschl, furthermore, considered himself a follower of Luther at this 

point, and says that Luther “surpassed all previous theology when he brought love 

into prominence as the character which exhaustively expresses the Christian idea 

of God.”339 

 But Christ is not only the perfect revelation of God as love and the person in 

which universal human nature is realized. Interestingly, Ritschl also asserts that 

if it is true that the kingdom of God is the divine self-end and that this kingdom 

first took shape in Christ, it follows that he is known and loved by God, which 

implies, further, that he must be regarded as upheld by God and also dependent 

on God in the fulfillment of his vocation. Of course, the members of the Christian 

community have received the same aim from Christ, namely to realize the 

kingdom of God. However, he is unique in being the founder of this community 

and the first one to make God’s self-end manifest in the world. And if we could 

identify the same type of character and deeds in another human being, he/she 

                                                             
336 Ritschl, 424–425, 434–437, quote 424 (ET, 449–450, 460–463, quote 450). 
337 Ritschl can also relate this failure of earlier theology to maintain the unity of Christ’s will to 
traditional Protestant discussions of the work of Christ in terms of the “munus triplex,” that is, the 
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would still be historically dependent on Christ. Also, God’s love for the members 

of this community is only mediated through Christ. So all these things point to 

the uniqueness of Christ. Ritschl writes: 

 
Since [...] as the Founder of the Kingdom of God in the world, in other words, as the 

Bearer of God’s ethical lordship over men, He occupies a unique position toward all 

who have received a like aim from Him, therefore He is that Being in the world in 

Whose self-end God makes effective and manifest after an original manner His own 

eternal self-end, Whose whole activity, therefore, in discharge of His vocation, forms 

the material of that complete revelation of God which is present in Him, in Whom, in 

short, the Word of God is a human person.340 

 
[A]s the historical Author of this communion of men with God and with each other, 

Christ is necessarily unique in His own order. For if a second could be produced who, 

really, was on a level with Christ in grace and truth, in world-conquering patience, in 

scope alike of purpose and achievement, he would yet stand in historical dependence 

upon Christ, and therefore, logically, would be subordinate to Him.341 

 

Since he is the first to actualize in his own life the final purpose of the kingdom of 

God, Jesus is therefore unique, for should any other fulfill the same task as perfectly 

as he, he would be unlike him because of his dependence upon Jesus. Therefore, as 

the prototype of the humanity to be united into the kingdom of God, he is the original 

object of God’s love, so that the love of God for the members of his kingdom is also 

mediated only through him.342 

 

But what does it mean, for Ritschl, to say that Christ is savior? To begin with, 

Ritschl is very critical of satisfaction and penal theories of the atonement. In no 

way was Christ punished for sinners on the cross. This is so for at least two 

reasons. Firstly, Ritschl claims that only a person who feels guilt in his/her 

sufferings can regard these as punishment, that guilt cannot be transferred from 

one person to another, and that Christ lived a life in perfect harmony with the will 

of God. Given these assumptions, it is impossible to think of Christ’s sufferings as 

punishment. “For Christ had no sense of guilt in His sufferings, consequently He 

cannot have regarded them as punishment, nor even as punishment accepted in 

the place of the guilty, or in order to deter men from sin.” Secondly, Ritschl 

emphasizes that God’s essential nature is love and argues that love is 

incompatible with wrath or demands of justice. “For it is impossible to conceive 

sinners, at the same time and in the same respect, as objects both of God’s love 

and God’s wrath.” This means, he goes on to argue, that no punishment of Christ 

is needed in order to appease God’s wrath or satisfy divine justice.343 
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 We will discuss Ritschl’s notion of sin in chapter 9. For now, it suffices to say 

that he connects sin with a subjective feeling of guilt for actions that contradict 

the will of God. And this consciousness of guilt separates a human being from 

God, and makes reconciliation necessary. Thus, Christ reconciles us with God by 

removing our guilt for sin and aligning our will to God’s will. That is what Christ 

accomplished through his work of salvation. Ritschl relates this work to Christ’s 

foundation of the community of the kingdom of God. The members of the 

kingdom are restored to community with God, their guilt for sin is removed as is 

the contradiction of their will to God’s will. Moreover, the decisive worth of this 

community, which is in the process of becoming, is not to be found in its 

members’ confession of Jesus as lord but in their obedience to the will of God, 

according to Ritschl.344 

 As we have seen, Ritschl believes that Christ’s foundation of the kingdom of 

God restores us to community with God at the same time as he rejects traditional 

satisfaction and penal theories of the atonement. What, then, is the reason for the 

cross? Ritschl explains Christ’s death as the culmination of his fidelity to his 

vocation. In other words, we must regard the death on the cross as the highest 

proof of Christ’s obedience to the will of God and therefore also of his personal 

communion with God. That Christ was willing to die in order to fulfil his calling 

is the one and only sense in which we are entitled to speak of the cross as a 

sacrifice. Ritschl is more comfortable with interpreting Christ’s death as a gift. At 

this point, Ritschl makes the observation that the Old Testament sacrifices are 

best understood as gifts that are intended to bring sinners near to God, which is 

also his interpretative key to Christ’s sacrificial death. Christ’s death on the cross 

was a gift that brought about forgiveness and made it possible for sinners to have 

community with God.345 

 We must also note that Ritschl relates the cross to the demonstration of 

God’s love. Christ’s death proved God’s love for sinners. There is certainly an 

affinity between Ritschl’s and Abelard’s respective interpretations of the cross as 

a demonstration of divine love. And of course, it is beyond doubt that Ritschl 

prefers Abelard’s doctrine over Anselm’s satisfaction theory, which his final 

remark in the chapter on Anselm and Abelard in the first volume of 

Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung also makes plain: “it appears that the advantage 

in respect of typical character is to be ascribed to Abelard’s view, and not to that 

of Anselm.”346 Indeed, Ritschl thinks Christ’s entire life can be seen as a 

manifestation of God’s love for us. As he can put it, “the whole picture which has 
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Revelation, and History, 217–218; Mueller, Albrecht Ritschl, 92–95. 
346 Ritschl, Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, 1st ed., 1:42 (ET, 40). 



 

107 

come down to us of the life of Christ reveals the loftiness of His love,” “in the 

characteristic activity of Christ in the discharge of His vocation, the essential will 

of God is revealed as love.”347 

 One can say that Ritschl sees faith as a subjective condition of reconciliation 

and he also likes to portray faith in Christ as “the permanent form of the 

individual’s reconciliation and Divine sonship.” According to Ritschl, faith is not 

primarily knowledge, though it includes knowledge of Christ’s value for our 

salvation. Ritschl’s preferred term for faith is trust, by which he means a 

movement of the will towards God. Mistrust, the will’s active enmity to God, is 

turned into trust, the will’s harmonious orientation towards the divine will. “For 

faith, regarded as trust, is no other than the direction of the will towards God as 

the highest end and the highest good.” We find God’s final end in his kingdom, 

and to be one with the divine will is therefore to have the kingdom of God as one’s 

own self-end. But Ritschl is also quick to point out that forgiveness of sins and 

reconciliation are restricted to those that belong to the Christian community. 

“The forgiveness of sins or reconciliation with God [...] is not recognisable and 

operative outside the community founded by Jesus Christ.” So we only enjoy 

forgiveness as members of this community. And essential to being a member of 

the Christian community or the church is to participate in building the kingdom 

of God through love-motivated actions, though Ritschl is also of the opinion that 

we must distinguish the church from God’s kingdom, as will become clear in 

chapter 9.348 

 Thus, to have a harmonious direction towards the divine will and belonging 

to the Christian community have one important thing in common, namely to 

actively realize God’s kingdom in the world. This might give the impression that 

reconciliation is all about efforts of will. But even if such efforts certainly are 

needed in Ritschl’s view, we must also recall that he, as was noted in the foregoing 

chapter, understands the reconciled will as reactions in the human consciousness 

to God’s gracious operations on it. Salvation is a gift and primarily the result of 

divine activity. 

 We must also say a word or two about how Ritschl relates Christ to what he 

considers as the fundamental contradiction of human life – that is, the division 

of human existence into nature and spirit. According to Ritschl, we experience 

ourselves as dependent on a mechanistically determined nature and thus as 

unfree. But at the same time, we think of ourselves in terms of a spiritual 

personality called to dominate nature. So we experience ourselves as being both 

dependent on and independent of the natural world. Ritschl argues that the 

spiritual power that solves this contradiction of human existence is disclosed in 

Christ. How come? To begin with, Christ manifested spiritual lordship over the 

world through his patience and suffering in the sense that he was loyal to his 
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vocation even in the face of opposing influences, even when it meant that he had 

to say no to things like human joy and political or material gains. In short, Christ 

subordinated everything in the natural world to the final and spiritual aim of the 

kingdom of God. And since to be free is to be determined by the highest good in 

Ritschl’s opinion, it follows that Christ was supremely free in that he always 

remained steadfast to the universal ideal of the kingdom. As this suggests, Ritschl 

thinks that Christ’s spiritual lordship over the natural world primarily has to do 

with the orientation of his will. He was in complete possession of dominion over 

the world since his will was always oriented towards the kingdom of God. Our 

reconciliation with God makes it possible for us to experience a similar spiritual 

lordship. This is so, says Ritschl, because reconciliation turns our mistrust into 

trust and so harmonizes our will with the divine will or the kingdom of God.349 

We will return to Ritschl’s interpretation of the Christian dominion over the 

world in chapters 5 and 9. 

 As has become clear, Ritschl’s historical Jesus is very different from the one 

in Reimarus’ Wolfenbütteler Fragmente. Ritschl, for sure, shared some views 

with Reimarus, not least the opinion that Jesus must be understood against the 

background of Jewish faith and culture. And on a general level, Ritschl and 

Reimarus were agreed on the necessity of distinguishing the Jesus of history from 

later beliefs in Christ. But they drew the line between the historical Jesus and 

invented Christological doctrines very differently. Reimarus claimed that the real 

Jesus was completely different from the apostles’ portrayal of him while Ritschl 

saw the apostolic faith as largely intact, connecting the invention of a historically 

problematic view of Jesus, centered on the doctrine of the two natures and the 

notion of Christ as lawgiver, to a later stage in the development of Christianity. It 

should also be noted that Ritschl never explained later Christological dogmas in 

terms of deliberate fraud, and we must recall, further, that he identified much 

continuity between the historical Jesus and later theological interpretations of 

him, which makes his approach very different from the sharp wedge that 

Reimarus drove between the Jesus of history and the Christ of faith. Lastly, we 

must not forget that the kingdom of universal love founded by Ritschl’s liberal 

Jesus is very different from the kingdom that Reimarus’ rebellious Jesus was 

trying to establish on earth. But to the dismay of many liberal theologians, 

Reimarus’ apocalyptic interpretation of Jesus would return with a vengeance in 

the 1890s, as we will now see. 

 

 

                                                             
349 My account of Ritschl’s interpretation of Christ as a solution to the contradiction of human 
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3. The Apocalyptic Criticism of Weiss and Schweitzer 

 

In the final quarter of the nineteenth century, Ritschl and many like-minded 

Protestant theologians were convinced that historical-critical examination of the 

New Testament would confirm their liberal picture of Jesus as a world-affirming 

teacher of universal love. But this interpretation of the historical Jesus was 

challenged in a number of ways at the turn of the century, when powerful blows 

were delivered against the liberal “lives of Jesus” by scholars such as Johannes 

Weiss, Albert Schweitzer, William Wrede, Martin Kähler, and Ernst Troeltsch.350 

As a result, it became increasingly difficult to enlist the Jesus of history in support 

of modern, liberal society. A discussion of all of the main objections to the liberal 

Jesus will take us too far away from our task. We will, therefore, concentrate on 

Weiss’ and Schweitzer’s so-called “apocalyptic criticism,” which often has been 

described as the most influential challenge against the historical foundation of 

Ritschlian theology at the turn of the twentieth century. 

 Ritschl was Johannes Weiss’ father-in-law and teacher. That 

notwithstanding, the theologian Weiss would strike a devastating blow at 

Ritschl’s attempt to root his interpretation of Christian faith in history. At the end 

of the eighteenth century, Reimarus had suggested that there was an 

eschatological dimension to the beliefs of Jesus Christ, as we have seen. Two 

monographs emphasizing the eschatological nature of Jesus’ proclamation of the 

kingdom of God were published in 1891 – Ernst Issel’s Die Lehre vom Reich 

Gottes im Neuen Testament (The doctrine of the kingdom of God in the New 

Testament) and Otto Schmoller’s Die Lehre vom Reich Gottes in den Schriften 

des Neuen Testament (The doctrine of the kingdom of God in the writings of the 

New Testament). The works of Issel and Schmoller influenced Weiss’ thinking on 

the historical Jesus, though he had, for some time, been of the opinion that 

Ritschl had confused his own view of God’s kingdom with Jesus’ teaching on the 

subject. And it seems like Weiss out of filial respect delayed the publication of his 

work on the Jesus of history, Die Predigt Jesu vom Reiche Gottes (Jesus’ 

Proclamation of the Kingdom of God), until 1892, three years after Ritschl’s 

death.351 

 In the study, Weiss made the case that the biblical notion of the kingdom of 

God is apocalyptical in character, far removed from modern society and therefore 

also from the type of Kant-inspired ethical ideal that the Ritschlians tended to 

associate with the teaching of Jesus: “This interpretation of the Kingdom of God 

as an innerworldly ethical idea is a vestige of a Kantian idea and does not hold up 
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before a more precise historical examination.”352 We will return to the question 

of the Kantian nature of Ritschl’s ethics in chapter 9. What, then, are the 

eschatological aspects of Jesus’ teaching on the kingdom, according to Weiss? He 

notes, for instance, that the biblical notion of the kingdom is transcendent in a 

radical way (Jesus was expecting the world to become completely new), that the 

kingdom belongs not to the present, but to the future (at first Jesus expected an 

imminent end, but later on he became convinced that his own death was needed 

somehow for the kingdom to break into the world), and that there is nothing that 

human beings can do in order to bring the kingdom into existence (it is not a task 

but a gift from God).353 

 Weiss goes on to reject Ritschl’s teleological understanding of the kingdom 

of God as the end goal of human activity. Rather, the new morality proclaimed by 

Jesus was to be understood as a condition for the future participation in the 

kingdom. Even though it is impossible for us to do anything to establish God’s 

kingdom, the essential message of the ethics of Jesus is that we can repent and 

prepare ourselves for the advent of the kingdom.354 Richard Hyde Hiers and 

David Larrimore Holland describe Weiss’ account of Jesus’ “penitential ethics” as 

follows: 

 

The ethic which one automatically expects to emerge from this view of the coming 

Kingdom will be negative and lean toward asceticism. The orientation will be away 

from this world and toward the future world. And such is what Weiss marks out in 

Jesus’ teachings. Perhaps the ethic of Jesus, as Weiss details it, is most appropriately 

labeled a “penitential ethic.” It is not a positive ideal of worldly morality, such as 

Ritschl and his followers were disposed to elaborate, but the diametric opposite. 

Every man is, however, enjoined to live so as to be prepared for the coming of the 

Kingdom of God. God will see to that himself in his own good time. But its appearance 

is close at hand, and you can prepare yourselves so as to be ready when it comes.355 

 

However, Weiss also found a few non-eschatological and more world-affirming 

elements of abiding relevance in Jesus’ preaching, most notably the 

commandment to love God and one’s neighbor. And we must also observe that he 

saw no problem in separating contemporary expressions of Christian faith from 

the historical Jesus. In other words, modernizing and reinterpreting theological 

doctrines in order to provide satisfactory answers to the questions of today is 

perfectly fine. A clear expression of this view can be found in the following 

comment on Ritschl in Weiss’ Die Idee des Reiches Gottes in der Theologie (1901; 

The idea of the kingdom of God in theology): 
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But however modernizing and dogmatizing Ritschl’s biblical-theological foundation 

may be, the idea of the Kingdom of God as he formulates it need not therefore be 

unusable. For history shows that the idea of Jesus, except in the most ancient period, 

is never used in unabridged and undistorted form, but is always transposed and 

reinterpreted. It was simply impossible to use it otherwise. And if it is only useful and 

pertinent in another form, then a use which deviates from the Bible appears to me at 

least inoffensive – especially if one is clear about the difference and regards it as 

essential.356 

 

Contrary to expectations, Weiss’ own theological outlook always remained 

Ritschlian in nature, as can be seen, for instance, in his proposal for a modern 

notion of the kingdom of God in Die Nachfolge Christi und die Predigt der 

Gegenwart (1895; The imitation of Christ and contemporary preaching): 

 

We can trust permanently in the love of God with good conscience only if we desire 

with all our determination to be fellow-members of the community of the Kingdom 

of God, which, since Christ’s work, is present within humanity, and if we are 

determined to cooperate with his wish in the strengthening and extension of the rule 

of God within ourselves and others and in his way to make the right, reverent, 

humble, and faithful use of our position as children of our kingly Father.357 

 

Albert Schweitzer is probably best known as the French-German mission doctor 

in West Africa who received the Nobel Peace Prize in 1952. But he was also a great 

organist, widely read moral philosopher, and a famous biblical scholar, making a 

very important contribution to the search for the historical Jesus in his Von 

Reimarus zu Wrede. Eine Geschichte der Leben-Jesu-Forschung (1906; The 

Quest of the Historical Jesus: A Critical Study of Its Progress from Reimarus to 

Wrede).358 

 Generally speaking, Schweitzer’s work on the Jesus of history has two main 

and interrelated aspects. The first one is his critical survey of the modern quest 

for the historical Jesus so far, in which he points to the failures of both 

Enlightenment rationalist and Protestant liberal attempts to reach the historical 

Jesus. Rationalists and liberals alike have modernized Jesus, portraying him as a 

figure very much of contemporary relevance by turning him into a great promoter 

of bourgeois values, and they have thereby failed to understand that he was living 

in a time and place completely different from their own: 
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The Jesus of Nazareth who came forward publicly as the Messiah, who preached the 

ethic of the Kingdom of God, who founded the Kingdom of Heaven upon earth, and 

died to give His work its final concentration, never had any existence. He is a figure 

designed by rationalism, endowed with life by liberalism, and clothed by modern 

theology in an historical garb.359 

 

The study of the life of Jesus has had a curious history. It set out in quest of the 

historical Jesus, believing that when it had found Him it could bring Him straight 

into our time as a Teacher and Saviour. It loosed the bands by which he had been 

riveted for centuries to the stony rocks of ecclesiastical doctrine, and rejoiced to see 

life and movement coming into the figure once more, and the historical Jesus 

advancing, as it seemed, to meet it. But He does not stay; He passes by our time, and 

returns to His own.360 

 

But this does not mean, however, that Schweitzer abandoned the quest for the 

historical Jesus. Quite the contrary, he was not critical of the search as such. 

Indeed, Schweitzer was convinced in the possibility of a historical-critical 

reconstruction of Jesus as he really was, as his own attempt to interpret the Jesus 

of history demonstrates. This brings us to the second aspect of Von Reimarus zu 

Wrede, namely Schweitzer’s analysis of Jesus in terms of a konsequente 

Eschatologie, “thoroughgoing” or “consistent eschatology.” 

 Reimarus is a hero in Schweitzer’s review of the quest. “Before Reimarus, no 

one had attempted to form a historical conception of the life of Jesus.” Schweitzer 

also calls Reimarus’ work “perhaps the most splendid achievement in the whole 

course of the historical investigation of the life of Jesus, for he was the first to 

grasp that the world of thought in which Jesus moved was essentially 

eschatological.” Weiss is another hero in Von Reimarus zu Wrede. His pioneering 

work on the proclamation of Jesus has “an importance equal to that of Strauss’s 

first Life of Jesus” and must be regarded as “one of the most important works in 

historical theology” since it “closes one epoch and begins another.” This is so 

because Weiss rightly understood that Jesus’ kingdom is purely apocalyptical or 

eschatological, wholly future and otherworldly.361 

 Nevertheless, Weiss did not go far enough. Schweitzer uses the concept 

“thoroughgoing eschatology” to distinguish his own interpretation of the 

historical Jesus from Weiss’ analysis. As we have seen above, Weiss identified a 

few non-eschatological elements in Jesus’ teaching. Schweitzer is unwilling to do 

so, claiming that all aspects of Jesus’ life and work must be interpreted 

eschatologically and understood in the context of the apocalyptic ideas of first-

century Judaism.362 “The result of this consistent eschatological interpretation of 
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the person and message of Jesus of Nazareth was,” in the words of Alister E. 

McGrath, “a portrait of Christ as a remote and strange figure, with dark anxieties 

and fears, an apocalyptic and wholly unworldly figure, whose hopes and 

expectations finally came to nothing.”363 And this Jesus is not a person that 

modern people can find sympathetic and intelligible. Schweitzer can therefore 

conclude by saying that the historical Jesus is “a stranger and an enigma” to our 

time.364 

 But the first Christians’ expectations of the eschatological breakthrough of 

the kingdom into the world and imminent return of Christ were frustrated, a 

reality that they had to deal with eventually. In Die Mystik des Apostels Paulus 

(1930; The Mysticism of Paul the Apostle), Schweitzer goes on to argue that this 

was Paul’s theological project – he was responsible for doing the necessary 

modification of the Christian religion by reinterpreting God’s kingdom along 

ethical and mystical lines, emphasizing that the kingdom can exist within us when 

we are unified with Christ and live in his Spirit. Schweitzer seems to believe that 

we should proceed in a similar way today if we want the historical Jesus to be of 

positive relevance for the modern world. That is to say, the Jesus of first-century 

apocalyptic Judaism can live on as a moral force in our lives only after we have 

turned him into an example of universal love.365 

 What, then, are the implications of Weiss’ and Schweitzer’s apocalyptical 

critique of the quest for the real Jesus of history? First, we should note that it 

became impossible to ignore the eschatological dimension of Jesus’ life after their 

research. Even though most contemporary biblical scholars would say that Weiss 

and Schweitzer overstated their case – the kingdom of God might, after all, be 

relevant for Christian ethics, as Ritschl never tired of pointing out – they generally 

agree that Jesus’ teaching contains eschatological ideas that must be taken into 

account in a historical reconstruction of his life and work. The second lesson is 

that Schweitzer’s critical examination of the first quest indirectly demonstrated 

the historical relativity of all historical accounts of Jesus. Admittedly, this 

conclusion seems to have escaped Schweitzer himself – after all, he was very 

much convinced that he had found the real Jesus. That notwithstanding, the 

contributors to the twentieth-century and early twenty-first-century quests have 

often been more aware of the situatedness of all historical interpretations and 

therefore also more modest in their pretentions to knowledge. 

 Actually, the church historian and anti-theologian Franz Overbeck pointed 

to the potentially devastating consequences of a thoroughgoing eschatological 

interpretation of the historical Jesus for traditional Christianity and theology in 

his 1873 work Über die Christlichkeit unserer heutigen Theologie (On the 

Christianity of Theology), that is, long before Weiss’ and Schweitzer’s apocalyptic 

criticism. Overbeck wrote that the first Christians were eagerly expecting the end 
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of time or return of Christ. This means further, and contrary to the claims of 

liberal theologians, that original Christianity was opposed to historical, cultural, 

and scientific progress. Overbeck goes on to say that the sheer fact that the 

Christian religion has survived in history contradicts the apocalyptic expectations 

of the early Christians and amounts to nothing less than a refutation of 

Christianity. What Overbeck seems to be saying, then, is that historical-critical 

research has demonstrated once and for all that early Christianity is completely 

alien to the modern worldview and therefore also completely useless for modern 

people.366 

 Ritschl believed that the historical-critical method had made it possible for 

him to recover Jesus’ original teaching on the kingdom of God, obscured as it had 

been by centuries of abstract speculations and church dogmas. But as has often 

been pointed out, Ritschl’s ethical-oriented interpretation of the kingdom of God, 

which we will look into more closely in chapter 9, was undermined by Weiss’ and 

Schweitzer’s apocalyptic criticism.367 Even though few would go as far as 

Overbeck, who thought the eschatological features of early Christianity 

demonstrate that the whole religion is obsolete, the research of Weiss and 

Schweitzer was shocking to many Ritschlians at the turn of the twentieth century, 

as the existentialist theologian Rudolf Bultmann’s recollection of the Ritschl-

disciple Julius Kaftan’s reaction to Weiss’ work illustrates: 

 

When I began to study theology, theologians as well as laymen were excited and 

frightened by the theories of Johannes Weiss. I remember that Julius Kaftan, my 

teacher in dogmatics in Berlin, said: “If Johannes Weiss is right and the conception 

of the kingdom of God is an eschatological one, then it is impossible to make use of 

this conception in dogmatics.”368 

 

The original quest for the historical Jesus began with Reimarus’ fundamental 

distinction between the Jesus of history and the Christ of faith. And as we have 

also seen, it was important for Ritschl’s project to show that his theological system 

rests on a secure historical foundation. But at the end of the first quest, the gap 

between the historical Jesus and the Christ of faith seemed almost impossible to 
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bridge. The eschatological Jesus of Weiss and Schweitzer seemed to be very 

different from the church’s picture of Jesus, and, which was perhaps even more 

alarming to liberal theologians, of no relevance for modern society. Already 

among the first generation of Ritschlians, we find prominent theologians who 

more or less abandoned their master’s attempt to seek historical support for his 

interpretation of Christian faith. One such influential first-generation Ritschlian 

is Wilhelm Herrmann, We can, for example, read the following in Herrmann’s 

Der Verkehr des Christen mit Gott (1886; The Communion of the Christian with 

God): 

 

It is a fatal error to attempt to establish the basis of faith by means of historical 

investigation. The basis of faith must be something fixed; the results of historical 

study are continually changing. The basis of our faith must be grasped in the same 

independent fashion by learned and unlearned, by each for himself.369 

 

[W]hen we speak of the historical Christ we mean that personal life of Jesus which 

speaks to us from the New Testament, as the disciples’ testimony to their faith, but 

which, when we perceive it, always comes home to us as a miraculous revelation. That 

historical research cannot give us this we know. But neither will it ever take this from 

us by any of its discoveries.370 

 

Herrmann, it seems, wanted to make the Christ of faith immune from historical-

critical research. The separation between the historical Jesus and the Christ of 

faith was even more complete in the thought of Bultmann, who had been a 

student of Herrmann. According to Bultmann, the object of faith is the 

proclaimed Christ and not the Jesus of history. In fact, Bultmann is of the opinion 

that what Jesus actually said and did are quite unimportant to Christian faith: 

 

[T]he acknowledgement of Jesus as the one in whom God’s word decisively 

encounters man, whatever title be given him – “Messiah (Christ),” “Son of Man,” 

“Lord” – is a pure act of faith independent of the answer to the historical question 

whether or not Jesus considered himself the Messiah. Only the historian can answer 

this question – as far as it can be answered at all – and faith, being personal decision, 

cannot be dependent upon a historian’s labour.371 

 

It had become increasingly difficult to harmonize Ritschl’s interpretation of 

Christian faith with the findings of historical research at the turn of the twentieth 

century. When this became apparent, many of Ritschl’s followers abandoned his 

attempt to integrate historical criticism into systematic theology. That is not the 

whole story, however. Walter Rauschenbusch and other Ritschlians in the social 
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gospel movement in North America, for instance, were generally speaking more 

willing to build their doctrine of the kingdom of God on Ritschl’s biblical 

interpretation than the disciples of Ritschl in Germany.372 

 The progressive American liberal theologians notwithstanding, it seems safe 

to conclude that Ritschl’s response to the challenge of historical criticism ended 

in failure, at least in the long run. What initially appeared as one of the main 

strengths of his project looked like a fatal flaw after the research of Weiss and 

Schweitzer. But, to end on a positive note, I believe that Ritschl deserves credit 

for trying to keep together faith and history by emphasizing the divine revelation 

in the historical Jesus and anchoring systematic theology in historical-critical 

exegesis of the Bible. After all, most theologians would agree that constructive 

Christian theology requires a significant continuity with the past Christian 

tradition. And however we judge Ritschl’s theology, it must be remembered that 

he, in distinction from many of his later followers, was intent on proving a 

substantial continuity between, on the one hand, his own theological thinking 

and, on the other, apostolic Christianity and the Protestant Reformation. 

 We will now turn away from issues related to historical analysis of the 

Christian religion and pay attention to the threat of materialism, another major 

challenge confronting Ritschl and other nineteenth-century theologians. 
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Part II 

Metaphysics 

 

 

It is time to bring the metaphysical framework of Ritschl’s theology into focus. 

For some readers, this might sound a bit strange. Was he not an opponent of all 

theological uses of metaphysics? Did he not want to keep theology and 

metaphysics as far apart as possible? At times, Ritschl certainly gave the 

impression that he wanted to eliminate all metaphysics from theology. But his 

most profound thinking on the subject shows, as we will see, that he presupposed 

the necessity of a metaphysical framework for theological work. Ritschl, 

therefore, never questioned if there from a theological perspective could be any 

place for, or value in, metaphysics, but rather underlined that it is of outmost 

importance for theologians to use the correct one. A scientific theologian can in 

the end, according to Ritschl, not do without a metaphysical framework, that is, 

without a philosophical conception of the fundamental nature of being and the 

world. 

 In this part, I will argue that Ritschl’s metaphysics must be understood in 

the context of the growing threat of materialism to Christian faith. As is stated 

repeatedly in this study, the nineteenth century was a time when the educated 

middle class in Germany became more and more alienated from Christianity. 

This has partly to do with the fact that the advance of the natural sciences in 

combination with a rising materialism increased the faith in the possibility to 

explain the world and humanity without taking into account any religious 

notions. It was a century when increasing numbers of intellectuals rejected the 

idea that life contains a higher or spiritual dimension.373 

 That this general situation is important for understanding Ritschl’s 

theological project has been stressed again and again in earlier research. James 

Richmond writes that “any attempt to interpret Ritschl in isolation from this 

intellectual milieu dominated by materialism and positivism is not merely 

unscholarly but unjust,”374 and “[i]t is,” according to Philip Hefner, “quite 

possible to interpret Ritschl’s entire theology as an attempt to deal with this 

challenge of the scientific world view.”375 More recently, Helga Kuhlmann has 

argued that “[t]he emphasis in [Ritschl’s] non-theological polemics is located in 

the controversy with the science that reasons in terms of natural law and 
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materialism,”376 and Matthias Neugebauer has even claimed that Ritschl was the 

first one “to have systematically carried out a theological approach in opposition 

to the positivistic currents of his time that positioned itself vigorously, self-

consciously, and critically to these tendencies.”377 

 What kind of materialistic tendencies did Ritschl oppose? Going back to 

ancient Greek philosophy, materialism, in the broadest sense of the word, is an 

outlook which holds that material entities are the only ones that really exist 

(mind, emotions, et cetera, are merely functions of matter). It, therefore, tells us 

something about the fundamental nature of the world. Every phenomena in the 

world must be explained solely in terms of material interactions. The two most 

influential schools of materialism in Germany during the second half of the 

nineteenth century were wissenschaftlicher or naturwissenschaftlicher 

Materialismus (scientific materialism) and dialektischer Materialismus 

(dialectical materialism). Both these movements were inspired by Ludwig 

Feuerbach’s anthropologischer Materialismus, “anthropological materialism,” 

together with his criticism of idealism and religious faith. Ritschl’s criticism of 

materialism is generally to be seen as a response to Feuerbach and the scientific 

materialists, especially Carl Vogt, Jakob Moleschott, and Ludwig Büchner, rather 

than to the dialectical materialists. I will therefore pass over the dialectical 

materialism of Friedrich Engels and Karl Marx in the analysis below.378 

 But what about Charles Darwin and The Origin of Species (1859)? It is true 

that it did not take long for Darwin’s thoughts on evolution by natural selection 

to have a huge impact in Germany, not least thanks to the zoologist Ernst Haeckel, 

who was very successful in spreading Darwinian ideas to a popular audience.379 

Darwin’s theory was certainly also criticized from different perspectives by 

German intellectuals, and even by those materialists positively inclined towards 

the general thrust of the theories.380 The theological reception of Darwinism in 

Germany was, on the whole, very negative. Two of the harshest critics of Darwin’s 
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ideas were the conservative Protestant theologians Christoph Ernst Luthardt and 

Otto Zöckler.381 

 It is difficult to find any direct treatment of Darwin in Ritschl’s works. 

Nevertheless, “the Darwinian problem is,” as John Dillenberger writes in a 

comment on a passage in Die christliche Lehre von der Rechtfertigung und 

Versöhnung, “definitively included in the materialistic interpretation [...] 

attacked” by Ritschl.382 Even though there is a similar lack of explicit references 

to the scientific materialists in Ritschl’s writings, we will focus our analysis of 

materialism in this part of the study on them, and we will do so for four reasons. 

First of all, it lies close at hand to relate Ritschl’s objections against materialism 

to scientific materialism since it was the most influential strand of materialism in 

Germany during the mature phase of Ritschl’s theological work, that is, from the 

1850s and onwards. Secondly, the scientific materialists, not least Vogt and 

Büchner, tended to integrate Darwinian ideas with their materialist outlook, 

which means that it is generally difficult to separate Darwinism from scientific 

materialism. It should, thirdly, also be noted that the scientific materialists, in 

distinction from Darwin, never hesitated to spell out the consequences of 

materialism or a thoroughgoing naturalism for society and religion, and their 

ideas therefore provide us with a good example of the materialist challenge 

confronting Ritschl and other German theologians. Fourthly and lastly, the 

philosophical system of the late idealist Hermann Lotze was developed at least in 

part as a response to scientific materialism, and the metaphysical framework in 

Ritschl’s later works is, as will be argued, dependent on Lotze’s philosophy, and 

it therefore makes sense to relate the metaphysics in the thinking of both Lotze 

and Ritschl to scientific materialism as a sort of background. 

 Chapter 4 conveys valuable information about the intellectual context of 

Ritschl’s metaphysical framework and it can be divided into two main parts. In 

the first part, which consists of three sections, we find an account of the initial 

stages of the development of modern materialism in Germany. This description 

is intended to provide a background to Ritschl’s metaphysics in the sense that it 

gives us an understanding of the widely spread ideas that he directed his 

metaphysical framework against and of why it was important for him to develop 

such a framework. We then, in the second part of the chapter, which consists of 

the fourth and final section, move away from the negative influences on the 

metaphysics of Ritschl and turn instead to the positive ones. This is done by way 

of an analysis of a much neglected philosophical movement called “late idealism,” 

and we will especially pay attention to the thoughts of one of its main 

representatives, Hermann Lotze, who was Ritschl’s colleague at the University of 

Göttingen. We will focus on Lotze’s late idealist philosophy simply because of its 
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importance to Ritschl. By studying and attaching himself to Lotze’s ideas, Ritschl 

could, as will be argued, put into theological use a metaphysical framework that, 

in his eyes, seemed especially suitable for a scientifically respectable solution to 

the materialistic threat against religious and moral values.  

 The main burden of chapter 5 is to demonstrate the indebtedness of Ritschl’s 

metaphysical framework to Lotze’s philosophy. Despite Ritschl’s many explicit 

references to Lotze, the latter’s influence on the former is a contested issue in 

earlier research. Important in this regard is Matthias Neugebauer’s recent 

detailed comparison between the ideas of Lotze and Ritschl, in which it is claimed 

that many fundamental aspects of Ritschl’s metaphysics are drawn from Lotze’s 

philosophy.383 My own analysis in this chapter will defend Neugebauer’s thesis 

that the metaphysical framework in Ritschl’s later works to a large extent is 

dependent on Lotze’s philosophical ideas. Ritschl’s metaphysics can, in the end, 

be seen as another instance of his general ambition to make Christianity relevant 

to the educated middle class. During a time of increasing materialism, Ritschl 

wanted to show intellectuals in Germany that it still was possible to rationally 

defend the idea that human existence includes a religious and spiritual 

dimension. Ritschl’s theological use of Lotze’s philosophy must, undoubtedly, be 

understood in that light. 

 We will end this part of our study in chapter 6 by looking into how Ritschl’s 

Lotzean metaphysics leads him to protest against “classical metaphysical 

theology,” that is, theological thinking influenced by a sort of Aristotelian and 

neo-Platonic philosophical framework and characteristic of much patristic, 

medieval, and scholastic theology. And we will discuss Ritschl’s objections against 

natural theology, critique of the classical arguments for the existence of God, 

reception of Kant’s moral argument for the existence of God, and departure from 

the classical Christological and trinitarian dogmas against the background of his 

general rejection of classical metaphysics. 

                                                             
383 Neugebauer, Lotze und Ritschl. 
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Chapter 4 

Scientific Materialism and Late Idealism 

 

 

This chapter is wide in scope and contains an analysis of currents of thought of 

importance for understanding the context of Ritschl’s metaphysics. As was stated 

above, the metaphysical framework of Ritschl’s theology was to a large extent 

developed as a response to the growing threat of materialism to Christianity, and 

we will, in the following, attend to the modern materialist ideas that Ritschl 

reacted to. Especially important in this regard is scientific materialism, which was 

the most influential form of German materialism during the time when Ritschl 

formulated his mature theological system. However, the leading scientific 

materialists – Carl Vogt, Jakob Moleschott, and Ludwig Büchner – were inspired 

by Ludwig Feuerbach’s anthropological materialism, and we will therefore first 

delve into the philosophy of Feuerbach before we turn our attention to scientific 

materialism. The provocative thoughts of the scientific materialists gave rise, in 

the 1850s, to the so-called “materialism controversy,” which we will take a look 

at in the final stop on our examination of nineteenth-century materialism in 

Germany.  

 In the final section, the focus will be on late idealism in general and the late 

idealist philosophy of Hermann Lotze in particular. Lotze’s philosophy made a 

considerable impact on the metaphysical framework of Ritschl’s theology, as will 

be argued in the next chapter, and it therefore seems justified to examine it in 

some detail in this background chapter. The description of Lotze’s ideas is, 

moreover, directly related to the foregoing sections since his philosophical system 

at least in part must be understood as a critical answer to scientific materialism. 

 

1. Anthropological Materialism 

 

Ludwig Feuerbach belonged to the group of David Friedrich Strauss and the other 

radical “young-” or “left-Hegelians.” Like the other members of this group, 

Feuerbach wrote polemical writings, including a radical criticism of Christianity 

in which issues were raised that would make a huge impact on the theological 

discussion in the nineteenth century and beyond.384 

 Feuerbach began studying theology at the University of Heidelberg in 1823, 

but already in the next year, 1824, he switched to Berlin in order to attend the 

lectures held by Friedrich Schleiermacher and Friedrich Hegel. It did not take 
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long until Feuerbach gave up his theology studies, devoting himself instead to a 

study of philosophy and especially Hegel’s system. The following year, Feuerbach 

was forced to leave the University of Berlin due to financial difficulties and he 

moved to Erlangen, where expenses were lower. He concluded his studies with a 

dissertation in 1828 and was appointed a docent in philosophy at the University 

of Erlangen. A couple of years later, in 1830, Feuerbach published an anonymous 

work entitled Gedanken über Tod und Unsterblichkeit (Thoughts on Death and 

Immortality). The work was a controversial one since it contained a frontal attack 

on theology and a denial of the immortality of the soul. It was soon recognized 

that Feuerbach was behind the work, destroying his chances of an academic 

career. Nevertheless, he would continue his philosophical work as a private 

scholar for the rest of his life. Between 1833 and 1838, Feuerbach wrote three 

works dealing with the history of modern philosophy. His break with Hegelianism 

became public in 1839, when his Zur Kritik der Hegelschen Philosophie (Critique 

of Hegelian philosophy) was published. Feuerbach then turned to a critical 

analysis of the Christian religion, resulting in the publication of his most famous 

work, Das Wesen des Christentums (The Essence of Christianity), in 1841. Two 

explicit materialist works – Vorläufige Thesen zur Reform der Philosophie 

(Preliminary theses for the reform of philosophy) and Grundsätze der 

Philosophie der Zukunft (Principles of the Philosophy of the Future) – were 

produced by Feuerbach in 1842 and 1843. To Feuerbach’s most important 

writings one must also add the late works Das Wesen des Glaubens im Sinne 

Luthers (1844; The Essence of Faith According to Luther), Das Wesen der 

Religion (1845; The Essence of Religion), Vorlesungen über das Wesen der 

Religion (1851; Lectures on the Essence of Religion), and Theogonie (1857), 

which modified and expanded his critique of Christianity to include other 

religions as well.385 

 Hegel’s philosophy made a deep impression on Feuerbach. In his early works 

on the history of modern philosophy, the Hegelian idea takes center stage. The 

historical process is described as the progress of the absolute idea or reason in 

human consciousness. Feuerbach had reservations about Hegel almost from the 

start, however, and his break with Hegelian idealism became apparent with the 

publication of Zur Kritik der Hegelschen Philosophie in 1839. Nevertheless, it is 

wrong to characterize it as a complete break with a Hegelian mode of 

philosophizing. Important traces of Hegel’s philosophy can be identified also in 

Feuerbach’s later writings. This cannot least be seen in the fact that Feuerbach, 

very much in a Hegelian manner, made the dialectical development of 

consciousness or self-awareness a central theme even in those works.386 

                                                             
385 Kamenka, The Philosophy of Ludwig Feuerbach, 21–31; Wartofsky, Feuerbach, xvii–xix. 
386 Wartofsky, Feuerbach, 135–137, 141. The question of the exact nature of Feuerbach’s break with 
Hegel is complicated and has divided the interpreters of his work (see Wartofsky, Feuerbach, 140–
143, 168–169, 172). 
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 What, then, is Feuerbach’s objections to Hegelian philosophy in Kritik? First 

of all, he turns against using the idea, the development of reason in 

consciousness, as a criterion for assessing philosophical systems. The intellect 

does not fully express the nature of a human being, who also feels, desires, acts, 

and so on. A person is more than his/her thinking activity. That is why Hegel and 

speculative philosophy cannot succeed in giving a satisfactory account of human 

existence.387 Hegel and similar-minded thinkers try to transcend sense 

experience by making abstract thought the starting point of philosophy. However, 

the result of this procedure is, according to Feuerbach, an attempt to theorize 

about human beings without taking into consideration the world that they are 

living in. Denying the things given to us in sense experience amounts to denying 

our specific needs and capacities. Speculative philosophers, in short, substitute a 

world built on imagined abstractions for the real experiences of the real world. A 

further consequence of the view in Kritik is that philosophy must be closely 

related to the empirical sciences, to observable phenomena and human 

experience.388 Feuerbach’s understanding of the difference between his own 

approach and that of speculative philosophy in relation to sense experience is 

expressed in the following much quoted passage from Das Wesen des 

Christentums: 

 

I unconditionally repudiate absolute immaterial self-sufficing speculation – that 

speculation which draws its material from within. I differ toto coelo from those 

philosophers who pluck out their eyes that they may see better; for my thought I 

require the senses, especially sight; I found my ideas on materials which can be 

appropriated only through the activity of the senses. I do not generate the object from 

the thought, but the thought from the object; and I hold that alone to be an object 

which has an existence beyond one’s brain.389 

 

The first edition of the famous Das Wesen des Christentums was published in 

1841 and the second in 1843. Feuerbach expresses the leading idea of the work in 

the following way: 

 
Religion is the relation of man to his own nature, – therein lies its truth and its power 

of moral amelioration; – but to his nature not recognized as his own, but regarded as 

another nature, separate, nay, contradistinguished from his own: herein lies its 

untruth, its limitation, its contradiction to reason and morality; herein lies the 

noxious source of religious fanaticism.390 

                                                             
387 Wartofsky, Feuerbach, 138–139. 
388 Feuerbach, “Zur Kritik der Hegelschen Philosophie,” 183–184, 193–194, 202–203. See also 
Gregory, Scientific Materialism in Nineteenth Century Germany, 3; Kamenka, Ludwig Feuerbach, 
71–72, 76–78. 
389 Feuerbach, The Essence of Christianity, vii–viii. 
390 Feuerbach, 163. Letters written by Feuerbach during the time of his work with the study provide 
further insights into its background and aim. Feuerbach writes in one letter that the aim of Das Wesen 
des Christentums is to expose the illusions of theology, which, in his view, has been reinforced by 
speculative philosophy. In another letter, he explains the purpose of the study as an attempt to 
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From this we can see that the fundamental notion behind Feuerbach’s theory of 

religion is simple: the idea of God embodies humanity’s own deepest self-

consciousness, that is, its needs, fears, and wishes. This idea can be connected to 

the long philosophical tradition of demythologization, going back to ancient 

Greek thinkers like Euhemerus, Lucretius, and Xenophanes.391 Feuerbach’s 

suspicious interpretation of religion is also a forerunner to Karl Marx’s, Sigmund 

Freud’s, and Friedrich Nietzsche’s hermeneutics of suspicion, even though 

fundamental differences in their respective analyses of religion can be observed. 

 One fundamental aspect of Das Wesen des Christentums is the so-called 

“transformative method,” which made a deep impact on Marx, among others. 

This method refers to Feuerbach’s attempt to “stand Hegel on his head,” to invert 

Hegel’s dialectical model and philosophy of spirit.392 As became clear in chapter 

1, Hegel interprets historical development in terms of the unfolding of the 

absolute idea or spirit. The divine spirit reaches self-consciousness in a process 

involving objectification, alienation, and reconciliation. Feuerbach inverts 

Hegel’s dialectical model by changing the subject of the dialectic. History is the 

process in which human beings – and not the absolute idea or spirit – comes to 

self-consciousness in a similar process of objectification, alienation, and 

reconciliation, as Van A. Harvey explains: 

 

If Hegel had argued that the cosmos is the “objectification” of the Absolute Spirit, 

then Feuerbach and his friends could argue that God could be shown to be the 

objectification of human spirit. And if Hegel had argued that the Absolute Spirit 

comes to self-consciousness by taking the objectified and alienated cosmos back into 

itself, then they could claim that human beings come to full self-consciousness by 

realizing that God is their own objectified activity.393 

 

The overarching aim of Das Wesen des Christentums is therapeutic. Feuerbach 

intends to lead human beings to self-knowledge. They can, according to him, first 

see their own nature, albeit in an indirect way, in the idea of God. Religion is, so 

to say, a necessary first step in their discovery of themselves. However, it is only 

when human beings can reclaim this alienated image as an expression of their 

own true and infinite nature that they can come to full self-consciousness and 

become reconciled with themselves. Thus, Feuerbach wants to cure human 

beings from religious illusion by providing them with the key to decode 

religion.394 

                                                             
demonstrate that anthropology or psychology is the secret of theology and also of philosophy of 
religion (Tomasoni, Ludwig Feuerbach. Entstehung, Entwicklung und Bedeutung seines Werkes, 
203–205). My account of Feuerbach’s Das Wesen des Christentums is especially indebted to Harvey, 
Feuerbach and the Interpretation of Religion. 
391 Wartofsky, Feuerbach, 197. 
392 Harvey, Feuerbach, 10. For a profound analysis of Feuerbach’s Das Wesen des Christentums 
against the background of Hegel’s Phänomenologie des Geistes, see Wartofsky, Feuerbach, 206–210. 
393 Harvey, Feuerbach, 11. 
394 Harvey, 27–28. 
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Religion is the dream of the human mind. But even in dreams we do not find 

ourselves in emptiness or in heaven, but on earth, in the realm of reality; we only see 

real things in the entrancing splendour of imagination and caprice, instead of in the 

simple daylight of reality and necessity. Hence I do nothing more to religion – and 

speculative philosophy and theology also – than to open its eyes, or rather to turn its 

gaze from the internal towards the external, i.e., I change the object as it is in the 

imagination into the object as it is in reality.395 

 

When the alienating illusion of religion is cast aside, a true realization of a 

communion-oriented humanity becomes possible. Love of real human beings 

takes the place of love of a non-existent God. Such is Feuerbach’s vision of a future 

without God and religious superstition.396 

 The impact of Das Wesen des Christentums in 1841 can be compared to 

David Friedrich Strauss’ Das Leben Jesu. It was immediately embraced by the 

radical and revolutionary left-Hegelians, who regarded the work as a successful 

attack on Christian faith and religion, and to some extent also on speculative 

philosophy. Strauss called Das Wesen des Christentums “the truth of our time” 

and years later, recalling the impact of the work, Friedrich Engel wrote that “at 

once we all became Feuerbachians.”397 Feuerbach’s circle of readers was, 

however, in no way restricted to radical thinkers. Hans-Ulrich Wehler writes that 

the work created a furore among the educated middle class.398 The study had no 

shortage of critics and its influence made a response necessary. And Feuerbach’s 

Das Wesen des Christentums was therefore quickly condemned by many 

Protestant and Catholic theologians.399 

                                                             
395 Feuerbach, The Essence of Religion, xii. Feuerbach also claims that the illusion of religion has 
serious consequences. On a general level, the unconscious projection of the infinite human nature into 
a divine being deprives humanity from its own perfections. Human nature is especially disparaged in 
Christianity and other religions in which the distance or difference between God and human beings is 
great. On an individual level, religion results in self-alienation. A person is, in Feuerbach’s view, 
deprived of human perfections when he/she attributes those to God. When an individual compares 
his/her own self with the human nature projected into an external divine being, he/she conceives 
himself/herself as an imperfect and contemptible being. So the flipside of the enjoyment of perfection 
in God is a denial of one’s own self. Moreover, religion also alienates the individual from other human 
beings. This is so, argues Feuerbach, because religious projection leads to a loss of species 
consciousness. The perfection of God functions as a substitute for the divinity of the human species. 
Religions like Christianity tend to raise the individual above the species and assure the individual of 
his/her own worthiness and immortality. As an effect, the relationships to other human beings 
decreases in importance (Harvey, Feuerbach, 102, 107–108, 110–113). 
396 Livingston, Modern Christian Thought, 1:226. Feuerbach’s projection theory can, as already 
indicated, be grouped together with Marx’s, Freud’s, and Nietzsche’s suspicious interpretations of 
religion. However, the comprehensive and systematic decoding of Christian doctrines separates 
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102). 
397 Harvey, Feuerbach, 25–26; Wartofsky, Feuerbach, 196–197. 
398 Wehler, Deutsche Gesellschaftsgeschichte, 2:437. 
399 Harvey, Feuerbach, 134; Wartofsky, Feuerbach, 196–197, 205. 
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 Feuerbach returned to the subject of religion many times after the 

publication of Das Wesen des Christentums. Most important in this regard are 

Das Wesen der Religion (1845), Vorlesungen über das Wesen der Religion 

(1851), and Theogonie (1857), in which he expanded his analysis of religion to 

include also nature and non-theistic religions. Instead of the focus on human self-

consciousness, more attention is given to nature in Feuerbach’s later studies of 

religion. He can now, in a Schleiermacherian manner, locate the basis of religion 

in the dependency of human beings upon nature: “the foundation of religion is a 

feeling of dependency; the first object of that feeling is nature; thus nature is the 

first object of religion.”400 Another group of Feuerbach’s late works are Vorläufige 

Thesen zur Reform der Philosophie (1842), Grundsätze der Philosophie der 

Zukunft (1843), and a few other studies in which he criticizes modern speculative 

philosophy and develops his own philosophy of the future, his anthropological 

materialism.401 

 In Thesen and Grundsätze, Feuerbach tries to show how a critique of 

Hegelian philosophy must follow as a logical consequence of his critique of 

religion in Das Wesen des Christentums. Feuerbach argued in his work on the 

essence of Christianity that the Christian idea of God can be explained as an 

objectification of the essential human predicates. In the same vein, his later 

critique of philosophy claims that the attributes of being in speculative 

philosophy are an objectification of human thought. Necessity, unity, infinity, and 

other predicates of being are in reality predicates of human thinking itself. Thus, 

speculative philosophers have confused these attributes of human thinking with 

a superhuman idea or reason. So a similar mistake lies behind both the 

theological understanding of God as a feeling, willing, and thinking subject and 

the philosophical reduction of God to thought. In the end, anthropology is the 

secret of theology as well as of speculative philosophy.402 

 As Kurt Bayertz points out, the texts written by Feuerbach shortly after Das 

Wesen des Christentums “are carried by a sense of epochal change. Feuerbach 

sees himself as a witness to the end of a long historical phase and as at the brink 

of a dawning one.” This dawning age is in Feuerbach’s view characterized by 

disbelief, reason, politics, material need, and a general focus on humanity. 

Philosophy has a new role to play in this new situation. It is time for philosophy 
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to liberate itself from religion and speculation. Only a materialist philosophy can 

meet the demands of the new epoch.403 In Grundsätze, Feuerbach writes: “The 

divinization of the real, of that which exists materially – materialism, empiricism, 

realism, humanism – and the negation of theology are [...] the essence of the 

modern era.” He goes on to argue that the human species must be placed in the 

center of this called for materialist philosophy, which must, in short, be 

anthropological: “The new philosophy makes man – with the inclusion of nature 

as the foundation of man – the unique, universal and highest object of 

philosophy. It thus makes anthropology, with the inclusion of physiology, the 

universal science.”404 

 This anthropological materialism signifies a change in comparison with the 

earlier materialist tradition. In contrast with materialist thinkers before him, 

Feuerbach had no intention to develop a philosophical system based on matter. 

What was of main concern to him was the concrete and material existence of 

human beings. An important concept in his materialist philosophy is Sinnlichkeit, 

which can be translated as “sensuousness” or “sensualism.”405 “The real in its 

reality or taken as real is,” he claims in Grundsätze, “the real as an object of the 

senses; it is the sensuous. Truth, reality, and sensation are identical. Only a 

sensuous being is a true and real being.”406 Human beings are therefore, for 

Feuerbach, first of all sensuous creatures. In his later works, Feuerbach repeats, 

over and over again, that we can only come in contact with reality through our 

senses. However, his portrayal of human beings as sensuous creatures is also 

meant to stress our sensuous desires and bodily needs, and our dependence on 

an external material nature and on other human beings. This must be understood 

against the background of Feuerbach’s critical stance against speculative 

philosophy, which tended to reduce a human being to a mental or thinking 

creature.407 Feuerbach gives utterance to the moral and political ramifications of 

his atheistic and anthropological materialism in the 1846 introduction to the first 

volume of his collected works: 

 

I deny God. But that means for me that I deny the negation of man. In place of the 

illusory, fantastic, heavenly position of man which in actual life necessarily leads to 

the degradation of man, I substitute the tangible, actual, and consequently also the 

political and social position of mankind. The question concerning the existence or 

non-existence of God is for me nothing but the question concerning the existence or 

non-existence of man.408 

 

                                                             
403 Bayertz, “Materialism,” 608–609, quote 608. My description of Feuerbach’s anthropological 
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The focus of moral and political strivings should, in Feuerbach’s opinion, be on 

real, living human beings and their material interests, and not on any kind of 

heaven or spiritual realm beyond the earth.409 Even though he can sometimes 

point out some interesting practical consequences of his philosophical position, 

the moral and political conclusions drawn by Feuerbach in 1850 in his review of 

Moleschott’s work Lehre der Nahrungsmittel (The chemistry of food and diet) 

borders on the parodical. In the review, Feuerbach summarizes Moleschott’s view 

with the phrase “man is what he eats” and apparently agrees with Moleschott’s 

reduction of everything to physiological processes, which marks a shift in 

Feuerbach’s own materialism. Marx W. Wartofsky paints the picture: 

 
The ethical and political significance of this is that all culture, convictions, all social 

being is determined by food. “If you want to better the people, give them better food, 

instead of declamations against sin.” Moleschott carried the half-truth to its most 

absurd lengths: a vegetarian has a vegetarian character; meat-eaters are strong-

willed, and so on; the energy of the English workers is explained by their eating roast 

beef, and by contrast the laziness of the Italian Lazzarone is the outcome of a 

vegetarian diet. Feuerbach cites such passages from Moleschott approvingly, in this 

review, and concludes that a German revolution will never be accomplished by eaters 

of cabbage and potatoes. The basis, the real basis for revolution, is a diet for the 

proletariat consisting of ... beans!410 

 

Even though Feuerbach’s popularity diminished rapidly in the 1840s, the 

influence of his works, not least Das Wesen des Christentums, on later German 

materialist currents of thought must not be underestimated. We will now turn 

our attention to one such current. 

 

2. Scientific Materialism 

 

The German zoologist Carl Vogt, Dutch physiologist Jakob Moleschott, and 

German medical doctor Ludwig Büchner are the main representatives of 

scientific materialism. In part, the movement can, as Frederick Gregory observes, 

be understood “as a second wave of the criticism of idealism that surfaced in the 

late thirties and early forties.” It is also possible to interpret Vogt, Moleschott, 

and Büchner as representatives of a new generation inspired by Feuerbach’s 

empiricist- and science-oriented materialism.411 

 An interest in the project of making natural science the basis of a rational 

worldview increased from the mid-nineteenth century onwards due to the 

explosive development of the natural sciences and their growing practical 
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importance as a result of the rapid industrialization. Besides religion and 

philosophy, natural science now became a sort of influential “third force” in the 

area of worldviews. The scientific materialists were among the writers arguing in 

favor of natural science taking over the normative role played by religion and 

philosophy in this area.412 In line with this, Vogt, Moleschott, and Bücher claimed 

that natural science constituted the empirical foundation of their materialism. 

The increasing importance of the natural sciences also made it strategic for them 

to describe themselves as representatives of a worldview based on scientific 

knowledge.413 In that way, their materialism “could make the claim,” as Kurt 

Bayertz writes, “not merely to postulate opinions but to offer the best knowledge 

of the time.”414 Naturally, the importance of natural science brought about a 

demand among middle class Germans for popular articles and books on the 

subject. Vogt, Moleschott, and Büchner saw this growing demand as an 

opportunity to spread their scientific materialism, which their many popular texts 

on natural science and materialism bear witness to.415 

 Scientific materialism can also be related to the 1848-1849 revolution in 

Germany. The background to the revolution were the economic crisis, 

unemployment, famine, heavy taxation, political censorship et cetera, which in 

the 1840s gave rise to a general dissatisfaction among the lower and middle 

classes with the ruling authorities in the German states. The igniting spark was 

the overthrowing of king Louis-Philippe in Paris in February 1848. Upon hearing 

the news of the revolution in France, different groups arose in revolt against the 

German governments. In an attempt to take advantage of the situation, liberal 

leaders met in Frankfurt in order to organize the election of a German national 

parliament, the so-called Frankfurter Nationalversammlung (Frankfurt National 

Assembly). The fundamental issue in Frankfurt was the future unification of 

Germany. Moderate and radical liberals had a hard time trying to work out a 

constitution for a unified Germany in the parliament. Not before long, however, 

the rulers of the German states were able to regain power and the Frankfurt 

Parliament was dissolved in 1849.416 

 The failure of the 1848-1849 revolution was a heavy blow to liberal 

intellectuals in Germany. It now seemed to be little hope for national unification 

and democratic reform. As a result, an increasing number of people tied their 

hope for a better future to the progress of natural science. And an alliance with 

natural science seemed like a good idea for oppositional movements critical of the 

ruling authorities, who used religion to justify their repressive measures. Against 

this background, it comes as no surprise that one intention behind Vogt’s, 
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Moleschott’s, and Büchner’s scientific materialism is decidedly political, namely 

to criticize the ruling authorities.417 

 As many as sixty-three popular books on natural science and several 

hundred articles in popular scientific journals were published by Vogt, 

Moleschott, and Büchner.418 The most important popular works by the scientific 

materialists were Vogt’s Physiologische Briefe für Gebildete aller Stände (1847; 

Physiological letters for the educated of all estates), Moleschott’s Der Kreislauf 

des Lebens (1852; The circle of life), and Büchner’s Kraft und Stoff (1855; Force 

and Matter). This last book, Kraft und Stoff, was the most influential work 

written by any scientific materialist. It was labelled “the Bible of materialism” and 

underwent as many as twenty-one editions.419 

 The specific programme of scientific materialism can be perceived in these 

books and articles. Kurt Bayertz describes it thus: “At the programmatic level 

scientific materialism advocates two principles: (i) only the sciences bring forth 

real knowledge of the world; (ii) there is nothing in the world that, in principle, 

lies outside the scope of scientific knowledge.” To some extent, the scientific 

materialists believed that the undeniable progress of the natural sciences simply 

demonstrates the correctness of their restriction of real knowledge to these 

sciences and the unlimited scope of this knowledge. Nevertheless, they could 

sometimes spell out the following more philosophical argument in support of the 

leading principles behind their programme: the world consists of material 

processes and objects not dependent on mental processes, and natural science 

provides us with objective knowledge of these material processes and objects. 

However, one searches in vain for a more thorough philosophical justification of 

these principles in the works of Vogt, Moleschott, and Büchner. The consequence 

of this programme is that natural science alone supplies us with real knowledge 

of the world, and Vogt’s, Moleschott’s, and Büchner’s popular writings are also 

mainly aimed at showing what a science-based understanding of nature, society, 

and humanity looks like.420 

 The project of the scientific materialists can be further illuminated by their 

polemical fronts. To begin with, Vogt, Moleschott, and Büchner have a generally 

critical attitude towards philosophy, which can be connected to a certain anti-

intellectualist strand in their works. Büchner writes in the preface to the first 

edition of Kraft und Stoff, for instance, that his ambition is to support his “views 

by plane facts, and avoid as much as possible that philosophical technical 

language which has brought theoretical philosophy, especially the German, into 

bad repute.” “Whatever is clearly conceived,” he then goes on to say, “can be 

clearly expressed. The philosophical mists which envelope the writings of 
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scholars, appear intended more to conceal than to exhibit their thoughts.”421 

Moreover, the scientific materialists never understood themselves as being in 

possession of any new theoretical or philosophical insights. Büchner again: 

 
We do not boast of having produced anything new. Similar ideas have been 

promulgated at all times, partly by old Greek and Indian philosophers; but the 

necessary empirical basis furnished by modern science was then wanting. Hence the 

present views are, in respect to their clearness, a conquest of modern empirical 

science.422 

 

Philosophically, Vogt, Moleschott, and Büchner do not, according to their own 

views, differ much from classical materialism. What has made a materialist 

position credible in the modern world is in their opinion the advance of the 

natural sciences, and not any new philosophical ideas. In fact, an important 

reason for the recent success of the sciences is, according to them, their growing 

separation from philosophy. For Vogt, Moleschott, and Büchner, it is crucial to 

keep natural science independent of philosophy. On the other hand, however, 

they were critical of any form of autonomous philosophy separated from the 

sciences. The only philosophy allowed is a realistic philosophy subordinated to 

natural science. In the end, Vogt, Moleschott, and Büchner thought of their own 

materialism as based on science and not on philosophy. This notion can, of 

course, be called into question: the claims lying at the heart of their programme 

are, as Bayertz has noted, philosophical in nature and not just utterances of 

scientific knowledge.423 

 The scientific materialists were also highly critical of religion and idealistic 

philosophy. In Kraft und Stoff, Büchner expresses his confidence in the absolute 

victory of the materialist position over all forms of religion and idealism:  

 
Proceeding from the fixed relation between matter and force as an indestructible 

basis, empirical philosophy must arrive at results which discard every kind of 

supranaturalism and idealism in the explanation of natural events, considering the 

latter as perfectly independent of any external power. The final victory of this kind of 

philosophical cognition cannot be doubted. The strength of its proofs lies in facts, not 

in unintelligible and empty phrases.424 
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Like materialists before them, Vogt, Moleschott, and Büchner understood the 

world as a closed material unity regulated by natural laws. In agreement with this 

assumption of a closed world, the scientific materialists criticized the idea of a 

supernatural God active in the world. It is impossible for the world to have been 

created by God and so is any form of divine miracle or intervention in it. 

Moreover, since every phenomena in the closed material world must be 

explainable in terms of laws of nature, it must also be the case that all properties 

and abilities of human beings are reducible to natural laws. The scientific 

materialists, therefore, denied the Christian doctrine of a soul independent of the 

body and philosophical notions about a mind independent of matter.425 

 There is also a political dimension to the scientific materialists’ objections 

against religion and idealistic philosophy. As university students, Vogt, 

Moleschott, and Büchner had associated themselves with politically radical 

groups. Vogt’s connections to the opposition made it necessary for him already in 

1835 to flee Germany for Switzerland, where other progressive emigrants were a 

part of his circle of friends. However, he became a professor in zoology at the 

university in the German city of Giessen in 1847. Vogt quickly joined the 

revolution when it broke out on February 1848 and was soon elected member of 

the Frankfurt Parliament.426 In a meeting at the Parliament, Vogt emphasized the 

necessity of revolution for development both in nature and human society: 

 

There is in nature, and therefore also in political relations in my opinion, no other 

development than through revolution. There is no progressive development of stable 

conditions, there is no peaceful, lawful development in nature. A given state of affairs, 

produced by revolution, remains and persists for a considerable time until it perishes 

from the marasmus of its own being, and then this state must be purged and 

transformed through a new revolution: that is the law of nature, and that is also the 

law of political progress.427 

 

In Frankfurt, Vogt also criticized any attempt to make peace with the rulers, 

argued in favor of the separation of state and church, and demanded that atheism 

should be placed on an equal footing with other worldviews. After the failure of 

the revolution, the authorities once again put Vogt to flight. Nevertheless, he 

continued to condemn the German aristocracy as an emigrant in Switzerland, 

where he became a professor in geology and zoology in 1852.428 

 During his time of study in Heidelberg, Moleschott moved in the circle of the 

radical left-Hegelians. He translated one of Strauss’ essays and came into contact 

with Feuerbach, hearing his lectures on the essence of religion. Moleschott 

received the revolution with open arms. In 1848, he entertained hopes of the 

unification of his homeland, Holland, with the revolutionary Germany. 
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Moleschott was greatly disappointed when the revolution failed.429 The radical 

materialistic and atheistic character of his popular writings on natural science, 

especially Der Kreislauf des Lebens, irritated the president of the Heidelberg 

University, who threatened to withdraw his right to teach. As a result of this, 

Moleschott gave up teaching and concentrated on research instead. In 1856, he 

was appointed professor of physiology in Zürich.430 

 In his youth, Büchner was influenced by his older brother’s revolutionary 

political ideals. As a student in Giessen, Büchner became a friend of the Swiss 

communist August Becker. Büchner propagated for a united German republic 

and an immediate declaration of war against Russia during the 1848-1849 

revolution, when he also promoted Vogt’s election to the Frankfurt Parliament. 

After the failure of the revolution, he continued to advocate a removal of the 

reactionary regimes in Germany. The publication in 1855 of Kraft und Stoff, a 

work impregnated with radical materialistic ideas, meant the end of Büchner’s 

academic career. He was dismissed from the University of Tübingen and worked 

thereafter as a physician in his hometown Darmstadt.431 

 The scientific materialists described their political views as implications of 

natural science. Politics is all about applying science and technology to society. 

Vogt, Moleschott, and Büchner were pioneers of this influential and modern 

understanding of politics. There is, of course, not such a straight line between 

scientific knowledge and politics as they imagined. The conclusions drawn about 

social and political issues by the scientific materialists during the decades around 

the middle of the nineteenth century were deeply influenced by their previously 

formed convictions. In contrast to their own claims, Vogt’s, Moleschott’s, and 

Büchner’s critique of the conservative political and religious institutions were not 

a logical consequence of the knowledge produced by modern natural science. 

More to the point, they used natural science to legitimize their specific worldview, 

which was made up by many other elements than scientific knowledge.432 

 From the perspective of the scientific materialists, religious and idealist 

outlooks have become obsolete in a modern world. Vogt, Moleschott, and 

Büchner felt themselves to be on the verge of a new rational and scientific era in 

which humanity would be liberated from old superstitions. They shared this 

expectation of a new epoch with the radical left-Hegelians, which the titles of 

Feuerbach’s Grundsätze der Philosophie der Zukunft (1843) and Strauss’ Der 

alte und der neue Glaube (1872) give evidence of. Now the time had come to 

shape society along the lines of a more realistic, human-oriented, and science-

grounded morality and politics. The worldview of the scientific materialists was 

also characterized by a strong optimism. If only scientific knowledge were 
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consistently used to solve social problems, there would be no end to the 

possibilities.  

 

3. The Materialism Controversy 

 

The impact of scientific materialism in Germany is closely related to the so-called 

Materialismusstreit, “materialism controversy,” in the 1850s, which was the first 

public debate in which the ideas of Vogt, Moleschott, and Büchner were in the 

center of attention. On the one side in this controversy, we find Vogt, Moleschott, 

Büchner, and other representatives of materialism. The other side is mainly 

constituted by natural scientists, philosophers, and theologians critical of 

materialist thought.433 

 The outbreak of the controversy is usually dated to the indirect attack of 

Rudolf Wagner, professor in physiology at the University of Göttingen, on Vogt’s 

scientific materialism in his speech during the first session of the thirty-first 

conference for the Gesellschaft deutscher Naturforscher und Ärzte (Society of 

German natural scientists and doctors) in September 1854 in Göttingen.434 In his 

presentation, Wagner discussed the physiological and psychological aspects of 

anthropology, and especially the origin of human beings and their fate after 

death. He claimed that the biblical teaching that all human beings can be traced 

to a single original pair, Adam and Eve, is still consistent with the findings of 

natural science. Moreover, Wagner took great pains to warn of the dangers of the 
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recent materialistic denial of the immortal soul and human free will, which, he 

argued, undermines the moral and political order of society. The address created 

a great stir. Four present scientists, the professors of physiology Karl Ludwig and 

Franz L. Fick, as well as the doctors Gustav W. Scharlau and Gustav A. Spiess, 

challenged Wagner to a debate on the issue of the soul in a later session. Wagner, 

however, withdrew from the debate due to “a sudden cold.”435 

 Though never mentioned by name, Vogt was quoted in Wagner’s opening 

address. Thus, it was clear that he was Wagner’s main object of attack. Vogt, who 

did not attend the conference, became very upset after hearing about Wagner’s 

speech. Still under a state of irritation, he spent a few weeks in the autumn of 

1854 to write a polemical piece directed against Wagner called Köhlerglaube und 

Wissenschaft (The faith of a charcoal-burner and science), which was published 

in 1855. The first word in the title, Köhlerglaube, hinted at Wagner’s self-

professed love of the simple “faith of a charcoal-burner” in an earlier article in the 

Allgemeine Zeitung. The first part of the book is in the form of a personal attack 

on Wagner. “It indicts Wagner,” as Frederick C. Beiser writes, “for his sloppiness 

as a scientist, for allowing his personal beliefs to interfere with his research, and 

for his temerity in taking credit for publications for which he had done little or 

nothing.” In the second part, Vogt claimed, in contrast to Wagner, that the latest 

research opposes the belief in the origination of humanity from a single original 

pair and the notion of an immortal soul. Vogt’s treatise also contains a summary 

of his critical stance against the ruling authorities.436 

 As can be seen in the dispute between Wagner and Vogt, many issues are at 

stake in the materialism controversy. First, we have the broad question of the 

limits of natural science. Is materialism a logical consequence of the research 

findings of modern natural science? Must philosophical and theological 

theorizing adjust itself to the results of scientific research, and if so to what 

extent?437 

 A second issue concerns materialism and morality. Critics of the scientific 

materialists pointed to the negative ethical consequences of materialism. From a 

materialist perspective, an action is understood as a physical movement 

completely determined by mechanical laws. This is incompatible, so the 

argument goes, with the notion of a free will, which, in turn, means that it 

undermines the idea of human beings as morally responsible creatures.438 That 

this was a real danger becomes clear when one, for example, notes Büchner’s 

thoughts on the subject. In Kraft und Stoff, he writes that the empirical sciences 

show “that the actions of individuals and of men in general, are determined by 

physical necessities which restrict free will within the narrowest limit.” Indeed, 

“man [is] physically and mentally the product of [...] external influences, and 
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becomes, in this manner – certainly not that morally independent, free-willing 

creature as he is represented by moralists.”439 This has consequences for how we 

should view criminal proceedings: 

 
What does freedom of choice do for him who robs, steals, and murders from sheer 

necessity? What is the amount of responsibility attached to the man whose organ of 

destructiveness, and whose cruel propensities are large, and his intellectual faculties 

small? Deficiency of intellect, poverty, and want of education, are the chief causes of 

crime. Criminals are rather deserving of pity than of disgust. “Therefore,” says 

Forster, “it were best to judge and condemn nobody.”440 

 

Thirdly, there is the question of the soul and mind. As was discussed above, the 

rejection of a theological doctrine of a soul independent of the body and 

philosophical notions of a mind independent of matter followed as a logical 

consequence of Vogt’s, Moleschott’s, and Büchner’s interpretation of the world as 

a closed material unity strictly regulated by natural laws. We will see that 

theologians and philosophers defended the ideas of an immaterial soul and 

independent mind against the scientific materialists in the materialist 

controversy. 

 Last but not least, political issues were lying underneath the surface of the 

materialism controversy. In their respective contributions to the debate, Wagner 

and Vogt, as we have seen, sometimes directly touched upon politics: Wagner 

could relate his objections against materialism to a defense of the current moral 

and political order of German society, and Vogt did not avoid presenting his 

critique of the reactionary regime as a logical consequence of scientific 

materialism. That political differences play an important role in the contributions 

of many other combatants in the controversy is beyond doubt. As Christian 

Jansen notes, the materialism controversy, at least to some extent, made it 

possible, in a time of sharp censorship, for critics of the German regimes to air 

their dissatisfaction in what was supposed to be a scientific debate.441 This does 

not mean that the ruling authorities would completely turn a blind eye to what 

was going on in the controversy and the price could be high for those who used 

debates on natural science to attack the German establishment, which the fate of 

the scientific materialists shows. 

 Naturally enough, the issues raised in the dispute between Wagner and Vogt 

parallel those that are of significance to the general agenda of the scientific 

materialists. More fuel was thrown on the fire when Charles Darwin’s theory of 

evolution became known in Germany in the 1860s. Büchner is generally 

acknowledged as a pioneer of Darwinism,442 but also Vogt, Moleschott, and many 
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other materialists took the Darwinian ideas to their hearts and integrated them 

with their materialist vision.443 One can, as Bayertz puts it, say that the 

“materialists welcomed this theory as a solid confirmation of their claims.”444 All 

in all, the popular impact of the writings of Vogt, Moleschott, and Büchner forced 

a reply from their many philosophical and theological critics in Germany.  

 One sign of the impact of scientific materialism is that it was attacked in 

many religious tracts and sermons in the 1850s. Two interesting theological 

responses came from the Protestant mission inspector Friedrich Fabri and the 

Protestant theologian Adolf von Harless. Harless was a leading representative of 

Lutheran orthodoxy and an opponent to Ritschl. He was also the brother-in-law 

of Wagner and therefore had a personal reason for taking a stand against 

materialism. Harless’ critique of materialism took the form of an entertaining 

satirical drama, written in 1856, in which the world-famous author Johann 

Wolfgang von Goethe was brought back from the dead. Fabri responded to 

materialism in Briefe gegen den Materialismus (1855; Letters against 

materialism), which warned against the current tendency to replace religion with 

natural science. The work notes the many philosophical refutations of scientific 

materialism and claims that one for that reason should understand it as a 

popular, rather than philosophical, movement. Fabri also pointed to Vogt’s, 

Moleschott’s, and Büchner’s dependency on Feuerbach and rejection of all forms 

of authority. Another interesting aspect of Fabri’s work is a discussion of the 

relationship of faith and reason in which it is argued that belief is presupposed in 

all knowledge and understanding.445 

 Previous accounts of the materialism controversy have often paid attention 

to its importance to the philosophical neo-Kantian movement.446 Before we take 

a look at a closely related philosophical movement, namely late idealism, I will 

say some words about neo-Kantianism and the controversy. 

 The rise of neo-Kantianism is closely connected to the materialism 

controversy. Fundamental to the rise of this philosophical movement was the 

return of epistemological issues and the renewed interest in Immanuel Kant’s 

critical philosophy in Germany in the 1850s. The popular influence of scientific 

materialism more or less forced philosophers into taking a renewed look at 

epistemological questions and Kant’s solutions to them lay close at hand. Scholars 

generally argue that the project of neo-Kantianism in part can be explained as an 

attempt to mediate between idealist philosophy and materialism. Even though 

important representatives of neo-Kantian philosophy could defend aspects of 
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materialism, they wanted, in contrast with scientific materialists and in line with 

the older idealists, to leave at least some room for religion and ethics.447 

 Two neo-Kantian contributions to the materialism controversy are 

particularly worthy of mention. The most important early response of neo-

Kantianism to scientific materialism was two books written by Julius Frauenstädt 

in the 1850s: Die Naturwissenschaft in ihren Einfluss auf Poesie, Religion, Moral 

und Philosophie (The influence of natural science on poetry, religion, ethics, and 

philosophy) in 1855 and Der Materialismus (Materialism) in 1856. In agreement 

with the scientific materialists, Frauenstädt claimed that some fundamental 

Christian beliefs, for example, in the possibility to trace all human beings to a 

single original pair and the existence of an immortal soul, had been made obsolete 

by modern physiology. However, he was critical of the materialists’ naive view 

that we experience the world as it really is in itself. This ignores, argued 

Frauenstädt, Kant’s important insight that the way we perceive the world through 

our senses is shaped by our minds. External objects are, in the end, constructions 

of the mind. We can, as Kant understood, only have real knowledge of things as 

they appear to us (phenomena) and not as they really are in themselves 

(noumena). Frauenstädt also referred to Johannes Müller’s and Hermann 

Helmholtz’s recent research in physiology and psychology, which had produced 

empirical proof of the active role of our nerves and intellectual activity in our 

experience of the world. The materialists are therefore refuted by the empirical 

science that they are so eager to appeal to. Furthermore, even if mechanical 

explanation is perfectly valid in the phenomenal realm, it is wrong to stretch it, 

as the materialists do, to include also the noumenal realm. Kant correctly 

distinguished between these two realms and if we follow him, we can, in contrast 

to materialism, salvage two beliefs of importance to morality, namely the beliefs 

in a free human will and the purposiveness of the world, Frauenstädt 

emphasized.448 
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 The neo-Kantian Friedrich Lange’s Geschichte des Materialismus (History 

of Materialism) was published in 1866 and to some extent it constitutes the 

terminus of the materialism controversy, at least of its first intensive phase. The 

impact of the work was great and it influenced not only neo-Kantian philosophers 

but also radical thinkers like Friedrich Nietzsche. Many philosophers considered 

this book as providing the final analysis of the main problems with, and also the 

positive historical value of, materialism. In fairness, however, it should be noted 

that Lange repeated much of what Frauenstädt had already written. Just like him, 

Lange claimed that the scientific materialists had failed to learn the lessons of 

Kant’s critical philosophy, are refuted by the empirical research of Müller and 

Helmholtz, and also that they are wrong to stretch mechanical explanation to 

include things as they are in themselves. Lange could, nevertheless, also show 

deep sympathy for some of the important views of the scientific materialists, not 

least their criticism of religious “superstition.” Unlike Kant, who, for example, 

had defended beliefs in the existence of God, human freedom, and the 

immortality of the soul on moral grounds, Lange was ready for a complete break 

with theism. However, he, in contrast with the materialists, argued that Kant was 

essential correct in separating a noumenal realm of value from the phenomenal 

realm. Lange interpreted this noumenal realm as a sort of normative realm filled 

with moral and aesthetic values created by human beings. He was of the opinion 

that this realm of creative freedom must be protected against the deterministic 

tendency of materialism to undermine human freedom by explaining all human 

actions in terms of mechanical laws.449 

 After Lange’s Geschichte des Materialismus one can identify a shift in how 

neo-Kantians treated scientific materialism. Frauenstädt and Lange showed 

sympathy for some aspects of Vogt’s, Moleschott’s, and Büchner’s program. Over 

time, however, neo-Kantians evaluated materialism in an increasingly negative 

manner.450 Another related philosophical movement critical of scientific 

materialism was late idealism, to which we will now turn. 

 

4. Late Idealism 

4.1 Introduction 

 

To name a German philosophical movement in the middle and second half of the 

nineteenth century “late idealism” raises eyebrows. Is it not a fact that the closing 

chapter of German idealism was Friedrich Hegel’s death in 1831? After Hegel, so 

the common view continues, philosophy turned to realistic and materialist ideas 
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in order to adapt itself to a new age dominated by science and industrialization. 

There is, as we have seen, some truth in that interpretation: scientific materialism 

and neo-Kantianism were both related to a more realistic and scientific outlook. 

However, the ambition of neo-Kantian philosophers to mediate between 

materialism and idealism meant that they never broke completely with earlier 

idealist views. Even more detrimental to the common picture of the end of 

idealism in 1831 is its complete ignorance of the continuation of the idealist 

tradition in the works written by Adolf Trendelenburg and Hermann Lotze – in 

all likelihood the two most influential philosophers in Germany in the second and 

third quarters of the nineteenth century. Even if Trendelenburg and Lotze 

consciously abandoned the difficult and complicated language of speculative 

philosophers such as Hegel, they described themselves in explicit terms as 

representatives of the idealist tradition.451 Frederick C. Beiser has recently 

reminded – especially English-speaking – historians of philosophy of these long-

forgotten philosophers and urged them to revise their portrayals of the period: 

 
If we take these basic facts into account, then we have to revise drastically our 

periodization of German idealism. We have to extend it by a full fifty years! In that 

case, the idealist tradition in Germany came to an end not with [Hegel’s] cholera in 

1831 but with [Lotze’s] cold in 1881.452 

 

Trendelenburg and Lotze held chairs at the universities in Berlin and Göttingen. 

Their list of students is impressive and includes many of the leading German 

philosophers of the next generation: Franz Brentano, Hermann Cohen, Wilhelm 

Dilthey, Gottlob Frege, Edmund Husserl, Heinrich Rickert, and Wilhelm 

Windelband. It is, furthermore, difficult to exaggerate the impact of 

Trendelenburg’s Logische Untersuchungen (1840; Logical Investigations) and 

Lotze’s three-volume Mikrokosmus (1856-1864; Microcosmus), which must be 

ranked among the most influential philosophical works in nineteenth-century 

Germany.453 
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 Trendelenburg and Lotze have sometimes been described as forerunners or 

pioneers of neo-Kantianism.454 It is certainly true that they played a role in the 

rise of the movement, as is clear from their influence on prominent neo-Kantian 

philosophers such as Cohen, Rickert, and Windelband. This notwithstanding, one 

must also keep in mind the differences between late idealism and neo-Kantianism 

– differences that, in turn, can be related to the survival of the idealist tradition 

in Trendelenburg’s and Lotze’s thoughts. 

 In contrast to the neo-Kantians, Trendelenburg and Lotze accepted the 

content of absolute idealism in the sense that they placed the idea or ideal in the 

center of their metaphysics. Against a materialist reduction of the world into a 

mere machine and in contrast to neo-Kantianism, they, moreover, defended 

teleology by subscribing to the idealist understanding of the world as a living and 

purposive organism.455 Much like Kant, the neo-Kantians intended to turn 

philosophy into a critique of knowledge and they were especially interested in 

analyzing the methods and presuppositions of the empirical sciences. 

Trendelenburg and Lotze certainly paid attention to empirical research. They 

were, nonetheless, critical of attempts at limiting philosophy to a theory of 

knowledge and stressed the necessity of philosophical investigation of 

metaphysical issues. It should also be noted that their stress upon the possibility 

to know the absolute and final purpose of the world puts them at odds with Kant’s 

rejection of knowledge of reality in itself and therefore also with the neo-

Kantians, who cherished the Kantian limitation of knowledge.456  

 Despite the similarities between late idealism and earlier German idealism, 

Trendelenburg’s and Lotze’s approach to metaphysics was more modest than the 

speculative philosophers’, which can be seen in their emphasis on the tentative, 

hypothetical, and inductive character of metaphysics. And in distinction from 

Hegel and similar-minded philosophers, they did not identify metaphysics with a 

priori speculation – that is, reasoning independent of experience. Indeed, in this 

age of natural science it appeared very suspect for a researcher to start with 

abstract premises. Trendelenburg and Lotze, therefore, took experience and 

empirical research into account in their metaphysical inquiries into the 

fundamental nature of reality.457 
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 Unlike Trendelenburg, Lotze had, as will become clear in the next chapter, a 

profound impact on the thought of Ritschl, which makes his philosophical ideas 

more important for our purposes. I will therefore concentrate the rest of my 

account of late idealism on Lotze and his philosophy.458 

 

4.2 Lotze’s Philosophy 

 

Hermann Lotze studied medicine and philosophy at the University of Leipzig. He 

earned doctoral degrees in both disciplines in 1838, he became professor of 

medicine in 1839 and professor of philosophy in 1840, and accepted a call to a 

professorship in philosophy at the University of Göttingen in 1844. Lotze 

remained in Göttingen for a long time. In 1880, he accepted a call to the 

University of Berlin. However, shortly after his arrival in Berlin in 1881 he died 

due to a pneumonia combined with a congenital cardiac defect.459 

 When it comes to philosophy, which is our main interest here, Lotze’s 

mature views are developed in his three-volume Mikrokosmus. Ideen zur 

Naturgeschichte und Geschichte der Menschheit, Versuch einer Anthropologie 

(1856-1864; Microcosmus: An Essay Concerning Man and His Relation to the 

World), his System der Philosophie (System of Philosophy), part one called 

Logik: Drei Bücher vom Denken, vom Untersuchen und vom Erkennen (1874; 

Logic in Three Books: Of Ontology, of Cosmology, and of Psychology) and part 

two Metaphysik. Drei Bücher der Ontologie, Kosmologie und Psychologie (1879; 

Metaphysic in Three Books: Ontology, Cosmology, and Psychology), and his 

lecture series on the different fields of philosophy, his Grundzüge (Outlines), 

published between 1881 and 1884. The most widely read of Lotze’s books is his 

massive Mikrokosmus. The work contained a new anthropology, indeed a new 

worldview, suitable for the modern world in which he combined the findings of 

the natural sciences with more traditional moral and religious values.460 

 Lotze’s double training in medicine and philosophy gave him a unique 

opportunity to tackle the naturalism and materialism of his age, which treated 
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human life and mind deterministically as being completely governed by 

mechanical and chemical laws. The downside of this determinism was, as we have 

seen, that it seemed to leave little room for morality and religion. How can there 

be human freedom and responsibility, and any higher meaning or purpose in a 

world completely determined by natural laws? In his Mikrokosmus, and in his 

philosophical works more generally, Lotze therefore tried to provide his readers 

with a comprehensive worldview that served to protect value and to show that it 

is possible to reconcile moral and religious values with modern natural science.461 

That being said, it should be noted that Lotze was not, as we will see, a Christian 

theist in any traditional sense, even though he has been depicted as an 

“unpracticing Lutheran.”462 

 Among the important influences on Lotze’s philosophical thought, one must 

include Immanuel Kant, Friedrich Hegel, Johann Friedrich Herbart, Friedrich 

von Schelling, and Jakob Friedrich Fries.463 Without doubt, Lotze was one of the 

most influential German philosophers in the second half of the nineteenth 

century. Brentano, Cohen, Dilthey, Frege, Husserl, Rickert, and Windelband were 

some of the leading philosophers in the next generation who learned important 

insights through the study of Lotze’s ideas.464 Moreover, his impact outside of 

Germany was great, not least on British and American philosophers. Paul Grimley 

Kuntz observes that most of the Anglo-American philosophers who studied Lotze 

“were Protestants troubled about their religious faith. Both their native empirical 

beliefs and their biblical faith were in trouble. Lotze was known as the man who 

could see them through the difficulties of adjusting the old biblical authority to 

the new authority of science.”465 This also suggests Lotze’s theological 

significance. Risto Saarinen calls him “one of the most important dialogue 

partners of Protestant theology” during the second half of the nineteenth 

century.466 This is true not least of Ritschl, who, as I will argue in chapter 5, 

implemented some of Lotze’s key insights in his own theological works. 

 In one polemical article against Vogt in Allgemeine Zeitung in 1852, Wagner 

had emphasized the divisibility of the soul and argued that a part of a parent’s 

soul is transferred to his/her child. Wagner furthermore referred to Lotze as a 

supporter of this view. However, there is no grounds for the notion of a divisible 

soul in Lotze’s writings. It is, in fact, an idea explicitly rejected by him.467 There 

were also references to Lotze in connection with the outbreak of the materialism 

controversy at the 1854 conference for German natural scientists and doctors and 
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the polemical tracts written in its aftermath. In his presentation in the first 

session of the conference, Wagner quoted, though without mentioning the author 

or the work, a long passage from Lotze’s Medicinische Psychologie oder 

Physiologie der Seele (1852; Medical psychology or physiology of the soul) in 

support of his criticism of materialism. There were also references to Lotze in 

Vogt’s 1855 response to Wagner’s speech in Köhlerglaube und Wissenschaft. In 

that work, Vogt associates Lotze with the badly groomed boy, “Struwwelpeter,” in 

Heinrich Hofmann’s popular children’s book Der Struwwelpeter (1845; 

Shockheaded Peter). As Beiser writes, Vogt “suggested that Lotze was Wagner’s 

henchman, the hardhitting philosopher who could expose the fallacies behind 

materialism, ‘the speculative Struwwelpeter’ to scare people into having the 

beliefs their parents told them they should have.”468 

 It is well-known that Lotze was a modest person who very much disliked 

controversy. Lotze participated in the conference in Göttingen and one can only 

imagine what went through his head when Wagner got him mixed up in the 

controversy by quoting a passage from Medicinische Psychologie. Even though 

both Wagner and Vogt tried to drag him into the controversy, it was only after the 

appearance of Heinrich Czolbe’s Neue Darstellung des Sensualismus (1855; New 

account of sensualism), which claimed to be a “positive refutation” of the ideas in 

Medicinische Psychologie, that Lotze felt it necessary to make a stand in the 

materialism controversy.469 

 Heinrich Czolbe was a military doctor who defended the cause of 

materialism during the controversy initiated by Wagner and Vogt. His influence 

cannot be compared to that of the leading scientific materialists, which is why I 

have not included him in the above account of the movement. Nonetheless, 

Czolbe played a role in the materialism controversy, not least in the sense that he 

forced the hand of Lotze, and his Sensualismus gained a wide readership. 

 In the preface to the work, Czolbe complains that previous accounts of 

materialism by Feuerbach, Vogt, and Moleschott have been vague and 

unsystematic. His aim in Sensualismus is therefore to provide a systematic 

foundation for materialism in which epistemological issues are treated with 

greater care. For Czolbe, materialism is synonymous with sensualism and the 

main principle or aim of sensualism is to eliminate the supersensible, that is, the 

things which the senses cannot perceive. We must base our knowledge on sense 

experience alone. Czolbe tries to show how all thinking – concepts, judgments, 

inferences et cetera – originates in sense perception. After that he turns to sense 

experience and consciousness, which he reduces to physical processes.470 Czolbe 

also provides mechanical explanations of physical phenomena such as light, heat, 

and electricity.471 
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 Czolbe not only claimed to have refuted Lotze but also to have been inspired 

by his ideas. The provocations of Czolbe made it nearly impossible for Lotze to 

stay away from the controversy. Lotze’s reply to Czolbe came in a lengthy review 

of Sensualismus written the same year, 1855, and published in Göttingische 

gelehrte Anzeigen. Especially important in the review is Lotze’s critique of 

Czolbe’s attempt to eliminate the supersensible from thinking. Lotze argues 

against Czolbe that the thought process contains supersensible elements. Czolbe’s 

way of deriving causality and unity exclusively from experience is not convincing. 

This is so, says Lotze, because the mind supplies the necessary means by which 

we can unite and order our sense impressions. Following Kant, Lotze emphasizes 

that the mind is active in structuring our experience. Lotze ends the review by 

expressing the hope that it will assist Czolbe in becoming clear about his own 

views. Czolbe responded to Lotze in 1856 in Entstehung des Selbstbewusstseins 

(Origin of self-consciousness), which more or less repeats his previous position. 

Lotze also wrote a review of the work the next year. Later on, in the book Die 

Grenzen und der Ursprung der menschlichen Erkenntnis (1865; The limits and 

origin of human knowledge), Czolbe, partly as a result of Lotze’s criticism, 

recanted his faith in sensualism and admitted that materialism cannot give a 

satisfactory explanation of consciousness and the content of perception.472 

 Beiser’s claim that Lotze’s “mature” philosophical system can be understood 

as a response to the materialism controversy is persuasive. Lotze’s only direct 

involvement in the controversy was his writings against Czolbe. However, Lotze 

had been busy working on his ultimate contribution to the controversy, his 

magnum opus, even before the conference in Göttingen. This work was, of course, 

the three-volume Mikrokosmus. Beiser describes the work as 

 

Lotze’s grand attempt to resolve the conflict between science and faith made 

apparent during the materialism controversy. Lotze regarded that conflict as “an 

unnecessary torment” because he believed it resolvable in principle. A profound 

optimist, he was confident that there could be a middle path between a scientific 

materialism and an irrational leap of faith. This via media would be a new 

metaphysics, one that would recognize the claims of science to investigate all of 

nature but also one that would provide a foundation for our moral, religious, and 

aesthetic beliefs, so that they are free from the mythology and anthropomorphism of 

the past, and so that they are consistent with the methods of the new sciences. The 

task of Mikrokosmus was to expound and defend this new metaphysics.473 

 

Matthias Neugebauer has, in a similar way, depicted Lotze’s mature philosophical 

system as an attempt to protect moral and religious beliefs during a period when 

this dimension of human existence seemed threatened by the rising natural 

sciences.474 So one can say that all of Lotze’s mature or later philosophical 
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writings, not only Mikrokosmus but also his System der Philosophie and his 

different Grundzüge, must be related to his attempt to elaborate and defend a 

new idealist metaphysics against the threat of materialism. In order to 

accomplish that task, it was necessary for him to rework the idealist heritage to 

such an extent that it could be integrated with the findings of the empirical 

sciences. This allowed him, or at least so he thought, to preserve morality and 

religion for a new generation. 

 We will in the following concentrate on some of the main features of Lotze’s 

metaphysics, that is, his understanding of the fundamental nature of being and 

the world. The purpose of the following account is to give a background to 

Ritschl’s metaphysics, which is dependent on Lotze’s philosophical ideas. In the 

next chapter on the metaphysical framework of Ritschl, we will also take a more 

detailed look at some other aspects of Lotze’s thought, especially his philosophy 

of religion, theory of knowledge, and value theory, not dealt with in the exposition 

that we will turn to now. 

 Existence or being is, first of all, writes Lotze, present to us in sense 

perception, which makes it natural to identify things with what we see, hear, and 

feel. The problem with this naive view is, however, that things continue to exist 

even when our attention is turned away from them. So the existence of things 

cannot be dependent on our perception of them. It is also natural to connect the 

existence of things to relatedness. Things have many relations to each other and 

our perception of them is only one such relation. When we turn our senses away 

from things they still continue to stand in different relations to one another. In 

contrast with this view, philosophers have often thought it necessary to abstract 

things from their relations in order to reach a sort of pure existence characteristic 

of things in themselves, which implies that things can exist without external 

relations to other things. But to stand in no relation whatsoever to anything else 

is what ordinary thought has identified with non-existence.475 Lotze claims that 

this ordinary view is supported by the fact that 

 

reality contains nothing that is or could be isolated in its own pure existence, and out 

of all relations. If then there is nothing that is unrelated, we are entitled to say that it 

belongs to the notion and nature of existence to be related. For he who holds that 

existing things devoid of relations are conceivable but admits that none such do 

actually exist, plainly does not speak metaphysically of existent things, but logically 

of what is possible but not actual, and hence certainly not existent.476 
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In another place Lotze writes: “‘To be’ means ‘to stand in relations.’”477 Existence 

or being outside of relations is unthinkable. Thus, the idea that “to be is to stand 

in relations” is fundamental to Lotze’s metaphysics. 

 What, then, is the nature of the relations in which things stand to each other? 

“These relations are,” argues Lotze, “nothing else than the immediate internal 

reciprocal actions themselves which the things unremittingly exchange.”478 He 

uses the concepts Wechselbeziehung (interdependence) and Wechselwirkung 

(reciprocal action) to characterize these relations. All things are interdependent 

and their relationship to each other is a dynamic one in the sense that they 

exercise reciprocal effects upon one another. This structure of reciprocal action is 

constitutive of all relations between things. Furthermore, the reciprocal action of 

things conforms to fixed laws, that is, things act in accordance with general laws 

and these laws determine the way they interact with one another.479 

 A common philosophical view is ontological pluralism, defended by Lotze’s 

teacher Herbart, according to which the world is understood as being made up of 

isolated things or substances, which can relate and interact with each other. Lotze 

explicitly criticizes Herbart on this point.480 But why is the notion of an 

interaction between independent things wrong? Lotze argues that “all ideas of 

some influence passing from one thing to another [ends] in impossibilities and 

contradictions.” For instance, we just double the problem, claims Lotze, if we try 

to account for movement between two substances by assuming a third element 

that first detaches itself from one substance and then passes over to a second 

substance. This is so because then we need not only explain how this third 

element could detach itself from the first substance but also how it could influence 

the second one. And attempts to explain interaction between things by referring 

to God’s continual mediating activity, if God and things is assumed to be separate, 

likewise doubles the problem since “they suppose an action of things upon God, 

and a reaction of God upon them, and explain neither the action nor the 

reaction.”481 

 In order to avoid the problems with the notion of interaction between 

separate things, Lotze argues in favor of understanding relations not as external 

but as internal, as taking place within one single substance: 

 

It is only if individual things do not float independent or left to themselves in a 

vacuum across which no connection can reach – only if all of them, being finite 

individuals, are at the same time only parts of one single Infinite Substance, which 
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embraces them all and cherishes them all within itself, that their reciprocal action, or 

what we call such, is possible.482 

 

One single infinite substance is thus substituted for a multiplicity of separate 

substances. We have now reached Lotze’s monism, the idea that only one single 

all-encompassing infinite substance exists. Only thus is it possible to think 

relatedness. All the elements of the world are modifications or parts of this 

comprehensive substance. The world is a unity in which all parts are connected 

to, and dependent on, each other. In the last instance, reciprocal action must be 

explained as the immanent operation of the single substance on itself. Lotze can 

define this infinite substance as the sum of all possible reciprocal action. An 

almost limitless number of reciprocal actions take place within this infinite 

structure of being. Being is, consequently, distinguished by constant movement 

and becoming, and can in no sense be understood as resting and static.483 

 Furthermore, the distinction between nature and spirit plays a crucial role 

in Lotze’s metaphysics, which it also does in the thought of almost all German 

idealists. Our world contains a fundamental tension between natural and 

spiritual realities. Nevertheless, it is Lotze’s view that a mechanistically 

understood nature and a spiritual or ideal world of values in the end must be seen 

as two different and complementary parts of the same structure of being.484 

 Lotze’s interpretation of the distinction between nature and spirit is related 

to his project of reconciling the findings of the empirical sciences with moral and 

religious values. Fundamental to the empirical sciences are mechanistic 

explanations, that is, the use of general laws to understand natural events. 

Morality and religion, on the other hand, are bound up with the spiritual 

dimension of existence, with values and ends, and thus characterized by 

teleological interpretations. Mechanism and teleology provide us with two 

different perspectives on the phenomena of the world: mechanism explains how 

things come into being and teleology interprets the value or meaning of the same 

things. So mechanism deals with the natural realm and teleology with the 

spiritual realm. From this perspective, there seems to be equality and a clear 

boundary between mechanism and teleology, between science and value, between 

the natural and spiritual worlds.485 

 But what about Charles Darwin’s reduction of teleology to mechanism 

through the notion of natural selection? The fact is that Lotze tried, for as long as 

possible, to avoid discussing Darwinism in Mikrokosmus. However, the growing 

controversy around Darwin in the aftermath of Ernst Haeckel’s famous defense 

of Darwin at the conference for the Society of German natural scientists and 

doctors in September 1863 made it more and more difficult for Lotze to neglect 
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the issue, which eventually lead him to add a direct, although very brief, 

discussion of Darwinism in the edition of Mikrokosmus published in 1878.486 

Lotze, nevertheless, kept away from commenting on the details of the theory of 

evolution and his main point was, as Beiser describes it, that “even if natural 

science were perfectly able to explain the evolution of living forms from the chaos 

of original elements, this would not undermine the theist’s view that creation 

serves divine ends.”487 So in Lotze’s mind, Darwin’s theory is perfectly compatible 

with theism. However, it seems like he did not fully take into account the fact that 

a Darwinian can explain the appearance of teleology in nature without recourse 

to a spiritual realm, which leads to a fundamental challenge to the very 

presuppositions of Lotze’s metaphysics. 

 Let us return to the account of the metaphysics of Lotze. Now, even though 

Lotze considers a scientific description of the world necessary, he finally makes 

the natural realm subordinate to the spiritual or ideal realm. There is, he claims, 

a fundamental difference between a mechanistic description of the world and our 

experience of it. Lotze writes that it is undoubtedly the case that the faculty of 

sense “shows us colors and tones which exist nowhere outside ourselves, but are 

only affections of ourselves: it is therefore constantly deceiving us; for the waves 

of light and sound which constitute what is truly objective, it does not permit us 

to see.” We experience objects in the world with our senses but our color, sound, 

smells, and sensations do not correspond to their material causes, that is, they do 

not resemble light and sound waves. As a consequence, we only experience the 

effects of material things on us but these effects give us no knowledge of the things 

as they are in themselves. Nevertheless, this is not something we should regret 

because color, sound, and experiences “constitute the precise purpose which 

external nature meant to reach with its waves of ether and of air.” The idea that 

our experiences are designed to copy material objects is wrong. Rather, the 

reverse is the case: material things exist in order to produce the sense experiences 

that constitute the inner dimension of human life. Human experience is the 

purpose of nature. The natural world exists for the spiritual world and not the 

other way around.488 

 There is also another, related, sense in which the natural realm is 

subordinate to the spiritual or ideal realm. Lotze argues that things exist for a 

purpose and relates the final purpose of things to the realization of ideas. We use 

                                                             
486 For Lotze’s own comments on the Darwinian ideas, see Microcosmus, 1:526–527. Lotze’s 
interpretation of Darwinism is analyzed at some length in Beiser, Late German Idealism, 261–264. 
487 Beiser, 263. 
488 Lotze, Outlines of Metaphysic, 144–145. Beiser describes Lotze’s reversal in the following way: “We 
should regard the world of human experience as the meaning and purpose of nature, for which 
material things are only the apparatus, means or instrument. Just as the purpose of the play is to 
excite feelings and thoughts in the spectator, so the purpose of nature is to do the same; no one would 
identify the meaning and purpose of the play with the stage props and machinery; and, similarly, no 
one should see the meaning and purpose of nature in its mechanism. So on this proposal, the meaning 
and purpose of things consists in its appearance in human experience, in the aesthetic and qualitative 
dimension of human consciousness” (Late German Idealism, 265). 
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ideas to understand reality and to express purpose and meaning. In fact, Lotze 

claims that the essence of a thing, its ultimate reality, does not consist in 

substance, a conjunction of properties, or an activity, as some philosophers have 

suggested, but in its idea. This means that there is a deeper purpose, an ideal 

meaning, behind the material objects of the world that we can only describe in 

terms of ideas and never by mechanical explanations. One can therefore say that 

the natural world is a means to an end, to the realization of ideas. The natural 

world is the necessary presupposition for the spiritual world. Nature and the ideal 

world of values complement each other in the end.489 

 From the above we can conclude that being has a teleological structure in 

Lotze’s view. Things exist for a purpose and he writes “that the highest reason for 

the formation of the World, and of our metaphysical thoughts about it, is to be 

sought for solely in the Idea of the Highest Good.” The purpose of all that is can 

be summarized in this idea of the highest good. This idea is also the meaning 

behind the general laws “according to which the Infinite Spirit proceeds in the 

creation, preservation, and government of the apparent world of Things.” He can 

also say that the general laws are consequences of the idea of the highest good.490 

Now, the single infinite being, which in the end encompasses all being, uses the 

general laws to actualize the good. The absolute only has this highest good in view. 

And Lotze, unsurprisingly, identifies this single all-encompassing absolute being 

with God, with the further consequence that he can write that God wills the 

highest good or that God’s will is this good. “God is nothing else than that Will, 

whose content and modes of procedure are comprehended in our reflection as the 

‘intrinsically Good.’”491 But what is this highest good that is the will of God? 

Lotze’s answer is as follows: “the only thing that is really good is that Living Love 

that wills the blessedness of others.”492 Thus, living, eternal, and divine love is the 

final meaning and purpose of the world – the highest good. 

 Lotze has sometimes been charged with pantheism. This is not very 

surprising since he shares with pantheists the idea that God in some sense is 

identical to the world as a whole. Nevertheless, Lotze goes at great length in 

Mikrokosmus in an attempt to dissociate himself from pantheism. His main 

argument in this regard is that he, in contrast to pantheists, attributes personality 

to God. The impersonal notion of the absolute was, moreover, in Lotze’s 

estimation, the main flaw of the thought of earlier idealists like Hegel. Despite his 

attempt at dissociation, there can be no question of the close relationship between 

many features of Lotze’s conception of God and pantheism. Traditional theistic 

conceptions have always stressed that God is separate from, and independent of, 

                                                             
489 Beiser, 265–267; Lindsay, “Hermann Lotze,” 372–374. 
490 Lotze, Outlines of Metaphysic, 151–155, quotes 154–155. 
491 Lotze, Philosophy of Religion, 139. 
492 Lotze, Microcosmus, 2:721. 
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the world. This extramundane God and Lotze’s single infinite being are far apart. 

One should therefore be wary of describing Lotze as a theist.493 

 That notwithstanding, more than a few Protestant theologians turned to 

Lotze’s philosophy for guidance in a time when the materialist threat against 

traditional Christian beliefs was growing. Ritschl was the most famous Protestant 

theologian doing so. In the next chapter, we will concentrate on how he used some 

of Lotze’s central ideas to construct a metaphysical framework for his theology 

that could serve as a bulwark against materialism. 

                                                             
493 Beiser, Late German Idealism, 271, 282–283. 
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Chapter 5 

Ritschl’s Late Idealist Metaphysics 

 

 

We will examine Ritschl’s metaphysics in this chapter. It is a difficult task because 

of the brevity of the comments on philosophical issues in Ritschl’s writings. 

However, given his emphasis on the importance of a metaphysical framework for 

theological work and the connection that exists between his metaphysics and his 

interpretation of many Christian doctrines, it is a task that we cannot avoid. 

 Now to the issues that we will tackle. The first section will take a look at how 

earlier interpreters have assessed the influence of Lotze’s philosophy on Ritschl’s 

theology. Despite the fact that some important scholars have downplayed the 

dependence of Ritschl’s theological system on Lotze’s thought, we will see that 

there are good reasons to believe the opposite. However, this section only has the 

function of a preliminary discussion, preparing the way for a detailed comparison 

between Ritschl’s metaphysical framework and Lotze’s late idealist philosophy in 

the next sections, an examination that will demonstrate the former’s 

indebtedness to the latter. These sections will also concentrate on three areas in 

which the philosophical presuppositions of Ritschl’s theology are made explicit. 

 The focus of the second section is Ritschl’s theory of religion and it will be 

shown that his reflections on the nature of religion can be related to some 

fundamental aspects of Lotze’s metaphysics. After that, we will turn to Ritschl’s 

epistemology, which is directly related to metaphysics because of his conviction 

that one can only develop a satisfactory theory of knowledge by taking into 

consideration the nature of being. The “Lotzean” character of Ritschl’s 

epistemology will become clear in this third section. In the fourth section, we will 

investigate Ritschl’s theory of value judgments, a theory centered on human 

experiences, feelings, and knowledge. This aspect of Ritschl’s thinking is, 

admittedly, not directly connected to his metaphysics, though we can find many 

indirect links. Nevertheless, the importance of Ritschl’s theory of value 

judgments for his theology and its dependence on Lotze’s thoughts on the same 

subject, as will be argued, warrant its inclusion in this chapter.  

 We will end the chapter with an analysis of Ritschl’s criticism of materialism 

against the background of his metaphysical framework. Our discussion of 

Ritschl’s objections against the materialists will be related to aspects and themes 

treated in the foregoing sections on his theory of religion, epistemology, and 

theory of value judgments. 

 Finally, it should be noted that the following account of Ritschl’s 

metaphysics makes no claim to completeness. We will focus on a few important 

areas in the thought of Ritschl in which Lotze’s impact is clearly seen. And for the 

sake of convenience, we will postpone the main part of our discussion of teleology 
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– surely a fundamental element in the metaphysical framework of Ritschl’s 

theology – to the analysis of Ritschl’s doctrine of the kingdom of God in chapter 

9. 

 

1. The Question of Lotze’s Influence 

 

Ritschl is often characterized as an opponent of metaphysics and he was already 

during his lifetime accused by conservative Lutheran theologians of wanting to 

eliminate all metaphysics from theology. Two of his harshest critics in this regard 

were Christoph Ernst Luthardt and Franz Hermann Reinhold Frank, and the 

work Theologie und Metaphysik (1881; Theology and Metaphysics) is actually 

written as a direct response to their criticism. It is true that Ritschl sometimes 

could burst out in attacks on metaphysics. However, the object of this criticism 

was the theological use of an unscientific metaphysics – he never had any 

objections against the usefulness of a metaphysical framework in theology as 

such. Quite the reverse, Ritschl self-consciously tried to connect his theology to a 

scientific theory of knowledge and metaphysics. This is also very clearly stated in 

Theologie und Metaphysik: 

 

[E]very theologian, as a scientific worker, is under the necessity or obligation to 

proceed according to a certain epistemology of which he is himself aware and whose 

correctness he must demonstrate. Thus it would be ill-considered and unthinkable 

to assert that I would eliminate all metaphysics from theology. For if I am capable of 

working in theology in a scientific manner [...] then I must follow an epistemology 

which proceeds according to a concept of “things” in its determination of the objects 

of knowledge; that is, it proceeds metaphysically. Therefore, the question at issue 

between Luthardt and me can be formulated correctly only in the following manner: 

“Which metaphysics is justified in theology?”494 

 

Despite Ritschl’s written repudiation, the portrayal of him as an enemy of 

metaphysics has been long-lived and was continued in the twentieth century by 

important Protestant theologians such as Karl Barth, Jürgen Moltmann, and Paul 

Tillich. Even some influential studies of Ritschl’s theology written in the second 

half of the foregoing century have contributed to the spread of this conception.495 

 On the other hand, the philosophical presuppositions of Ritschl’s theology 

have always been an important theme of research into his thought. Moreover, the 

question of Hermann Lotze’s influence on Ritschl has been a central issue in quite 

a few books analyzing Ritschl’s indebtedness to modern German philosophy. 

Already in 1888, Leonhard Stählin paid attention to this issue in an investigation 
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focused on Kant, Lotze, and Ritschl. Ritschl’s “appeals to Lotze are in several 

cases unwarranted” writes Stählin, and he continues to argue that the main ideas 

that Ritschl takes over from Lotze “are principles of philosophical thought in 

which Lotze and Kant are agreed.”496 It is therefore, according to Stählin, more 

accurate to call Ritschl a Kantian than a follower of Lotze. 

 In some recent studies there has been a similar tendency to limit the 

influence of Lotze’s philosophy on Ritschl’s theology.497 A special case in this 

regard is a study by Horton Harris, in which he claims that Lotze in reality was of 

minor importance to Ritschl’s thought. Harris’ main argument is that Ritschl’s 

mature theology cannot have been influenced by Lotze to any greater extent since 

it was developed well before 1864, which was the year when Ritschl first came 

into contact with Lotze’s philosophy through a reading of Mikrokosmus.498 

 Even though Harris’ line of argument is still met with some sympathy,499 

there are also contemporary interpreters of Ritschl who lay stress upon the 

influence of Lotze’s philosophy.500 Most important in this regard is Matthias 

Neugebauer. In a point for point comparison between the main metaphysical 

elements of Lotze’s philosophy and Ritschl’s theology, Neugebauer has tried to 

show that there are important similarities between their thoughts, arguing, 

further, that the only satisfactory way to explain this is to assume that Lotze had 

a significant impact on the formulation of Christian faith in Ritschl’s later 

works.501 Ritschl’s many positive references to Lotze’s philosophy in Die 

christliche Lehre von der Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung and Theologie und 

Metaphysik can be used in support of this view. Letters written by Ritschl during 

the 1860s and 1870s bear further witness to his study of Lotze’s philosophy. One 

should, finally, not forget that Ritschl and Lotze developed a sort of academic 

friendship as colleagues at the University of Göttingen between 1864 and 1881 – 

they met each other regularly for talks and reached a sort of mutual 

understanding on many issues.502 Against the background of this friendship, it 

has been suggested that “Lotze acted as Ritschl’s philosophical mentor.”503 

 But what about Harris’ claim that Ritschl’s main theological ideas cannot 

have been influenced by Lotze’s philosophy since they were developed before his 

study of Lotze? Now, even if one admits that most of the central conceptions in 

Ritschl’s theology were in place on a general level before his reading of 

Mikrokosmus in 1864, it still seems hard to believe that Ritschl’s understanding 

of these conceptions did not undergo substantial changes as a result of his study 

                                                             
496 Stählin, Kant, Lotze and Ritschl, 184. 
497 See the survey of the insufficient analysis in earlier research of the relationship between Ritschl’s 
theology and Lotze’s philosophy in Neugebauer, Lotze und Ritschl, 10–17. 
498 Harris, Albrecht Ritschl’s Theology: An Investigation into Its Origin and Development, 225. 
499 For example, see Zachhuber, Theology as Science, chap. 8, n153. 
500 For example, see Neugebauer, Lotze und Ritschl; Saarinen, Gottes Wirken, 9–42. 
501 Neugebauer, Lotze und Ritschl, 107–109, 149–151, 180–183, 222–224, 249–251, 290–292. 
502 Ritschl, Albrecht Ritschls Leben, 2:20–21. 
503 Richmond, Ritschl, 23. 
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of Lotze and other thinkers in preparation for writing the first edition of 

Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung. 

 Moreover, even if one assumes that Ritschl took to heart important aspects 

of Lotze’s philosophy, there is no need to think that this must have led Ritschl to 

a sharp break with his earlier theological and philosophical convictions. 

Accepting Harris’ argument about the impossibility of Lotze’s philosophy having 

any real influence on Ritschl’s mature theology, Johannes Zachhuber has posited 

an interesting thesis: the genesis of Ritschl’s mature philosophical outlook should 

be connected to the speculative theists Immanuel Hermann Fichte and Heinrich 

Moritz Chalybäus. Zachhuber’s conclusion is mainly based on a comparison 

between Ritschl and Chalybäus, which on some fundamental points, not least on 

the understanding of the will, reveals an agreement between their ideas. 

Nevertheless, this thesis is speculative since Ritschl, as Zachhuber himself notes, 

only refers to Fichte and Chalybäus once, in his 1858 notes for his lectures on 

ethics.504 It is also problematical that Ritschl, in a review of a work by Karl 

Schwarz in 1856, noted in chapter 2, wrote that Schwarz’s sympathy for Fichte’s 

speculative theism (together with his appreciation for the Tübingen school and 

the liberal theological journal Protestantische Kirchenzeitung) cannot provide a 

satisfactory basis for a needed rebirth of theology.505 

 In any case, clarifying the philosophical influences on Ritschl’s theological 

development in the 1850s and early 1860s, which is difficult, is a task that will 

take us too far away from the main purpose of our investigation. That said, I 

believe it is plausible to assume that Ritschl’s reading of philosophers such as 

Fichte, Chalybäus, Trendelenburg, and Kant prepared him for his reception of 

Lotze’s metaphysics.506 There are, as we have seen in the foregoing chapter, many 

points of similarity between Lotze’s and Trendelenburg’s philosophies and a 

critical engagement with Kant is also a characteristic feature of their writings. As 

for Fichte and Chalybäus, they can, in a similar way as Lotze and Trendelenburg, 

be counted among the late idealists. Christian Hermann Weisse was another 

major representative of speculative theism. Interesting in this regard is that 

Weisse’s philosophy made a deep impact on Lotze – William R. Woodward 

describes Weisse as Lotze’s teacher and conservative mentor.507 If one takes this 

close connection between Lotze and speculative theism into account, it seems 

reasonable to think that Ritschl’s earlier study of Chalybäus – the extent of which 

we do not know – was one of the things that later on helped him to understand 

and receive Lotze’s late idealist philosophy. 

                                                             
504 Zachhuber, Theology as Science, 196–200, 206–209. 
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 I think that Ritschl’s explicit adherence to Lotze, his study of Lotze’s works, 

and the friendship between Ritschl and Lotze are enough to justify a closer 

comparison between Ritschl’s and Lotze’s thoughts. Moreover, briefly 

summarizing the result of Neugebauer’s study will hardly suffice as a substitute 

for such an investigation since his claim about the indebtedness of Ritschl’s 

mature thinking to Lotze’s philosophy is still a matter of controversy. I will, 

therefore, in the main bulk of this chapter discuss the question of Lotze’s impact 

on the metaphysical framework of Ritschl’s later works. And I will, furthermore, 

defend Neugebauer’s thesis that Lotze’s philosophical ideas are important for 

understanding the metaphysical lens through which Ritschl viewed Christian 

doctrines in the 1870s and 1880s.508 

 With the exception of the final section on Ritschl’s critique of materialism, 

the focus of the analysis will be on Ritschl’s theory of religion, epistemology, and 

interpretation of value judgments, which he discusses at some length in the third 

volume of Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung and the treatise Theologie und 

Metaphysik. A detailed comparison of the different editions of the work on 

justification and reconciliation lies beyond the scope of this study.509 Moreover, 

Lotze becomes increasingly important in the later editions of Rechtfertigung und 

Versöhnung, and we will, consequently, primarily discuss the third and final 

edition, published in 1888-1889, of Ritschl’s magnum opus below. 

 It should, however, be noted that Kant’s philosophy plays a more prominent 

role than Lotze’s in the first edition of Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung. This can 

be clearly seen if we compare section three 3, “The scientific conditions of 

Systematic Theology,” in the different editions. In the first edition, Ritschl writes 

that Kant’s “teleological interpretation of the universe, which is deduced from the 

estimation of the community of moral action as the final end of the world, 

[stands] in direct analogy to the Christian worldview.” And he then goes on to 

argue that Kant’s purely philosophical analysis of the world’s teleological 

orientation must be taken as a proof of the reasonableness of Christianity.510 But 

in the second and third editions, Ritschl replaced the first edition’s extended 

praise of Kant’s teleology with a discussion of the dependence of theology on a 

correct theory of knowledge and psychology in which he presents arguments in 

favor of Lotze’s views.511 Even though much can be said about how Ritschl’s 

                                                             
508 My analysis of the philosophical framework of Ritschl’s mature theology is, as indicated, especially 
indebted to Neugebauer, Lotze und Ritschl. 
509 For examinations of the changes in the three editions of Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, see 
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reception of Lotze influenced his estimation of Kant, we will restrict ourselves to 

a few brief remarks on the issue in the following examination.512 

 

2. Theory of Religion 

 

After the publication of Friedrich Schleiermacher’s epoch-making two-volume 

Der christliche Glaube (1821-1822; The Christian Faith), it became customary 

among Protestant theologians to include, in a more comprehensive dogmatic 

work, a discussion on how one understands the nature of religion. Ritschl’s work 

on justification and reconciliation is no exception to this rule. All editions of the 

work contain a section – “The nature and the leading characteristics of religion” 

– devoted to a theory of religion in the third volume.513 We also find general 

reflections on religion in his early and unpublished dogmatics lectures, which 

were held between 1853 and 1864. These lectures have been analyzed by Gösta 

Hök and need not concern us here – we will concentrate instead on Ritschl’s later 

understanding of religion in Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung.514 

 There is an emphasis on the theoretical superiority of Christian faith in 

comparison with other religions in the first edition of Rechtfertigung und 

Versöhnung. Christianity is the absolute, highest, and universal religion.515 The 

same stress can be found in the second and third editions, in which Ritschl also 

criticizes the idea of a general and natural religion. To understand a religion it is 

important, he argues, to focus on its concrete and historical aspects instead of 

trying to adjust one’s view to a presupposed theory of religion. Moreover, all 

believers are convinced of the superiority of their faiths and it is impossible to 

introduce “terms sufficiently neutral and indeterminate to express [a] general 

conception of religion.”516 

 On these grounds, Ritschl rejects a “constitutive” use of a general theory of 

religion in his examination of Christianity, with which he has in mind the attempt 

to deduce the meaning of the Christian religion from a general conception. Such 

a use means that the Christian religion is portrayed under the false pretense of 

neutrality, which, in the end, only undermines Christian conviction since the 

provided descriptions in those cases tend to give an incorrect account of 

                                                             
512 How Lotze’s modification of Kantian thought influenced Ritschl’s reception of Kant’s philosophy is 
discussed in detail in Guthrie, Kant and Ritschl, especially chap. 5. 
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Christianity because of their rootedness in preconceived criteria. Ritschl 

therefore argues in favor of a “regulative” use of a general theory of religion, which 

means that he does not claim that his conception of religion is applicable on all 

religions. Rather, he develops his theory of religion with the intention to show 

other Christians how their religion can be said to be the most perfect religion in 

comparison with other religions. With that end in view, Ritschl arranges the main 

historical religions in stages, though this arrangement “amounts to no more than 

a scientific attempt to promote mutual understanding among Christians.” 

Ritschl, moreover, argues that a theory of religion is necessary in systematic 

theology due to the fact that “the correct and complete idea of the Christian 

Religion” is “confirmed by being compared with other species and stages of 

religion. The specifically peculiar nature of Christianity, which at every turn of 

theology must be kept intact, can be ascertained only by calling the general 

history of religion to our aid.”517 

 Ritschl says that “religion in every case is an interpretation of man’s relation 

to God and the world,”518 and he describes the general aim of all religions thus: 

 

In every religion what is sought, with the help of the superhuman spiritual power 

reverenced by man, is a solution of the contradiction in which man finds himself, as 

both a part of the world of nature and a spiritual personality claiming to dominate 

nature. For in the former role he is a part of nature; dependent upon her, subject to 

and confined by other things; but as spirit he is moved by the impulse to maintain 

his independence against them.519 

 

This dualistic division of human existence into nature and spirit is the starting 

point of Ritschl’s deliberations on the essence of religion. On the one hand, 

human beings feel themselves dependent on a mechanistically determined nature 

but they, on the other hand, also have a sense of a supernatural calling to freedom 

over the world. There is a split in how humans relate to the world since they at 

the same time feel themselves as both dependent and independent of it. Human 

beings experience an opposition between their natural situation and spiritual 

self-esteem. Even though they are aware of how their lives are restricted by the 

natural environment, humans find a religious feeling of a higher calling difficult 

to resist. Religion raises the division of human life into nature and spirit to the 

level of consciousness and tries, so Ritschl claims, to solve this contradiction by 

conceiving the superhuman gods as divine powers that are ready to help human 

beings in their struggle to preserve the spiritual dimension of their existence 

against the pressures of nature.520 
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 In a similar way, Lotze relates religion to two dimensions of human 

existence: humans simultaneously experience themselves as natural and spiritual 

beings, and as spiritual beings they feel themselves raised above the natural world 

of cause and effect. Human beings have a unique desire to transcend the concrete 

natural environment that they are dependent on. The human spirit has an 

Ahnung (intuition) of something beyond the natural world. It is also striking that 

Lotze, like Ritschl, thinks that humans, in contrast with the transitoriness of their 

natural existence, sense an eternal calling in the world. Human beings vacillate 

between a spiritual realization of their eternal calling and a life in total 

dependence on their natural conditions. And again in similarity to Ritschl, Lotze 

argues that the aim of religion is to deal with this fundamental division of human 

life.521 

 For Ritschl, Christianity is the perfect and universal religion because it 

makes the natural world subordinate to the spiritual world, which is the key to 

solving the problem with the division of human existence. This is a central theme 

in all three editions of Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung.522 The aim of humanity’s 

reconciliation with God is according to Ritschl the believers’ possession of the 

dominion over the world. Now, this does not mean lordship in any “empirical” 

sense. Since Christians are endowed with a corporeal nature, they continue to be 

dependent on the world, and they must, like everyone else, “submit to the laws of 

mechanism and of organisms, laws which are valid once for all.” Rather, in the 

Christian religion, the individual believer uses the natural realm to realize the 

kingdom of God, which is to be understood as his/her final aim: “Christianity [...] 

guarantees to believers that they shall be preserved unto eternal life in the 

kingdom of God, which is God’s revealed end in the world.” Everything in the 

natural world becomes subordinate to a purely spiritual aim, the kingdom of God. 

The natural sphere is turned into a means to the spiritual sphere. When the 

individual directs his/her will towards the kingdom of God, he/she no longer 

gives priority to goals that are tied to the natural conditions of his/her existence. 

The Christian believer can therefore, in a spiritual sense, experience freedom over 

the natural world and become independent of his/her relations to the world. That 

is what Ritschl has in mind with phrases such as geistige Freihet (spiritual 

freedom), Herrschaft über die Welt (dominion over the world), and Herrschaft 

über die Natur (lordship over nature). Finally, through lordship over the world, 

the division of existence into nature and spirit felt by every individual is 

overcome, and because of this a human being “becomes a whole, a spiritual 

character supreme over the world” in Christianity.523 We will discuss Ritschl’s 
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interpretation of the kingdom of God and spiritual dominion over the world 

further in chapter 9. 

 Ritschl’s reflections on the aim and teleological nature of religion in general, 

and Christianity in particular, bear a resemblance with some leading thoughts in 

Lotze’s metaphysics, especially the subordination of the natural world to the 

spiritual world by making the former a means to the latter. Lotze also relates the 

aim of religion to the solution of the dualism between nature and spirit in human 

existence: religion aims at making it possible for the spirit to realize its destiny by 

subordinating natural existence to the highest spiritual end. In Lotze’s philosophy 

of religion, the natural realm is accordingly understood as a Reich der Mittel 

(kingdom of means) and he can, like Ritschl, describe the superiority of the spirit, 

which religion seeks to achieve, as Herrschaft über die Natur.524 We can now see 

that both Lotze and Ritschl share an identical conception of the general aim of 

religion: the purpose of religion is to provide the spiritual dimension of human 

existence with a dominion over nature. 

 A possible objection to the claim that Ritschl’s interpretation of the nature-

spirit dichotomy is influenced by Lotze is that the separation of reality into nature 

and spirit was common among Ritschl’s contemporaries – this duality might even 

be described as a characteristic feature of German idealism as a whole. Let us take 

Ferdinand Christian Baur as an example. Baur also considered the division of 

human existence into nature and spirit as fundamental. In contrast to Ritschl, 

however, Baur identified the solution of this division – the goal of the historical 

process – with a reconciliation of nature and spirit.525 Now, Ritschl’s 

understanding of nature and spirit had undoubtedly been influenced by Baur and 

several other thinkers. But what makes it plausible to highlight Lotze’s specific 

significance for Ritschl’s mature conception of this dichotomy is that they both 

conceived the key to solving it in a similar way, namely by subordinating the 

natural realm to the spiritual realm. And we must not forget that Ritschl explicitly 

refers to Lotze in his analyses of the nature of religion. 

 

3. Epistemology 

 

Ritschl’s most exhaustive discussion of theology and epistemology can be found 

in the introduction to the third volume of Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung and 

the treatise Theologie und Metaphysik (1881). There can be no doubt that he 

considered epistemological issues a key to solving the question of what a scientific 

                                                             
upon submission to the laws of mechanism and organism with his emphasis on the human will’s 
potential to use nature as a means to a higher spiritual aim, which, in turn, makes it unclear whether 
he really succeeds in avoiding determinism. 
524 Neugebauer, Lotze und Ritschl, 79–80, 82–83. 
525 On Baur’s understanding of the nature-spirit dichotomy, see Zachhuber, Theology as Science, 33–
34, 179–180. 
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theological method should look like. In Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, we can 

read: “The formally correct expression of theological propositions depends on the 

method we follow in defining the objects of cognition, that is, on the theory of 

knowledge which we consciously or unconsciously obey.”526 The same stress on 

the dependence of systematic theology on the underlying theory of knowledge can 

be found in Theologie und Metaphysik, where Ritschl states that “every 

theologian, as a scientific worker, is under the necessity or obligation to proceed 

according to a certain epistemology of which he is himself aware and whose 

correctness he must demonstrate.”527 However, before launching into an analysis 

of his epistemology, we will take a look at Lotze’s interpretation of the process of 

knowledge as a background to Ritschl’s thoughts on the subject. 

 Lotze’s opinion is that one cannot understand the process of knowledge 

without understanding the fundamental nature of reality. This is so, Lotze claims, 

because a theory of knowledge of necessity includes a notion of the object of 

knowledge. Given the conviction that epistemology and metaphysics are 

intertwined with each other, it is only logical that Lotze relates his theory of 

knowledge to the structure of reciprocal action, which he regards, as we have 

seen, as a sort of basic fact of reality. Lotze accordingly describes understanding 

as a special case of reciprocal action, as a result of action and counteraction. This 

means that it is wrong to think of the object and subject of knowledge in active 

and passive terms – it is wrong to characterize the process of knowledge as the 

effect of an active object on a passive subject.528 

 Before Kant, modern philosophers tended to think of the mind as passive in 

the production of knowledge. Against this view, Kant famously brought up his 

“Copernican revolution” in Kritik der reinen Vernunft (1781; Critique of Pure 

Reason), which emphasizes that the mind actively processes sensory experience 

according to its own a priori elements of cognition.529 Kant asserts that the mind 

always structures and interprets sensible intuitions according to a priori forms of 

sensibility, space and time, and a priori concepts or categories of the 

understanding, such as substance and causality. Kant’s proposal that experiences 

are decisively formed by the mind leads him to conclude that our knowledge is 

limited to how things appear to us – hence his famous distinction between 

“phenomena” (things-as-appearances) and “noumena” (things-in-

themselves).530 

 Lotze accepts Kant’s notion that our experiences are always shaped by the a 

priori forms of sensibility and a priori concepts of the mind. This was also, as we 

have seen, an important point that he made against Czolbe during the 

                                                             
526 Ritschl, Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, 3rd ed., 3:16 (ET, 15). 
527 Ritschl, Theologie und Metaphysik, 40 (ET, 187). 
528 Lotze, Logic in Three Books: Of Ontology, of Cosmology, and of Psychology, 457, 515. See also 
Neugebauer, Lotze und Ritschl, 233–235. 
529 Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, 110–111. 
530 Kuehn, Kant: A Biography, 241–245; Scruton, Kant: A Very Short Introduction, 35–37. 
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materialism controversy. And Lotze generally agrees with Kant that we can have 

no epistemic access to objects as they are in themselves due to the mind’s active 

contribution to our experiences. We only experience effects of things-in-

themselves on us but these effects do not give us any knowledge of things-in-

themselves.531 As became clear above, this is not something that Lotze laments, 

since the non-mental world, in his view, exists in order to produce human 

experiences, and those experiences are not intended to copy the things producing 

them. 

 Now, Lotze also argues, in line with his claim that the process of knowledge 

must be understood in terms of reciprocal action, that sensible intuitions are a 

reaction within the subject of knowledge, which he thinks is an idea implicit in 

Kant’s philosophy. Our sensations do not somehow enter us from the outside 

since they, like the a priori elements of cognition, are inner effects caused by the 

influence of exterior objects on us. There is a stark difference between the 

stimulus for our sensations and the content of our sensations.532 How stimulus 

can cause sensation is, at the end of the day, a mystery to Lotze. That 

notwithstanding, one can find a detailed description of the process in his 

Medicinische Psychologie oder Physiologie der Seele, which Frederick C. Beiser 

summarizes thus: 

 

There [is] a complicated chain of events consisting in several stages: external 

stimulus (viz., the light or sound waves); the effect of the stimulus on the nerves; the 

transmission of the nerve signals to the brain; the transmission of signals from the 

brain to the soul; and finally the sensation as an object of self-awareness. Lotze 

stresses how the quality of the stimulus is transformed through this process, so that 

in the end there is no similarity between cause and effect. We therefore cannot 

conceive of sensation as a kind of copy or image of the objects that cause them. His 

narrative of the physiological process thus has a Kantian moral: that what we 

perceive is not given but constructed.533  

 

It is now time to attend to Ritschl. For obvious reasons, his discussion of the 

process of knowledge is brief and lacks the depth and sophistication of Lotze’s 

account. The primary focus in Kant’s analysis of this process was on the subject 

of knowledge. Ritschl is not satisfied with that procedure for the same reason as 

Lotze: it neglects the object of knowledge. We cannot reach a satisfactory theory 

of knowledge without taking into consideration questions concerning the nature 

                                                             
531 At least this is true according to the traditional “two world-interpretation” of Kant (for example, 
see Strawson, The Bounds of Sense: An Essay on Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason). According to more 
recent “one world-interpretations,” the things-in-themselves are identical to the objects of experience, 
although we cannot know these objects as they are in themselves (see Rohlf, “Immanuel Kant,” 
sections 3.1 and 3.2). Lotze defends the “thorough-going subjectivity of cognition” in Outlines of 
Metaphysic, 129–142. 
532 Lotze, Logic, 457–458. See also Neugebauer, Lotze und Ritschl, 236–237. 
533 Beiser, Late German Idealism, 225. Lotze discusses sensation in depth in Medicinische 
Psychologie oder Physiologie der Seele, 173–232. 
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of being. The background to Ritschl’s epistemology can therefore be found in his 

metaphysics or ontology. Now a problem arises, however, since the one who looks 

for comprehensive ontological reflections in Ritschl’s writings searches in vain. 

Nevertheless, it is possible to find plenty of hints to Ritschl’s hidden metaphysical 

framework in his discussion of other issues, as also became clear in the analysis 

of his theory of religion above in which the division of reality into nature and spirit 

was highlighted. If we gather the evidence, it becomes apparent that Ritschl 

attaches himself to Lotze’s fundamental notion that to be is tantamount to stand 

in relations, and that he follows Lotze in thinking of the relations in which things 

stand to each other in terms of reciprocal actions – that is, the idea that things 

always exercise reciprocal effects upon one another.534 In line with this and in 

further agreement with Lotze, Ritschl construes the soul as a reactive entity, 

which always responds actively to the external causes working upon it: 

 

[A]ll causes which affect the soul work upon it as stimuli of the special activity with 

which it is endowed. The relation of the soul to all causes which work upon it is not 

one of simple passivity: all actions upon it, rather, it takes up in its sensation, as a 

reaction in which it manifests itself as an independent cause. The use of passive 

predicates to describe the human spirit is always an inaccurate mode of speech.535 

 

This active response of the human spirit to all influences on it is something one 

must pay attention to when understanding the process of knowledge. Ritschl 

interprets sensations and ideas as the soul’s reactions upon stimuli from exterior 

objects and seems to follow Lotze in regarding the process of knowledge as a 

special case of reciprocal action.  

 It is, according to Ritschl, possible to identify three main theories of 

knowledge in European thought: Plato’s, Kant’s, and Lotze’s. Ritschl is very 

explicit about his own adherence to Lotze’s theory. What is wrong with Plato’s 

and Kant’s thoughts on the process of knowledge? The problem with the Platonic 

theory, asserts Ritschl, is that it assumes that we can know a thing in itself apart 

from its influence on us. And Kant was in Ritschl’s view too skeptical when he 

denied knowledge of the thing-in-itself. However, Ritschl claims this skepticism 

is overcome in Lotze’s theory of knowledge, which opens up the possibility of 

really knowing things in terms of their effects upon us.536 Ritschl can therefore 

write that “the rule for knowledge [is] that a thing is known through effects which 

manifest themselves” and that a person who “correctly conceives of effects [also] 

conceives the cause in the effects.”537 

 One might suspect that Ritschl did not fully come to terms with how far Lotze 

separates the effects of things on us from what those things are in themselves. In 

                                                             
534 Neugebauer, Lotze und Ritschl, 214–217, 240–241. 
535 Ritschl, Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, 3rd ed., 3:21–22 (ET, 21). 
536 Ritschl, 19–20 (ET, 18–20). 
537 Ritschl, Theologie und Metaphysik, 49, 59 (ET, 194, 203). 
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any case, Ritschl thinks that the important theological lesson to be learnt from 

Lotze is that we can know God only in his effects upon us. Ritschl goes on to say 

that these effects must be identified with “the states and movements of man’s 

spiritual life,”538 and that the distinctive character of the spirit can be found “in 

the functions of feeling, knowing, and willing – chiefly, however, in willing.”539 

This being so, Ritschl can give the following indications of how we can have 

knowledge of God: 

 

While [...] God communicates Himself to man in order to his salvation, the 

experience is not an object of knowledge in such a way as to be fixed and explained 

in this form; rather it is evidenced by an activity of the human spirit in which feeling, 

knowing, and willing combine in an intelligible order.540 

 
[T]here devolves on scientific theology the task of verifying everything which is 

cognisable as belonging to the gracious operations of God upon the Christian, by the 

corresponding religious and moral acts which are called forth by Revelation as a 

whole, and by the particular means included in Revelation.541 

 

Thus, the working of God upon believers produces certain effects in their 

consciousness and Ritschl is making the point that these effects should be the 

“raw-material” and starting-point of theology. There is no other procedure for a 

scientific theology, which must be firmly established in a correct epistemology. 

The only way to know God is in his influence on our consciousness, and especially 

on our volition. And as became clear in chapter 3, Ritschl highlights, in 

accordance with his historical-critical mindset, the importance for theological 

interpretation of the operations of God in Christ upon the original Christian 

community. In order to obtain solid knowledge of God, we must study the effects 

produced by Christ in the consciousness of the first Christians. From a study of 

those effects we can understand the purpose behind them and also the one who 

has caused them. The experiences of the first Christian community, as they are 

attested in the New Testament, are the keys to understanding God and his saving 

work. Now, God’s gracious operations have effects in the feeling, thinking, and 

willing of the believers, and especially in a changed will. It was shown in chapter 

2 that Ritschl relates a number of specific religious and moral actions to this new 

will, and understands these actions as characteristic of the Christian “ideal of life” 

or “way of living,” which in his mind was faithfully expressed by the Protestant 

Reformation and Luther in particular. We will come back to these actions and 

Ritschl’s understanding of the Protestant Lebensideal in chapter 9. 

 From an investigation of the effects of God’s actions on the believers’ 

consciousness, that is, the trust in God and love of the neighbor distinctive of the 

                                                             
538 Ritschl, Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, 3rd ed., 3:20 (ET, 20). 
539 Ritschl, Theologie und Metaphysik, 48 (ET, 193). 
540 Ritschl, Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, 3rd ed., 3:21 (ET, 21). 
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sanctified will, Ritschl can also draw, as we will see, certain important conclusions 

about the nature of God and the character of Christ’s saving work. Moreover, 

Ritschl is convinced that his own Lotzean epistemology “corresponds to the actual 

intention of Luther,”542 which 

 
was embodied in his comprehension of the total task of theology as oriented toward 

our salvation. I would call to attention some of his sayings: that knowledge of God’s 

essence, as such, as it is undertaken by the scholastics, is without redemptive value 

and ruinous; that knowledge of God’s gracious will can only be understood as the 

correlate of knowledge of Christ; that Christ’s divinity can only be understood in his 

activity to fulfill his vocation. [...] All of these ideas follow the rule for knowledge that 

a thing is known through effects which manifest themselves.543  

 

This correct theory of knowledge, rooted in the idea that we only can know things 

through their effects, was, according to Ritschl, also advocated by Melanchthon 

in the first edition of Loci Communes (1521). As a proof, Ritschl points to the 

following well-known phrase: “To know Christ is to know his benefits.” This 

dictum shows, Ritschl claims, that Melanchthon at this point was in agreement 

with Luther’s new epistemology – we can only know Christ in his activity, in his 

beneficent actions upon us. It was not before long, however, that Melanchthon 

departed from Luther’s theory of knowledge and led Protestant theology back to 

the defective scholastic method, or so Ritschl argues. He also identifies a 

vacillation between Luther’s viewpoints and scholasticism in Calvin’s theological 

method, and says that not even Luther was able to consistently carry out his break 

with the scholastic methodology.544 

 But what is wrong with the method of scholasticism? The critique in 

Theologie und Metaphysik of the Lutheran Erlangen theologian Franz Hermann 

Reinhold von Frank throws light on this issue. Ritschl considers Frank a typical 

representative of the scholastic procedure. Frank understands God with the help 

of the concept of the absolute, which he, according to Ritschl, conceives “as 

existing only for itself, outside all relationships to others”545 – a view that Ritschl 

argues is difficult to reconcile with personality and love, two predicates which he 

believes are fundamental to the Christian revelation of who God is: 

 

[I]f we were to affix the predicates of personhood and love to the absolute which 

Frank designates as the basic representation of God – in order that one could raise 

the concept “into the sphere of the divine” – we would discover that this cannot be 

easily done. Both of these predicates express relationships to another. Love is 

conceivable only with an object, and personhood only as a distinctive relationship of 

                                                             
542 Ritschl, Theologie und Metaphysik, 65 (ET, 209). 
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544 Ritschl, 130–139 (ET, 203–209). See also Mueller, Albrecht Ritschl, 41; Saarinen, Gottes Wirken, 
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the spiritual life to the world or other persons. If the absolute, isolated and without 

qualities, is conceived of with such predicates, then either these predicates contradict 

their subject, or it is not possible for us to infer the assumed subject from these 

predicates. One can say all he wants, therefore, about the object which stands outside 

all relationships to another possessing love for others or even indeed being that love 

– but such talk has no useful meaning. And with his absolute, Frank really establishes 

nothing else but a metaphysical idol.546 

 

In Ritschl’s opinion, the main problem with scholasticism is that it, in contrast to 

a correct epistemology, assumes that it is possible “a priori” to understand God 

apart from his revelation, apart from his operations upon the Christian 

community. We will return to Ritschl’s critique of abstract, a priori theologizing 

in the next chapter. 

 

4. Value Judgments 

 

Ritschl’s theory of value judgments is a matter of dispute in previous research.547 

This is true not least with regard to the question of the origin of his theory. One 

finds Ritschl’s thoughts on value judgments in Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, 

though only in the second and third editions of the work. Earlier interpreters are 

divided in their estimations of the background to Ritschl’s theory of value 

judgments, but the names most frequently mentioned are Wilhelm Herrmann, 

Julius Kaftan, and Hermann Lotze.548 

 Herrmann and Kaftan were disciples of Ritschl. They made an impact on the 

later editions of Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung in that they drew his attention 

to some shortcomings in the first edition, and a few of those were philosophical 

in nature. Ritschl never referred to Herrmann in the context of his analysis of 

value judgments and it is difficult to identify a direct dependence on Herrmann 

in this area.549 The case is somewhat different with Kaftan. Ritschl wrote a review 

of Kaftan’s Das Wesen der christlichen Religion (1881; The essence of the 

Christian religion) in the same year as the work was published.550 Kaftan 

developed his thoughts on value judgments in that study and in light of Ritschl’s 

                                                             
546 Ritschl, 20 (ET, 166–167). 
547 For an overview of the disputed questions, see Neugebauer, Lotze und Ritschl, 153–155. 
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following selection of different interpretations: Herrmann is emphasized as the main source to 
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careful reading and review of it, a connection between his theory and Kaftan’s 

looks plausible. Taken together, there is reason to believe that Herrmann and 

Kaftan had a certain influence on Ritschl’s understanding of value judgments, 

though it is hard to specify the exact nature of it. 

 However, the following observation by Herrmann in 1909 suggests another 

and more important influence on Ritschl’s theory of value judgments: “At this 

occasion, I would like to correct the legend that Ritschl borrowed the term value 

judgment from me. It was, as was my own case in the beginning, a consequence 

of H. Lotze’s influence.”551 

 There are good reasons for taking Herrmann’s words about Ritschl’s theory 

of value judgments being indebted to Lotze at face value. Firstly, it should be 

noted that Ritschl’s reading of Kaftan’s Das Wesen der christlichen Religion 

sparked him to make a deeper study of Lotze’s philosophy. References to Lotze’s 

works are found here and there in the first edition of Rechtfertigung und 

Versöhnung but the importance of Lotze’s philosophy increases with the second 

edition. A letter written by Ritschl in 1881 also bear witness to his immersion in 

Lotze’s ideas at this time.552 This picture is reinforced by the fact that other 

German theologians observed an increased dependence on Lotze in Ritschl’s later 

works.553 Secondly, and most importantly, as we will see below, a comparison 

between Lotze’s value theory and Ritschl’s theory of value judgments 

demonstrates an agreement on many fundamental points, though not all. Thus, I 

believe that Matthias Neugebauer’s thesis is correct:  

 
Ritschl has basically neither developed the value judgment theorem in complete 

independence nor borrowed it from Herrmann or Kaftan, but Ritschl has rather, 

when it comes to the fundamental structure of a value judgment, attached himself to 

Lotze’s philosophy.554 

 

In order to make the similarities between Lotze and Ritschl evident, we will pay 

attention to Lotze’s theory of value before we focus on an analysis of Ritschl’s 

theory of value judgments and on how it relates to Lotze’s theory.555 Historians of 

philosophy have pointed out that Lotze was the one who introduced the concept 

“value” into the philosophical discussion, and his theory of value had a huge 

                                                             
551 Herrmann, “Die Auffassung der Religion in Cohens und Natorps Ethik,” n207: “Die Legende, das 
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impact on the neo-Kantian movement.556 It has, moreover, been said that Lotze’s 

theory of value constitutes a fundamental element in his philosophy since it, in a 

way, establishes the connection between the natural world and the spiritual 

world, the two spheres of his thought.557 

 Lotze’s division of the soul’s activity into cognition, feeling, and willing 

corresponds to Kant’s understanding of the mind’s faculties. However, in contrast 

to Kant, Lotze singles out feeling as an important faculty, which is plain from the 

central role it plays in his metaphysics, aesthetics, and ethics. Lotze is also critical 

of the tendency of earlier idealists to overemphasize thought at the expense of 

feelings and emotions.558 This is nicely illustrated in the following attack, in 

Mikrokosmus, against the overconfidence of many idealists in the possibility of 

knowing good and evil by using reason alone: 

 
What is good and evil remains [...] incapable of being reached by mere thought [...]; 

it is only when we have learnt by immediate feeling the presence of worth and of 

unworth in the world and the gravity of the difference between them that our thought 

is able, from the content thus experienced, to develop signs which subsequently 

enable us to bring any particular case under the one or the other of those two 

universal intuitions. Can one find in concepts the real living nerve of righteousness? 

[...] Are love and hatred thinkable? Can their nature be exhausted in concepts?559 

 

Feelings are, according to Lotze, characterized by states of pleasure and 

displeasure. Moreover, these feelings of pleasure and pain are connected to each 

and every one of our experiences. We can also apprehend the value of objects by 

means of these feelings. We experience pleasure when objects stimulate our soul 

in a manner that is in line with our self-awareness. When this is not the case, that 

is, when objects stimulate our consciousness in a way that is contrary to our self-

awareness, we feel pain. Lotze thinks that we experience an object as pleasure-

filled if it coincides with, or promotes, our sense of self, and that a contrary, 

painful, feeling arises in those instances when an object inhibits our sense of self. 

And we get an indication of the value of objects with the help of these feelings of 

pleasure and pain. We ascribe a positive value to objects that promote our well-

being and a negative value to those that hinders it, and the level of value ascribed 

vary in accordance with the intensity of the feeling of pleasure or pain.560 
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 It is also the case that Lotze distinguishes between sensible, aesthetic, and 

moral feelings. As was just noted, Lotze is of the opinion that states of pleasure or 

displeasure are characteristic of all feelings, and he can therefore argue in favor 

of three types of Werturteile (value judgments): sensible, aesthetic, and moral 

value judgments, which are connected to sensible, aesthetic, and moral feelings 

of pleasure and pain respectively.561 

 We find Ritschl’s general account of value judgments in section 28, “The 

peculiar character of religious knowledge,” in the third volume of the second and 

third editions of Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung.562 Apart from a few minor 

changes, the content of the section is identical in both editions of the work. The 

general structure of Ritschl’s theory of value judgments is, as will be shown, 

dependent on Lotze’s thoughts on the issue.563 

 Ritschl argues, in accordance with Lotze, that our experiences of the world 

and its objects give rise to feelings of pleasure and pain, and that these feelings 

must be related to our self-awareness or sense of self: “In the feeling of pleasure 

or pain, the Ego decides whether a sensation, which touches the feeling of self, 

serves to heighten or depress it.” Thus, Ritschl also follows Lotze in claiming that 

we feel pleasure when objects promote our sense of self and pain when they 

inhibit our sense of self. Moreover, they both agree that we determine the worth 

of our sensations – and of the objects giving rise to them – with the help of these 

feelings of pleasure and pain.564 

 As we saw above, Lotze divides value judgments into sensible, aesthetic, and 

moral ones. It is at this point that Ritschl deviates from Lotze’s theory by 

distinguishing between begleitende, “concomitant,” and selbständige, 

“independent,” value judgments, and he furthermore claims that independent 

value judgments can be moral or religious in kind: 

 
We have [...] to distinguish between concomitant and independent value-judgments. 

The former are operative and necessary in all theoretical cognition, as in all technical 

observation and combination. But all perceptions of moral ends or moral hindrances 

are independent value-judgments, in so far as they excite moral pleasure or pain, or, 

it may be, set in motion the will to appropriate what is good or repel the opposite. If 

the other kinds of knowledge are called “disinterested,” this only means that they are 

without these moral effects. But even in them pleasure or pain must be present, 

according as they succeed or fail. Religious knowledge forms another class of 

independent value-judgments. That is, it cannot be traced back to the conditions 

                                                             
561 For a detailed analysis of these three classes of value judgments in Lotze’s philosophy, see 
Neugebauer, Lotze und Ritschl, 165–170. 
562 Ritschl, Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, 2nd ed., 3:189–197; Ritschl, Rechtfertigung und 
Versöhnung, 3rd ed., 3:193–201 (ET, 203–211). 
563 For an exhaustive account of Ritschl’s theory of value judgments,  see Neugebauer, Lotze und 
Ritschl, 172–179. See also Guthrie, Kant and Ritschl, 180–185. Two old introductions to the subject 
of some interest are Cook, “Ritschl’s Use of Value-Judgments”; Lyman, “Ritschl’s Theory of Value-
Judgments.” 
564 Ritschl, Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, 3rd ed., 3:194 (ET, 203–204). See also Neugebauer, 
Lotze und Ritschl, 172–173. 
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which mark the knowledge belonging to moral will, for there exists religion which 

goes on without any relation whatever to the moral conduct of life.565 

 

Ritschl’s way of distinguishing between different value judgments are generally 

regarded as the innovative element in his theory. One point Ritschl wants to make 

is that cognition always involves evaluation and therefore also feelings of pleasure 

or pain. That is, even a purely theoretical structuring of the empirically observed 

world is accompanied by feelings. However, Ritschl seems to think of such 

feelings as natural and quite spontaneous in kind, and as only being indirectly 

related to the moral and spiritual dimension of reality. It is this type of feelings 

that Ritschl connects to concomitant value judgments, which need not concern 

us further here.566 

 Ritschl is of the opinion, as we have seen, that we apprehend the value of 

objects in the world by the feelings of pleasure and pain that they give rise to. In 

comparison with concomitant value judgments, the human subject plays a more 

active role in independent value judgments by making a more independent 

estimation, against the background of the feelings of pleasure and pain, of the 

things perceived.567 One interpreter has observed that “independent value 

judgments, while still involving cognition of the world, focus on the human 

spirit’s response to or involvement in that world.”568 

 It was noted above that independent value judgments, in Ritschl’s view, are 

moral or religious in character. We will now take a look at these two in turn, 

beginning with independent-moral value judgments. Ritschl relates this type of 

value judgments to moral ends and moral hindrances: independent-moral value 

judgments occur when we, in “moral” feelings of pleasure or pain, perceive 

something as advancing or hindering ethical conduct, and this value judgment 

can also set the will in motion to do what is good. The norm for the assessment 

contained in this judgment is our presupposed moral standard, our conception of 

what is right and wrong, and we feel moral pleasure when things are in line with 

this standard and moral pain when they are not.569 

 There is no equivalent to Ritschl’s independent-religious value judgments in 

the works of Lotze. Ritschl, at least to some extent, shares Schleiermacher’s 

opinion of religion as something different from morality. Nevertheless, he still 

insists on the ethical character of the most developed religions, which makes it a 

bit difficult to separate independent-religious value judgments from 

independent-moral value judgments. Ritschl himself acknowledges this by 

stating that his theory of independent-religious value judgments is “more easily 

                                                             
565 Ritschl, Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, 3rd ed., 3:195 (ET, 204–205). 
566 For a more extensive discussion of Ritschl’s understanding of concomitant value judgments, see 
Neugebauer, Lotze und Ritschl, 174–175. 
567 Neugebauer, 176. 
568 Jodock, “Ritschl’s Doctrine of God: Its Significance for Twentieth-Century Theology,” 146. 
569 Ritschl, Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, 3rd ed., 3:195 (ET, 205). See also Neugebauer, Lotze und 
Ritschl, 176–177. 
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intelligible if it be tested by religions which possess no moral character” and that 

the “nature of religious value-judgments is less clear in the case of religions of an 

explicitly ethical character.”570 A key to understanding Ritschl’s view of this type 

of value judgments can be found in the following sentence: 

 
Religious knowledge moves in independent value-judgments, which relate to man’s 

attitude to the world, and call forth feelings of pleasure or pain, in which man either 

enjoys the domination of the world vouchsafed him by God, or feels grievously the 

lack of God’s help to that end.571 

 

So independent-religious value judgments have to do with our relationship to the 

world. Earlier in this chapter, the dualistic split of human existence into nature 

and spirit was highlighted as the starting point of Ritschl’s theory of religion: the 

feeling of being at the same time dependent on a mechanistically determined 

nature and in a spiritual sense independent of it is the most distinguishing feature 

of human existence, a contradiction that religions try to solve by securing a 

spiritual lordship over nature. Independent-religious value judgments directly 

concern this domination over the natural world. We feel pleasure when we 

perceive something, for example our own activity, as promoting this lordship and 

pain when we perceive something as preventing it. This is the core of Ritschl’s 

notion of independent-religious value judgments.572 

 The norm for independent-religious value judgments is, according to 

Ritschl, the religious ideal in which the criterion of a spiritual lordship over the 

world finds expression. In the Christian religion, this ideal is expressed in the 

notion of the kingdom of God: “For here emerges the value-judgment that our 

blessedness consists in that elevation above the world in the Kingdom of God 

which accords with our true destiny.” Christians therefore feel pleasure when they 

perceive themselves as participating in this kingdom and pain when they do not. 

Ritschl also believes that Christianity has an unmistakable ethical character as 

the highest religion, with the consequence that Christianity’s religious and moral 

aspects, in the end, are brought together in its authoritative ideal: for a Christian, 

the religious task is fulfilled in the moral realization of the kingdom of God.573 In 

the end, all religious knowledge worthy the name consists in independent-

religious value judgments: 

 
Knowledge of God can be demonstrated as religious knowledge only when He is 

conceived as securing to the believer such a position in the world as more than 

counter-balances its restrictions. Apart from this value-judgment of faith, there 

exists no knowledge of God worthy of this name. So that we ought not to strive after 

                                                             
570 Ritschl, Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, 3rd ed., 3:195–196 (ET, 205). 
571 Ritschl, 195 (ET, 205). 
572 Neugebauer, Lotze und Ritschl, 178. 
573 Ritschl, Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, 3rd ed., 3:195–196, quote 196 (ET, 205–206, quote 206). 
See also Neugebauer, Lotze und Ritschl, 177–178. 
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a purely theoretical and “disinterested” knowledge of God, as an indispensable 

preliminary to the knowledge of faith.574 

 

There is no disinterested knowledge of God. On this matter, Ritschl also appeals 

to Luther and Der grosse Katechismus (1529; Large Catechism), in which it is 

stated that to have and apprehend God is to trust him. The connection that Luther 

here sees between knowledge of God and trust in him expresses the insight “that 

we know the nature of God and Christ only in their worth for us.” When it comes 

to God, Ritschl goes on to say, it is wrong to “separate [...] between knowledge 

and trust.” The important consequence for theology is that, even though it is a 

science and not devotion, “it must be accompanied and guided by a sense of the 

worth of the Christian religion.”575 

 From the account above, it might seem as if Ritschl draws a neat distinction 

between theoretical, philosophical knowledge and religious knowledge – the 

former being in the main disinterested, though involving a concomitant value 

judgment, and the latter being rooted in trust. However, since both kinds of 

knowledge deal with the same object, the world, it is not so easy to separate them 

in practice: 

 

The possibility of both kinds of knowledge mingling, or, again, colliding, lies in this, 

that they deal with the same object, namely, the world. Now we cannot rest content 

with the amiable conclusion that Christian knowledge comprehends the world as a 

whole, while philosophy fixes the special and universal laws of nature and spirit. For 

with this task every philosophy likewise combines the ambition to comprehend the 

universe under one supreme law. And for Christian knowledge also one supreme law 

is the form under which the world is comprehensible as a whole under God. Even the 

thought of God, which belongs to religion, is employed in some shape or other by 

every non-materialistic philosophy.576  

 

What Ritschl appears to be saying here is that the tendency of philosophy to try 

to comprehend the world as a whole, to construct a complete worldview, betrays 

a religious impulse. That Ritschl is of the opinion that every philosophical attempt 

at comprehending the world as a whole involves a religious value judgment, and 

therefore in the end cannot be distinguished from religious knowledge, becomes 

clear in the following passage: 

 

[P]hilosophical systems secure the unity of their view of the world either directly by 

introducing a tentative idea of God or by employing conceptions of the world, which, 

being neither proved nor provable, belong to the imagination, and are therefore to be 
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assigned to the sphere of religious knowledge rather than to that of theoretical 

cognition.577 

 

To summarize, we can see many similarities between Ritschl’s and Lotze’s 

thoughts on value judgments, though Ritschl also makes a few innovations in 

comparison with Lotze. At the beginning of this section, it was noted that Kaftan’s 

Das Wesen der christlichen Religion has sometimes been suggested as the most 

important source to Ritschl’s theory of value judgments. Ritschl surely studied 

the work and it made a certain impact on his thinking. Nevertheless, Ritschl’s 

review of it in Theologische Literaturzeitung demonstrates that he on two critical 

points is on the side of Lotze against Kaftan, which adds further support to the 

thesis that Lotze’s philosophy is the main influence on Ritschl’s understanding of 

value judgments. Kaftan’s Das Wesen der christlichen Religion makes a 

fundamental distinction between theoretical judgments and value judgments. In 

his review of the work, Ritschl criticizes Kaftan’s way of strictly separating 

theoretical judgments from value judgments, and argues, in line with Lotze, that 

all forms of cognition includes evaluation and thus feelings of pleasure and pain. 

Moreover, Ritschl is also of the opinion that Kaftan is wrong to single out only 

reason and feeling as the fundamental functions of the human spirit. To this pair, 

Ritschl, just like Lotze and many others, wants to add willing as a third.578 

 

5. Criticism of Materialism 

 

In this concluding section of the chapter, we will take a closer look at Ritschl’s 

criticism of materialism, formulated most clearly in Rechtfertigung und 

Versöhnung. As became clear above, Ritschl thinks that Christianity carries out a 

spiritual lordship over nature. And this function of the Christian religion forms a 

sharp contrast to Ritschl’s understanding of the general tendency of materialism, 

which according to him is the elimination of the spiritual dimension of existence 

from the equation. This is Ritschl’s main criticism of materialism, that it ignores 

the spiritual realm by its declaration that there is only natural being in the world. 

Materialism sets up the law of a particular realm “as the supreme law of all being, 

                                                             
577 Ritschl, 210 (ET, 221). This quote from the third edition of Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung differs 
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though the other forms of existence neither would nor could be explained by its 

means.”579 Ritschl admits  

 

that natural science is right and consistent in explaining the mechanical regularity of 

all sensible things by the manifold movement of simple limited forces. But within this 

whole realm of existence, which is interpretable by the category of causality, 

observation reveals to us the narrower realm of organisms, which cannot be 

exhaustively explained by the laws of mechanism, but demand, besides, the 

application of the idea of an end. But among organic beings, again, one section, 

differentiated in manifold ways, is animate, that is, endowed with the capacity of free 

movement. Finally, a still smaller section of animate beings is so constituted as to act 

freely from the conception of ends, to discover the laws of things, to conceive things 

as a whole, and themselves as in ordered interaction with them, further to identify all 

these activities with their own Ego by means of the manifold affections of feeling, and 

to exchange their spiritual possessions with others through speech and action. Now 

the claim of materialism to invalidate the Christian view of the world rests on the 

belief that it must succeed in deducing the organic from what is mechanical, and 

similarly the more complex orders of being from those immediately below. The 

materialistic interpretation of the world busies itself with the pursuit of these empty 

possibilities.580 

 

Thus, in Ritschl’s view, materialism’s undermining of the spiritual world results 

in a serious threat against human freedom. In materialism, the notion of a free 

individual gives way to a deterministic conception of human beings. There is, due 

to this disregard of spirit and freedom, no room left for traditional religious and 

moral values in a materialistic outlook.  

 Interesting parallels can be detected between Ritschl’s critique of 

materialism and his critique of the Tübingen school’s historical writing. In 

Ritschl’s opinion, as our account of his dispute with Zeller demonstrated, a 

historical analysis in which it is assumed that history is tightly governed by laws 

of the spirit or laws resembling natural laws is highly problematic because it 

threatens (in a manner not unlike materialism) to undermine human 

individuality and freedom. So from Ritschl’s perspective, we must oppose 

materialism and historical interpretation with deterministic tendencies at all 

cost, or else we will fail to do intellectual justice to the spiritual dimension of 

human existence and therefore also to Christian faith. 

 We also find a similar criticism of materialism in Ritschl’s late and 

unfinished Fides implicita. Eine Untersuchung über Köhlerglauben, Wissen and 

Glauben, Glauben und Kirche (Fides implicita. A study of charcoal-burner faith, 

knowledge and faith, faith and church), which was published posthumously in 

1890. The work can, as the subtitle indicates, be connected to the scientific 

materialist Vogt’s Köhlerglaube und Wissenschaft. The main purpose of the 
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study, however, is a historical investigation of the scholastic notion of fides 

implicita (implicit faith) in Catholicism and Protestantism, that is, the idea that 

a layperson in faith can assent to the truths believed by the church without having 

a direct knowledge of them.581 In one section, Ritschl argues that the attempt of 

materialists and others to develop a comprehensive understanding of humanity 

based solely on the natural sciences ends up in conflict with the methodological 

ideals of those sciences.582 Ritschl here seems to repeat the argument, already 

made in the work on justification and reconciliation, as we have just seen, that 

even if the natural sciences provide us with an understanding of the forces 

governing one dimension of our existence, they do not give us a complete 

description of the world, and it is therefore the case that attempts by materialists 

to reduce human existence to impersonal and mechanistic forces transgress the 

limits of those sciences. But let us return to Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, 

where Ritschl continues his attack on materialism by arguing that its 

 

scientific character is limited [...] by the fact that it can only suggest chance as the 

moving force of the ultimate causes of the world, and of the evolution of specific 

realms of being out of those which are more general; for this is really to confess that 

science cannot penetrate to the supreme law of things. In all the combinations 

exhibited by the materialistic theory of the genesis of the world, there is manifest an 

expenditure of the power of imagination which finds its closest parallel in the 

cosmogonies of heathenism – which is of itself a proof that what rules in this school 

is not scientific method, but an aberrant and confused religious impulse.583 

 

As this passage makes clear, Ritschl reproached materialists for presuming that 

their theories are strictly neutral and unrelated to any quasi-religious judgments, 

just like he, as we saw in chapters 2 and 3, called into question the very idea of a 

presuppositionless historical writing. This indicates that Ritschl had no illusions 

about the possibility of complete scientific objectivity. We should also note the 

following passage in Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung: 

 
[W]ithout the conception of end it is simply impossible to essay the explanation of 

organisms, or of nature as a whole. If any man professes to have divested himself of 

this conception, it is easy to show that it is still tacitly operative in his thinking. But 

if it be declared untrustworthy in the interpretation of nature, because it denotes a 

presupposition of spiritual life, in particular of conscious will, which ought not to be 

applied to nature, neither is the principle of efficient cause abstracted from our 

experience, but is a presupposition of our thought without which experience is 

impossible, so that it likewise ought not to be applied to the changes of natural 

phenomena, if in their interpretation we have no right to employ the conception of 

end. Accordingly, a view of the world which is teleological, and in detail even 
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miraculous, which answers to man’s need of religion, which guarantees to him his 

position as a spiritual and moral whole in his connections with nature and human 

society, is – as compared with our knowledge of nature and its laws – anything but 

irrational; or, if it is so, then the delusion to which we submit in religion is repeated 

likewise in every investigation of nature, even when conducted solely in accordance 

with the law of efficient cause.584 

 

What Ritschl says here is that even natural scientists have to assume things that 

they cannot abstract from experience or prove by scientific experiment. One such 

assumption is that the natural world operates in accordance with causal laws. 

Now, Ritschl believes that this is a perfectly reasonable assumption. But if that is 

so, Ritschl seems to imply, then it appears just as reasonable for moral 

philosophers and theologians to assume the existence of other types of laws and 

principles that explain the spiritual or moral dimension of life, a dimension of 

existence that is as real as the natural world.585 

 At this point we also do well to recall Ritschl’s theory of value judgments. 

According to that theory, all judgments that we make are interested and 

accompanied by feelings. There is a difference between theoretical or 

concomitant value judgments and independent value judgments related to 

morality and religion, certainly, but the former is still not disinterested. That is, 

even the kind of judgments that the natural scientist usually makes are at least 

indirectly related to, and to some extent an expression of, the spiritual dimension 

of human existence. If Ritschl is correct, it becomes possible to view a scientist’s 

judgments concerning nature as signs of the spiritual nature that he/she 

possesses, which, in turn, shows the absurdity in the scientific materialists’ 

attempt to disprove the existence of a spiritual dimension by means of natural 

science. John D. Kronen elaborates this point as follows: 

 
[Ritschl] wanted to argue that science itself proceeds from a certain curiosity and, 

therefore, spontaneity in the scientist. It does not spring, obviously, from the same 

sort of curiosity as religious and moral knowledge does; but it is rooted in the interest 

the knowing subject takes in scientific questions and it is guided by some a priori 

assumptions. In this way then, when the reductive materialist attacks religious 

personalism, with its doctrine that human beings are not mere machines but are 

beings created in the image and likeness of God, she forgets the roots of science in 

her personality, in her ability to act freely and to make judgments concerning nature. 

In this vein, Ritschl even hints at an argument that has been put forth with greater 

clarity by other thinkers— that the ability of the scientist to grasp the laws of nature 

shows her transcendence, as a person, over nature.586 
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We can, once again, see parallels between the thoughts of Ritschl and Lotze: their 

systems can, at least in part and similarly to Kant’s philosophical project, be 

explained as attempts to protect morality and religion against the threat of 

materialism, and they also criticized materialism for much the same reasons, 

though one must keep in mind that similar objections related to human freedom 

and morality can be found in the writings of many other contemporary critics of 

scientific materialism, as became clear in the foregoing chapter. This being so, it 

would be to go too far to understand Lotze’s philosophy as a key source of the 

content of Ritschl’s criticism of materialism, even though they share this 

polemical front. 

 The above discussion indicates that Ritschl’s late idealist metaphysical 

framework to a large extent was developed in response to the materialistic threat 

against Christianity, a threat that increased in importance with the impact of 

scientific materialism from the 1850s onwards. As we have seen in the previous 

chapter, this type of modern materialism was popular and had a profound impact 

on the Bildungsbürgertum in nineteenth-century Germany. If we take that into 

account, it seems logical to describe Ritschl’s late idealist defense of the spiritual 

dimension of human existence against materialist denials of religion as an 

important aspect of his fundamental ambition to counteract the alienation of the 

educated middle class from Christian faith.   

 In conclusion, this chapter has shown the dependence of central aspects of 

Ritschl’s theory of religion, theory of knowledge, and theory of value judgments 

on Lotze’s thoughts on these subjects, which has also amounted to a 

demonstration of the “Lotzean” nature of Ritschl’s metaphysics. The next chapter 

will focus on some of the theological consequences of Ritschl’s late idealist 

metaphysical framework by looking into how it affects his attitude towards, and 

interpretation of, natural theology, the classical arguments for the existence of 

God, the doctrine of the incarnation, and the doctrine of the Trinity. 



 

178 

Chapter 6 

Ritschl’s Rejection of  

Classical Metaphysical Theology 

 

 

It is now time for us to pay attention to some of the theological consequences of 

Ritschl’s late idealist metaphysical framework. And the special subject of this 

chapter is how his metaphysics leads him to protest against what we will call 

“classical metaphysical theology.” This protest can, as will become clear, also be 

related to Ritschl’s rejection of natural theology and the classical Christological 

and trinitarian dogmas.587 

 Our discussion of Ritschl’s criticism of classical metaphysical theology in the 

following is divided into four sections and will mainly concentrate on an analysis 

of the third and final edition of Die christliche Lehre von der Rechtfertigung und 

Versöhnung (1888-1889) and Theologie und Metaphysik (1881). We will first 

take a look at the concept classical metaphysical theology and Ritschl’s general 

objections against this kind of theological thinking.  In the second section, we will 

analyze Ritschl’s rejection of natural theology, criticism of the classical arguments 

for the existence of God, and reception of Immanuel Kant’s moral argument for 

the existence of God. We will then turn to Ritschl’s departure from the classical 

Christological and trinitarian dogmas. The third section will treat his denial of the 

traditional doctrine of the incarnation and the fourth section will discuss his 

reinterpretation of the doctrine of the Trinity. 

 

1. Classical Metaphysical Theology 

 

As we have seen, Ritschl does not deny the value of metaphysics in theology. His 

criticism of metaphysical theology is therefore directed against a theological 

attachment to what he perceives as a false metaphysics.588 And the main object of 

Ritschl’s attacks against metaphysical theology is theological thinking influenced 

by a sort of Aristotelian and neo-Platonic philosophical framework, a framework 

which he believes has had a huge impact on the history of Christian theology. We 

                                                             
587 The focus of this chapter is to give an account of some fundamental aspects and consequences of 
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Ritschl as Critical Empiricist,” 149–154; Jodock, “Ritschl’s Doctrine of God,” 154–157; Kronen, 
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will in the following use “classical metaphysical theology” as a designation for 

Christian thinking that to some extent is dependent on metaphysical ideas that 

can be traced back to classical Greek philosophy. Ritschl relates the 

understanding of metaphysics behind this type of theology to Aristotle.589 

 Now, Aristotle described the subject matter of what later came to be termed 

metaphysics as “being as such,” or as “first causes.” Metaphysics is, from his 

perspective, a discipline that in a general and abstract way investigates things in 

so far as they are beings. Furthermore, Aristotle distinguishes being as such from 

material objects subject to change, arguing that metaphysics is the study of 

eternal things not subject to change. One important purpose of Aristotelian 

metaphysics, moreover, is to make clear the most general concepts or categories 

that apply to being as such.590 

 As Ritschl points out, this kind of metaphysics has been characteristic of 

much patristic, medieval, and scholastic theology, which, in turn, has led many 

Christian thinkers to try to reach a general notion of God through abstract 

reflections on divine being. Indeed, many theologians down the ages have, in an 

Aristotelian manner, attempted to define God in general terms by starting out 

from the idea of God as the ultimate explanation or source of being. Simplicity, 

immutability, impassibility, and the other divine attributes usually associated 

with classical theism are at least in part the outcome of such reflections.591 Ritschl, 

in fact, connects many of the doctrinal errors that he perceives in traditional 

Catholic and Protestant scholastic theology to classical theism’s notion of God 

and the analytical procedure behind it. 

 Why, then, does Ritschl believe that this method of theological reflection 

leads astray? At this point, it suffices to mention two main and interrelated 

reasons. Firstly, Ritschl’s strong stress upon the necessity of basing all knowledge 

of God on the revelation in Jesus Christ is difficult to square with the abstract and 

a priori reasoning that he identifies with what we have here labelled classical 

metaphysical theology. The failure of relating every assertion about God to 

revelation is thus one of the accusations that Ritschl repeatedly levels at this type 

of theology – we cannot grasp who God is apart from divine revelation. 

 It has been shown in the previous chapter that Ritschl’s specific way of 

defending and understanding the revelation of God in Jesus as the fundamental 

source of theological thinking is bound up with certain late idealist philosophical 
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presuppositions. Not only does classical metaphysical theology undermine divine 

revelation, it also proceeds from the wrong metaphysical framework, or so Ritschl 

believes. In other words, classical metaphysics is from Ritschl’s viewpoint a false 

metaphysics. We have seen that Ritschl accepts Lotze’s fundamental idea that “to 

be is to stand in relations,” which obviously stands in sharp contrast to the 

classical metaphysical attempt to understand being in isolation from change and 

relationship. To be is, from Ritschl’s late idealist perspective, to always stand in 

relation, to be in motion, to react to stimulus from exterior objects. 

 Ritschl is of the opinion that this Lotzean conception of being is applicable 

to divine being. Like us, God is a personal being, always active, loving, and 

standing in relationship, and if that is so, it follows, according to Ritschl, that it is 

impossible to understand God apart from revelation and the effects of divine 

activity. To try to establish something about the nature of God and the divine 

attributes through philosophical reasoning alone is therefore a futile enterprise. 

And that this procedure fails to take into account God as a personal being also 

follows naturally from the neglect of the fundamental division of existence into 

nature and spirit in classical metaphysics. Ritschl can describe the neglect of this 

distinction in classical metaphysics as follows: 

 

Now the things that our cognition concerns itself with are differentiated as nature 

and spiritual life [geistiges Leben]. Therefore, any investigation of the common 

foundations of all being must set aside the particular characteristics by which one 

represents the difference between nature and spirit and the means by which one 

knows that these groups of things are dissimilar entities.592 

 

This passage suggests that the distinction between nature and spirit is blurred in 

classical metaphysics since analysis in accordance with that method must exclude 

from view the features that are peculiar to spiritual and personal life. That is why 

an idea of God based on an abstract analysis of being as being, such as Aristotle’s 

“unmoved mover,” cannot but appear as very far removed from the personal God 

of Christianity, according to Ritschl.593  

 Ritschl’s fundamental objections against classical metaphysical theology – 

that is, that it fails to relate all assertions about God to revelation and is captive 

to an incomplete conception of reality – are, as will be shown now, recurrent 

features in his critique of natural theology and the classical Christological and 

trinitarian dogmas. 
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2. Natural Theology 

 

There is no consensus on how one should define the term “natural theology.”594 

Nevertheless, on a very general level it is at least possible to say that it is an area 

of theology concentrated on studying what we can know about God without 

recourse to revelation. The project of natural theology has traditionally been 

described as the attempt to establish truths about God by human reason alone. 

So understood, it is a project that in the end aims at supporting belief in God, 

though it starts out from premises that do not presuppose religious beliefs.595 

Today, it is common not to restrict natural theology to an enterprise of human 

reason, but to describe it, instead, as a branch of theology that also makes use of 

other natural or ordinary human cognitive faculties. In one contemporary 

introduction to the subject, for example, the natural theologian is defined as 

“someone who aims to use ordinary human cognitive faculties (reason, sense-

perception, introspection) to establish positive truths about God.”596 

 Let us now turn to Ritschl’s thoughts on the subject. He is, as we have seen, 

of the opinion that we can only know God through the historical revelation in 

Jesus Christ. This is, of course, the main reason why Ritschl generally rejects 

natural theology. According to Ritschl, natural theology is a problematic mode of 

procedure since it seeks to say something about God apart from revelation.597 

Ritschl’s emphasis on a revelation-based theology is also in line with his 

metaphysical framework, as we saw in the foregoing chapter, and it should 

therefore come as no surprise that he can criticize natural theology for proceeding 

from a false theory of knowledge. 

 Now, Ritschl defends, as has become clear, the notion that we can only know 

God in his influence on us on the grounds that we can only know things in terms 

of their effects upon us. And Ritschl therefore believes that we must study the 

effects of God’s saving work in Christ on the consciousness of the Christian 

community in order to understand who God is. Natural theology deviates from 

this procedure by trying to establish something about God through reason apart 

from his effects upon the Christian community. This means that natural theology, 

                                                             
594 Re Manning, “Introduction,” 1. 
595 McGrath, Christian Theology, 141. There has been plenty of critics of natural theology in modern 
theology – the most famous one being Karl Barth. Theologians defending the discipline are, naturally 
enough, divided on what we can actually say about God without revelation. Some think that the 
natural theologian cannot establish much more than God’s existence. Others go so far as to claim that 
we on the basis of human reason can demonstrate the truth of even such specifically Christian 
teachings as the doctrine of the Trinity and resurrection of Jesus Christ (see Chignell and Pereboom, 
“Natural Theology and Natural Religion,” sections 1.2 and 4).  
596 Chignell and Pereboom, section 1.1. 
597 For valuable accounts of Ritschl’s rejection of natural theology, see Kronen, “Spirits and ‘Things,’” 
147–159; Schäfer, Ritschl, 86–91; Wagner, “Das Problem der natürlichen Theologie bei Albrecht 
Ritschl,” 10–21. 
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from Ritschl’s viewpoint, must be rejected because of its dependence on a flawed 

epistemology.598 

 The classical arguments for the existence of God, that is, the cosmological, 

teleological, and ontological arguments, try to establish God’s existence by 

arguing from reason and observation of the world. Ritschl is, obviously, generally 

critical of these proofs because he does not believe that anything substantive can 

be said about God apart from his self-revelation. But he also raises a number of 

specific objections against the different classical arguments. 

 To begin with, Ritschl calls in question the presumed neutrality of 

cosmological and teleological arguments. Statements about God as the “first 

cause” and “final end” are, he goes on to say, conceptions used to comprehend the 

world as a whole, but this “is itself something additional to disinterested science, 

and betrays the interest religious faith has in conceiving the world as a rounded 

unity [geschlossenen Einheit].” So in reality, these proofs are accompanied by a 

sense of the worth of religion and they are therefore nothing less than hidden 

religious judgments. And they can, as a consequence, not be counted as neutral 

and strictly rational demonstrations of God’s existence.599 

 Perhaps more significantly, Ritschl claims that cosmological and teleological 

arguments must be disregarded because of their failure to arrive at a religious 

conception of God. These proofs are based on natural experiences in the sense 

that they begin with observations such as that the world exists, that contingent 

beings exist, and that the world shows traces of order, and they end with inferring 

from these experiences of the natural world that God exists. Now, Ritschl argues 

that the final cause that cosmological arguments posit as “a conclusion for the 

series of causes and effects in which things are arranged” and the final end that 

teleological arguments posit as “a conclusion for the series of means and ends in 

which things are arranged” “fail to transcend the conception of the world, and 

therefore fall short of the Christian idea of God.”600 

 Here we also do well to recall Ritschl’s fundamental division of reality into 

nature and spirit, which was discussed in the previous chapter. According to 

Ritschl, this distinction is ignored by the cosmological and teleological proofs, 

which are restricted to the natural realm with the result that they fail to conceive 

God in personal terms. And he believes that it is disastrous to downplay God’s 

personhood since only a personal God is able to sustain the spiritual dimension 

of human existence against the pressures of nature.601 As John D. Kronen has 

                                                             
598 That natural theology builds upon a false and unscientific theory of knowledge is one of the main 
arguments in Ritschl’s Theologie und Metaphysik. 
599 Ritschl, Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, 3rd ed., 3:203–205, quote 205 (ET, 213–215, quote 215). 
See also Geisler, Kants moralischer Gottesbeweis, 151–152. Ritschl’s claim that the cosmological and 
teleological arguments somehow presuppose the notion of the world as a “rounded unity” can be 
questioned. 
600 Ritschl, Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, 3rd ed., 3:205–206, quotes 205 (ET, 215–216, quotes 
215). 
601 On this issue, see Kronen, “Spirits and ‘Things,’” 150–152. Of course, Ritschl’s assertion that 
cosmological and teleological arguments fail to arrive at a religious conception of a personal God can 



 

183 

pointed out, Ritschl’s real concern with the classical arguments of the existence 

of God “was not with the incompleteness of the proofs themselves” but “with the 

way that natural theologians have used these proofs to argue a priori that the 

ultimate cause of the world must be simple, unchanging, and impassive,” a 

conception of God that he regarded “as at odds with Christian revelation.”602 

 As for the ontological arguments, which in different ways try to derive God’s 

existence from a correct conception of his being, Ritschl is of the opinion that they 

do not demonstrate anything since they must be considered as statements 

deduced from religious belief rather than rational proofs: 

 

[T]he proposition, that we are compelled to posit the thought of God as real in order 

to explain our own belief, is merely an analytic judgment, which is deduced from 

religious belief because it is already contained there. But it is not the synthetic 

judgment of theoretical knowledge, which is what people undertake to make, or fancy 

they are making.603 

 

Especially prominent in Ritschl’s discussion of natural theology is his criticism of 

the absolute as a conception of God. Ritschl thinks that the notion of God as the 

absolute, as an infinite being or indeterminate will, is impossible to reconcile with 

a personal and loving God. In fact, Ritschl claims that this notion implies a 

negative relation to the world on God’s part because it is derived from contrasting 

God with the world, which, in turn, signifies a failure to take notice of God’s 

positive relationship to the world and human beings.604 

 A good illustration of Ritschl’s rejection of the absolute is his attack on the 

Lutheran Erlangen theologian Franz Hermann Reinhold Frank in Theologie und 

Metaphysik. First of all, Ritschl says that Frank’s substitution of the notion of the 

absolute for the phrase “to exist in oneself” is close to the literal meaning of the 

concept, which he defines as “that which has been severed, which stands in no 

relation to another.” But if God, as the absolute, only exists for himself, it means, 

Ritschl goes on to argue, that he cannot enter into relationships with us.605 And it 

would also, according to Ritschl, be a contradiction to attribute personhood and 

love to this absolute God since it is impossible to think these attributes apart from 

relationship to another.  

 

                                                             
be contested. Many attempts have been made to try to show that the “first cause” or “necessary being” 
of the cosmological arguments has properties that brings it quite close to the traditional Christian 
conception of God (Reichenbach, “Cosmological Argument,” section 8). And it is even easier to 
combine teleological arguments with the personal God of Christianity since they usually “end with a 
conclusion concerning the existence of a designer with the intellectual properties (knowledge, 
purpose, understanding, foresight, wisdom, intention)” that can explain traces of purpose and design 
in nature (Koperski, “Teleological Arguments for God’s Existence,” section 1).  
602 Kronen, “Spirits and ‘Things,’” 152–153. 
603 Ritschl, Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, 3rd ed., 3:207 (ET, 217). 
604 Ritschl, 257–259, 268–269 (ET, 271–272, 282–283). 
605 Ritschl, Theologie und Metaphysik, 18-20, quote 18 (ET, 164–166, quote 165). 
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Both of these predicates express relationship to another. Love is conceivable only 

with an object, and personhood only as a distinctive relationship of the spiritual life 

to the world or to other persons. If the absolute, isolated and without qualities, is 

conceived of with such predicates, then either these predicates contradict their 

subject, or it is not possible for us to infer the assumed subject from these 

predicates.606 

 

Hence, it is in Ritschl’s opinion not possible to harmonize Frank’s notion of the 

absolute God, which Ritschl calls “a metaphysical idol,” with the Christian 

conception of a living, personal, and loving God.607 But Frank is in good company. 

For much the same reasons, Ritschl rebukes Catholic and Protestant 

scholasticism, the entire mystical tradition, and speculative or Hegelian-inspired 

theology. 

 Even if Ritschl was fully aware, of course, that theologians such as Frank 

never intended to deny God’s personhood, he was convinced that an abstract 

conception of God as the absolute is incompatible with the notion of a personal 

God. We must also note that the notion of divine absoluteness criticized by Ritschl 

is closely related to the doctrine of simplicity at the core of the concept of God 

defended by classical metaphysical theology. Divine simplicity makes it 

impossible for God, according to Ritschl, to have a relationship with anyone 

outside of himself. Since love is only thinkable in terms of a relationship, it follows 

as a logical consequence, from Ritschl’s perspective, that the perfect, simple, 

immutable, and impassible God of Thomas Aquinas and other representatives of 

classical theism is incapable of love.608 In fact, since Ritschl adheres to Lotze’s 

notion that to be is the same as to stand in relation, the notion that God cannot 

stand in a relationship to anyone outside of himself must appear to Ritschl as 

inconsistent with God’s existence. Not only does classical theism undermine the 

notion of a personal God, it undermines the very idea of God’s existence, or so it 

seems from a Ritschlian point of view. 

 Ritschl’s argument that classical theology had been distorted by Greek ideas 

was, as is well-known, adopted and made more profound by his disciple Adolf von 

Harnack, who developed it into a full-scale attack on patristic and medieval 

theology in a number of works, not least in the multi-volume Lehrbuch der 

Dogmengeschichte (1886-1889; History of Dogma). The question of the 

                                                             
606 Ritschl, 20 (ET, 166–167). 
607 Ritschl, 20 (ET, 167). 
608 I am following the analysis of Ritschl’s rejection of classical theism – the doctrine of God defended 
by classical metaphysical theology – in Kronen, “Spirits and ‘Things,’” 154–159. Ritschl’s critique of 
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Hellenization of Christian theology has remained a contested issue up to the 

present day.609 

 Ritschl is, as we have seen, generally critical of natural theology. However, 

that does not stop him from praising Immanuel Kant’s moral argument for the 

existence of God. Manfred Kuehn has offered a helpful summary of this 

argument: 

 
[The] highest good consists of a moral state in the world in which the greatest 

happiness coincides with the strictest observation of moral rules. It has thus two 

components for Kant. The first is morality in accordance with the categorical 

imperative [...]; the second is happiness in proportion to moral worth. But there 

is no necessary relation between morality and happiness. Indeed, often it seems 

the case that bad things happen primarily to good people. Nevertheless, we must 

believe that eventually good deeds will make a difference in the world. Thus 

reason needs to assume that happiness in proportion to moral worth is possible, 

even though nature itself cannot be expected to bring it about. Only an intelligent 

and all-powerful moral agent can be expected to do this. Therefore, the highest 

good makes it necessary for a moral agent to assume that there is another cause 

that makes the highest good possible. This can only be a supreme intelligence that 

has moral concerns, that is, God. Therefore, we must assume the existence of 

God.610 

 

There are at least two reasons why Ritschl thinks so highly of Kant’s moral 

argument. First of all and in distinction from the classical arguments, this proof 

is not a hidden religious utterance or judgment because “its starting-point – the 

estimate of moral action as springing from freedom” as the self-end of the world 

– “is conceived independently of the authority of God,” that is, without building 

upon a conception of God. Secondly, Kant’s moral argument succeeds, and again 

in contrast to the classical proofs, in giving a central place to the personal 

character of God by describing him as “the Moral Creator and Ruler of the world. 

For everywhere in this connection God denotes the ethical Power Who assures to 

man the position above the world befitting his ethical worth, and this, too, as the 

final end of the world.”611 

 Nevertheless, Ritschl is not entirely satisfied with Kant’s moral proof. This is 

so because it ends up separating the natural world from the spiritual dimension 

of existence by excluding the conception of God from theoretical reason (or 

theoretical philosophy) and restricting its validity to practical reason (or moral 

philosophy) alone. Even though Ritschl identifies a similar division of reality into 

                                                             
609 For accounts of Harnack’s understanding of the Hellenization of Christian theology, see Glick, The 
Reality of Christianity: A Study of Adolf von Harnack as Historian and Theologian, 131–136, 148–
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moral argument, see also Geisler, Kants moralischer Gottesbeweis, 153–154; Jodock, “Ritschl’s 
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nature and spirit, he is, as became clear in the foregoing chapter, also intent on 

identifying a unifying principle able to explain the coexistence of the natural and 

spiritual realms. Kant’s moral argument – and his philosophy as a whole – lacks 

such a unity and that is, in Ritschl’s view, one of its main shortcomings. Spiritual 

life is as real as sensible phenomena or natural life, Ritschl goes on to say, and 

must be recognized as such by theoretical knowledge. Each realm certainly has 

unique laws but these laws are equally binding parts of our reality. The spiritual 

realm is subject to mechanical laws to the extent that it is interwoven with nature, 

surely, but the practical laws make it unique.612 Kant rightly saw that there are 

two spheres with different laws but he was wrong to conclude from this 

observation that there are two species of reason standing in opposition to each 

other, according to Ritschl. 

 
Kant wrongly let himself be persuaded, by this specific quality of spiritual life, to 

oppose practical Reason as one species of Reason to theoretical Reason as another. 

And yet knowledge of the laws of our action is also theoretical knowledge, for it is 

knowledge of the laws of spiritual life. Now the impulses of knowledge, of feeling, and 

of aesthetic intuition, of will in general and its special application to society, and 

finally the impulse of religion in the general sense of the word, all concur to 

demonstrate that spiritual life is the end, while nature is the means. This is the 

general law of spiritual life, the validity of which science must maintain if the special 

character of the spiritual realm of existence is not to be ignored.613 

 

So Ritschl claims that Kant failed to appreciate that scientific thought must 

adhere to the general law that nature is a means to the spiritual as an end, or else 

our experiences of the spiritual dimension of existence will be ignored. But Kant 

still explained, Ritschl writes, the combination of the natural and spiritual realms 

“in a single world through practical faith in God, conceived as endowed with the 

attributes which Christianity ascribes to him” and so rightly postulated God as 

the ground of the world. In the Christian religion we can, furthermore, Ritschl 

says, find the law uniting the natural and spiritual in God’s will, which especially 

aims at realizing in the world the spiritual community of love, that is, the kingdom 

of God, a kingdom that nature should serve.614 This is in harmony with Ritschl’s 

Lotze-inspired theory of religion, analyzed in the previous chapter, which states 

that Christianity holds the key to solving the issue of the division of human 

existence into nature and spirit since it makes the natural sphere subordinate to 

the spiritual sphere by bestowing dominion over the world to believers. 

 In sum, Ritschl thinks that Kant’s moral argument can be used to some 

extent to show that Christian faith agrees with our experiences of the world and 

reason. At the same time, however, this “is always with the reservation that 
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knowledge of God embodies itself in judgments which differ in kind from those 

of theoretical science.” And Ritschl concludes by stating that it is only “through 

actively fulfilling the will of God [...] that we come to perceive that the practical 

end set before men in Christianity is at the same time the final end for which the 

world is created and governed by God.”615 

 

3. The Doctrine of the Incarnation 

 

The doctrine of the incarnation can be summarized in the claim that the eternal 

Son or Word of God – the second person of the Trinity – became human in Jesus 

Christ. An important aspect of this doctrine concerns how one should understand 

the relationship between the divine and human natures in Christ. Undoubtedly, 

it is one of the most distinguishing teachings of Christian faith. In this doctrine 

“we have the great dividing line between Christian thought and all other religious 

or philosophical thought,” as Thomas F. Torrance once put it.616 

 In this section, it will become clear that Ritschl is critical of the traditional 

conception of this fundamental Christian doctrine. And we will also see that 

Ritschl’s criticism of this doctrine can be related to the metaphysical framework 

of his theology. But let us first take a look at Ritschl’s reasons for rejecting 

Christological accounts that take the two natures of Christ as their starting point. 

 Ritschl highlights Luther’s insights into the correct method for determining 

the meaning of Jesus Christ. Luther certainly accepted the traditional, 

Christological doctrines about the human and divine natures in the person of 

Christ. That notwithstanding, Ritschl claims that Luther’s religious estimate of 

Christ did not depend on his theoretical interpretation of the two natures. Luther 

formulated a new understanding of faith according to which faith no longer has 

to do with assent to revealed doctrines but with personal trust and confidence 

towards God. An important consequence of this view is, Ritschl goes on to say, 

that Christ’s divinity is recognized because the trust that we have towards Christ 

is a kind of trust that we can only give to God.617 Ritschl points to the following 

famous passage from the explanation of the first commandment in Der grosse 

Katechismus as an example from Luther’s writings where this relationship 

between God and faith as trust is explicitly expressed: 

 
A “god” is the term for that to which we are to look for all good and in which we are 

to find refuge in all need. Therefore, to have a god is nothing else than to trust and 

believe in that one with your whole heart. As I have often said, it is the trust and faith 

of the heart alone that make both God and idol. If your faith and trust are right, then 
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your God is the true one. Conversely, where your trust is false and wrong, there you 

do not have the true God. For these two belong together, faith and God. Anything on 

which your heart relies and depends, I say, that is really your God.618 

 

So according to Ritschl, Luther’s catechetical writings demonstrate that he did 

not regard faith in, and acceptance of, the classical Christological doctrines as 

proper religious trust. Moreover, Luther “connects the religious estimate of Christ 

as God with the significance which Christ’s work has for the Christian community, 

and with the position thereby given Christ as the head of the Kingdom of God,” 

which means that “trust in Christ has for its object His attribute of Lordship, – 

that He is Lord over me and over all things.” Lordship is therefore, in Ritschl’s 

view, and here he considers himself to be a follower of Luther, the attribute of 

Christ that true religious faith must be related to. In other words, Christ’s divinity 

is manifested in his achievement or work.619 Ritschl uses the following statement 

by Melanchthon in the 1521 edition of Loci Communes in support of this idea: “to 

know Christ is to know his benefits, and not as [the Scholastics] teach, to 

contemplate his natures and the modes of his incarnation.”620 

 Christ is my lord because of what he has done and suffered “for me,” for my 

salvation, and I honor him as my God by trusting him. Ritschl writes that this is 

what Luther’s thinking on faith as trust leads us to say. And to trust in Christ in 

this way is not a disinterested judgment but a value judgment. Ritschl is of the 

opinion that we can only know God when he has value for our salvation on a 

personal level. Christ’s divinity must be understood “as an attribute revealed to 

us in His saving influence upon ourselves” and we must, therefore, “first be able 

to prove the Godhead that is revealed before we take account of the Godhead that 

is eternal.” We cannot correctly define God “from above,” if we by that mean 

speculations along the lines of classical metaphysical theology on the divine 

nature detached from revelation. That is also why Ritschl rejects the traditional 

starting point in the classical doctrines on the two natures of Christ – “in the 

doctrine of the two natures the historical and religious conception of Christ finds 

no place.” In order to understand who God really is we must start “from below,” 

that is, we must take our starting point in the historical life of Christ.621 

 Of course, this criticism of the two natures as speculation detached from 

revelation is in general agreement with Ritschl’s Lotzean conception of a correct 

epistemology, which, as we have seen, is based on the idea that a thing can only 

be known in terms of its effects upon us. We can know Christ through his saving 

influence on the community of believers. To try to establish something about 

Christ in himself apart from that influence by starting, for example, from a 
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rational reflection on his divine and human natures will, according to Ritschl, not 

accomplish anything. 

 In chapter 3, it was noted that Ritschl took the notion of an ethical vocation 

as the point of departure in his own investigation into Christ’s work and divinity, 

which led him to emphasize the foundation and realization of the kingdom of God 

as the distinguishing mark of Christ’s activity. And this, in turn and as we saw, 

led Ritschl to relate Christ’s uniqueness to his perfect revelation of God as love, 

to his realization of human nature, to his dependence on God, to him being the 

founder of God’s kingdom and the first one who made the divine self-end 

manifest in the world, and also to him being the mediator of God’s love for human 

beings. 

 Let us now turn to Ritschl’s departure from the classical doctrine of Christ’s 

preexistence, that is, the notion of Christ’s personal existence before his 

incarnation – a doctrine without which there can be no incarnation of the eternal 

Son in Jesus Christ. 

 One fundamental objection raised against Ritschl by his contemporary 

theologians was that his discussion of Christ’s divinity failed to demonstrate the 

divinity of Christ’s nature since it focused almost exclusively on Christ’s will. So 

according to Ritschl’s critics, showing, as he tried to do, that the historical Jesus’ 

will was in harmony with God’s will is not enough to prove his divinity. The 

question of the divine origin of Jesus needs to be tackled head on. Ritschl’s main 

response to this criticism is that he simply follows the common procedure for 

estimating the nature or character of a person. 

 

In all other cases we estimate character on the supposition that its essence is manifest 

in the will. Excellence of character is that state of the will in which the natural 

impulses are so restrained and governed as to be subordinate and subservient to the 

good and unselfish end which the will pursues. [...]  It is by his measure of success in 

this achievement that we judge the character of a fully developed man.622 

 

Moreover, if we judge Christ “by categories that are applied to no other object 

than Himself, then he is rendered unintelligible.”623 Even if we grant, with Ritschl, 

that Christ’s nature is primarily known through his will, must we not say 

something about his origin? Ritschl says no in no uncertain terms: 

 
The origin of the Person of Christ – how His Person attained the form in which it 

presents itself to our ethical and religious apprehension – is not a subject for 

theological inquiry, because the problem transcends all inquiry. What ecclesiastical 

tradition offers us in this connection is obscure in itself, and therefore is not fitted to 

make anything clear.624 
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But what, then, are we to make of the biblical passages that seem to suggest 

Christ’s preexistence? On this issue, Ritschl is anxious to oppose traditional 

interpretations by trying to show that such passages really are about something 

else. Let us take the expression “the Word became flesh” in the Gospel of John as 

an example. Ritschl asserts that the meaning of John’s Logos Christology is that 

God is revealed in Christ, which, in turn, is a claim based on the disciples’ 

personal experiences of Christ’s saving influence. And Ritschl writes that this and 

similar passages “describe the significance of Christ for that view of the world 

which originated with Himself.”625 

 This does not, however, mean that Ritschl denies all notions of Christ’s 

preexistence. In fact, he says that “Christ exists for God eternally as that which 

He appears to us under the limitations of time” and advances a reinterpretation 

of preexistence that describes Christ as “the object of God’s eternal knowledge 

and will.”626 What Ritschl seems to be saying here is that the Son, Jesus Christ, 

preexisted before his natural birth as an idea, or preconception, in God’s mind. 

Now, since Ritschl was generally critical of traditional interpretations of biblical 

passages suggesting Christ’s preexistence, and since we look in vain for an 

account of the Son of God as an eternal person or hypostasis in his writings, it is 

difficult to avoid the conclusion that he could not accept the preexistence of Christ 

to be anything more than an idea of the human Jesus in the divine mind. 

 

4. The Doctrine of the Trinity 

 

“Recent writers have found in the Trinity not just the essence of Christian faith, 

but a seemingly endlessly generative doctrine for ethical and social ideas,” as 

Stephen Holmes points out.627 This recent trinitarian renaissance or revival must 

be understood against the background of the earlier neglect of the doctrine of the 

Trinity in modern theology, not least by nineteenth-century theologians. Such a 

neglect of the Trinity was also a characteristic feature of the theology of Ritschl 

and his disciples. Even if the Ritschlians did assume the Trinity to some extent, 

they did not lay any significant stress on the doctrine and their discussion of it is 

very brief.628 

 As became clear in the foregoing section, Ritschl seems to deny the notion of 

the Son of God as an eternal person and it is therefore only logical that we find no 

traditional doctrine of the Trinity in his theological thought. In fact, the general 

impression is that Ritschl attaches very little importance to the Trinity and it is 

                                                             
625 Ritschl, 382–383, quote 382 (ET, 404–405, quote 405). 
626 Ritschl, 441, 443 (ET, 469, 471). On Ritschl’s understanding of Christ’s preexistence, see also 
Powell, The Trinity in German Thought, 143–144. 
627 Holmes, Trinity, 1. 
628 Edghill, Faith and Fact: A Study of Ritschlianism, 162–163. 
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difficult to find any developed reasoning on the doctrine in his writings. Now, 

since we have already looked into what Ritschl has to say about the incarnation 

and Jesus Christ as the Son of God, we will focus on his account of the divine 

Father and the Holy Spirit in this section.629 

 Also, it should be noted that Ritschl’s suspicion against theologians engaged 

in metaphysical speculation detached from God’s revelation in Jesus Christ, in 

part explained by his Lotze-influenced view that we can only know a thing in 

terms of its effects, has consequences for his conception of the Trinity. That can 

be seen, for instance, in his rejection of the distinction between the so-called 

“economic Trinity,” God as revealed in salvation history, and the “immanent 

Trinity,” God as he is in himself. From Ritschl’s perspective, such a distinction is 

meaningless because it implies that we can know something about God apart 

from revelation, a notion that he clearly dismisses.630 

 A summary of Ritschl’s teaching on God the Father or divine fatherhood can 

be found in the following quote from Unterricht in der christlichen Religion: 

 
The complete name of God which corresponds to the Christian revelation is “The God 

and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.” [...] Indirectly included in the complete 

Christian name of God, “The God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ,” is [...] that he 

is the Father of all, of whatever nationality, who are united, in the community of the 

Lord Jesus Christ. Therefore in the abbreviated name, “God our Father,” the thought 

is expressed that the one God directs his special purpose to this community, whose 

highest good and common imperative is the kingdom of God. Now, however, the 

complete name of God means that he has assumed this special relationship to this 

particular community only because he is already and first of all the Father of Jesus 

Christ, who is recognized as Lord by his community. In this capacity, however, Christ 

stands nearer to God, nearer than any other, because he shares in God’s attributes of 

being the end of creation and recognizes himself as set apart from the world in his 

position of sonship to God the Father. The key to the relationship between God the 

Father and the Son of God is found in the declaration that God is love. In the complete 

name of God the fact that God is the Father of human beings is connected with Jesus 

Christ insofar as he is recognized as the Lord of a particular fellowship. Through 

Christ’s mediation this community of human beings is also designated as the object 

of divine love.631 

 

Let us unpack the thoughts contained in this passage. First we must note that 

Ritschl equates the name of God with “the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ,” which 

indicates that he puts a major emphasis on divine fatherhood in his conception 

of God. The second thing to be observed is that God is primarily the Father of 

Jesus Christ, whose life was in complete conformity with the divine will. God is 

first of all the Father of Christ. But through Christ’s mediation God is also – and 

                                                             
629 Helpful discussions of Ritschl’s interpretation of the Trinity can be found in Edghill, 160–173; 
Powell, Trinity, 142–172. My own analysis is also indebted to these works. 
630 Ritschl, “Aus Ritschls Dogmatik-Kolleg 1881/82,” 203–204. 
631 Ritschl, Unterricht, 9–11 (ET, 225–226). 
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this is the third thing we must pay attention to – the Father of the members of the 

kingdom of God. In fact, it is not altogether clear if Ritschl believes that those 

outside of this community are objects of God’s love. And if they are not, the result 

is, as Ernest A. Edghill once noted, a restricted view of divine fatherhood not 

easily reconciled with the almost exclusive stress upon the attribute of love in 

Ritschl’s conception of God.632 This last observation hints at a fourth aspect of 

Ritschl’s notion of the Father worthy of consideration, namely his tendency to 

understand divine fatherhood as a synonym for God’s loving will. “The name of 

God as Father, which Jesus also makes valid for the community of his disciples 

[...], has in this general application no other content than the creative will of 

love.”633 

 Ritschl’s main interest when discussing the essence of God is, undoubtedly, 

divine love. He considers all other divine attributes, such as omnipotence, 

wisdom, righteousness, and truthfulness, as aspects of love and therefore also as 

derivable from God’s love.634 So the primary thing that the divine revelation in 

Christ enables us to grasp is the Father’s love for the Son and for the Son’s 

community, from which we must conclude that God is love. 

 Given his heavy emphasis on divine love, it is not surprising that Ritschl is 

unfavorably disposed to the interrelated notions of God’s holiness and wrath. 

First of all, traditional conceptions of these divine attributes must be rejected, 

according to Ritschl, since they contradict biblical teaching. Ritschl discerns two 

layers in the understanding of divine holiness in the Old Testament. In the older 

layer, God’s holiness represents divine power and Unnahbarkeit (inaccessibility). 

This notion of divine holiness is modified in the younger layer, which proceeds 

from the idea that holiness is the reason why God is intent on helping human 

beings to live a moral life. What is more, the concept of God’s holiness, according 

to Ritschl, is almost entirely missing from the New Testament, where the idea of 

God’s love dominates. Ritschl’s exegesis of the notion of divine wrath follows a 

similar pattern. We can identify two layers in the Old Testament. In the old layer, 

the wrath of God is connected to the killing of those who have violated his 

holiness. But in the younger layer, it is emphasized that God’s wrath is postponed 

by his mercy and faithfulness. Ritschl then goes on to say that the older layer is 

virtually non-existent in the New Testament, in which divine wrath is related to 

God’s final and eschatological destruction of sinners. So even though Ritschl 

                                                             
632 Edghill, Faith and Fact, 169. 
633 Ritschl, Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, 3rd ed., 2:97: “Der Name Gottes als Vater, welchen Jesus 
auch für die Gemeinde seiner Jünger giltig macht [...], hat auch in dieser allgemeinen Anwendung 
keinen andern Inhalt als den schöpferischen Liebeswillen.” 
634 For a thorough examination of Ritschl’s derivation of the different divine attributes from the main 
attribute of love, see Schäfer, Ritschl, 77–86. 
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turns down every contemporary manifestation of divine wrath, he believes there 

is a place for it in eschatology.635 

 Another reason for Ritschl’s objection against the traditional notions of 

divine holiness and wrath is that he believes that it is impossible to harmonize 

them with the idea of God’s unity. This aspect of Ritschl’s criticism is made 

evident by his analysis of Luther’s conception of God. Now, Ritschl is convinced 

that Luther took a giant theological leap in the right direction by turning love into 

the main divine attribute. That notwithstanding, one can also, writes Ritschl, 

identify a resurgence of scholastic, and especially nominalist, thinking on divine 

wrath in Luther’s theology since he, at times, can lay much stress on God’s wrath 

and punishment of sinners. Luther’s notion of God is, as a result, cut in two. 

Sinners cannot be conceived as being at the same time objects of both divine love 

and divine wrath. This means that Luther in the end, according to Ritschl, 

undermines divine unity. But Ritschl also notes that there is a proviso to Luther’s 

split in the idea of God since he tends to subordinate wrath to love, describing 

wrath as a modification of God’s love and also calling love God’s proper work and 

wrath God’s alien work.636 

 It is time to move on to Ritschl’s understanding of the Holy Spirit. To begin 

with, Ritschl complains that the idea of the Spirit has been largely neglected by 

theologians. We must hasten to add, however, that Ritschl himself is not exactly 

providing us with a comprehensive doctrine of the Holy Spirit. Ritschl also claims 

that “[w]e must give up the question – derived from Scholastic psychology, but 

insoluble – how man is laid hold of, or pervaded, or filled by the Holy Spirit.” And 

he then goes on to say that to think of the Holy Spirit “as a resistless natural force 

is absolutely forbidden,” adding also, later on, that the Spirit “cannot be regarded 

as a substance.”637 Ritschl replaces such interpretations of the doctrine of the 

Holy Spirit with the following one: 

 

The Spirit of God, or the Holy Spirit, Who in relation to God Himself is the knowledge 

which God has of Himself, is at the same time an attribute of the Christian 

community, because the latter, in accordance with the completed revelation of God 

through Christ, has that knowledge of God and of His counsel for men in the world 

which harmonises with God’s self-knowledge. The Holy Spirit, however, as the power 

of the complete knowledge of God which is common to believers in Christ, is at the 

same time the motive-power of the life of all Christians – a life which, as such, is 

necessarily directed to the common end of the Kingdom of God (1 Cor. ii. 10-12; Rom. 

viii. 2-4; Gal. v. 22-26).638 

                                                             
635 My account of Ritschl’s understanding of divine holiness and wrath depends on Schäfer, 81–83. 
Ritschl’s own analysis of these divine attributes can be found in Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, 3rd 
ed., 2:89–102, 119–156. 
636 Ritschl, Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, 2nd ed., 1:218–223. See also Hofmann, Albrecht Ritschls 
Lutherrezeption, 65–66; Lotz, Ritschl and Luther, 43–44. 
637 Ritschl, Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, 3rd ed., 3:22, 501–503, 571, quotes 22, 502, 571 (ET, 22, 
532–534, 605, quotes 22, 534, 605). 
638 Ritschl, 571–572 (ET, 605). 
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Ritschl describes the Holy Spirit in a similar way in other places. “The Holy Spirit 

denotes in the New Testament the Spirit of God, in so far as the latter is the 

ground of that knowledge of God and that specific moral and religious life which 

exist in the Christian community.” “[T]he Holy Spirit is described by Paul as the 

power, common to all Christians, of righteous conduct and of self-sanctification, 

or the formation of moral character (Rom viii. 4, 13), which finds its motive in 

that perfect knowledge of God.”639 

 So Ritschl defines the Holy Spirit as God’s knowledge of himself. And as an 

attribute of the Christian community, the Spirit is both the community’s 

revelation-based knowledge of God, which is identical with God’s self-knowledge, 

and the motive-power of Christian life. Furthermore, it seems to be the case that 

Ritschl denies all notions in which the Spirit is partly conceived as an inner force, 

as a living power working within every believer – at least that is what his rejection 

of the idea of the Spirit as a “resistless natural force” easily leads one to think. As 

he writes, the new life of a Christian must not be understood as meaning “that 

each individual is changed by the specific power of God in the form of a natural 

force.”640 And there can be no doubt that Ritschl rejects the traditional view of the 

Holy Spirit as a distinct person of the Trinity. 

 It seems clear that Ritschl’s interpretation of the Trinity departed decisively 

from classical metaphysical theology. This observation is, of course, also in line 

with his understanding of himself as called to rescue the genuine apostolic and 

reformatory faith, which in his view is practical in nature and entirely based on 

the revelation in Jesus Christ, from the speculative abstractions of medieval, 

scholastic, and confessionalist theologians. It is true that Ritschl to a certain 

degree accepted classical trinitarian language of God as Father, Son, and Holy 

Spirit, and he also claimed that both the Son and the Spirit are eternal, not shying 

away, for instance, from talk about Christ’s preexistence and exaltation. 

Nevertheless, we must not let that conceal the fact that Ritschl’s doctrine of the 

Trinity is very untraditional. In fact, from the standpoint of traditional 

Christianity, his denial of the Son and the Holy Spirit as divine persons appears 

as nothing less than a radical rejection of Christian faith. And we have seen, 

moreover, that Ritschl’s deviation from more traditional accounts of the doctrine 

of the Trinity in no small degree can be related to the late idealist framework of 

his theology. In other words, Ritschl’s metaphysics frames not only his criticism 

of materialism but also his understanding of fundamental Christian doctrines 

such as the doctrine of the incarnation and the Trinity. 

                                                             
639 Ritschl, 444, 502 (ET, 471, 533). 
640 Ritschl, 572 (ET, 605). 
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Part III 

Ethics 

 

 

This part consists of an investigation of Ritschl’s interpretation of Christian life 

or theological ethics.641 Now, ethics is a very important part of Ritschl’s systematic 

theology and many fundamental aspects of his theological project are tied to his 

account of Christian life. Christian ethics was under heavy fire in Germany during 

the nineteenth century. There was a general criticism in circulation of Christianity 

as a religion aloof from the world and irrelevant to modern society. In the 

forefront of this type of objections against Christian faith were the scientific 

materialists, as we have seen. These materialists objected to religion on both 

scientific and moral grounds, and they, naturally enough, singled out the 

Christian religion as a special object of attack. In the preface to the ninth edition 

of Ludwig Büchner’s very influential Kraft und Stoff – the Bible of materialism – 

we find an illustrative example of their way of criticizing religion, and particularly 

Christianity, for being detrimental to morality and an impediment to progress: 

 
[W]hilst religious tradition asserts man to be an exile from Paradise, and a 

degenerate descendant of his first father, created perfect by God, science, on the 

contrary, teaches that this Paradise is not behind, but before us, and can only be 

reached by constant and slow advances amidst toil and labour; it farther teaches that 

we did not begin great and end little, but that we began little, to become greater and 

greater; it finally teaches that in this way nothing is unattainable, and that it is as 

foolish as it is criminal in theologians and philosophers to attempt setting limits to 

human nature, which it is not to overstep. Do we not at the present day perform by 

natural means things which to our ancestors would have appeared miracles and acts 

of a supernatural power? and have we, with our investigations, not penetrated into 

regions and secrets which the philosophers of yore considered transcendental, i.e., 

surpassing the powers of human understanding? A fool, therefore, is he who waits 

for the never-appearing help and illumination from above, and neglects to employ 

his own strength! Nothing but his own labour and research, corporeal and mental, 

can advance and bring him nearer to the great aims of humanity.642 

 

The anthropological materialist Ludwig Feuerbach was in a similar manner 

convinced of that a better future, characterized by a communion-oriented and 

loving humanity, would become possible when the alienating illusions of religion 

                                                             
641 “Christian life” is synonymous with “theological ethics” in this chapter, which is a usage 
corresponding to Ritschl’s own understanding as can be seen in that the issues treated in his lectures 
on “theological ethics,” printed in Vorlesung “Theologische Ethik”, are roughly the same as those 
discussed in “the doctrine of the Christian life” in Unterricht in der christlichen Religion. 
642 Büchner, Force and Matter, lxxviii–lxxix. 
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had been cast aside. In response to such objections against Christianity’s 

problematic consequences for morality, Ritschl readily conceded that many 

different theological schools and Christian traditions had neglected the ethical 

side of Christianity and interpreted their religion in world-denying terms. 

However, these schools and traditions interpret Christian faith erroneously. A 

correct understanding of the religion founded by Jesus Christ leads, Ritschl 

contended, in the very opposite direction – Ritschl never became tired of 

emphasizing how important ethics is to Christian faith. “[I]n Christianity 

everything is,” as he expressed it in his work on justification and reconciliation, 

“‘related’ to the moral organisation of humanity through love-prompted 

action.”643 And the main objection levelled against Feuerbach’s interpretation of 

religion in Die christliche Lehre von der Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung is that 

it wrongly identifies the Christian religion with egoism. If anything, rather the 

reverse is the case. Christianity is the very opposite of being individualistic since 

it understands faith in God as closely related to moral duty towards other human 

beings. 

 

In its day the Hegelian philosophy represented theoretical knowledge as not merely 

the most valuable function of spirit, but likewise the function which has to take up 

the problem of religion and solve it. To this Feuerbach opposed the observation that 

in religion the chief stress falls upon the wishes and needs of the human heart. But 

as the latter philosopher also continued to regard professedly pure and disinterested 

knowledge as the highest achievement of man, religion, and especially the Christian 

religion – which he held to be the expression of a purely individual and therefore 

egoistic interest, and a self-delusion in respect of its object, God – was by him 

declared to be worthless, as compared not merely with the knowledge of philosophic 

truth, but also with purely moral conduct. But an interest in salvation in the Christian 

sense, when rightly understood, is incompatible with egoism. Egoism is a revolt 

against the common tasks of action. Now, people might say that faith in God for our 

salvation, and a dutiful public spirit towards our fellows, have nothing to do with one 

another, and that therefore there is no conceivable reason why religion, as a rule, 

should not be egoistic. But in Christianity precisely faith in God and moral duty 

within the Kingdom of God are related to one another. As a rule, therefore, it is 

impossible that Christian faith in God should be egoistic.644 

 

Equally troubling to Ritschl as a theologian standing in the Lutheran tradition, 

however, was a sort of anti-Lutheran polemics centered on arguments about the 

negative impact of Luther and the Lutheran Reformation on morality and culture. 

One of the loudest critics of Lutheran faith in this regard was the biblical scholar 

and orientalist Paul de Lagarde, who claimed, among other things, that 

Protestantism, and especially Lutheranism, lost its last portion of creativity with 

the Peace of Westphalia in 1648: 

                                                             
643 Ritschl, Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, 3rd ed., 3:13 (ET, 13). 
644 Ritschl, 3rd ed., 3:196–197 (ET, 206). 
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With its final recognition as a legitimate form of religion by the Peace of Westphalia 

in 1648, Protestantism lost the last trace of inner strength which had been preserved 

up until then by its contrast to the ruling church: it was given solemn permission to 

live, in this way losing its last pretext for living.645 

 

As we will look into in detail in chapter 8, Ritschl defended the cultural 

significance of Luther’s theology (and especially its importance to the modern 

state, labor, and natural science) against the attacks of Lagarde and others in his 

festival address during the anniversary of Luther’s birthday at the University of 

Göttingen in 1883. The reverse side of Ritschl’s arguments on this issue, however, 

is that they might seem to draw Luther, and Christianity more generally, too close 

to the modern world, a charge repeatedly levelled against Ritschl. This alleged 

tendency to a far-reaching harmonization between Christian faith and modern 

culture is also what lies behind the critique of Ritschl’s so-called 

Kulturprotestantismus, an issue that we looked into in the introduction and will 

return to in the conclusion. 

 The characterization of Ritschl as a cultural Protestant took a new turn with 

Karl Barth’s dismissal of his theology as “the very epitome of the national-liberal 

German bourgeois in the age of Bismarck.”646 Barth’s description of Ritschl as a 

national liberal awakens associations with the Nationalliberale Partei (German 

National Liberal Party), founded in 1867, and with the conservative and 

nationalist change in the ethos of the Bildungsbürgertum in the second half of 

the nineteenth century, a development described in the next chapter. However, I 

will in this part show that Barth’s way of labeling Ritschl a national liberal is 

somewhat misleading. This is not meant as a denial of the suggestion that Ritschl 

shared fundamental convictions with the national liberals – he certainly did. 

What I will argue, rather, is that it is difficult to reconcile the strong cosmopolitan 

and Enlightenment-inspired elements in the ethics of Ritschl with the narrow 

nationalism, centered around an emphasis on the German people or Volk, usually 

associated with the National Liberal Party and more generally with the 

conservative-nationalist tendencies among the German bourgeoisie at this time. 

That said, it is not a question of an either/or. Ritschl’s emphasis on hierarchy in 

human orders and the necessity of subordination to the collective, for example, 

were in line with the views of the conservative and nationalist strand of the 

educated middle class. Still, no matter how one would like to label Ritschl’s 

theological ethics, it is beyond doubt, as will be particularly demonstrated in 

chapter 9, that it gives considerable weight to many of the fundamental values of 

the Bildungsbürgertum, such as independence, Bildung, and work, though any 

                                                             
645 Lagarde, “Über das Verhältnis des deutschen Staates zu Theologie, Kirche und Religion,” 46: “Der 
Protestantismus hat mit seiner 1648 durch den Westfälischen Frieden erfolgten endgültigen 
Anerkennung als berechtigte Religionsform die letzte Spur innerer Kraft, welche nur durch den 
Gegensatz zur herrschenden Kirche bis dahin erhalten worden war, verloren: dadurch, dass ihm die 
feierliche Erlaubnis zu leben gegeben wurde, ward ihm der letzte Vorwand zu leben genommen.” 
646 Barth, Protestant Theology, 642. 
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talk of a complete agreement between Ritschl’s ethics and the ethos of the 

Bildungsbürgertum should be avoided. 

 This part will also, in the same way as the foregoing parts, attend to the 

influences of modern thinkers on Ritschl’s works. It is an issue treated in chapter 

9, in which it will become clear that Immanuel Kant’s practical philosophy 

exerted a significant impact on the ethics of Ritschl. We will also, in the same 

chapter, see that certain key ideas of Friedrich Schleiermacher have influenced 

Ritschl’s understanding of Christian life. Kant and Schleiermacher are, of course, 

not the only modern philosophers and theologians having an influence on 

Ritschl’s ethics, but I will argue below that they must be considered the most 

important ones. Even if the main focus in this regard will be on the relationship 

between, on the one hand, Ritschl’s view of Christian life and, on the other, the 

thoughts of Kant and Schleiermacher, we will not fail to note other examples of 

the indebtedness of Ritschl’s ethics to modern thinkers. 

 To summarize, the subject of chapter 8 is the defense of Luther’s cultural 

importance against Lagarde’s anti-Lutheran polemics in the speech that Ritschl 

delivered during the celebration of Luther’s four-hundredth birthday at the 

University of Göttingen in 1883. Chapter 9 provides a comprehensive analysis of 

Ritschl’s ethics in context of modern thinkers, above all Kant and Schleiermacher, 

who exercised important influences on it. The similarity between Ritschl’s 

understanding of Christian life and the values of the educated middle class will 

be discussed in both of these chapters, though it is an issue especially treated in 

chapter 9. Before launching into an investigation of these issues, we will, however, 

as a background to the chapters on Ritschl’s ethics in this part of the study, take 

a look, in chapter 7, at the ethos of the nineteenth-century Bildungsbürgertum. 
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Chapter 7 

The Values of the Bildungsbürgertum 

 

 

The aim of this chapter is to provide a background to the analysis of Ritschl’s 

ethics in the next two chapters. A demonstration of the points of similarity 

between Ritschl’s understanding of Christian life and the values of the 

nineteenth-century German Bildungsbürgertum was stated above as one of the 

main purposes of this part of the study. We will therefore focus this background 

chapter on a description of the values of the middle class in general and the 

educated middle class in particular.647 And the following account of those values 

serves the purpose of giving us an overview of the ethos of the nineteenth-century 

Bildungsbürgertum that will make it easier for us, in later chapters, to identify 

and understand the connections between Ritschl’s ethics and the values of the 

Bildungsbürgertum. 

 Before we proceed to an analysis of those values, it should be noted that the 

portrayal of the ethics of the educated middle class below is in the form of a 

generalization in which full justice is not done to the complexity of this social class 

or group. It is important to bear this in mind. Obviously, many members of the 

Bildungsbürgertum expressed views and attitudes not treated in this chapter.648 

That being said, it is still the case that certain values had a huge impact on, and 

strong support among, the educated middle class as a whole. The description 

below will focus on those core values. 

 

1. Autonomy, Bildung, Culture, Work, and Love 

 

Despite a great variety of opinions on many fundamental issues, a number of core 

values were to a large extent shared by the educated middle class in nineteenth-

century Germany. Thus, one can speak of a widely spread middle class code of 

morality at this time. For the greater part of the century, many members of the 

Bildungsbürgertum attached themselves to humanitarian and egalitarian ideals, 

                                                             
647 My account of the values of the Bildungsbürgertum is based on earlier research and I am especially 
indebted to the following works: Blackbourn and Evans, eds., The German Bourgeoisie: Essays on 
the Social History of the German Middle Class from the Late Eighteenth to the Early Twentieth 
Century; Budde, Blütezeit des Bürgertums; Hahn and Hein, eds., Bürgerliche Werte um 1800: 
Entwurf – Vermittlung – Rezeption; Hettling and Hoffmann, eds., Der bürgerliche Wertehimmel: 
Innenansichten des 19. Jahrhunderts; Kocka and Mitchell, eds., Bourgeois Society in Nineteenth-
Century Europe; Schulz, Lebenswelt und Kultur des Bürgertums im 19. und 20. Jahrhundert; 
Schäfer, Geschichte des Bürgertums. 
648 On the complexity of the Bildungsbürgertum and its values, see Vondung, “Zur Lage der 
Gebildeten in der wilhelminischen Zeit,” 32. 
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going back to the Enlightenment, by stressing the equality and rights of all human 

beings, and assigning the highest value to the human individual as such. The 

emphasis on the individual human being can be related to the notion of the 

autonomous self, that is, the ability and necessity of the individual to stand free 

from authorities and externally imposed laws, and to think, choose, and act on 

his/her own. There was, moreover, a strong confidence in the possibility of a 

better future. These ideals were also conceived as rooted in a universal morality 

valid for all people regardless of class, nation, time, and place.649 

 One of the most clear and influential philosophical expressions of these 

middle class and Enlightenment-inspired beliefs in autonomy, human equality, 

progress, and so on, can be found in Immanuel Kant’s writings. Below follows 

three illuminating and often quoted passages from his works. In the first passage, 

Kant explains the essence of the Enlightenment, in the second one, he reflects on 

how Rousseau helped him to embrace an unqualified egalitarianism, and in the 

third and final one, Kant discusses the future possibility of a republican 

constitution:  

 

Enlightenment is the human being’s emergence from his self-incurred minority. 

Minority is inability to make use of one’s own understanding without direction from 

another. This minority is self-incurred when its cause lies not in lack of 

understanding but in lack of resolution and courage to use it without direction from 

another. Sapere aude! Have courage to make use of your own understanding! is thus 

the motto of enlightenment.650 

 
There was a time when I [...] despised the people, who know nothing. Rousseau set 

me right about this. This binding prejudice disappeared. I learned to honor 

humanity, and I would find myself more useless than the common laborer if I did not 

believe that this attitude of mine can give worth to all others in establishing the rights 

of humanity.651 

 

Even without the mind of a seer, I now maintain that I can predict from the aspects 

and signs of our times that the human race will achieve this end [a republican 

constitution governed by natural right], and that it will henceforth progressively 

improve without any more total reversals. For a phenomenon of this kind which has 

taken place in human history can never be forgotten, since it has revealed in human 

nature an aptitude and power for improvement of a kind which no politician could 

have thought up by examining the course of events in the past.652 
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Before moving on from humanitarian and egalitarian values to other values, we 

will attend to Selbständigkeit, which can be translated into “independence,” 

“autonomy,” or “self-dependence.” In a general sense, the notion of 

Selbständigkeit captures a characteristic feature of the life of the middle class in 

nineteenth-century Germany: the stress on independently finding out and 

realizing one’s own course of life. To become a member of the middle class, it was 

not enough to be born into a specific social position. You had to learn a specific 

code of conduct and take to heart a number of core values. It was necessary, in 

short, to immerse oneself in the culture of the middle class. However, if one 

stayed within these bounds, there was much freedom and many possible options 

to choose from. This meant that you had to independently work out the type of 

middle class vocation and social position that you would like to strive for, and 

then go on to try to realize those in your life. The predominant feeling amongst 

the middle class was, therefore, that one’s life course had not been staked out 

beforehand. It was, rather, something you had to find out and realize on your 

own.653 

 At the end of the eighteenth century and for a large part of the nineteenth 

century, many intellectuals saw important ties between economic and political 

independence. Kant, for instance, argued in favor of understanding economic 

independence as a requirement for political participation in society. Only an 

economically independent man has attained his majority. This is so, continued 

Kant, because an individual in personal dependence on another (except the state) 

for his/her existence cannot form a free and independent opinion, that is, an 

opinion independent of the will and judgment of others. That is why Kant denied 

the rights of political participation to servants, wives, and other groups who could 

not, according to his definition, form a truly independent opinion of political and 

intellectual matters.654 For the main part of the nineteenth century, the right to 

vote was also bound to economic independence in most of the German states, 

though things started to change in the final third of the century.655 

 It is difficult to overestimate the value that the educated middle class 

attributed to Bildung. In this regard, the notion of Bildung means more than to 

be merely educated. Of course, in order to be regarded as a person in the 

possession of Bildung, you had to be learned, and especially to be well-versed in 

subjects such as literature, art, classical music, history, and also in the classical 

languages Greek and Latin. But Bildung meant more than that. In fact, Bildung 

is often translated “formation in culture,” and is closely connected to a process of 

self-formation and personal development. Against this background, knowledge 

of culture and the art subjects was acquired in order to develop one’s personality. 
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The aim was, in other words, to become a learned, mature, and enlightened 

individual, a person capable of making up his/her own mind about the world.656 

 The pietists are usually credited with having introduced the concept of 

Bildung, though the term for them had a religious meaning since they related it 

to spirituality and the inner cultivation of the soul.657 The Enlightenment, with its 

emphasis on freedom and the responsible human being, was the context in which 

the middle class conception of Bildung started to take form. As Kristin Gjesdal 

explains, the notion of Bildung expressed the new Enlightenment ideal of the 

human as “a being who can and should take responsibility for itself and its world. 

Only such a being can be educated to freedom.”658 

 It is commonplace to relate the success of the concept Bildung to neo-

humanism, which was a movement initiated in the middle of the eighteenth 

century and of importance to the reform of the educational system in the early 

nineteenth century, especially in Prussia. Characteristic of the neo-humanist 

movement were, among other things, a strong admiration of classical antiquity 

and an intense preoccupation with its culture.659 Wilhelm von Humboldt was the 

most famous representative of the movement in Germany, with Johann Gottlieb 

Fichte and Friedrich Schleiermacher following closely behind. The neo-humanist 

ideal of education, based on the idea of Bildung described above, has been nicely 

captured by Thomas Nipperdey: 

 

Education was seen as the all-round, harmonious development of individual 

aptitudes – from within and by appropriation of the world outside – into something 

whole and unique, the personality. The key ideas were individuality, universality, 

totality (wholeness). Education would encourage the individual to develop 

Humanität, the concept of humanity. This form of education was to be something 

apart from mere academic education. It was to be a lifelong, unending process, which 

becomes an end in itself, one of the highest values. The term “self-cultivation” could 

also be used to describe it.660 

 

Humboldt played a central role in the reform of the Gymnasium (a secondary 

school that prepares students for university) in Prussia. In line with his neo-

humanist orientation, Humboldt placed studies of Greek, Latin, literature, 

history, and mathematics in the center of education at the Prussian Gymnasium, 

a course of study that would become standard in most of the German states. The 

Gymnasium prepared students for the university and Humboldt considered a 

broad education, rooted in the arts subjects, as a necessary basis for scientific 

knowledge.661 Fichte’s, Humboldt’s, and Schleiermacher’s influence on the 
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development of the new Berlin University, founded in 1809, was substantial. 

Even though neo-humanism was not the only attitude to education playing a role 

in the Prussian reform of the university, it is undoubtedly the case that 

Humboldt’s identification of the aim of scientists and scholars with, in the words 

of Charles E. McClelland, the “full development of the personality and of a supple, 

wide-ranging habit of clear, original thinking” had a long-term influence on 

German university education.662 

 The notion of Bildung also had a social impact because it became a way for 

the educated middle class to criticize the nobility and its privileges. Intellectuals 

made use of the notion to argue that education was an adequate equivalent for a 

noble title or capital assets. Thus, the concept Bildung functioned, from this 

perspective, as a response to offensive privileges connected to the hereditary 

nobility, and created a sort of inner liberation from the old estates system in the 

mind of the educated elite, the Bildungsbürgertum.663 

 Given this emphasis on Bildung, it is only natural that the members of the 

educated middle class were united in a general respect for, and belief in, culture. 

They devoted time to culture regularly and often on a daily basis, reading books 

and journals on history and popular science, going to theaters, museums, art 

galleries, and concerts, learning instruments, actively participating in middle 

class associations related to culture, and so on.664 

 One of their favorite occupations was to read novels, not least a 

Bildungsroman, which is a type of education novel focusing on the moral and 

psychological development of the main character. In most cases, these novels are 

impregnated with the authors’ middle class values and social and political visions. 

The classical example of the Bildungsroman is Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s 

Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre (1795-1796; Wilhelm Meister’s Apprenticeship), and 

Gustav Freytag’s Soll und Haben (1855; Debit and Credit) can be singled out as 

one of the most successful education novels of the nineteenth century.665 

 Furthermore, travels undertaken by the middle class to improve one’s 

education and cultural knowledge, the so-called Bildungsreise, increased during 

the nineteenth century. Learning about distant art, culture, and history through 

visiting museums, theaters, universities, and churches abroad was also, and in 

accordance with the notion of Bildung, a part of the formation and development 

of one’s self.666 

 The German bourgeois shared a belief in the value of hard and regular work. 

Another element of the identity of the educated middle class is accordingly a type 

of Arbeitsethik, “work ethics.” This work ethics was not restricted to one’s 
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vocation, it was not only limited to performing well and showing a willingness to 

work in professional life, it was also important to be industrious in one’s private 

life. The free time was carefully planned, making room for a number of different 

activities, many of which were aiming at improving the individual’s Bildung. 

Idleness was all but a mortal sin. This emphasis on work can, moreover, be related 

to virtues like diligence, self-discipline, and dutifulness, and all of these and 

similar virtues were highly regarded by the middle class.667 

 Partly overlapping this work ethics is a Berufsethik, “ethics of vocation,” 

which is connected to the closeness that the Bildungsbürgertum in general felt to 

the state. This feeling did not only characterize those of the educated being civil 

servants by profession, but also the doctors, architects, engineers, and others in 

independent or free professions. Most of the individuals belonging to the 

educated middle class, irrespective of occupation, considered themselves to be 

serving the common interest and for that reason they felt a sense of loyalty to the 

state.668 

 What about the historical origins of this work and vocational ethics? Already 

in the cities of late medieval Europe, it is possible to perceive an increase in the 

valuation of work among the burghers, who also emphasized work and diligence 

in order to mark themselves off from both the nobility and lower classes. The 

religious roots to the modern stress upon work and diligence are usually traced 

to the Protestant Reformation, Calvinism, and pietism. These different Christian 

traditions support hard and dutiful work by interpreting it as a way to serve God 

in society. During the nineteenth century, this religious legitimization of work 

found rivals in more secular understandings of work as, for example, a means to 

realize human freedom. However, even though the supportive arguments could 

be of a religious or secular nature, there existed a widespread consensus among 

the middle class of this time on the importance of work for society.669 

 Let us now pay attention to love, another important ideal, which, at the end 

of the eighteenth century and the beginning of the nineteenth century, developed 

into a program for human existence when it became a central theme in popular 

literature and the life of many individuals.670 The foundation of this reassessment 

of love was laid by the elevation of romantic love in Romanticism. Romantic 

thinkers saw in the free choice of one’s partner a necessary condition of true love. 

And the Romantics, undoubtedly, tended to give almost free reign to erotic 

experiences both in their writings and personal lives, and they, moreover, often 

depicted marriage as a prison and enemy of love. Naturally enough, the members 

of the middle class could only take to heart this notion of romantic love after they 
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had rejected the excesses of the Romantics and reinforced marriage as the highest 

incarnation of love. But with these measures in place, the middle class whole-

heartedly embraced the idea of romantic love.671 

 An important sign of the impact of the notion of romantic love on the middle 

class is the transformation in the choice of spouse. Before the success of romantic 

love, social and economic interests tended to take precedence when two persons 

entered marriage. During the nineteenth century, however, more and more 

middle class parents were on the subject of marriage willing to comply with what 

their children wished for, at the same time as the number of sons and daughters 

who left the decision-making on marriage to their parents declined, which 

resulted in an increase in secret engagements, marriages against the will of the 

parents, and marriages across class lines.672 

 It also became customary to relate romantic love to the discovery of the 

other’s personality. With great energy, many set to work at the task of 

understanding the inner nature of the beloved, the person who he/she really is. 

To discover the other’s true feelings was of paramount interest. This search for 

the identity of the beloved served another interest as well, namely the discovery 

of one’s own self. Knowledge of the other’s innermost self and thoughts also 

meant insight into how one was perceived by the beloved. Romantic love, 

sometimes described as two beings becoming one, could therefore also be 

regarded as necessary for the experience and understanding of oneself.673 

 The relationship between the soul and God has in the history of Christianity 

– not least in mysticism and pietism – often been described in terms of love. 

Before the nineteenth century, love was primarily interpreted theologically, 

focusing especially, though not exclusively, on God’s love and our love of him. 

One can therefore say that divine love, for a long time, was placed above all other 

forms of love. This changed during the nineteenth century, when people started 

to understand love in more anthropocentric terms. The ideal of love shifted from 

divine love to love between man and woman, which is seen in that the natural 

starting point of discussions of the essence of love now became the love between 

two human beings rather than love from, and to, God.674 

 Not just certain values, but also a number of institutions and forums were 

essential to the educated middle class. The family was the fundamental 

institution in which middle class children were socialized into a bourgeois way of 

life. In the family, children learnt the middle class norms, codes of conduct, forms 

of social intercourse, and tastes. And of course, the first steps in the process of 

Bildung also took place in the family.675 The socialization and bourgeois training 

continued in the different educational institutions: first the elementary school, 
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Bürgerschule, then the secondary school, Gymnasium, and finally the 

university.676 Another important institution was the Verein, voluntary 

association, which increased in weight during the nineteenth century, when 

innumerable associations devoted to science, nature, history, gymnastics, art, 

animals, choir-singing, and so on, saw the day of light. These associations offered 

members possibilities to immerse themselves in middle class culture and to 

create social networks.677 In addition, the press played a prominent part. 

Newspapers, magazines, and journals were important forums where middle class 

intellectuals could develop and discuss their norms and values.678 

 The nineteenth century is often considered a time of secularization and there 

was, certainly, a decline in the significance of traditional religion in Germany. 

However, the ideals, values, virtues, and culture of the educated middle class were 

combined into a worldview and style of life that for many functioned as a sort of 

“quasi-religion.” In fact, voices within the contemporary churches complained 

that parts of middle class Germans replaced the Christian religion with Bildung 

(or other cherished values, such as “love” and “work”).679 Calling Bildung, or the 

middle class outlook on life more generally, a Religionsersatz (substitute for 

religion) or Glaubensersatz (substitute for faith), as many scholars do, is not so 

far-fetched. At the very least, it can be described as a belief system providing the 

middle class with meaning and life orientation.680 The secular rivals to Bildung 

increased in the market of worldviews during the second half of the century, when 

materialism, nationalism, imperialism, anti-semitism, and the left-wing, life 

reform, and youth movements were included among the more serious 

competitors for the hearts of men and women in Germany.681 

 

2. A Conservative and Nationalist Turn 

 

The foregoing section discussed some of the most important values of the 

nineteenth-century middle class in general and educated middle class in 

particular. As earlier research has pointed out, one can discern changes in the 

values generally adopted by the German Bildungsbürgertum in the second half 

of the nineteenth century. It is, in this respect, even possible to talk about a 

conservative and nationalist turn or change of emphasis. We will now take a 

closer look at this turn in the worldview of the educated middle class. 
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 One major transformation going on in the minds of German intellectuals 

during the nineteenth century was the one from cosmopolitanism to nationalism. 

For sure, the idea of the nation was not unknown in Germany in the eighteenth 

century. That notwithstanding, the Enlightenment was characterized by 

cosmopolitanism, the notion that all human beings are one, that we all belong to 

a single universal community and share a common morality. Liah Greenfeld 

identifies the defeat of Prussia in the French revolutionary wars (1792-1799) as 

the key event in the conversion of the German Bildungsbürgertum to 

nationalism. The attack of the French revolutionary army was primarily aimed at 

the old order. Prussia’s defeat, according to Greenfeld, gave the educated middle 

class an opportunity to climb on the social ladder by sharing in the humility of 

the aristocracy and turning the anti-French cause into the German cause. France 

and the West became Germany’s significant other, and the substance of German 

nationalism expressed this newly developed anti-Western attitude. The German 

intellectuals embraced a nationalism in which a strong point was made of the 

superiority of the German people, relating its uniqueness to the superior intellect 

and artistic sensibility of the German mind, which could be seen in the sublimity 

of German science, art, and language. This superiority, in turn, reflected a 

material reality: the reason for the uniqueness of the German people was the 

pureness of its blood – that is, the Germans was fortunate for not being mixed 

with foreign peoples. Another important element in German nationalism, as it 

developed in the nineteenth century, was a criticism of individualism coupled 

with an emphasis on the social nature of man and the necessity to subordinate 

oneself to the collective.682 

 During the first half of the century, until the revolution of 1848-1849 and the 

failure of the liberal Frankfurt National Assembly, it is possible to speak of a quite 

strong connection between the Bildungsbürgertum and political liberalism. This 

relationship has its origins in the fact that many of the values embraced by the 

majority of the intellectual middle class were liberal in character: the beliefs in 

independence, human rights, progress, culture, and hard work were 

characteristic also of the liberal parties in Germany. The connection between the 

middle class and liberalism weakened in the second half of the nineteenth 

century, though the 1860s and 1870s are sometimes described as a high-point of 

liberalism. In the last decades of the century, a general drift towards political 

conservatism took place among the bourgeoisie and therefore also among the 

educated.683 Here one should remember that nationalism after the unification of 

Germany in 1871 to a great extent went from being a “left-wing” to a “right-wing” 

ideology, a development that made political conservatism more attractive for the 

middle class.684 Now, even if these general changes can be observed, we should 

avoid drawing a straight line between the educated middle class and a specific 
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political alignment at any time period: there was a large portion of conservative 

intellectuals in the first half of the century and many liberals among the educated 

at the end of the century. 

 The educated middle class, and the middle class more generally, defined 

itself against other classes or social groups. At the end of the eighteenth century 

and in the first half of the nineteenth century, the members of the middle class 

distanced itself from the old powers and the aristocracy, as Jürgen Kocka 

explains: 

 

They wanted a more consistent limitation of what were still absolutist powers of 

government; fundamental restriction of the still existing aristocratic privileges; 

national unity; bourgeois participation in public life in all its forms; and the 

application, in the economy, in society and in the activities of the state, of bourgeois 

standards of work and achievement, property and education.685 

 

However, the antagonism between the middle class and the nobility was 

weakened after the middle of the century, even if it never disappeared altogether. 

This has to do with the fact that the lines between the middle class and the 

aristocracy started to become somewhat fluid at this time, an issue which we will 

return to shortly. The story about the relationship between the German middle 

class and urban lower class is a different one. In the second half of the nineteenth 

century, the antagonism between them grew stronger and many intellectuals 

perceived the emerging working class movement as a great threat to the social 

order, not least to the rights of capital.686 

 There was also a sort of “bourgeoisification” of the aristocratic code of honor 

in the final third of the nineteenth century. Up until the middle of the century, 

the attitudes and values of the nobility were largely rejected by the middle class. 

Norbert Elias has argued that this started to change when the king of Prussia 

Wilhelm I and minister-president Otto von Bismarck unified Germany by a 

successful war against France. The peaceful unification of Germany had been a 

central aim of middle class politics for a long time and when the aristocracy 

managed to accomplish this through military means, “the conclusion was drawn,” 

claims Elias, “that war and violence were also good and splendid as political 

instruments.” In short, the aristocratic warrior code became attractive to broad 

circles of the German middle class intellectuals, though of course not to all of 

them. This code contrasts with classical humanitarian and egalitarian middle 

class values because it “rests on a strict hierarchization of human relationships,” 

laying stress on inequality, obedience, violence, courage, and honor, for instance. 

Two famous spokesmen for this code of honor are Niccolò Machiavelli and 

Friedrich Nietzsche. When large parts of the middle class took over this 
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aristocratic code it was transformed in the process, which is why it is preferable 

to say that it was “bourgeoisified.”687 

 The increasing importance of the duel for the Bildungsbürgertum is a sign 

of the extent to which the warrior code of honor was being absorbed by the middle 

class. Previously, the duel had been an aristocratic phenomenon in the main, 

though not exclusively. This changed in the nineteenth century, when the 

obligation to fight duels that the expanding student associations and fraternities 

placed on their members made the duel a recurrent feature of student life. The 

habits instilled during the university years continued to guide the behavior of the 

members of the educated middle class later in their lives, and it is therefore not 

surprising that civil servants, judges, lawyers, doctors, and journalists showed an 

increasing willingness to engage in duels to restore their personal honor.688 Ute 

Frevert describes the duel as 

 

the classic form of conflict in which the honour of the participants was the sole issue 

at stake. Two “honourable men” stood opposite each other armed with sabres, 

rapiers, or pistols and fought to vindicate their “honour”. At stake was invariably a 

“point of honour”, a verbal or physical insult which had caused the recipient to 

challenge the person who had offended him in this way.689 

 

So the duel recognized honor as the highest standard of human behavior and it, 

moreover, demanded a high level of self-discipline of its participants, even a 

willingness to risk one’s life. In a way, it was quite easy to combine the duel with 

the autonomy that the educated middle class valued so highly: from this 

perspective, the duel was justified as a radical expression of the individual’s claim 

to independence, as a willingness to defend one’s personality at all costs.690 

 For a long time, it has been customary to interpret the bourgeoisification of 

the aristocratic code of honor as a sign of the “feudalization” or “aristocratization” 

of the German middle class in the second half of the nineteenth century. This 

closer association with the nobility also manifested itself in fewer anti-aristocratic 

pamphlets written by middle class intellectuals, interclass marriages between the 

upper middle class and nobility, increased preference for and acquisition of large 

estates among the wealthy burghers, the ennoblement of successful business 

men, loyal civil servants, and university professors, and in access to the military, 

which was still dominated by the aristocracy and imbued with its code of honor, 

through the establishment of the voluntary one-year reserve officer institution, 
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allowing members of the middle class to crown their public careers with a military 

title.691 

 The “feudalization thesis” has been modified and relativized in recent 

research. To begin with, it has been demonstrated that the tendency of an 

intertwining between the middle class and aristocracy during this period can be 

found in many other European nations – it is not a phenomenon peculiar to 

Germany. It has, moreover, been shown that the middle class did not simply 

overtake the values, culture, and lifestyle of the nobility without partly changing 

them in a bourgeois direction in the process.692 

 Also, the feudalization thesis is related to the so-called Sonderweg thesis, 

the notion of a peculiar German historical development in the modern period. 

This idea can be traced back to the beginning of the nineteenth century, when 

German intellectuals, influenced by nationalism, tended to regard the German 

Sonderweg as something positive. Up until the end of the Second World War, 

they frequently contrasted the peculiar German development with the West, 

especially with France and England, and argued in favor of the superiority of the 

form of government, culture, and values in Germany. After the war, the notion of 

a German Sonderweg was turned on its head: the important thing was now to 

identify the peculiar historical causes of the German disaster and especially to 

explain the roots of Nazism. Friedrich Engels, Max Weber, and others, had 

delivered a critical Sonderweg thesis around the turn of the century, and their 

thoughts were now elaborated further. Many of the things that in the past had 

appeared to bear witness to German greatness now seemed as the first steps to 

the abyss. The middle class soon moved into the line of fire: the emergence of 

National Socialism was related to the failures of the bourgeois – not least their 

failure (in part related to their assumption of an aristocratic ethics) to challenge 

the old order and force through a more humanitarian, liberal, and democratic 

society.693 

 The presumption of a peculiar historical development of the German 

bourgeoisie, in comparison with the rest of Europe, has been challenged in the 

more recent discussion. Michael Schäfer provides us with a neat summary of the 

most common objections against the Sonderweg thesis, and especially against 

the notion of the peculiarity of the German middle class, in contemporary 

research: 

 

One cannot just declare the developments in Western Europe and North America the 

normal path of the modernization processes and stigmatize deviations from it as 

pathological maldevelopments. Upon closer inspection, there are also enormous 

differences and peculiar developments in the western nations. It is possible to speak 

of an English, French, Swiss or American “Sonderweg” with the same right as of a 
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German. The advocates of the ”German Sonderweg” constructed an uncritical ideal 

image of the “West” and used this contrast foil to critically examine the nineteenth-

century German reality.694 

 

Let us leave this discuss of the feudalization and Sonderweg theses and return to 

the description of the nineteenth-century German middle class. In the final 

decades of the century, there was a growing sense of crisis among the educated 

middle class due in part to the group’s loss of social status. The first major phase 

of the industrialization, beginning in the 1830s, had widened the income gap 

between the Bildungsbürgertum and the Wirtschaftsbürgertum, that is, 

businessmen, entrepreneurs, capitalists, managers, and rentiers. And the 

prestige of business men and the technical and natural sciences increased further 

when Germany became a leading industrial nation at the end of the century. 

Undoubtedly, the future of the young nation seemed to be in the hands of 

businessmen, inventors, engineers, and natural scientists. This was mirrored in 

the increased importance and status of studies of the technical and natural 

sciences. To many intellectuals, this development was not altogether fortunate 

and not a few voices were raised in warning against cultural decay. Bildung, the 

education and formation of one’s personality, was, according to cultural 

pessimists and critics, being replaced with the simple striving after profitable 

professions. These critics were also objecting to the emergence of mass culture, 

which, according to their view, produced poor music and literature for the 

uncultured masses. Nevertheless, the impact and success of the writings of 

cultural critics such as Friedrich Nietzsche and Paul de Lagarde suggest that the 

influence of the educated middle class on German society at this time might not 

have been so low after all.695 

 This completes the background account of the values of the nineteenth-

century German Bildungsbürgertum. It is, therefore, time for us to move on to 

Ritschl’s ethics and to the question of how it relates to the ethos of the educated 

middle class. We will begin with a chapter on Ritschl’s controversy with Paul de 

Lagarde over Luther and modern culture, and then turn to a comprehensive 

analysis of Ritschl’s ethics in the next chapter. 

                                                             
694 Schäfer, Geschichte des Bürgertums, 177–178: “Man könne nicht einfach die Entwicklungen in 
Westeruropa und Nordamerika zum ‘Normalweg’ des Modernisierungsprozesses erklären und 
Abweichungen davon als pathologische Fehlenentwicklungen brandmarken. Bei näherem Hinsehen 
gebe as auch in den westlichen Staaten enorme Unterschiede und Sonderentwicklungen. Mit gleichen 
Rechte wie von einem deutschen liesse sich auch von einem englischen, französischen, 
schweizerischen oder amerikanischen ‘Sonderweg’ sprechen. Die Vertreter des ‘Deutschen 
Sonderwegs’ würden ein unkritisches Idealbild vom ‘Western’ entwerfen und an dieser Kontrastfolie 
kritisch die deutsche Realität des 19. Jahrhunderts überprüfen.” 
695 Schäfer, Geschichte des Bürgertums, 171–174. See also Betz, “Elites and Class Structure,” 73–74; 
Wehler, Deutsche Gesellschaftsgeschichte, 3:745–748. 
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Chapter 8 

Ritschl’s Controversy with Lagarde 

 

 

We will now turn to Ritschl’s controversy with Paul de Lagarde. But why is it 

interesting to pay attention to this dispute? The investigation of Ritschl’s defense 

of Luther’s significance for German culture and ethics against influential claims 

to the contrary was stated as one of the tasks of this part of the study. Without 

any doubt, Ritschl responded to contemporary claims about the negative cultural 

consequences of Luther’s theology in several of his writings. However, Ritschl’s 

festival address in connection with the celebrations of Luther’s four-hundredth 

birthday at the University of Göttingen in November 1883 is a particularly clear 

and informative example of his response to the intellectual despisers of Luther. 

This speech must, furthermore, and as will be argued below, be understood in the 

context of Ritschl’s conflict with Lagarde and it can, at least in part, be seen as 

Ritschl’s defense of Luther’s cultural importance against Lagarde’s attack against 

the Lutheran Reformation. It is, therefore, logical to focus our attention on 

Ritschl’s conflict with Lagarde in our attempt to understand both Ritschl’s 

defense of Luther’s significance for German culture and the contemporary anti-

Lutheran polemics that he was protesting against. 

 This chapter will, in other words, shed light upon the apologetic interest 

behind Ritschl’s festival address on Luther and interpret the speech, and 

therefore also his claim about the cultural value of Luther’s thought, as another 

instance of his overarching project of making Lutheran faith relevant to the 

educated middle class. That the defense of Luther in Ritschl’s speech had 

potential to touch the right chord among those who listened to it (and later read 

it) is clear if we take into account the strong belief in culture in nineteenth-century 

Germany. For those intellectuals who were united in this faith in culture, and they 

were many, the Lutheran tradition would, of course, lose all credibility if it 

appeared detrimental to culture. To prevent this from happening, and to convert 

those convinced of a connection between Lutheranism and cultural decay, was 

one of the main purposes of Ritschl’s festival address, as I will try to demonstrate 

in the following. 

 In order to make clear the context of Ritschl’s speech on Luther, we will have 

to give some attention to the general and widespread debate on the historical 

consequences of Luther and the Protestant Reformation in the nineteenth 

century as well as to Lagarde’s criticism of Lutheranism and his personal 

relationship to Ritschl. We will begin with observing the larger historical context 

– the controversy on the relationship between Lutheranism and modernity – and 

then move on to Lagarde’s objections against the Lutheran faith, continue with 

Ritschl’s personal relationship to Lagarde and the defense of Luther’s cultural 
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importance and indirect criticism of Lagarde’s interpretation of Lutheranism in 

Ritschl’s festival address, and then, at the end of the chapter, return to the larger 

historical context by noting some aspects of the debate on Luther’s relationship 

to the modern world after Ritschl. 

 

1. The Larger Historical Context 

 

Ritschl’s dispute with Paul de Lagarde can be related to the ongoing and heated 

debate in nineteenth-century Germany over the consequences of the Protestant 

Reformation in general and Luther’s theology in particular. Theologians, 

philosophers, historians, and other intellectuals discussed at length whether 

Luther’s thinking had had a positive or negative impact on the historical 

development in the German lands. One can also describe this discussion more 

narrowly as a controversy over the relationship between Luther and the modern 

world. 

 The question of Luther’s relationship to modernity was an issue of some 

importance already in the German idealism and Romanticism of the late 

eighteenth and early nineteenth century. For instance, the philosopher Johann 

Gottlieb Fichte declared Luther a “guardian spirit” of freedom, though Fichte 

thought that later Protestantism had deserted this freedom. Friedrich Hegel 

likewise identified Luther’s theology with the notion of freedom, arguing that the 

Lutheran Reformation constituted a major historical advance in the spirit’s 

consciousness of freedom. Johann Gottfried von Herder, a forerunner to 

Romanticism, could, on a positive note, call Luther a genius whose influence on 

religion, culture, and politics was liberating. However, several important 

Romantic thinkers, like Novalis and the Schlegel-brothers (Friedrich von Schlegel 

and August Wilhelm von Schlegel), were more critical to say the least, seeing 

Luther as responsible for the split of the church in the West into two factions and 

also for the problematic features of the French Revolution and the 

Enlightenment.696 

 As the interpretations of the historical impact of Luther and the Reformation 

by idealists and Romantics indicate, much of the discussion of this issue during 

the first half of the nineteenth century focused on the question of the relationship 

between the Protestant Reformation and the Enlightenment. Undoubtedly, a 

strong connection between one’s religious confession, opinion of the 

Enlightenment, and estimation of the Reformation’s historical relationship to the 

Enlightenment was characteristic of most participants in this debate. For 

example, Protestants sympathetic to the Enlightenment tended to describe it as a 

                                                             
696 Bornkamm, Luther im Spiegel der deutschen Geistesgeschichte, 20–22, 27–35. See also Assel, 
“The Use of Luther’s Thought in the Nineteenth Century and the Luther Renaissance,” 555–557, 559; 
Mühlen, “Im 19. Jahrhundert,” 477–479. 
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positive continuation of the Reformation and Catholics critical of the 

Enlightenment usually portrayed it as a negative outcome of the Protestant 

Reformation.697 

 The debate on the consequences of Protestantism intensified when Luther 

and the Reformation became of fundamental interest for historians. Leopold von 

Ranke made an important contribution to the debate. It is often said that Ranke’s 

attempt, especially in the work Deutsche Geschichte im Zeitalter der 

Reformation (1839-1847; History of the Reformation in Germany), to interpret 

Luther with the help of a painstaking investigation of the source material set a 

new scholarly standard for Luther studies. Ranke certainly showed a remarkable 

understanding of Luther’s theology in general and his motives in the controversy 

with Rome in particular. The reason for this is not only to be found in Ranke’s 

careful study of Luther’s texts, but also in the way that he related Luther’s 

thinking to his late medieval historical context. Ranke’s studies had a long-lasting 

influence on German historical writing on Luther and the Reformation.698 

 In contrast to the Romantics, Ranke interpreted Luther as a religious 

reformer that never broke sharply with Catholicism, and called him, partly due to 

his resistance against the Peasant’s War, “one of the greatest conservatives ever 

to have lived.” Ranke, furthermore, described the Protestant Reformation as a 

momentous historical event of fundamental importance to German culture and 

identity. However, these positive effects of the Reformation were, according to 

Ranke, blocked by Catholicism and Rome, with the fateful consequence that the 

Germans were deprived of national unification.699 

 Catholic theologians were quick in responding to Ranke’s way of 

characterizing Luther and the Reformation. Especially significant in this regard 

is the theologian and historian Ignaz von Döllinger’s polemical three-volume 

work Die Reformation, ihre innere Entwicklung und ihre Wirkung im Umfange 

des lutherischen Bekenntnisses (1846-1848; The Reformation). Döllinger 

identified pride, resulting in a tendency to distort true Christian ideas, as the root 

cause of Luther’s problematic theology.700 In no uncertain terms, Döllinger 

concluded that the false teachings of Luther and the other Protestant reformers 

in the sixteenth century had been religiously, morally, and culturally corruptive. 

Döllinger, moreover, interpreted the Enlightenment and the French Revolution 

as a repetition of the dividing tendencies of the Reformation.701 Another Catholic 

response to Ranke came from the historian Johannes Janssen, influenced by 

                                                             
697 Rendtorff, Christentum zwischen Revolution und Restauration: Politische Wirkungen 
neuzeitlicher Theologie, 56–57. 
698 Lohse, Martin Luther: An Introduction to His Life and Work, 217–218. 
699 Bornkamm, Luther, 37–42; Purvis, “Luther in German Historiography,” 289–291. See also Brady, 
“The Protestant Reformation in German History,” 12–13; Schulin, “Luther’s Position in German 
History and Historical Writing,” 88. 
700 Dickens and Tonkin, The Reformation in Historical Thought, 182. 
701 Schulin, “Luther’s Position,” 88. In his later works, Döllinger, who by then had become increasingly 
critical of papal infallibility, provides a more balanced and non-polemical assessment of Luther’s 
views (Dickens and Tonkin, Reformation, 182–183). 
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Döllinger, in the massive eight-volume work Geschichte des deutschen Volkes seit 

dem Ausgang des Mittelalters (1878-1894; History of the German People at the 

close of the Middle Ages), which highlighted the devastating consequences of the 

Protestant Reformation for the Western church and morality at the same time as 

it related the roots of these consequences to Luther’s problematic character.702 

 However, the attacks on Luther and the Reformation came not only from the 

Catholic side. Jacob Burckhardt, historian of art and culture, and Paul de 

Lagarde, biblical scholar and orientalist, are two examples of influential non-

Catholic contemporaries of Ritschl very critical of the Protestant Reformation.703 

Lagarde’s anti-Lutheran polemics is especially interesting for our purposes since 

he was involved in a personal conflict with Ritschl originating from some events 

surrounding the celebration of Luther’s birth at the University of Göttingen. 

 

2. Lagarde’s Anti-Lutheran Polemics 

 

Paul de Lagarde704 undoubtedly contributed to research on philology and 

religious history. Nevertheless, the impact of his attacks on religious and political 

life in Germany, which begun in the 1850s, would be more important in the long 

run. Friedrich Nietzsche and Franz Overbeck were early sympathizers of 

Lagarde’s cultural criticism, which, however, would become even more popular 

during the first half of the twentieth century, when it served as an inspiration for 

different German nationalist groups.705 Also, one must not forget Lagarde’s anti-

semitism, which, together with his strong nationalism, influenced the Nazi 

movement.706 

 Behind Lagarde’s criticism of the developments of his time can be found a 

positive vision of a future rebirth of Germany. Lagarde can describe himself as a 

radical conservative and he shared many views with Romantic conservatives, 

even though his break with traditional Christianity set him apart from most of 

them. Like the Romantic conservatives, Lagarde emphasized the necessity of 

following the natural historical changes. But in distinction from them, he was 

quite willing to leave behind traditional societal arrangements not in tune with 

the process of history. Lagarde, moreover, identified the revelation of God with 

the historical process and especially with a nation’s history. And he thought that 

a people of a nation only becomes God’s people when it preserves its cultural 

                                                             
702 Bornkamm, Luther, 52–53. 
703 For an account of Burckhardt’s anti-Lutheran polemics, see Lotz, Ritschl and Luther, 162–164. 
704 My account of Lagarde and his anti-Lutheran polemics is indebted to Lougee, Paul de Lagarde 
1827-1891: A Study of Radical Conservatism in Germany; Schmid, Paul de Lagardes Kritik an 
Kirche, Theologie und Christentum; Stern, The Politics of Cultural Despair: A Study in the Rise of 
the Germanic Ideology. 
705 Lougee, Paul de Lagarde, 6–7; Stern, Cultural Despair, 4. 
706 For a detailed analysis of Lagarde’s antisemitism, see Sieg, Germany’s Prophet: Paul de Lagarde 
and the Origins of Modern Antisemitism. 
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heritage against all threats. Not surprisingly, he was very critical of religious, 

political, and societal developments which, in his view, undermined true German 

culture and thus hindered the German people from becoming a vehicle of divine 

revelation.707 

 On a political level, Lagarde first criticized the disunity of the German people 

and when the Prussian politician Otto von Bismarck finally achieved the 

foundation of Germany in 1871, he expressed his disappointment: a true spiritual 

awakening would only emerge with a German nation in which also the 

inhabitants of the Austrian Empire were included. Lagarde, furthermore, 

attacked all types of liberalism and was, as one of the leading cultural pessimists 

of the late nineteenth century, generally dissatisfied with bourgeois society.708 He 

was no less displeased with religious developments and attacked both 

Protestantism and Catholicism. Since we are interested in Lagarde’s controversy 

with Ritschl, we will focus on the reasons for his rejection of Luther, the 

Reformation, and modern Protestantism. 

 Lagarde discusses Protestant faith at length in Über das Verhältnis des 

deutschen Staates zu Theologie, Kirche und Religion (1873; On the relationship 

of the German state to theology, church, and religion). It is true, said Lagarde, 

that the Reformation contributed to the removal of some oppressive aspects of 

the Roman Catholic church. New possibilities to a free development for the 

German people opened up in the sixteenth century. The liberation of the German 

spirit from the medieval church therefore owes something to Protestantism. But 

Lagarde also took pains to emphasize the need not to exaggerate the role of the 

Reformation in this turn of events – the humanistic and political movements of 

the time had been of at least equal importance.709 

 However, that is, in Lagarde’s estimation, about as far as one can go in 

identifying something of positive value in Protestantism, and his essay contains a 

fierce attack on the Protestant faith. Protestantism must be understood more as 

a historical episode than epoch. Originally, it intended to be nothing more than a 

reformation of the church. Lagarde argues that Luther and the reformers agreed 

with the main tenets of Catholicism. Since their critique never touched upon the 

Catholic teachings on God, Christ, and the Holy Spirit, it left intact the doctrines 

most offensive to the modern consciousness. The main struggle between 

Protestant and Catholic theologians had, according to Lagarde, been restricted to 

different views on how the individual appropriates Christ’s saving work. This 

doctrinal conflict had an impact on practical matters and the reformers were 

certainly determined to purge the Roman Catholic church from indulgences, 

monasticism, and other forms standing in the way for a correct appropriation of 

salvation. At the same time, however, the Protestant Reformation never intended 

to replace these structures with new ones. Lagarde was convinced that his 

                                                             
707 Lougee, Paul de Lagarde, 4–5. 
708 Lougee, 5–6; Stern, Cultural Despair, 3–4. 
709 Schmid, Paul de Lagardes Kritik, 127–128. 
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analysis unmasked the negative nature of Protestantism at both the doctrinal and 

practical level. Luther’s Reformation was not capable of creating anything new of 

lasting significance because its only aim had been to destroy the problematic 

aspects of Catholicism. Lagarde admits to there being some little amount of 

creative power in the early stages of the Reformation movement, but he then goes 

on to claim that this creativity disappeared with the recognition of Protestantism 

at the Peace of Westphalia in 1648, which took away the last opposition from 

which it had drawn its strength.710 

 Lagarde then moves on to an analysis of the development of Protestantism 

after the Reformation era. First of all, he laments Protestant theology’s lack of 

quality. He states that the originality of Protestant theological literature came to 

an end with the sixteenth century and that ethics soon became a subject totally 

ignored due to the suspicion cast on works by the Lutheran doctrine of 

justification. But what about the cultural achievements of Protestantism? 

Lagarde had a hard time to identify anything of that kind. And he also denies the 

influence of Protestantism on great modern thinkers and authors such as 

Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Johann Gottfried von 

Herder, and Immanuel Kant.711 Elsewhere Lagarde insists that the Luther Bible 

is overrated and filled with errors. The Protestant Reformation has, moreover, 

been unable to improve political life. In fact, its impact on politics has been of a 

wholly negative kind. Protestantism is even to blame for the contemporary 

disunity of the German people, created by Bismarck’s exclusion of the Austrians 

from the German nation and his attempt to subject the Roman Catholic church 

to the control of the state during the so-called “culture struggle.”712 We should 

also note that Lagarde found contemporary Protestantism wanting. He was 

shocked at the low level of learning among the Protestant clergy, could not find a 

genuinely Protestant theology in any modern theologian, and stated that 

contemporary Protestants were unable to say anything of interest on religious 

issues – they could at best criticize social and political injustices.713 

 

3. Ritschl’s Festival Address on Luther 

 

Ritschl knew Lagarde since 1855 and he had frequently visited Lagarde in Berlin, 

where Lagarde, during ten or so years, taught in a Gymnasium. They became 

colleagues in 1869, when Lagarde became a professor at the University of 

Göttingen. However, their friendly relationship was replaced by hostility during 

                                                             
710 Lagarde, “Über das Verhältnis,” 37–39, 46–47. See also Löwith, From Hegel to Nietzsche: The 
Revolution in Nineteenth-Century Thought, 373–374; Schmid, Paul de Lagardes Kritik, 134–137. 
711 Lagarde, “Über das Verhältnis,” 48, 50. 
712 Stern, Cultural Despair, 43–44. 
713 Lougee, Paul de Lagarde, 160–161; Schmid, Paul de Lagardes Kritik, 147–149. 
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the celebration of Luther’s birth in 1883. Signs of a more strained relationship 

can be seen in the years preceding the anniversary. It seems like Ritschl’s attitude, 

for some reason, became more distanced to Lagarde at the time of Lagarde’s move 

to Göttingen, after which they, despite living in the same town, seldom met each 

other.714 Ritschl gave a copy of his Die christliche Lehre von der Rechtfertigung 

und Versöhnung to Lagarde in 1874. Lagarde did not like the work at all, which 

is not to be wondered at if one takes his general critical stance to dogmatic 

theology into account, and he soon told Ritschl that all attempts to infuse new life 

to old and dead doctrines are hopeless.715 In 1878, it came to Lagarde’s knowledge 

that Ritschl had disparaged the first volume of Lagarde’s Deutsche Schriften 

(German writings), which also contained Über das Verhältnis des deutschen 

Staates – the main essay discussed above.716 So all things considered, it is difficult 

to imagine that the break came as a total surprise for any one of them. 

 1883 was a special Luther-year in Germany due to the many celebrations of 

Luther’s four-hundredth birthday on the 10th of November. It was also proposed 

that the University of Göttingen should arrange a proper anniversary of Luther’s 

birth. The issue was discussed in August by the university senate, which included 

both Ritschl and Lagarde among its members. As one might expect, Ritschl 

enthusiastically embraced the idea and volunteered to deliver a speech on Luther 

for the occasion. Lagarde, on the other hand, opposed the idea of honoring an 

“insignificant sectarian.” And if such a celebration must be held, continued 

Lagarde, it should be a matter only for the theological faculty. He was voted down 

and the anniversary took place with Ritschl giving a festival address and Lagarde 

choosing not to participate in the festivities. Ritschl was so upset with the way 

Lagarde belittled Luther and resisted the celebration that he for four years 

refused to greet Lagarde. Ritschl’s speech, published under the name Festrede 

am vierten Seculartage der Geburt Martin Luthers 10. November 1883 (Festival 

Address on the Four-Hundredth Anniversary of the Birth of Martin Luther, 

November 10 1883), also contains an implicit criticism of Lagarde’s 

interpretation of Luther and the Reformation.717 Later on, Lagarde attacked 

Ritschl’s theology in several writings. One essay containing such a criticism was 

published shortly after Ritschl’s death, which induced Ritschl’s son Otto to write 

a response.718 

 The connection between Ritschl’s festival address on Luther and his 

controversy with Lagarde has been noted in earlier research. Especially 

significant in this regard is David W. Lotz, who has rightly observed that Ritschl’s 

speech “particularly had in view Lagarde’s sweeping assertions concerning the 

                                                             
714 Lougee, Paul de Lagarde, 88–89; Schmid, Paul de Lagardes Kritik, 58. 
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716 Schmid, Paul de Lagardes Kritik, 58. 
717 Lougee, Paul de Lagarde, 93; Ritschl, Albrecht Ritschls Leben, 2:240; Schmid, Paul de Lagardes 
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Reformation’s total sterility in the cultural realm.”719 Even though the festival 

address cannot be reduced to being only an attack on Lagarde, the polemical 

context is certainly important if one wants to understand why Ritschl goes at such 

great lengths to identify conditions of the modern world in Luther’s reformatory 

theology. Without doubt, the speech should also be regarded as a contribution to 

the wider nineteenth-century debate on Luther and modernity. We will now take 

a look at the arguments which Ritschl uses to defend, against Lagarde and others, 

the notion of Luther’s significance for German culture, politics, and science.720 

 The speech is described by Ritschl as an attempt to “characterize Luther’s 

leading religious thoughts, in order to adduce from them his more general 

influence on modern culture,” to which he also relates the task of correcting 

“widespread misinterpretations of [Luther’s] Reformation.” Ritschl claims that 

“the state holds pride of place” in “the realm of culture” since the state makes it 

possible for a people to develop its own distinct culture, and he spares no efforts 

in his endeavor to demonstrate the positive influence of Luther’s thinking on the 

modern conception of the state. A key in this regard, according to Ritschl, is 

Luther’s strengthening of the authority of the state, which “put an end to the 

revolutionary condition of society at the close of the Middle Ages.” In contrast to 

Lagarde, Ritschl is of the opinion that the Reformation actually served to 

counteract disunity through this empowering of the state. Moreover, Ritschl 

continues to argue, Luther thought of the church as a purely religious community 

and not as a legal institution, abandoning medieval notions of the state as a 

servant of the church, which freed the state from the claims of the papacy.721  

 Ritschl counters those who thinks that Luther’s emphasis on individual 

religious freedom undermines social authority and makes him responsible for 

political revolutions in modern times. Luther’s strengthening of state authority 

demonstrates that they have it backwards. In fact, the revolutionary tendencies 

must “directly and indirectly be debited to the Roman Church and not Luther’s 

Reformation.” Ritschl locates the origins of Anabaptism and other radical 

revolutionary religious movements of the sixteenth century in monasticism and 

scholasticism. And it cannot be a coincidence that more recent revolutions have 

taken place “among nations which were kept in obedience to the Papal See by the 

strongest forms of coercion.” It was, after all, Ritschl notes, Thomas Aquinas 

“who put forward that conception of the state which includes the right of the 

people to overthrow the established government.” Ritschl is also of the opinion 

that the mendicant orders are responsible for the ideas behind the modern 

socialist revolutions.722 

                                                             
719 Lotz, Ritschl and Luther, 167. 
720 My analysis of Ritschl’s festival address on Luther is indebted to Hofmann, Albrecht Ritschls 
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 Ritschl then turns to the positive valuation of work or labor, which he calls 

the “second condition of all culture.” Again, there should be no denial of Luther’s 

fundamental contribution. The modern world, according to Ritschl, owes its 

conception of the importance of labor to Luther’s doctrine of vocation with its 

emphasis on ordinary work and faithfulness to one’s calling. Natural science is 

another issue discussed by Ritschl. He finds an important presupposition for the 

modern investigation of nature in Luther’s idea of the Christian’s religious 

lordship over the world, which removed “that awe before the natural world which 

dominated the medieval mind [...] and prevented the exact observation and 

investigation of nature.”723 To summarize, Ritschl pays attention, in the festival 

address, to three fundamental aspects of modern culture – the state, labor, and 

natural science – and tries, against much anti-Lutheran polemics of his day, to 

show their connection to Luther’s theology. 

 As Lotz has pointed out, Ritschl did not, as the festival address makes plain, 

think that the conception of a close relationship between Luther’s Reformation 

and modern culture was self-evident to intellectuals in Germany.724 It was a 

notion in need of defense, which the nineteenth-century anti-Lutheran polemics 

and debate over the historical consequences of the Reformation bear witness to. 

At a time of national unification, and of cultural, technical, and scientific 

progress, an attractive power was attached to outlooks of life being able to 

demonstrate their internal connections to those developments. Seen in that light, 

Ritschl’s speech can be interpreted as an attempt to demonstrate the relevance of 

the Lutheran faith to the Bildungsbürgertum. This interpretation is also 

supported by the fact that the educated, as was pointed out in chapter 7, were 

united in a strong belief in culture. Moreover, they tended to immerse themselves 

in different aspects of culture, reading books and journals, watching plays, 

visiting museums, learning instruments et cetera. Clearly, Ritschl’s speech was in 

part intended to show the middle class intellectuals in Göttingen that Luther 

prepared the way for their cherished German culture. 

 The controversy about the historical consequences of Luther and the 

Reformation had intensified during the so-called Kulturkampf (culture struggle) 

in the 1870s and 1880s, when the chancellor Otto von Bismarck tried to subject 

the Catholic church to the control of the newly created German nation state.725 

Many of the lectures held and texts written about Luther in connection with the 

1883 celebrations of his birth added new fuel to this debate. Important is also that 

the celebrations took place during a time of virulent nationalism in the wake of 

the unification of Germany in 1871. It is, moreover, possible to understand the 

celebrations of Luther’s birth as the first peak of a nationalistic interpretation of 

Luther that would continue to blossom for quite some time to come. Indeed, there 

was a need to create and imagine a common past for the German people, 

                                                             
723 Ritschl, 16–17, quotes 16 (ET, 194, quotes 194). 
724 Lotz, Ritschl and Luther, 168. 
725 Brady, “Protestant Reformation,” 14–15. 



 

221 

previously divided into a number of states, and not a few used Luther to that 

end.726 The most well-known representative of this type of nationalistic Luther 

interpretation during the jubilee year is, without doubt, the historian Heinrich 

von Treitschke. In his jubilee address, later published as Luther und die deutsche 

Nation (Luther and the German nation), Treitschke portrayed Luther, in a very 

straightforward manner, as a German hero, pioneer of the German nation, and 

prototype of the German character and race: 

 

No other modern nation can boast of a man who was the mouthpiece of his 

countrymen in quite the same way, and who succeeded as fully in giving expression 

to the deepest essence of his nation [...]. “Here speaks our own blood.” From the deep 

eyes of this unrefined son of a German farmer flashed the ancient and heroic courage 

of the Germanic races – a courage that does not flee from the world, but rather seeks 

to dominate it by the strength of its moral purpose.727 

 

Interesting for us is that one cannot find this kind of strong nationalistic motive 

in Ritschl’s festival address on Luther. Thus, his speech must be separated from 

the nationalism that characterized the way that Treitschke and many others 

celebrated Luther in 1883.728 Ritschl certainly regarded Luther as a German hero 

in a sense. Nevertheless, his “patriotic” interpretation of Luther’s importance to 

the German people in the festival address has a certain cosmopolitan ring to it: 

 
Luther’s Reformation did not issue from the womb of the medieval Church in the 

same way as Athena sprang in full panoply from the head of Zeus. As a 

simultaneously patriotic and religious deed, it stirred up a long-lasting excitement 

among both the German people and, directly or indirectly, many other European 

nations.729 

 

It has been shown that Ritschl’s festival address, against Lagarde and other 

cultured despisers of the Lutheran Reformation, highlighted Luther’s 

contribution to the development of the modern state, vocational ethics, and 

natural science. There is an abundance of references to Luther in Ritschl’s 

writings and there is almost always a constructive purpose behind his discussions 

of Luther’s theology. One important and recurring theme in Ritschl’s Luther 

interpretation is the emphasis on Luther’s world-affirming and society-oriented 

ethics. And it became clear already in chapter 2 that Ritschl also calls attention to 

the practical dimension of Luther’s faith in order to criticize Lutheran orthodoxy 

– from the late Luther and Melanchthon up until the late nineteenth century – 

for failing to preserve Luther’s rediscovery of the true Christian Lebensideal. Of 

course, several aspects of Ritschl’s account of Luther and the relationship 

                                                             
726 Brinks, “Luther and the German State,” 2–3. 
727 Treitschke, “Luther und die deutschen Nation,” 393–394, quoted in Purvis, “Luther,” 292. 
728 Hofmann, Albrecht Ritschls Lutherrezeption, 185–186. 
729 Ritschl, “Festrede am vierten Seculartage,” 17 (ET, 194). 
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between, on the one hand, Luther and, on the other, Lutheran orthodoxy and 

modernity, did not go unchallenged. One of the harshest critics of Ritschl’s 

interpretation of Luther was, in fact, Theodosius Harnack, the father of Ritschl’s 

disciple Adolf von Harnack.730 Nevertheless, the way that Ritschl used Luther to 

support his own systematic theology and to criticize other theological 

perspectives would set an example and influence many Lutheran theologians in 

Germany. A number of key aspects of Ritschl’s Luther interpretation (such as the 

distinction between Luther and Lutheran orthodoxy, the distinction between the 

young and old Luther, the emphasis on the practical orientation of Luther’s faith, 

and the notion of Luther as the originator of the modern world) made a significant 

impact on modern Luther research.731 We will now, in the concluding section of 

this chapter, take a brief look at how the controversy about Luther’s relationship 

to the modern world continued to rage after Ritschl, and we will especially note 

some connections between these later phases of the controversy and the 

interpretation of Luther in Ritschl’s festival address. 

 

4. Luther and Modernity after Ritschl 

 

Adolf von Harnack, the famous church historian and Ritschlian, was convinced 

that Luther’s departure from medieval religiosity prepared the ground for the 

German Empire and he identified a close connection between the Protestant 

Reformation and Germanness.732 Furthermore, Harnack, in some continuity with 

Ritschl, claimed, in 1923, that Luther, despite all the medieval remnants and 

ambiguities of his thought, was the founder of the modern world. “The modern 

age began along with Luther’s Reformation on 31 October 1517; it was 

inaugurated by the blows of the hammer on the door of the castle church at 

Wittenberg.”733 Harnack’s statement, surely, expressed what almost amounted to 

a consensus opinion among Protestant scholars. But as expected, this type of 

positive evaluation of Luther’s relationship to modern Germany was not 

unchallenged. 

 Of importance in this regard were the critical Luther studies by the 

Dominican and Vatican archivist Heinrich Denifle and the Jesuit and church 

                                                             
730 On Harnack’s objections against Ritschl’s portrayal of Luther, see Hofmann, Albrecht Ritschls 
Lutherrezeption, 227–235. For detailed examinations of Harnack’s Luther interpretation, see Winter, 
Die Erlanger Theologie und die Lutherforschung im 19. Jahrhundert, 135–180; Wolff, Die 
Haupttypen der neueren Lutherdeutung, 63–120. 
731 The most comprehensive studies of Ritschl’s interpretation of Luther are Hofmann, Albrecht 
Ritschls Lutherrezeption; Lotz, Ritschl and Luther. Some other works of value are Loewenich, Luther 
und der Neuprotestantismus, 91–111; Saarinen, Gottes Wirken auf uns, 31–42; Walcott, The Kantian 
and Lutheran Elements in Ritschl’s Conception of God; Wolff, Haupttypen, 121–236. 
732 Harnack, Lehrbuch der Dogmengeschichte, 3:692–693. 
733 Quoted in Schilling, Martin Luther: Rebel in an Age of Upheaval, 524. On the details of Harnack’s 
interpretation of the relationship between Luther’s theology and the modern world, see Grove, “Adolf 
von Harnack and Karl Holl on Luther at the Origins of Modernity,” 107–114. 
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historian Hartmann Grisar. In the very polemical Luther und Luthertum (1909; 

Luther and Lutherdom), Denifle, among other things, claimed that immorality is 

the logical outcome of Luther’s doctrine of justification by faith alone, which fails 

to connect justification to any real change in the human being. Denifle also laid 

the ground for the much debated question of the exact date of Luther’s 

Reformation breakthrough by initiating the discussion of Luther’s own testimony 

of it in the so-called “Autobiographical Fragment,” which can be found in Luther’s 

introduction to the 1545 edition of his Latin works. Grisar has been labelled the 

originator of the long tradition of psychological Luther interpretation, though it 

could be argued that a sort of psychological reading of Luther can be found 

already in the works of Döllinger.734 In any case, Grisar, in his three-volume 

Luther (1911-1912), argued, though in a milder tone than Denifle, that there must 

be something wrong with Luther, an idea characteristic of the main bulk of 

psychological Luther interpretations. Grisar emphasized the subjectivism behind 

Luther’s frequent talk of the conscience and described Luther’s individualism as 

a fundamental cause of modern nihilism.735 

 Even more shocking to Protestant intellectuals was the Luther interpretation 

of the famous Protestant theologian, philosopher, and sociologist Ernst Troeltsch 

in Die Bedeutung des Protestantismus für die Entstehung der modernen Welt 

(1911; The Significance of Protestantism for the Beginning of the Modern World) 

and Die Soziallehren der christlichen Kirchen und Gruppen (1912; The Social 

Teaching of the Christian Churches and Groups). Understanding the historical 

connection between the Protestant Reformation and the modern worldview was 

one of the central aims of Troeltsch’s research, which, on this matter, tended 

towards interpreting the Reformation as a reformulation of the medieval cultural 

synthesis or unity of church and “state,” corpus Christianum.736 Troeltsch, 

moreover, argued that Luther’s theology is best understood against the 

background of medieval problems, though Luther introduced elements of 

indirect importance to the formation of the modern world – for instance, the 

beginnings of the modern idea of autonomy can be traced to his emphasis on 

personal faith. The thought of Luther is, in the end, according to Troeltsch, 

characterized by a fundamental tension between medieval supernaturalism and 

modern religious individualism.737  

                                                             
734 Dickens and Tonkin, Reformation, 181–182. 
735 Schulin, “Luther’s Position in German History and Historical Writing,” 91–92; Stayer, Martin 
Luther, German Saviour: German Evangelical Theological Factions and the Interpretation of 
Luther, 1917-1933, 13–14. To identify a connection between Luther and modern nihilism, as Grisar 
did, had been a recurrent feature in Catholic attacks on the Reformation and Protestantism since the 
end of the eighteenth century. Joseph de Maistre’s account of the devastating consequences of the 
Protestant Reformation constitutes an early example of this type of criticism. There could, in his view, 
be no doubt that the French Revolution was caused by Protestantism’s individualism, neglect of order, 
and nihilism (Zachhuber, “Modernity, Capitalism, and Liberalism,” 634). 
736 Danz, “Reformation, Neuzeit und die ethische Bestimmtheit des Glaubens: Überlegungen zur 
Lutherdeutung von Ernst Troeltsch und Friedrich Gogarten,” 262–263. 
737 Drescher, Ernst Troeltsch: His Life and Work, 135–144, 235–236. 
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 Max Weber, famous sociologist and friend of Troeltsch, produced a very 

influential and controversial account of the role of Protestantism in the 

development of the modern world in Die protestantische Ethik und der Geist des 

Kapitalismus (1904-1905; The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism). 

Ritschl is actually the most quoted author in Die protestantische Ethik, which is 

influenced by Ritschl’s way of seeing the Protestant reformers’ stress upon 

ordinary work and fidelity to one’s vocation as important to the rise of modern 

culture. This is the case even though Weber primarily relates Calvinism and not 

Lutheranism to the emergence of the modern world.738 Weber understands the 

combination of this Protestant sanctification of work as a calling with Calvin’s 

doctrine of predestination in puritan Calvinism as the decisive factor in the rise 

of modern capitalism. The acceptance of Calvin’s teaching on predestination, that 

we cannot know whom God chooses to save or condemn, caused a psychological 

anxiety in his followers, which, in turn, led them to search for signs in their daily 

life of belonging to the chosen people. Many Calvinists perceived success in one’s 

worldly calling as such a sign and therefore committed themselves to hard work 

and an ascetic lifestyle. Weber goes on to argue that this process resulted in a 

rapid accumulation of wealth and must be seen as essential to the development 

of modern capitalism.739 

 Let us now return to Troeltsch, who’s interpretation of Luther and 

Protestantism had a considerable impact on the theological discussion. 

Controversial, to say the least, was his way of relating Luther and the Reformation 

to the medieval age, which questioned the notion of Luther as a spiritual ancestor 

to modern culture.740 One of the critics of Troeltsch’s interpretation of Luther was 

Karl Holl, the father of the Luther renaissance. More broadly, Holl’s Luther 

research is often described as an attempt to come to grips with the Luther critique 

of his time and to reclaim Luther for modern Protestant faith. This conclusion is 

also confirmed by the footnotes to his Luther essays, which are filled with attacks 

on Denifle, Grisar, and Troeltsch.741 

 Holl’s main response to Troeltsch’s complex portrayal of the relationship 

between Luther and modern culture came in Die Kulturbedeutung der 

Reformation (1911; The Cultural Significance of the Reformation). This study 

                                                             
738 Zachhuber, “Modernity,” 631–633. Weber’s reception of Ritschl’s historical research is complex. It 
is often the case that Weber reinterprets the historical judgments that he receives from Ritschl, and 
he is also very critical of some aspects of Ritschl’s work (on Weber’s disagreements with Ritschl, see 
Riesebrodt, “Dimensions of the Protestant Ethic,” 39–41). 
739 Bendix, Max Weber: An Intellectual Portrait, 49–64. 
740 Kaufmann, “Luther zwischen den Wissenschaftskulturen: Ernst Troeltschs Lutherdeutung in der 
englischsprachigen Welt und in Deutschland,” 457–458. Troeltsch’s interpretation of Luther’s ethics, 
especially in Die Soziallehren der christlichen Kirchen und Gruppen, in terms of an emphasis on the 
individual, obedience to secular authority, and a double morality, was also controversial in Germany, 
though less so in the Anglo-Saxon world, where it has made a substantial impact on critical accounts 
of Lutheran ethics. I have discussed the relationship between Troeltsch’s Luther interpretation and 
an influential strand of contemporary objections against Luther’s ethics in “The ‘Communitarian’ 
Critique of Luther’s Ethics,” 173–179. 
741 Stayer, Martin Luther, 27. 
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must also be seen as occasioned by Weber’s Die protestantische Ethik.742 Against 

Troeltsch and other contemporaries who downplayed the cultural significance of 

the Protestant Reformation, Holl tried to demonstrate the importance of Luther’s 

thought for modern conceptions of freedom of conscience, work, love, the state, 

education, and for the development of the German language and culture, among 

other things. “The Reformation, in fact, enriched all areas of culture,” Holl 

concludes.743 The similarities between Holl’s Die Kulturbedeutung der 

Reformation and Ritschl’s Festrede am vierten Seculartage der Geburt Martin 

Luthers are striking, which is something that Lotz has noted: 

 

[F]ollowing Ritschl, Holl attempted to demonstrate that modern civilization, and 

particularly German culture, were as decisively shaped by the spirit of the 

Reformation as by the Renaissance and the Enlightenment. Holl’s rejoinder to Ernst 

Troeltsch in his famous essay, Die Kulturbedeutung der Reformation (1911), 

contains many echoes of, and direct parallels to, Ritschl’s less known Festrede of 

1833.744 

 

Both Ritschl and Holl attempted to show the intellectuals of their time that 

Luther’s influence on modern culture had been positive in nature. Holl does not 

refer to Ritschl in Die Kulturbedeutung der Reformation, which makes it hard to 

prove a dependence on Ritschl’s analysis. However, a certain indebtedness of Holl 

to Ritschl has been observed on others issues, concerning, for example, how one 

should understand Luther’s thinking on God, ethics, and the relationship 

between justification and sanctification.745 Given this influence on other areas of 

Holl’s Luther interpretation, it at least seems plausible to think that there is a 

direct connection between the portrayal of Luther in Die Kulturbedeutung der 

Reformation and Ritschl’s Festrede. Furthermore, it does not seem unlikely that 

Lagarde’s general denial of the connection between the Protestant Reformation 

and the modern world exerted an influence on Troeltsch’s understanding of the 

issue. After all, Troeltsch described Lagarde, one of his former teachers, as “one 

of the most stimulating and important of theologians.”746 

 The question of Luther’s relationship to modernity was a controversial issue 

in Germany during the whole of the nineteenth century and all the way into the 

first decades of the twentieth century. Indeed, it is still an issue of importance in 

contemporary theological, philosophical, historical, and sociological research, 

                                                             
742 For a more extended analysis of the relationship between, on the one hand, Holl’s Die 
Kulturbedeutung der Reformation and, on the other, Troeltsch’s and Weber’s works, see Pauck, 
“Introduction,” 14–18. The case could be made that Troeltsch’s Luther interpretation constitutes the 
main polemical front of Holl’s Luther studies. For a comprehensive discussion of how different 
aspects of Holl’s interpretation of Luther relates to Troeltsch’s research, see Bodenstein, Die Theologie 
Karl Holls im Spiegel des Antiken und reformatorischen Christentums. 
743 Holl, The Cultural Significance of the Reformation, 31–39, 45–56, 109–110, quote 151. 
744 Lotz, Ritschl and Luther, 159. 
745 Lotz, 153–161. 
746 Quoted in Chapman, Ernst Troeltsch and Liberal Theology: Religion and Cultural Synthesis in 
Wilhelmine Germany, 26. 
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and variations of arguments developed by Ritschl and others in the nineteenth 

and early twentieth century continue to play a prominent role in the discussion.747 

                                                             
747 For a brief overview of the contemporary debate about the relationship between Luther and 
modernity, see Zachhuber, “Modernity,” especially 636–638. 
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Chapter 9 

Ritschl’s Ethics in Context 

 

 

This chapter has a twofold purpose. The first aim is to present a comprehensive 

overview of Ritschl’s Christian ethics. And the overview will focus on explaining 

the theoretical structure of Ritschl’s thinking on Christian life, and not on 

presenting his concrete position in moral and political issues, even though we will 

illustrate the practical consequences of his ethical theory with a few concrete 

examples. The second aim is to highlight the modern influences on Ritschl’s 

thinking on Christian life. We will tackle the issue of the modern influences on 

the ethics of Ritschl in two interrelated ways. We will, firstly, account for the 

dependence of certain aspects of Ritschl’s ethics on important modern thinkers, 

and, secondly, demonstrate the connections between Ritschl’s ethics and the 

values of the Bildungsbürgertum, values that were analyzed in detailed in chapter 

7. In the course of this chapter, it will be made clear that the ideas that Ritschl 

received from Immanuel Kant and others helped him to develop an account of 

Christian life quite in line with the values of the Bildungsbürgertum, which in 

part explains why his version of Protestant faith seemed attractive to many 

intellectuals in nineteenth-century Germany. And we will also see that there are 

important cosmopolitan and Enlightenment-inspired elements in Ritschl’s 

ethics, which makes it necessary to problematize Barth’s way of describing 

Ritschl’s theology as a simple reflection of a national-liberal outlook. 

 A full analysis of the modern influences on the ethics of Ritschl lies beyond 

the scope of this investigation. We will, in the following, especially focus on 

Ritschl’s reception of Kant’s ideas, though we will also, when appropriate, 

indicate how other modern thinkers, most notably Friedrich Schleiermacher, 

have made an impact on how Ritschl understands Christian life. The comparison 

between Ritschl’s ethics and Kant’s practical philosophy will be restricted to a few 

key areas – the kingdom of God, freedom, autonomy, and the moral law in 

particular. This concentration on Ritschl’s indebtedness to Kant follows a 

common pattern in earlier contextualizations of his ethics. The main tendency 

among Ritschl scholars has been to lay stress upon the impact of Kant on his 

mature thinking on Christian life, though without asserting a complete 

dependency.748 Generally speaking, my analysis will be along the lines of this 

tendency. 

 Our investigation of Ritschl’s ethics in this chapter will focus on how Ritschl 

portrays Christian life in his mature works, especially the third edition of Die 

                                                             
748 For a brief account of previous assessments of Ritschl’s reception of Kant’s moral philosophy, see 
Malibabo, Reich Gottes und menschliche Selbsttätigkeit: Zum Verhältnis zwischen christlichem 
Glauben und moralischem Handeln in der Theologie Albrecht Ritschls, 43–47. 
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christliche Lehre von der Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung (1888-1889) and the 

third edition of Unterricht in der christlichen Religion (1886).749 However, we 

will make one exception to this emphasis on Ritschl’s later writings by also paying 

attention to the printed edition of his lectures on theological ethics, Vorlesung 

“Theologische Ethik” (Lecture on “theological ethics”), which sets out from the 

lectures held by Ritschl in the winter semester of 1862-1863, even if it also 

includes some complementary additions from later semesters when Ritschl 

lectured on the same subject. This exception to the general focus of this chapter 

seems justified since these lectures on theological ethics have functioned, as Rolf 

Schäfer has noted, as an important corrective to a number of earlier 

interpretations of Ritschl’s theology. Furthermore, in these lectures, Ritschl 

elaborated some of the ideas that would form the basis of his thoughts on 

Christian ethics in his later works, which adds to their significance as an 

important source.750 

 As for the structure of this chapter, we will begin, in the first section, with 

taking a look at the doctrine of the kingdom of God, which constitutes the 

teleological center of Ritschl’s theology and thus deserves extensive treatment. 

The second and third sections are concentrated on Ritschl’s thoughts on the 

moral formation of the individual, an issue closely related to his understanding 

of good character, virtues, duties, and the moral law. In the fourth section, we will 

focus our attention on Ritschl’s doctrine of sin. We will end this chapter with a 

fifth section on how Ritschl conceives labor or work for the kingdom of God in 

society, in which we will pay special attention to his interpretation of vocation 

and the moral communities of the family, state, and church. 

 

1. The Kingdom of God 

 

The kingdom of God is the most important doctrine in Ritschl’s ethics and this 

fact alone gives us a good reason to pay it much attention. This section will 

therefore demand more space than the other sections of the chapter. 

 Even if Ritschl depicts the Christian religion as determined by two foci – 

spiritual redemption and moral organization in the kingdom of God – he can also 

describe the kingdom of God as the central theme of Christianity in the sense of 

it being the höchstes Gut (highest good), the final aim of God, the world, and 

                                                             
749 My analysis of Ritschl’s view of Christian life is influenced by a number of previous studies, and 
especially important in this regard is Kuhlmann, Ethik Albrecht Ritschls. My interpretation of 
Ritschl’s ethics is also indebted to Malibabo, Reich Gottes; Metzler, Kingdom; Walther, Reich-Gottes-
Verständnisses. I have also found the following comprehensive works on Ritschl’s systematic theology 
useful for understanding his thoughts on Christian life: Mueller, Albrecht Ritschl; Schäfer, Ritschl; 
Weyer-Menkhoff, Aufklärung und Offenbarung. 
750 Schäfer, “Einleitung,” xi, xiv–xix. 
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human beings.751 From Ritschl’s horizon, the realization of the kingdom is, 

indeed, the goal of redemption and the moral organization of humanity. He can 

portray the kingdom of God as the highest good that God wants to realize in the 

world with the help of human beings. It is the end goal of both divine and human 

activity, it is therefore both a divine and human task, a task which can only be 

fulfilled when the divine and human will follow the same aim. However, Ritschl 

is at the same time quick to point out that divine and human actions are not on 

the same level here. God’s activity is primary and the activity of human beings are 

secondary, which for Ritschl, in line with his Lotzean metaphysics, means that 

human moral actions realizing the kingdom must be understood as reactions on 

God’s activity.752 

 In the third volume of Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, Ritschl singles out 

the insights of Immanuel Kant and Friedrich Schleiermacher into the doctrine of 

the kingdom of God: 

 

Kant was the first to perceive the supreme importance for ethics of the “Kingdom of 

God” as an association of men bound together by laws of virtue. But it remained for 

Schleiermacher first to employ the true conception of the teleological nature of the 

Kingdom of God to determine the idea of Christianity. This service of his ought not 

be forgotten even if he failed to grasp the discovery with a firm hand.753 

 

So Ritschl’s notion of the kingdom of God can be understood as a further 

elaboration of ideas already in circulation in the nineteenth century. 

Traditionally, the doctrine of the kingdom of God had been a theme in Christian 

theology primarily reserved for eschatology, the doctrine of the last things. This, 

however, changed with Kant, Schleiermacher, and a few other influential thinkers 

who gave the kingdom a prominent role in ethics as the highest good at the turn 

of the nineteenth century.754 

 It is true that Kant in his practical philosophy writes about a “kingdom of 

ends” rather than a “kingdom of God.” This kingdom of ends can be understood 

as an ideal moral community and Kant describes the kingdom of God as the 

religious form of this moral community in his most comprehensive work on 

religion, Die Religion innerhalb der Grenzen der blossen Vernunft (1793; 

Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason).755 Kant relates the kingdom of 

ends – and therefore also the kingdom of God – to the highest good and with the 

concept he has in view not only a moral ideal and an ethical society, but also our 

                                                             
751 Ritschl discusses the notion of the kingdom of God as “the highest good” in several of his important 
writings and lectures. For example, see Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, 3rd ed., 2:31, 39–41; 
Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, 3rd ed., 3:196, 317 (ET, 205–206, 334–335); Unterricht, 3 (ET, 
222); Vorlesung “Theologische Ethik”, 74–76. 
752 Walther, Reich-Gottes-Verständnisses, 140–141. 
753 Ritschl, Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, 3rd ed., 3:11–12 (ET, 11). 
754 Metzler, Kingdom, 14. 
755 Kant, “Religion Within the Boundaries of Mere Reason,” especially 129–171. 
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final and collective destiny.756 Now, there are differences between Ritschl’s 

interpretation of the kingdom of God and Kant’s interpretation of the kingdom of 

ends. Most important here is the contrast between, on the one hand, Ritschl’s way 

of tracing the kingdom back to God and revelation in Jesus Christ, and, on the 

other, Kant’s attempt to anchor the kingdom in human reason.757 That 

notwithstanding, Ritschl found Kant’s notion of the kingdom of ends very useful 

for understanding the ethical nature of the kingdom of God. 

 Ritschl highlights Schleiermacher as the first systematic theologian who 

understood the kingdom of God as a key theological concept, and he praises 

Schleiermacher’s teleological interpretation of the kingdom as an insight of great 

importance. However, Ritschl also argues that Schleiermacher, as a result of his 

interpretation of salvation in terms of our consciousness of God, failed to directly 

relate the doctrine of the kingdom of God to redemption.758 

 Norman Metzler has suggested that it is possible to identify a connection 

between Ritschl’s notion of the kingdom of God and the mediating theologian 

Richard Rothe, who thought that the kingdom would be completed in the future 

in a state with universal features. There was, first of all, a personal relationship 

between them – Rothe was one of Ritschl’s teachers and they became lifelong 

friends.759 Rothe’s viewpoints also had a certain, albeit limited, influence on 

Ritschl’s lectures on theological ethics.760 The fact that Ritschl often made critical 

remarks on Rothe’s Hegelian-influenced theology, should, however, warn against 

making too much of Ritschl’s dependence on Rothe.761 

 We saw that Ritschl ties the revelation of the kingdom of God to the work of 

Jesus Christ and interprets the kingdom as a correlate to God as loving will in 

chapter 3. And it became clear, in chapter 6, that Ritschl primarily defines God’s 

essence as love and derives all other divine attributes from God’s love. Now, 

Ritschl is also of the opinion that Christ’s revelation to his community solves the 

problem of the world as God’s creation. How can this be? If we want to 

understand Ritschl’s thoughts on this issue, we do well to start with his definition 

of love: 

 

The word “love” is frequently used to denote the feeling of the worth of an object for 

the Self. But as such feeling always sets the will in motion, either to appropriate the 

loved object or to enrich its existence, ordinary usage comprises these kinds of 

movements of the will also under the designation of love. Nor is common usage 

ambiguous in doing so, for the two aspects of the emotion are closely related to one 

another. Love, as feeling, fulfils its nature when it excites the will; and love, as will, 

                                                             
756 Sullivan, An Introduction to Kant’s Ethics, 84–91. 
757 Kuhlmann, Ethik Albrecht Ritschls, 119. 
758 Ritschl, Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, 3rd ed., 3:8–9, 11–12 (ET, 8–9, 11–12). For detailed 
examinations of the kingdom of God in Schleiermacher’s theology, see Metzler, Kingdom, 55–71; 
Walther, Reich-Gottes-Verständnisses, 88–116. 
759 Metzler, Kingdom, 13–14. 
760 Schäfer, “Einleitung,” xii. 
761 Metzler, Kingdom, 13. 
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includes the feeling of the same name. The conception of love, therefore, is 

completely expressed by combining both. Love is will aiming either at the 

appropriation of an object or at the enrichment of its existence, because moved by 

a feeling of its worth.762 

 

Ritschl qualifies this definition of the concept love – “love is will aiming either at 

the appropriation of an object or at the enrichment of its existence, because 

moved by a feeling of its worth” – in four ways: (1) love is only possible between 

two persons of similar (spiritual) nature; (2) the orientation of a loving will is 

constant; (3) love aims at promoting the personal end of the object loved; and (4) 

a loving will must (to meet qualifications 2 and 3) make the personal end of the 

loved object a part of its own self-end.763 

 Ritschl applies this definition of love to God in order to make sense of the 

world as a divine creation. Nothing merely natural is similar to God and brute 

creatures can, accordingly, not be direct objects of God’s love. Only personal and 

spiritual beings have resemblance to God and they are, therefore, the only objects 

possible for God to love. Ritschl contends that the idea that God created the world 

out of love is intelligible only on the condition that it refers to personal beings. 

Why would God call a world into existence in the first place if his creative activity 

is not primarily related to the objects of his love? Humans are the only candidates 

to being objects of God’s love in the world because they are the only personal and 

spiritual beings in it. The human race must thus be the end that God had in mind 

when he created the world. As a consequence, the existence of nature can only be 

explained, argues Ritschl, as a means to this divine end. Nature is necessary 

because the life of human beings presupposes the existence of the mechanical, 

chemical, and organic world.764 

 Now another problem arises. Natural multiplicity is, says Ritschl, a 

characteristic of all human beings, who share the conditions under which all 

organic creatures exists. However, this multiplicity contrasts with the one and 

undivided divine will. The only way to prove the similarity between humanity and 

God is, therefore, to show that the human race, despite its multiplicity, can be 

thought of as a unity. That brings us back to the kingdom of God, in which the 

human race is unified through moral actions motivated by love. The kingdom of 

God is the final end or supreme good realized by God in the world. It transcends 

the world and completes all the natural things that bind human beings together. 

In this way, the kingdom of God, according to Ritschl, provides a unity for the 

human race, a unity which can be compared with the unity of the divine will. 

Moreover, this community is an object and correlative of God’s love only because 

the Father’s love for his Son is mediated through the Son to those who belong to 

the community. It should also be noted that the personal end of God coincides 
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with the self-end or destiny of human beings in this community of love, a 

community that comes into existence through divine operation. Ritschl concludes 

that “the instances of human action from love which are comprehended under the 

Kingdom of God constitute, as the correlate of God’s personal end as His specific 

operations, the perfect revelation of the truth that God is love.”765 

 By now, it should be obvious that Ritschl conceives the kingdom of God as a 

moral community. The conduct of the human beings united in this community 

“finds its universal law and its personal motive in love to God and to one’s 

neighbor.”766 When people act in accordance with this motive of universal love, 

they contribute to the realization of the kingdom of God, or, which for Ritschl is 

the same thing, to the unification of human beings as humans. This moral 

community, the kingdom of God, is, moreover, both übernaturlich (supernatural) 

and überweltlich (supramundane): 

 

The kingdom of God which thus presents the spiritual and ethical task of mankind as 

it is gathered in the Christian community is supernatural, insofar as in it the ethical 

forms of society are surpassed (such as marriage, family, vocation, private and public 

justice, or the state), which are conditioned by the natural endowment of man 

(differences in sex, birth, class, nationality) and therefore also offer occasions for self-

seeking. The kingdom of God is supramundane, even as it now exists in the world as 

the present conduct of action motivated by love, insofar as we understand as 

“mundane” the nexus of all natural, naturally conditioned and organized existence.767 

 

What Ritschl seems to be saying is, firstly, that the kingdom of God is 

supernatural in the sense that it creates a universal union of human beings that 

transcends the differences in sex, birth, class, nationality, and so on, 

characteristic of particular moral communities like the family or the state, which 

are determined by natural conditions. The second point Ritschl appears to be 

making here is that the kingdom of God is supramundane because the motive of 

universal love, which should guide the actions of those belonging to it, transcends 

the natural and particular motives typical of other moral communities, which, as 

naturally determined, can allow a certain amount of self-seeking. Ritschl develops 

this last point at some length in the following passage:  

 

The Kingdom of God, as God’s supramundane final end in the world, is superior, of 

course, to all motives which in any way may be reckoned as belonging to the natural 

world. The law of universal love transcends not only the motives arising out of the 

physical self-preservation of the individual and of the human species as such, but also 

the aims of spiritual self-preservation in the particular realms of moral fellowship, 

the family, civil vocation, social position, the State. In moral action, the goodness of 
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which is measurable by these differentiated social ends, we are always dependent on 

the natural conditions of spiritual existence in the world. This is shown by the fact 

that, in all these provinces of life, with the relative goodness of action there may also 

be bound up occasions of sin. For apart from cases of purely individual selfishness, 

pride of family may set itself in opposition to the moral interests of friendship, and 

the interests of class in opposition to the aims of civic existence, while national vanity 

and love of power may militate against the humane recognition of the rights of other 

peoples. But the principle of universal love to men abstracts from all natural 

conditions and limitations of spiritual life in common, and therefore can give no 

stimulus to selfish emotions.768 

 

All in all, there is a strong universal element in Ritschl’s notion of the kingdom of 

God as a moral community. With respect to both membership and motive, it is a 

universal community crossing the barriers and transcending the particular 

motives of more restricted human communities. Family, class, and nation play no 

role in the kingdom of God. And the essential aim of those belonging to it is to let 

all of their actions be guided by the highest degree of universal and unselfish love. 

If we relate these thoughts to the values of the Bildungsbürgertum, it is obvious 

that Ritschl, in this regard, is close to the cosmopolitan and Enlightenment-

inspired values generally characteristic of the educated middle class in the first 

half of the nineteenth century. As was discussed in chapter 7, the outlook of 

German intellectuals became more and more nationalist as the century advanced. 

But it is difficult to find in Ritschl’s thinking on the ethics of the kingdom of God 

any traces of the “blood-oriented” nationalism that gained ground, and in which 

the superiority of the German Volk was emphasized. On this specific issue, one 

must therefore assent to Hermann Timm’s conclusion: 

 

The worldwide religious-spiritual consciousness of solidarity, to which Ritschl still 

appealed around 1870, belonged to the pre-national nineteenth century. Seen from 

the perspective of intellectual history, the universal element in Ritschl’s notion of the 

kingdom of God came from the ideal of humanity of the European Enlightenment 

and German idealism.769 

 

We have observed that romantic love held a prominent position in the 

imagination of the nineteenth-century middle class. It is, certainly, difficult to 

bring the theology of Ritschl together with such a notion of romantic or sexual 

love. Nevertheless, it seems reasonable to relate the emphasis on both divine and 

human love in Ritschl’s thinking on the kingdom of God to the stress laid upon 
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love in the writings of many other intellectuals at this time. Especially interesting 

in this regard are the works of the Romantics. When Romantics such as Friedrich 

Hölderlin, Friedrich Schlegel, Friedrich Schleiermacher, and Novalis wrote about 

religion, love usually took center stage. They, for instance, described love as the 

presupposition of religion, as the purpose of history, and they could, indeed, go 

as far as to equate religion with love.770 Even if Ritschl probably was uneasy about 

the tendency of Romanticism to melt religion and erotic love together, he must 

have been grateful to the Romantics for giving a central role to the notion of love 

in their theological thinking, which was a course that Ritschl himself followed. 

 Love, of course, has been important in all stages of the history of Christianity 

due to its centrality in the Bible. However, there is a difference between the almost 

exclusive emphasis on the attribute of love in Ritschl’s interpretation of God and 

how pre-modern theologians thought about God and the divine attributes. There 

might be a point in Ritschl’s criticism of earlier theology on this issue, but it also 

lies close at hand to see the way other divine attributes were thrown into the shade 

by his strong prioritizing of divine love as the result of a time-bound tendency. 

 In chapter 5, we paid attention to Ritschl’s theory of religion, which 

emphasizes that religions in general try to solve the division of humanity into 

nature and spirit by helping human beings in their struggle to preserve the 

spiritual dimension of their existence against the pressures of the mechanistically 

determined nature. It was also noted, in a preliminary way, that Ritschl connects 

the superiority of the Christian religion to its outstanding solution to the problem 

of the division of human existence. We will now take another look at his reasoning 

on this issue. 

 Ritschl argues that Jesus Christ exemplifies the “spiritual freedom” and 

“dominion over the world” characteristic of Christian life, that is, his work 

illuminates how Christianity solves the fundamental division of human existence. 

From a study of Christ’s life we can therefore learn what true freedom and 

lordship over nature mean. Ritschl defines freedom as follows: 

 

[F]reedom [...] consists in self-determination by that end which, by possessing the 

most universal content, makes it possible to subordinate to it all individual impulses 

and all moral aims which may be particular in their range. In other words, freedom 

is permanent self-determination by the good end, the standard of which is to be found 

in the law of universal love for man, or, in Christian terminology, permanent self-

determination by the Kingdom of God as final end. The Kingdom of God, however, is 

at the same time the end of the world in general; accordingly, action which is guided 

by its aims proves itself free in the positive sense likewise, in so far as it is controlled 

by the consciousness that all interaction between surrounding nature and one’s own 

natural character is to be estimated solely as a means subservient to the agent.771 
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Granted this to be true, in what sense can the historical Jesus be said to have 

exemplified freedom? Ritschl’s answer to this question is centered on Christ’s 

perfect execution of his ethical vocation, the foundation and realization of the 

kingdom of God, discussed at some length above. Christ’s steadfast fidelity to his 

calling, the final and good end of the kingdom, even at those points where 

opposing particular and natural experiences, impulses, and motives threatened 

to draw him away from it, manifested his supremacy over the world or nature. 

Keeping with Ritschl’s definition of freedom, Christ, in his life, managed to 

demonstrate true freedom in that he never let himself be determined by 

something of lesser value than the highest good, he never once deviated from the 

realization of the kingdom of God. What is more, Christ was able, argues Ritschl, 

to subordinate all natural conditions of life to this final end. Ritschl can, in this 

regard, talk about Christ’s “world conquering will, which marks Him as the God-

man.” To summarize, we must confine the spiritual freedom and dominion over 

the world exemplified by Christ to his loving will, which never kept the kingdom 

of God out of sight.772 Against the background of this analysis, Ritschl can go on 

to identify the freedom and lordship over nature typical of the lives of those who 

follow the example of Christ with a will directed towards the highest good, the 

kingdom of God. We will discuss the characteristics of this will in the next section. 

 The kingdom of God burst forth with Jesus Christ and the community he 

founded, and it is as such present in the world. However, it is also an invisible 

entity and thus only an object of faith. How does Ritschl explain this double 

character of the kingdom as both present and invisible? As was stated above, 

Ritschl defines the kingdom of God in terms of the moral organization of 

humanity through action inspired by love. The disposition of love, which gives 

birth to the actions producing the kingdom, is invisible in the sense that we 

cannot know for certain if love is the leading motive behind the deed of someone 

else. On that account, Ritschl warns against too quickly identifying different 

observable phenomena and historical conditions with the kingdom. But of course, 

this does not mean that he denies that actions inspired by love can be perceived 

by our senses – they can, but the difficulty for us is to separate them from deeds 

arising from less noble motives. Again, the point that Ritschl wants to make is 

that it is impossible for us to know with any certainty the motives behind the 

actions of other people, which creates an insurmountable obstacle when it comes 

to identifying the kingdom in the world.773 

 In the foregoing analysis of the kingdom of God as a correlative to God as 

loving will, we observed that God, according to Ritschl, created the world with 

humans in mind because they, as personal spiritual beings, are the only suitable 

objects of his love. This has the further result, which was also noted, that the 

natural world is reduced to being the means to a higher purpose. Even so, the 
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world of nature is the necessary context in which God realizes his end, the moral 

community of spirits, making it possible for Ritschl to draw the conclusion that 

God created the world out of love.774 Now, if God has made and preserved the 

whole of creation, including humanity, with his divine end in view, a teleological 

relationship between human history and the kingdom of God seems to follow as 

a logical consequence. This is, indeed, Ritschl’s position: 

 
[I]f the moral association of nations in the Kingdom is the end which God is pursuing 

in the world, then the inference is unavoidable, that the previous history of the 

nations must have stood in some teleological relation to that higher stage of 

development, and in some positive degree prepared the way for its advent, and that 

a similar order of things must obtain also in every Christian nation as a precondition 

of its Christianity. Observation, therefore, would have to verify the indications of the 

connection thus suggested, by demonstrating with some measure of certainty that 

the human race is educatively prepared for the Kingdom of God.775 

 

Ritschl is convinced that signs of a preparation for the kingdom of God can be 

found in the human history preceding the appearance of Jesus Christ, which 

constitutes the first and, in many ways, decisive stage in the realization of the 

kingdom. The history before Christ is also interpreted by Ritschl in terms of “the 

education of the human race,” a phrase going back to the famous author and 

Enlightenment-thinker Gotthold Ephraim Lessing’s last work, Die Erziehung des 

Menschengeschlechts (1780; The Education of the Human Race), which 

discusses the development of morality in the history of the world’s religions. 

However, Ritschl attaches himself to Lotze’s way of connecting, in Mikrokosmus, 

the notion of the education of humanity to a more comprehensive analysis of all 

cultural products of mankind.776 

 In particular, Ritschl connects this Erziehung (education) of humanity and 

preparation for the kingdom of God to the moral community of the family, the 

national community of the state, and the combination of nations in the world-

empire, especially the Roman Empire. We will return to the details of what Ritschl 

has to say about the family and the state below. For now, it will do to pay attention 

to Ritschl’s argument that the presence of certain institutions and ideas in the 

Roman Empire or classical culture made its people favorably disposed to the 

Christian notion of the kingdom of God, the proper presuppositions of which 

Ritschl, of course, finds in the Old Testament and the Jewish religion: 

 

[The] results of classical culture, indeed, are not sources from which the Christian 

idea of the Kingdom of God is directly drawn. For it finds its presuppositions proper 

solely in the religion of the Old Testament; in the fact, that is, that the One God is, to 

begin with, the Ruler, as He is the Father, of the chosen people, and that He stands 
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Surety for that personal, independent, religious morality which follows from His 

righteousness. Jesus elevated these features into validity for all nations. But the 

understanding and acceptance of them by the nations within the Roman Empire was 

conditioned by the fact that the claim to act independently and with personal 

responsibility presupposes the legal recognition of the individual, that the idea of the 

moral government of God demands a measure of common moral sentiment between 

nations, and, finally, that the principle of brotherly equality in the Christian 

community could count on a responsive feeling of the same kind in the people of that 

time. The very presence of these favourable prejudices among the population of the 

Roman Empire – even when men were unaware of the special grounds of their 

influence and of their origin – must be viewed as the outcome of a very highly 

complex historical development, which, when looked at in the light of the goal 

revealed by the foundation of Christianity, may be regarded as “the education of 

humanity.”777 

 

It was noted in chapter 7 that Bildung, in nineteenth-century Germany, was 

understood as development of one’s personality by means of a broad education 

and knowledge of culture. In the light of this definition, we might not carry things 

too far if we interpret Ritschl’s notion of God’s preliminary “education of the 

human race” through communities, institutions, and cultures as a sort of Bildung 

of people on a larger scale. What we have here is perhaps another example of a 

connection between an important value of the educated middle class and Ritschl’s 

theology. 

 But what about the future fulfillment of the kingdom? Ritschl has, as we saw 

in chapter 3, been criticized for reducing the kingdom of God to a mundane reality 

and thus for neglecting the eschatological aspects of Jesus’ proclamation of the 

kingdom, such as the last judgment and the end of history. Undoubtedly, it is very 

difficult to find any detailed discussion of “the last things” in Ritschl’s writings, 

and it is also striking that he denies the possibility of basing a comprehensive 

eschatology on the New Testament: “Since a consistent eschatological theory 

cannot be gained from the data of the New Testament, the hints of the New 

Testament as to the condition of the blessed and the lost lies beyond the 

possibility of a clear presentation.”778 

 That notwithstanding, it is evident that the kingdom of God, from Ritschl’s 

perspective, is undergoing a development in human history through moral action. 

We must, indeed, conceive it “to be in the process of becoming.” However, the 

progress of the kingdom is not comparable to a straight line, as Ritschl’s analysis 

of church history demonstrates. We must rather think of it as a gradual 

development facing many obstacles and disappointments. The future 

consummation of the kingdom lies in the distant future and is, therefore, only an 
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object of Christian hope.779 As for eternal life, it is not something we should locate 

in the next world. Quite the reverse: Ritschl understands eternal life as the 

present experiences of spiritual freedom from the restrictions of the natural world 

and social life, experiences arising from the “steady direction of the will towards 

God’s end,” that is, the kingdom of God.780 To put it blunt: eternal life is for 

Ritschl more or less the same thing as living a moral life. 

 Before closing this part on the kingdom of God, I will, in the risk of repeating 

myself, say a few words on the teleological nature of Ritschl’s doctrine of the 

kingdom. We have seen that Ritschl understands the realization of the spiritual 

kingdom of love in the world as the final aim or telos of God and human beings. 

The realization of this kingdom is the goal both of redemption and the moral 

organization of humanity. Not only is human beings created with the kingdom of 

God in view, it is also the case that the whole of nature exists as a means to this 

divine end. It has also become clear that Ritschl interprets history teleologically, 

as slowly progressing towards the realization of the kingdom. There was, 

according to Ritschl, a certain preparation for the kingdom of God in human 

history before the appearance of Jesus Christ. And since Jesus walked the earth, 

the kingdom has been in the process of becoming, though its complete fulfillment 

lies in the future. 

 A few of the sources of Ritschl’s teleological doctrine of the kingdom of God 

have been noted above. On a fundamental level, it can be argued that Ritschl 

conceives the teleological process, centered on the development of the kingdom, 

in a similar way in all three editions of Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung. Ritschl 

is clearly attaching his teleological interpretation of the doctrine of the kingdom 

to Kant in the first edition. They both understand the moral dimension of human 

existence as the final aim of the world. However, Ritschl is not satisfied with the 

way that Kant seems to finally separate human morality or practical reason from 

the empirical, natural world. The importance of Kant for Ritschl’s teleology 

receded somewhat in the second and third editions of Rechtfertigung und 

Versöhnung, when Lotze’s influence became stronger. This can be seen, for 

instance, in that Ritschl in a Lotzean manner can anchor the teleological process 

in the empirical world.781 As we have already noted, Ritschl believes that the 

natural world cannot be the direct object of God’s loving will because it lacks 

kinship with God. Nevertheless, nature is indirectly connected to God’s personal 

end in that it was “called into being to serve as a means to God’s essential purpose 

in creating the world of spirits.” In fact, the moral development of human beings 

“cannot be attained save through the means furnished by our natural 
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endowment,” and this is so because the individual and spiritual life “presupposes 

for its permanent existence the whole immeasurable system of the world, 

mechanical, chemical, organic.” Ritschl therefore concludes that the whole 

universe, “considered thus as the precondition of the moral kingdom of created 

spirits, is throughout God’s creation for this end.”782 

 

2. Religious Functions and Ethical Virtues 

 

As became clear in the first section of this chapter, Ritschl connects the renewed 

will of the Christian to a number of religious and moral actions. It is now time for 

us to take a closer look at how he interprets these actions. We will begin that part 

of our investigation in this section by attending to his thoughts on religious 

functions and ethical virtues. 

 In adherence to Confessio Augustana (1530; The Augsburg Confession), 

Ritschl identifies four religious actions towards God as characteristic of the 

communion with God made possible through reconciliation, and these 

interrelated aspects or functions of Gotteskindschaft (being a child of God) are 

faith in divine providence, humility, patience, and prayer. Moreover, these 

religious actions make us conscious of our dependence on God at the same time 

as we experience spiritual freedom or lordship over the world through them.783 

We will now take a look at each of these functions in turn, beginning with 

providence. Ritschl can explain faith in divine providence as follows: 

 
[F]aith in providence furnishes a standard by which the first impression of evils as 

limitations of freedom or as divine punishments is transformed into an 

interpretation of them as blessings, i.e., as means of education or testing. In this 

assessment of evil occurrences he who trusts in providence give evidence of his 

dominion over the world, as well as his redemption from the guilt and power of sin 

and his reconciliation with God. In an equally clear manner, faith in providence 

illumines the experiences of prosperity or happiness as gifts of God which call for our 

thankfulness to him and the purification or moderation of our self-reliance.784 

 

As we can see, faith in divine providence means, according to Ritschl, to believe 

that God has ordered things and events in the world for the benefit of his children, 

who are objects of his special care. This is true not only of experiences of 

prosperity or happiness but also of evil occurrences. Everything that happens 

serves God’s children and they must interpret their experiences accordingly. To 

be sure, this is not always easily done, as is often the case in moments of suffering. 

But the Christian viewpoint denies the stoic understanding of suffering as a 
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matter of chance and interprets even severe suffering teleologically as divine 

means of education.785 

 Demut (humility) and Geduld (patience) “come under the conception of 

virtue,” Ritschl writes, “because they are acquired frames of feeling, and at the 

same time powers, inasmuch as they move and rule the will.”786 So which feelings 

and movements of will can these religious virtues be connected to? Humility is, 

to begin with, “the feeling of submission to God,” which is closely related to a 

feeling of dependence on God, and as a power moving the will it is “the resolve to 

submit ourselves to God.” This resolve or intention to submit oneself to God is, 

however, seldom present to us as a conscious decision or a distinct determination 

– “true humility knows not of its own existence.” Generally speaking, the virtue 

of humility is focused on God and shows us our proper attitude towards him.787 

 Patience, on the other hand, concerns our proper response to difficulties that 

we encounter in the world. Ritschl can define patience in terms of “religious 

feeling as lordship over a refractory world,”788 but it is also a conscious 

resignation to God’s will, which “accepts deserved evils as divine punishments 

and also as a means of education, undeserved evils as tests, or, perhaps at the 

same time, as the honor of martyrdom.”789 Thus, patience, according to Ritschl, 

entails interpreting suffering and bad experiences as divine means of education, 

which, in turn, mitigates the negative effects of the difficulties that we encounter 

and therefore also results in an increase in our feeling of freedom over the 

world.790 It should also be noted that Ritschl lays stress upon the importance of 

work for maintaining our freedom against worldly resistance and suffering, and 

therefore also for acquiring and practicing patience: 

 
[T]he significance of work for the acquisition of patience is evident from the fact that 

both are united in the conception of the worthy exercise of independent freedom. As 

the point of importance in patience is that a man should hold firmly to his freedom 

as a counter-weight to the restriction of suffering and its consequences, though the 

sense of suffering neither can nor should be removed, work serves as a means of 

testing our free activity as such, and thus furthers the end of maintaining ourselves 

even against the disabling power of pain.791 

 

The final aspect of being a child of God is prayer. Now, prayer is, for Ritschl, an 

exercise or manifestation of our faith in divine providence (an acknowledgment 
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of our dependence on God and of that God has ordered everything in the world 

for our benefit) and also of the religious virtues of humility and patience. Prayer 

is also a way for us to strengthen our faith in divine providence and the religious 

virtues. In this regard, Ritschl can write that prayer is a means for the individual 

to “ensure his faith in providence and his humility against those hindrances which 

arise, partly from contact with the secular world, partly from causes which lead 

him to doubt the security of his own religious convictions.” Moreover, 

thanksgiving to God for his fatherly providence in all things is “the general form 

of prayer, while petition is merely a modification of thanksgiving to God.” Prayer 

should, from that perspective, mainly be an expression of joy in our reconciliation 

with God, and also in the fact that God guides all aspects of our lives in accordance 

with his good will. But what does Ritschl mean when he says that petition, as a 

secondary form of prayer, is merely a modification of thanksgiving? It seems to 

come down to that we, even if this is not always the case, in the joy bursting forth 

from our awareness of reconciliation and divine providence “have no wishes, no 

intense desire for anything not yet attained; or if wishes do arise, we have them 

in joy without the pain which springs from their delayed fulfillment. Thus we are 

in a position to present them to God with thanksgiving.”792 We must always thank 

God when we ask him for something. Ritschl also points out that an answer to 

prayer is “limited by the reservation that the petition must accord with God’s 

providence over us, and that the one who prays must be engaged in the fulfillment 

of the divine commands.”793 In the final section of this chapter, we will return, 

briefly, to the issue of prayer in a discussion of Ritschl and public prayer. 

 What about Ritschl’s understanding of the ethical virtues? The general 

aspects of his theory of virtue is closely related to questions about good character 

and what kind of person a Christian should be. As became clear in the above 

analysis of humility and patience, Ritschl thinks of virtues as powers ruling the 

will and he can, in line with this, say that “virtues are acquired in the will itself.” 

So the will is the domain of the virtues. It is certainly the case that virtues give 

birth to good works. But at the same time, however, “virtues are produced only 

by the reaction of dutiful or righteous action upon the will itself,” that is, “the very 

means by which virtues are acquired is constant dutiful action.”794 We can 

therefore in Ritschl’s thought, as David L. Mueller has noted, identify a 

reciprocity “between Christian virtues and actions; virtues can be said to give rise 

to actions, and actions, in turn, reinforce Christian virtues.”795 However, Ritschl 

does not have much to say about the role that the church or other communities 

might play in the acquisition of virtues. It is, in any case, very difficult to deny the 
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strong emphasis on the individual and efforts of will in Ritschl’s interpretation of 

virtues. 

 Ritschl divides the ethical virtues into three groups. We find 

Selbstbeherrschung (self-control) and Gewissenhaftigkeit (conscientiousness) in 

the first group of virtues, and they give rise to “autonomy and honorableness of 

character.” Without these two virtues the will lacks the capability of a consistent 

self-determination. The will gains self-control when it “subjects the impulses of 

the individual disposition to that purpose which is ultimately good” and achieves 

conscientiousness when “it establishes firmly for itself the condition upon which 

the ethical vocation depends.” Moreover, the agreement between the ultimate 

good end and the individual’s specific calling or callings is secured by self-control 

and conscientiousness.796 

 The second group of virtues are Weisheit (wisdom), Besonnenheit 

(discretion), Entschlossenheit (decisiveness), and Beharrlichkeit (constancy). 

These group of virtues “makes for clarity and energy of character.” This is so 

because “the good end at which one aims is without effect upon one’s character if 

he is wavering in his purposes, reckless in his principles, indecisive in particulars 

and changeable as to the whole.” The will gains wisdom, discretion, decisiveness, 

and constancy to “the extent that it orders its planned activity in consistency with 

its intentions, purposes and resolves.” Without these virtues, it therefore also 

seems to be the case that one has a very limited capability of work.797 

 The third and final group of ethical virtues consists of Güte (kindliness), 

Dankbarkeit (thankfulness), and Gerechtigkeit (justice), which brings about “a 

good disposition or amiability of character.” Now, the will achieves these virtues 

when “it directs the good disposition through the motive of love toward the 

individual persons with whom one is in moral association,” and a person lacking 

these virtues displays harshness and a lack of consideration for other people.798 

Ritschl describes the content of kindliness, thankfulness, and justice as follows: 

 
The full scope of love proves itself [...] when, in kindliness, we gain facility in 

adjusting our manner of action to the claim which others have upon our love; when 

in thankfulness we gain the readiness to depend upon the kindliness of others; when 

in justice we gain the disposition so to bear the lack of kindliness and of thankfulness 

in others as not to allow ourselves to be led by our perception of that fault into 

harshness toward them.799 

 

There are points of congruence between Ritschl’s interpretation of the ethical 

virtues and the values of the Bildungsbürgertum. From a general perspective, the 
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strong stress upon individual efforts in Ritschl’s theory of virtue has certain 

similarities with the importance of self-formation in the ethos of the educated 

middle class. As for self-control and conscientiousness, they give rise to 

autonomy or independence, and these virtues are therefore directly related to a 

value much cherished by the Bildungsbürgertum. Self-control and 

conscientiousness can, furthermore, be related to the middle class’ high valuation 

of work, a belief usually connected to virtues like self-discipline, dutifulness, and 

diligence. It is also possible to connect the second group of virtues – wisdom, 

discretion, decisiveness, and constancy – to work since Ritschl relates these 

virtues to planned activity and therefore also to an individual’s capability of work.  

 It became clear above that Ritschl considers the disposition of love as 

fundamental to kindliness, thankfulness, and justice, that is, to the third group of 

ethical virtues. Even if this to a certain extent can be related to the nineteenth-

century tendency to attach great weight to the value of love, we must of course 

not forget from view that love, kindliness, thankfulness, and justice have had an 

important status in theological reflections on Christian life throughout history. 

The same is obviously also true for the virtue of wisdom. Thus, we must not 

reduce Ritschl’s account of the ethical virtues to a simple reflection of the ethos 

of the Bildungsbürgertum. 

 Keeping that in mind, can something be said about the ethical virtues of 

Ritschl and the conservative and nationalist turn of the educated middle class in 

the second half of the nineteenth century? It was observed, in chapter 7, that one 

aspect of this change of emphasis was a kind of “bourgeoisification” of the 

aristocratic code of honor. Undoubtedly, honor plays a role in Ritschl’s ethics – 

the virtues of self-control and conscientiousness produces not only autonomy, 

but also an honorable character, as we saw above. One distinguishing mark of the 

nineteenth-century honor code was self-discipline or self-control, a virtue of 

importance also to Ritschl. But there are fundamental differences all the same. 

This code of honor also gave prominence to other values, such as inequality, 

obedience, violence, and courage, which are not in the same way supported by 

Ritschl’s understanding of the virtues. Indeed, Ritschl’s emphasis on love and on 

the virtues of kindliness, thankfulness, and justice stands in stark tension with 

the glorification of inequality and violence by some of his contemporary 

intellectuals. 

 

3. Freedom and the Moral Law 

 

We will now turn our focus to Ritschl’s interpretation of freedom and the moral 

law. In the analysis of his view of Christ’s ethical vocation in the section on the 

kingdom of God, it was noted that Ritschl relates spiritual freedom to being 
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independent of natural or particular impulses and motives. We will start this 

section by looking into his interpretation of freedom in some detail.  

 To begin with, Ritschl can describe freedom “as the power of self-

determination supreme over our impulses,” which means that we are truly free 

when our actions are not determined by motives arising out of natural conditions, 

such as our own desire of self-preservation and family, class, and national 

interests – motives that are never completely free from selfishness. So when 

Ritschl talks about freedom over the world, he understands by the world “all those 

determining motives of lower rank which constitute the dependence of spiritual 

life upon the elements of the natural world.” This means, further, that we exercise 

freedom when we “completely moderate and order our particular impulses in 

general, so that they are allowed free course only in the degree and at the time 

that they serve as a means to the final end we have in our mind.” Now, in order 

for us to be able to experience true spiritual freedom, the personal end by which 

we are controlling our natural impulses cannot be a motive related to our natural 

conditions, which would mean that we would still be in a certain bondage to the 

world. “The highest stage of freedom, therefore, will be that at which the 

supremely universal end of the association of mankind is made the personal end, 

and brought into relation with narrower forms of fellowship.” And this universal 

end is, of course, the kingdom of God. Our actions are determined by that end 

when they are guided by universal love. The principle of universal love is, 

moreover, the content of the moral law. Ritschl therefore agrees with Kant that 

we are free or autonomous to the extent that we act in accordance with the moral 

law.800 

 That general agreement notwithstanding, Ritschl raises a few objections 

against Kant’s thinking on freedom and the moral law. However, to understand 

those objections, we first need to take a brief look at some fundamental aspects 

of Kant’s ethics. 

 In the second section of Grundlegung zur Metaphysik der Sitten (1785; 

Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals), Kant tries to derive the fundamental 

principle of morality from an analysis of the concept of a rational being. 

Everything in nature acts in accordance with laws. Human beings, however, are 

not fully delivered to natural laws and desires since they have the rational capacity 

to govern themselves and to act on some principle or maxim. This means, Kant 

goes on to argue, that they have a fundamental freedom in relation to their desires 

due to the fact that they can both choose their maxims and follow the maxims 

they have chosen.801 Nevertheless, the imperfections of human beings tempt 

them to deviate from reason, with the result that they experience the laws they 

act on as constraints or imperatives. At this point, Kant draws a distinction 

between “hypothetical imperatives” and “categorical imperatives.” Hypothetical 
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imperatives say that you must act in a specific way in order to satisfy a desire. 

Categorical imperatives, on the other hand, tell you that you must unconditionally 

act in a certain way, which means that they are independent of any desires you 

might have. Not hypothetical but categorical imperatives must, according to 

Kant, be understood as fundamental principles of morality.802 

 It has often been noted that a certain conception of humanity’s unique 

dignity is at the center of Kant’s ethics. Because of their rational capacity, human 

beings stand out against the rest of nature.803 Kant’s second formulation of the 

categorical imperative can also be connected to this emphasis on the dignity of 

human beings: “So act that you use humanity, whether in your own person or in 

the person of any other, always at the same time as an end, never merely as a 

means.”804 Kant understands our adherence to the moral law or the categorical 

imperatives as a way to respect the dignity we have as rational agents. We can 

now see that morality, for Kant, very much comes down to obedience to a 

universally binding law that is rooted in the unique dignity of rational human 

beings. 

 Kant’s stress on autonomy is, of course, closely related to the unique dignity 

that he confers upon human rationality. The rational human being is self-

legislating and in that respect not subject to external laws – that is, every 

individual is free and a moral master of his/her own. No external authority can 

provide an acceptable criterion for morality. Kant rejects “heteronomous” 

actions, which spring from desire, interest, external authorities, and so on. Divine 

commands, for instance, are only to be followed if they coincide with the moral 

laws that I have given to myself, or else the result will be heteronomous and not 

autonomous actions. Morality must be founded on the individual’s rational will. 

To be free is to be bound exclusively by the laws given to oneself. We can, 

therefore, conclude that Kant’s notion of freedom implies both a negative 

freedom from external influences and a positive freedom to act in accordance 

                                                             
802 Rohlf, “Immanuel Kant,” section 5.4. 
803 Charles Taylor explains well why Kant values the rational capacity of humanity so highly: 
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246 

with one’s own rational law. This kind of freedom is the crucial condition of moral 

judgments.805 

 However, to complicate matters, the connection between freedom and the 

empirical or natural world is unclear in Kant’s philosophy. Kant holds that every 

event in the natural world is strictly bound to the law of cause and effect. But if 

that is true, how should we relate freedom and autonomous actions to this natural 

realm? If we think of our actions as part of the natural world, it seems to conflict 

with the idea that all natural events are tied to causal necessity. Understanding 

our actions as not being part of nature fares no better, since those actions then 

seem to give rise to nothing in the natural realm. Kant’s solution to this problem 

is related to his distinction between phenomena (things-as-appearances) and 

noumena (things-in-themselves). There is a fundamental distinction between 

how things appear and how they really are in themselves. We can therefore also 

conceive ourselves under these two contrasting aspects. I am a part of the natural 

world as an appearance but as a “thing-in-itself,” however, I exist in an 

“intelligible” or transcendental realm in which the laws of practical reason are in 

force, and not the law of cause and effect. Kant locates freedom to this 

transcendental realm and therefore seems to consider freedom an idea without 

direct bearing on the natural world, at least according to many interpreters.806 

 What, then, is Ritschl’s problem with Kant’s interpretation of freedom and 

the moral law? First of all, Ritschl is, like many others, critical of the way Kant 

seems to sever the connection between transcendental freedom and human 

action in the world. The thought of Kant, argues Ritschl, was in this respect 

 

not merely theoretically unsatisfactory, in so far as it left unsolved the contradiction 

between the subjective claim to be free and the objective fact that action forms part 

of the causal nexus; it was practically useless as well, for it left no possibility open of 

action’s guiding itself by the law produced by freedom.807 

 

Furthermore, and contrary to Kant, Ritschl thinks that a peaceful coexistence 

between moral freedom and dependence on God is possible. We are in Ritschl’s 

view free, as we saw above, to the extent that our natural impulses and conditions 

are subordinated to the universal end of the kingdom of God. The fundamental 

condition of a life in accordance with this final end is, moreover, God’s gracious 

operations on the believer’s consciousness. Human freedom is in that sense 

dependent on God’s activity. It is relevant in this regard to note that Kant, 

according to Ritschl, has failed to realize that freedom is an experience.808 Ritschl 

goes on to claim that we also need the experience of Christian freedom in order 

to be able to fulfill the moral law: 
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[T]he action which finds its motive in the supramundane end of the Kingdom is 

necessarily subject to the influences of the experiences yielded by Christian freedom. 

In order to impress this final end vividly on the disposition, and to act in accordance 

with it, one needs that joyous feeling which removes the disabling and confining 

sense of evils, one needs freedom from care about the future, independence of social 

prejudices, and superiority to the fascination of success.809 

 

As for the divine commandment to love God and the neighbor, Ritschl is certainly 

of the opinion that it provides us with a fundamental norm of morality. However, 

against Kant’s claim that reliance on divine authority leads to heteronomy, 

Ritschl argues that divine authority, in the Christian view, “is very far from 

involving necessarily a statutory and merely objective form of the moral law.” In 

fact, this “law of universal love to our neighbour is altogether incapable of being 

drawn out into a statutory series of general commands, for it is addressed, in the 

first place, not to our actions, but to our disposition.” The moral autonomy of the 

Christian is such that “the individual, out of his freedom, produces the moral law, 

or lives in the law of freedom.”810 Ritschl’s conclusion, therefore, is that moral 

autonomy is perfectly compatible with understanding the divine love 

commandment as a norm, albeit as a non-statutory one, for Christian life. 

 It is obvious that Ritschl is critical of connecting the divine love 

commandment to a code or a set of clear rules that we must follow at all times. 

The Christian individual has in each instance freedom in his/her application of 

the commandment to love God and the neighbor. Love is the pervading motive of 

right moral action. But that is not all. Love “is also the impulse which leads to the 

knowledge of all those ends which are comprehended in the moral law.”811 So the 

disposition of love, aroused by God, results in an understanding of what needs to 

be done in a particular situation. And it is in any case impossible, according to 

Ritschl, to formulate specific moral rules that are valid and suitable in all 

circumstances. Taken together, there is a strong Kantian-sounding emphasis on 

the autonomy of moral action in Ritschl’s ethics. But it has also become clear 

above that Ritschl raises important objections to Kant’s conception of morality. 

We must now also add that it is possible to detect a certain tension between, on 

the one hand, Ritschl’s emphasis on the individual’s freedom to choose what to 

do in a specific situation and general unwillingness to speak about clear norms 

for Christian life and, on the other, Kant’s stress upon the binding authority of 

the laws that have been established by the individual’s rational will.812 

 This does not mean, however, that Ritschl thinks it is impossible to say 

something in more detail about the content of love-motivated works. There is, in 

his view, an important element of freedom when the individual decides that a 
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certain loving act is necessary, which “entails that in the same instance one 

individual may be under obligation to act and another not to act.”813 However, 

this disparity  

 
does not imply lawlessness. For since it is in his own particular ethical vocation that 

each one is to work at the common task of the kingdom of God and fulfill the universal 

moral law, most of the moral duties are thereby determined in advance. Thus the 

duties of one’s vocation are the ordinary duties of love. And the disparity in the duty 

of different individuals in the same instance is explicable from the difference in their 

ethical vocations. In addition, those actions not provided for by one’s particular 

ethical vocation are also recognized as necessary or obligatory when found to be 

analogous to those of one’s own calling. In these instances a person forms the 

judgment that through particular circumstances he is called to the exercise of an 

extraordinary duty of love.814 

 

As this passage shows, Ritschl can use the notion of Liebespflichten (duties of 

love) to reason on the form of the actions that are motivated by love. He also 

draws a distinction between ordentliche (ordinary) and ausserordentliche 

(extraordinary) duties of love. The “ordinary duties of love” are the duties tied to 

a specific ethical vocation and those duties are therefore dependent on the nature 

of the vocation in question.815 Ritschl has more to say about the “extraordinary 

duties of love,” which are the duties of love not determined by one’s vocation. 

Such extraordinary duties are directly derived from the disposition toward love 

or kindliness. Ritschl connects a number of principles to kindliness, principles 

which therefore should guide the individual’s execution of the extraordinary 

duties of love: 

 

Kindliness authenticates itself either in the positive loving regard for other persons, 

or in the support of their justifiable ends, or in forbearance with the defects in their 

virtue. In the first instance, the principles of modesty and sincerity result; in the 

second the principles of rectitude, readiness to serve, benevolence, truthfulness; in 

the third the principles of compatibility and willingness to forgive.816 

 

Ritschl’s detailed discussion of these principles817 need not concern us here. 

Despite Ritschl’s attempt to put flesh on love-motivated actions with the help of 

the concept duties of love, there still remains a prejudice against clear norms in 

his understanding of Christian ethics, characterized as it is by a strong emphasis 

on motivation and freedom. Ritschl is, in this regard, part of a larger trend within 

modern Lutheranism. We have seen that Ritschl’s reflections on the moral law 

and moral freedom are more the result of a dialogue with Kant than with Luther. 
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A Kantian interpretation of Christian ethics along the lines of Ritschl was 

developed further by his disciple Wilhelm Herrmann, especially in Ethik (1901; 

Ethics).818 However, other modern Lutheran theologians have been more willing 

to directly base arguments in favor of a dispositional and freedom-oriented ethics 

on Luther’s thinking. The following passage from the essay Der Neubau der 

Sittlichkeit (1919; The Reconstruction of Morality), written by Karl Holl – the 

father of the Luther renaissance, is illustrative of countless other modern 

interpretations of Luther’s ethics: 

 

[Luther] demonstrated the possibility of retaining love as the ruling motive in every 

situation and every moment. Only the form in which love expresses itself varies. It 

can express itself by using the law and also by renouncing the law, by voluntary self-

sacrifice and by the repelling of violence. For Luther, part of the freedom of a 

Christian was the right to decide which course of action should be pursued at a 

particular moment, which obligations of love should be assumed in addition to one’s 

vocation, and how within the vocation matters should be promoted in the direction 

of the supreme goal. There is here in the context of everyday life a manifestation of 

that creative action which Luther pointed to as the epitome of morality, namely the 

art of sensing what the situation demands, according to the “genius of the heart,” and 

thus to replace rigidity with the flexibility of life.819 

 

It is difficult to avoid the conclusion that the way that Ritschl, Herrmann, Holl, 

and many other modern Lutheran theologians have laid a strong stress on the 

spontaneous character of love and on freedom of choosing what to do with love 

as a guiding motive leaves the individual with few concrete guidelines for moral 

action. 

 

4. The Doctrine of Sin 

 

From the foregoing descriptions of Ritschl’s thoughts on virtues, freedom, love, 

and the moral law, one might easily get the impression that he has a very positive 

view on what human beings can accomplish. Even if that is true in a certain sense, 

we must balance our exploration of his ethics by also looking into what he has to 

say about human sin. 

 Even though the fact of sin is known apart from Christianity, it is still the 

case, argues Ritschl, that we only find an exact understanding of its nature in the 

Christian religion. The sinfulness of humanity is, moreover, taken for granted by 

Christian faith since reconciliation presupposes sin. Indeed, the idea that 
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everyone is a sinner constitutes a necessary part of the Christian worldview.820 

Luther made the doctrine of original sin an article of faith in Die 

Schmalkaldischen Artikel (1537; Smalcald Articles): “we must confess (as St. 

Paul says in Rom. 5[:12]) that sin comes from that one human being, Adam, 

through whose disobedience all people became sinners and subject to death and 

the devil.”821 Ritschl, however, claims that if Luther is correct on this issue it 

results in us having “to believe in original sin in the same way as we believe in 

God, etc.; but that is absurd, for original sin is not a channel of salvation.”822 

 How, then, do we reach a true understanding of sin? Ritschl provides us with 

the following answer: “The only way in which an idea of sin can be formed at all 

is by comparison with an idea of the good.” And the good Ritschl has in mind is, 

of course, the kingdom of God. Other methods for trying to grasp sin, for example 

by scrutinizing one’s own self, lead astray. Against such procedures, “Luther first, 

and after him Calvin, maintained the opposite and true principles, by the explicit 

maxim that hatred of sin proceeds from love of the good.” As we have also seen 

above, Ritschl includes two functions, one religious and the other moral, in the 

ideal of life exemplified by Christ: “trust in God, by which we rise superior to the 

world, and action prompted by love towards our neighbor and tending to produce 

that fellowship which as the summum bonum, represents at the same time the 

perfect good.” We can, consequently, argues Ritschl, distinguish between the 

aspects which are contrary to these two functions of the good life in the notion of 

sin. These two sides of sin are lack of trust in God and selfish desire. In Ritschl’s 

opinion, this understanding was hinted at by Melanchthon in Confessio 

Augustana and also in his apology to the confession.823 

 Ritschl calls sin “the striving, desiring, and acting against God” and connects 

it with evil volitions.824 He accepts the idea of universal sin, as was just noted, and 

relates it to “the manifold attractions to self-seeking which arise out of the sin of 

society.” Furthermore, the freedom of human beings makes the non-existence of 

selfishness in an individual virtually impossible.825 Because there is an 

interdependence between the nature of one’s will and one’s actions, the will 

acquires an evil character if one’s actions have the wrong direction. “Accordingly, 

by an unrestrained repetition of selfish resolves, there is generated an ungodly 

and selfish bias.”826 It is, moreover, important to note, states Ritschl, that even if 

an action may seem to be justifiable if limited to a narrow context, it must still be 

counted as sin if it contradicts the highest good. He also points out that there 
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exists different degrees of sin depending on the extent to which an act stands in 

opposition to the good.827 

 It might be of interest for us now to turn our attention to Ritschl’s criticism 

of Schleiermacher’s views of evil and sin.828 Evil is for Schleiermacher, says 

Ritschl, a limitation of our purposive activity, a restriction of our possibility to use 

our freedom, and he relates these restrictions to natural events and the will of 

other persons, which makes it possible for him to distinguish between social and 

natural evil. But this was not altogether correct, argues Ritschl, because “all social 

evils proceeds from the will of others only by operating upon us through their 

natural organism,” which in turn implies that all evil is natural. Ritschl goes on to 

criticize Schleiermacher for identifying a direct connection between evil and sin. 

To do so is wrong – evil cannot in general be thought of as a divine punishment 

for sin. The fact is rather that “the notion of evil is so much a relative one, that 

evils may be turned into good or into means towards moral good, which could 

never be the case with sin.” Still, the individual experiences evil as divine 

punishment when it is accompanied by the notion of guilt. This stems from the 

individual’s judgment that the evil in question was a result of an act of his/her 

that was in contradiction with the moral law. What we have here, then, is a 

subjective feeling of guilt originating from the conscience. Now, it is only possible 

for the individual to determine the evils that should be regarded as divine 

punishments for his/her own sin, and Ritschl therefore warns against “imputing 

as Divine punishments to others the evils which they experience.”829 

 But what about Kant? Did his philosophical ideas exercise any impact on 

Ritschl’s thinking on sin? Ritschl claims that Kant established critically “those 

general presuppositions of the idea of Reconciliation which lie in the 

consciousness of moral freedom and of moral guilt.” In fact, by emphasizing the 

absolute obligation of the moral law, Kant obtained “the means of establishing, 

on a surer basis than was afforded by the old Protestant doctrine of original sin, 

the corresponding subjective consciousness that we are in effect guilty in the eye 

of the law.”830 So what Ritschl seems to be saying is that Kant, by directly 

connecting the experience of guilt to abuse of freedom and thus to failure to follow 

the moral law, managed to secure a solid basis for our consciousness of moral 

guilt. However, in the final instance, there is also in Kant’s philosophy, according 

to Ritschl, as David L. Mueller writes, a “failure to regard sin with adequate 

seriousness. Though Kant develops a theory of radical evil approximating the 

                                                             
827 Ritschl, Unterricht, 26–27 (ET, 233). 
828 Ritschl discusses Schleiermacher’s doctrine of sin and evil against the background of The Christian 
Faith, especially sections 67–71, 75–77 and 84. 
829 Ritschl, Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, 3rd ed., 3:332–337, 345–346, 363, quotes 333, 335, 337 
(ET, 350–356, 364–365, 384, quotes 351, 353, 356). See also Ritschl, Unterricht, 29–31 (ET, 234–
235). 
830 Ritschl, Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, 1st ed., 1:408–409 (ET, 387–388). The quoted passages 
are identical in the second edition, see Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, 2nd ed., 1:429–430. 
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Christian view at many points, he is unwilling to admit man’s inability to fulfill 

the moral law.”831 

 Let us now leave Kant for a moment and return to Ritschl’s own doctrine of 

sin. Even if he accepts the idea of universal sin, Ritschl objects to the doctrine of 

original sin and criticizes Luther and others who embrace the doctrine on biblical 

grounds, claiming that the doctrine is established on inaccurate interpretations 

of different passages in the Bible.832 

 Ritschl is particularly critical of the way that the doctrine of original sin 

stands in opposition to “our practical judgment of evil.” He lists three reasons for 

this opposition. The first is that it undermines our responsibility for evil if we 

assume the notion of original sin. This is so because that responsibility rests on 

evil being “the result of the empirical determination of the will,” and not some 

consequence of the natural origin of human beings. Secondly, “education is 

possible only on the presupposition that existing habits or evil inclinations have 

come to exist as the products of repeated acts of will.” Education is unthinkable 

if in accordance with the idea of original sin a tendency to evil in children is 

presupposed. Contrary to this, education proceeds on the assumption that it is 

possible to combat bad habits and direct the will to the good, and also on the idea 

that “there exists in the child a general, though still indeterminate, impulse 

towards the good.” Thirdly and lastly, “the assumption we make of distinct 

degrees of evil in individuals [...] is incompatible with the dogma of original sin, 

which asserts of all the descendants of Adam an equally high degree of sinful 

inclination.”833 

 A fundamental notion of Protestant orthodoxy was the dependence of 

eternal damnation on original sin, an idea also accepted by Luther. Ritschl objects 

to this view and argues that the doctrine of original sin is contradicted by the idea 

in the New Testament of “the graduated value of sin,” which essentially means 

that forgivable sin, or sin made inoperative by conversion, is “distinguished from 

sin brought to its full intensity in the form of final decision against the Christian 

salvation, or that of incorrigible selfishness.” He calls the former category of sin 

ignorance, and contends that regard for the worth of human beings and the limits 

of our knowledge excludes from Christian life judgment on who is beyond 

salvation. That is a matter for God alone. We should, therefore, always consider 

the sins of others as ignorance and never as final opposition to God.834 Ritschl 

discusses these two types of sin further in connection with the notion of God’s 

love for sinners. 

 The love of God for sinners means that he aims at their salvation and 

“regards that special form of sin which does not exclude redemption as an 

                                                             
831 Mueller, Albrecht Ritschl, 69. 
832 Ritschl, Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, 3rd ed., 3:326–331 (ET, 344–348). 
833 Ritschl, 319–320 (ET, 336–338). 
834 Ritschl, 355–357, 359, quotes 356 (ET, 375–377, 379, quotes 376). See also Weyer-Menkhoff, 
Aufklärung und Offenbarung, 97–98. 
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attribute of men which does not exhaust nor finally determine their worth for 

God.” Sometimes it is objected that God cannot love sinful human beings. 

However, “the possibility of love is in nowise bound up with its being 

reciprocated” because that would contradict the common sense idea “that the love 

of a mother to the infant child which cannot respond to her love, and the love of 

father to a lost son, represents a higher degree of love than that which is found in 

mutual friendship,” and it would also make absurd the commandment to love 

one’s enemy. At the same time, human beings have freedom of will and God never 

redeems anyone against his/her will. Divine love and redemption become 

impossible when an individual will has finally determined itself against God. 

“Therefore, the love of God can be conceived in relation only to such sinners as 

have not fallen into that degree of sin which excludes conversion of the will.” But 

it must still be kept in mind, Ritschl concludes, that it is not up to us to decide 

when a person’s sin has reached the level which renders redemption 

impossible.835 

 As was made clear above, Ritschl’s opinion is that it is only possible to reach 

a complete definition of sin against the background of the kingdom of God. Now, 

the kingdom of God is a community of love, and it is in a similar way possible to 

conceive of a community of sin. Individuals are united to each other in common 

evil through selfish actions, forming a kingdom of sin diametrically opposed to 

the kingdom of God. He picked up the idea of the corporate character of sin from 

Schleiermacher,836 who can describe it in the following way in Der christliche 

Glaube: 

 

Now if the sinfulness which is prior to all action operates in every individual through 

the sin and sinfulness of others, and if, again, it is transmitted by the voluntary 

actions of every individual to others and implanted within them, it must be 

something genuinely common to all. Whether, in fact, we regard it as guilt and deed 

or rather as a spirit and a state, it is in either case common to all; not something that 

pertains severally to each individual and exists in relation to him by himself, but in 

each the work of all, and in all the work of each; and only in this corporate character, 

indeed, can it be properly and fully understood.837 

 

Ritschl considers their respective views on the idea to be very close to each other, 

though he criticizes Schleiermacher for making the mistake of relating it to the 

doctrine of original sin. It should also be noted, writes Ritschl, that the notion of 

the kingdom of sin “transcends the dilemma which hovers between Pelagius and 

Augustine, and to which the problem of sin has always been restricted.” This is so 

because Pelagius’ restriction of sin to the individual will and Augustine’s doctrine 

                                                             
835 Ritschl, Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, 3rd ed., 3:360–363 (ET, 381–383). 
836 For a comparison between Ritschl’s and Schleiermacher’s interpretations of sin, see Nelson, 
“Schleiermacher and Ritschl on Individual and Social Sin.” 
837 Schleiermacher, The Christian Faith, 287–288. 
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of original sin both fail “in giving expression to the idea of the fellowship of many 

persons in sin.”838 

 The kingdom of sin, Ritschl goes on to say, does not of necessity follow from 

the order of the world or the natural endowment of human beings. Nevertheless, 

it “unites all men with one another by means of the countless interrelations of 

sinful conduct,”839 and in every new generation it is reinforced “in common 

customs and principles, in standing immoralities, and even in evil institutions.” 

This corporate sin amounts to a power of temptation so strong that it cannot be 

resisted by those with undeveloped characters.840 Furthermore, “we can only 

regard ourselves as sharing its guilt when we not only attribute to ourselves our 

own sinful actions as such, but at the same time calculate how they produce sin 

in others also” and “we also feel the reaction of this power of common sin, [...] 

especially by the blunting of our moral vigilance and our moral judgment.” The 

kingdom of sin is also the reverse side of the kingdom of God in that it makes us 

dependent on, and slaves to, the world instead of lords over it.841 

 

5. Labor for the Kingdom of God in Society 

 

We have now reached the final section of this chapter, which will investigate 

further into what Ritschl has to say about Christian life in society. And we will 

begin the examination with Ritschl’s interpretation of vocation, and then move 

on by paying attention to his thoughts on what he considers to be the three 

fundamental moral communities – that is, the family, state, and church. 

 As has become clear above, Ritschl relates the idea of an ethical vocation to 

both public and private works in society, and understands vocation as the sphere 

in which an individual fulfills the moral law. We should also note that he thinks 

of vocational work as an activity tied to, and serving, different moral 

communities: 

 

The varieties of ethical vocation, according to their natural origin, divide themselves 

in manifold fashion into vocations which have their origin in the family, vocations 

which are concerned with the production, manipulation, and distribution of the 

means of physical life, vocations connected with the state and with religion, vocations 

in the sphere of science and art. Their manifoldness consists in this, that they attain 

ethical distinctness in part directly, in part, like the last-named, only indirectly; that 

several of them can exist compatibly with each other in the same individual, while 

                                                             
838 Ritschl, Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, 3rd ed., 3:317–318, 321, quotes 318 (ET, 335–336, 339, 
quotes 335-336). 
839 Ritschl, 363 (ET, 383–384). 
840 Ritschl, Unterricht, 27 (ET, 233). 
841 Ritschl, Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, 3rd ed., 3:320–321, quotes 320 (ET, 338). 
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others cannot; that some are of a public, others of a private nature. Rightly 

understood, every ethical vocation falls within the scope of the moral law.842 

 

Ritschl attaches his understanding of the importance of vocational work to the 

Lutheran Reformation and especially to Confessio Augustana, in which “moral 

action in one’s civic vocation is reckoned as one of the features of Christian 

perfection,”843 reflecting “the fact that protestantism is conceived as filling and 

penetrating the world rather than renouncing it.”844 This positive attitude to the 

world, society, and ordinary life forms, Ritschl goes on to argue, is diametrically 

opposed to Catholicism’s monastic and world-denying Lebensideal, which sees 

the vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience as the way to perfection.845 The 

world-affirming nature of much of the ethics of Luther and the other reformers 

must also be contrasted to the generally negative ascetic morality of Lutheran 

orthodoxy.846 What we have here, thus, is another area in which Ritschl depicts 

himself as a defender of one of the fundamental insights of the Lutheran 

Reformation into the essence of Christianity against various deformations. 

 Even if he believes that we should regard Christ as a moral example, Ritschl 

is quick to dismiss a direct imitation of his unique vocation, its special character 

having to do with it being “directed to the general moral task as such, in other 

words to the founding of the Kingdom of God and the community destined for 

this task. Therefore nobody can directly imitate him.” But in what sense can we 

then understand Christ’s vocational work as an example for us? Ritschl answers 

that if “Christ’s pattern character is nevertheless to be used as a standard of the 

Christian life, what it yields to is nothing but fidelity in the moral vocation which 

is assigned to everyone as the special field of his contribution to the Kingdom of 

God.”847 We should, above all, imitate Christ’s fidelity to his calling in spite of 

sufferings and difficulties. And we should, moreover, in likeness to Christ, act out 

of universal love when we fulfill our personal vocations, which amounts to an 

ennoblement of the natural orders. So Ritschl highlights the world-conquering 

faithfulness to our specific calling(s) and love of our fellow human beings as the 

two main ways we can follow the example of Christ within our specific life 

situations.848 

 Ritschl’s emphasis on fidelity in one’s vocation has, certainly, some points in 

common with the Berufsethik of the educated middle class, which we touched 

upon in chapter 7. Like so many other members of the Bildungsbürgertum, 

Ritschl looked on hard and dutiful vocational work as an important way to serve 

God and society. The connection that Ritschl draws between Christ as an example 

                                                             
842 Ritschl, 420 (ET, 445). 
843 Ritschl, 624 (ET, 661). 
844 Ritschl, Pietismus, 1:41 (ET, 87). 
845 Ritschl, “Vollkommenheit,” 5–7. See also Mueller, Albrecht Ritschl, 140. 
846 Ritschl, Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, 3rd ed., 3:629–630 (ET, 665). 
847 Ritschl, 556 (ET, 589). 
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and faithfulness to one’s vocation can certainly be seen as a part of his larger 

attempt to provide a Christian and, more specifically, Lutheran legitimization of 

work. 

 We will now turn to what Ritschl has to say about moral communities, 

beginning with the family. Ritschl is of the opinion that an analogy can be drawn 

between, on the one hand, the family, state, and church – the three fundamental 

communities of human life – and, on the other, the kingdom of God. That 

notwithstanding, the family should be viewed as a more suitable analogy to the 

kingdom than the state or church. The family is the original form of human 

community and the roots of the other two communities are therefore to be found 

in it.849 But more to the point, “the designation of God as our Father shows 

expressly that the real analogy for the Kingdom of God should be sought [...] in 

the family.”850 Ritschl offers two reasons for the likeness between the family and 

the kingdom. The love that realizes the kingdom are not bound by judicial law but 

stands in a rather free relationship to it, being ready to abolish the law and go 

beyond it when necessary. A simple sense of justice is, in a similar manner, not a 

good standard of healthy family life. Love within the family should transcend the 

mere right doing characteristic of judicial law. Ritschl also argues that the family 

has a certain resemblance to the kingdom of God understood as a union of all 

humanity. This resemblance can be found in the union of the different sexes in 

marriage. According to Ritschl, males and females constitute the sharpest 

contrast within humanity, and the union of the sexes in marriage therefore points 

to the boundary-transgressing community of human beings in the kingdom.851 

Important is also that Ritschl, like so many other middle class intellectuals, can 

describe the love between husband and wife as the highest form or incarnation of 

love.852 

 Ritschl connects the aim of the state with the legal regulation of social 

relations. Now, it should be noted, writes Ritschl, that a state’s legal system is 

limited to controlling actions, and that “actions which are in accordance with the 

law are not necessarily nor always the expression of a corresponding disposition.” 

Indeed, “judicial law is always accompanied by a compulsion to enforce right-

doing among those who are otherwise disposed.”853 The state and its laws do not 

in themselves produce the moral disposition of love, and they can therefore not 

be directly related to the kingdom of God. Since this is the case, and since the 

kingdom transcends the boundaries of a people’s life and a state’s community, we 

must, Ritschl goes on to claim, object to the identification of the state with the 

highest moral community in the writings of thinkers like Hegel and Rothe.854 
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 But where does that leave us? Is the state completely separated from the 

kingdom? It is at this point that we do well to recall that Ritschl, as was stated 

earlier in this chapter, relates the state to God’s education of the human race or 

preparation for the kingdom of God. There is, therefore, an indirect link between 

the state and the kingdom. This indirect connection, according to Ritschl, is that 

the state governed by law, through securing freedom and rights for its citizens, 

provides the setting in which individuals can freely pursue moral ends.855 Thus, 

the legal system is one necessary condition of the realization of the kingdom of 

God in the world, which, in turn, explains why Ritschl can describe the state as “a 

positively Divine institution,”856 and judicial law as “the indispensable condition 

for the Christian.”857 

 There are points of contact between Ritschl’s theological interpretation of 

the state and his political views. When the revolutions against the German 

governments broke out in 1848, Ritschl, then a private lecturer at Bonn, joined 

the Constitutional Union, which was a democratic association calling for liberal 

reforms. Ritschl was an active member of the association and soon became one 

of its main speakers, openly advocating constitutional democracy. In fact, Ritschl 

even visited the Frankfurt National Assembly, in which moderate and radical 

liberals tried to work out a constitution for a unified Germany. His political 

position at this time is probably best described as moderate – he was critical both 

of the radical liberals and the king of Prussia.858 Like many other intellectuals, 

Ritschl’s political outlook started to shift from liberal to conservative with the 

failure of the revolution. 

 One important sign of this shift is Ritschl’s changed attitude towards 

Prussia. During his politically liberal period, Ritschl saw the Prussian government 

in a negative light. He was, among other things, disappointed with Friedrich 

Wilhelm IV and critical when those in authority chose negotiations instead of war 

with Austria in 1850.859 As this last observation hints at, Ritschl had no problems 

with defending warfare at times, though he also drew a distinction between just 

and unjust war, arguing, for instance, that warfare is allowed only under certain 

circumstances and that no criminal means are allowed in war.860 

 Ritschl’s skepticism against the government of Prussia gradually turned into 

a warm embrace after the failure of the revolution. In a letter from 1871, he even 

praised the newly created and Prussian-led German nation-state as the political 

consummation of the Protestant Reformation.861 His feelings were not 
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unrequited: the Prussian state offered Ritschl a professorship at the Berlin 

University no less than four times between 1872 and 1874 – he was flattered, but 

decided to stay in Göttingen.862 

 Ritschl took over the position as prorector at the University of Göttingen for 

the second time in 1886.863 When the university in 1887 celebrated 150 years 

since its foundation, he delivered a speech in his role as prorector. Ritschl’s 

speech was primarily about politics and can be described as the oral and written 

– it was later published – high-water mark of his later political conservatism. The 

speech praises the way the Prussian government, since Prussia’s annexation of 

Hannover in 1866, has been looking after the needs of the university, not least 

when it comes to appointments to professorial chairs and renewal of teaching 

materials. Ritschl’s main aim in the speech is to warn against the political 

coalition of Catholics, liberals, and social democrats, with which he has in mind 

the common opposition of the Catholic Center Party, German Radical Party, and 

Social Democratic Party to Bismarck’s defense policy. Also, in response to 

contemporary Catholic assertions that modern revolutionary tendencies can be 

traced back to the Protestant Reformation, Ritschl repeats the claim from his 

1883 festival address on Luther, that the historical roots of these tendencies are 

in medieval Catholicism, even if liberalism can lay claim to one or two elements 

in Luther’s thought.864 Ritschl’s speech, as might be expected, was violently 

attacked in liberal papers at the same time as it was applauded in conservative 

ones.865 

 Generally speaking, Ritschl is critical towards state-church systems. The 

reason is that the law, which in his view – as we have seen above – is closely 

related to the aim of the state, must be separated from religion. The discipline 

characteristic of government authorities tends to spread to a state church, and as 

a logical consequence of that, the church in question usually neglects its main 

religious task. This is why it is impossible for Ritschl to generally recommend 

state-church systems. But he, even so, is prepared to defend the existing 

circumstances in Prussia on pragmatic grounds. The direct relationship between 

state and church in Prussia – Ritschl here has in mind the Prussian Union of 

Churches, a union of Lutheran and Reformed churches formed in 1817 – is 

preferable at the moment because the widespread enthusiasm in the church 

demonstrates that the clergy are not ready for complete self-government. There 

is a very real risk, in Ritschl’s view, that a separation of state and church would 
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lead to an increased influence of Lutheran free churches, methodism, and 

Anabaptism, and thus also to more political and religious extremism.866 

 This indicates a quite uncritical attitude towards the state on Ritschl’s part, 

which makes it possible for us to concur with Helga Kuhlmann’s observation: 

“Those who expects a keen awareness of the potential conflict between state and 

church respectively the kingdom of God from Ritschl [...] may be 

disappointed.”867 Of course, we do not find a complete legitimization of the 

modern state or created orders in Ritschl’s thinking. He, for example, notes that 

“pride of family may set itself in opposition to the moral interests of friendship, 

and the interests of class in opposition to the aims of civic existence, while 

national vanity and love of power may militate against the humane recognition of 

the rights of other peoples.”868 Nevertheless, it is, in the end, given Ritschl’s 

general uncritical attitude towards the state and also his prejudice against clear 

Christian norms (discussed in the section on freedom and the moral law above), 

difficult to find much resources for social criticism, for challenging the prevailing 

social orders, in his works. 

 Ritschl, it is true, could support reforms within the framework of the 

prevailing vocations and social structures of nineteenth-century Germany. But 

what makes him a political conservative, in the words of Philip Hefner, is that “he 

gives no hint that those vocations might be shattered by changes in society and 

thus rendered more fluid or radically reshaped both in their own form and in their 

relation to other vocations” – “he simply had no inkling that there was any other 

societal form in which God’s kingdom might be served.” This at least partly 

explains Ritschl’s failure to respond to the so-called soziale Frage (social 

question) – that is, the social problems caused by the quick industrialization, 

creation of a working class, and rapidly increasing population. One searches in 

vain in his writings for any real engagement with the growing demands for 

democratization and social justice among workers. What we have here, then, is 

another example of when Ritschl’s social location limited his theological vision.869 

Of course, Ritschl was not alone in this regard. Most Protestant theologians of his 

time showed little concern for the poor working and living conditions of the 

growing working class. This attitude changed at the end of the nineteenth century, 

as can be seen, for example, in the organization of the Evangelisch-soziale 

Kongress (The evangelical social congress) in 1890, an association focused on 

both supporting the workers and erasing their prejudice against the Protestant 

faith and clergy.870 
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 We have now arrived at Ritschl’s notion of the church. And the starting point 

of this notion is that the church is the community of believers. Ritschl follows the 

Confessio Augustana in arguing that the church, as the community of believers, 

is constituted by the pure proclamation of the gospel and the correct 

administration of the sacraments, that is, baptism and the Lord’s Supper. This is 

so because faith is called into existence only through preaching and the 

sacraments.871 The hearing of the gospel, reception of the sacraments, and prayer 

are the main activities to be performed within the Christian church by those who 

do not hold specific offices. Ritschl, furthermore, points out that we must 

understand common prayer and the acts of baptism and the Lord’s Supper as 

fundamental acts of confession and, together with the pure proclamation of the 

gospel, also as essential marks of Christian unity.872 As has been emphasized 

repeatedly above, Ritschl lays stress upon the Christian community being called 

to the ethical task of carrying out the kingdom of God in the world. Even so, he 

does not want to consider the realization of this task as an essential mark of 

Christian unity, and the reason is that “this activity does not assume a direct, 

empirically measurable manifestation.”873 

 Ritschl claims that “the religious elements of the church could not have 

become historically effective without the mediation of authorized forms,” which 

makes plain that he believes that the church needs a certain amount of legal 

structure. It should be noted, however, that this lawful ordering in the main is 

restricted to the maintenance of the preaching office, an office which even on 

occasion and out of moral necessity may “take the form of rebuking certain 

persons for their errors and immoralities, and under certain circumstances the 

local parish may be obliged to deny individuals the privilege of participating in its 

worship.” So Ritschl is not entirely out of sympathy with a limited use of church 

discipline, though he does not have much to say about it. But he is quick to point 

out that the church has no right to practice external compulsion. This does not 

mean, for Ritschl, that it is always wrong for the church to bear the characteristics 

of external coercion. In fact, it is appropriate, from a Protestant viewpoint, when 

“many local parishes wish to become a unity and at the same time stand forth as 

a corporation privileged by the state.” However, “the legal compulsion which is 

necessary for such purposes cannot be exercised by the church as such, but only 

by the state which recognizes and protects the church as public corporation.” The 

state – and not the clergy – must exercise external compulsion during those 

occasions when the church is in need of it. Ritschl is very critical of contemporary 

Catholic interpretations of the concept of the church as including many of the 

attributes of the state. The church is primarily about calling faith into existence 

                                                             
871 Ritschl, Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, 3rd ed., 3:104–105 (ET, 108–109); Ritschl, Vorlesung, 
125. 
872 Ritschl, Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, 3rd ed., 3:105 (ET, 109); Ritschl, Unterricht, 75, 77 (ET, 
256–258). See also Kuhlmann, Ethik Albrecht Ritschls, 224, 229–230. 
873 Ritschl, Unterricht, 75 (ET, 256). 
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through preaching and the sacraments, and its essence is therefore unrelated to 

legal forms and even more so to external coercion.874 

 According to Ritschl, we must clearly distinguish the church from the 

kingdom of God. This necessity is due to the difference between devotional and 

moral action. The followers of Christ constitute a church to the extent that they 

pray and worship, and they constitute the kingdom of God to the extent that they 

act morally from love. Moreover, the worshipping community, the church, is also 

distinguished from the kingdom of God in that it “manifests itself in the sphere of 

sense, and therefore betrays its peculiar nature to every observer,” while the 

kingdom, even though “it manifests itself sensibly in action, as a whole reveals its 

peculiar nature to Christian faith alone.” However, religious worship and moral 

action are not unrelated to each other, but “rather condition one another 

reciprocally.” And this is so for at least two reasons: Christians must learn to know 

one another in worship “if they are to make sure of occasions to combine together 

in mutual action from love,” and action prompted by love supports the 

maintenance and extension of the worshipping community – “there is nothing 

from which the latter suffers more than from slackness in discharging the tasks 

of the Kingdom of God.”875 

 There is also another sense in which it is possible, from Ritschl’s perspective, 

to identify an important connection between the church and the kingdom of God: 

the former mediates the divine forgiveness through which the individual will is 

liberated to serve the latter. When the gospel is heard and the sacraments are 

received, the individual’s inner disposition is transformed into one of love, and 

moral action in the full sense of the word is impossible without such love. Rich 

M. Wall has suggested that this emphasis of Ritschl’s on the necessity of the 

institutional church and its visible structures for the creation of the good will, and 

therefore also for the moral organization of society, can be regarded as a defense 

of institutionalized religion against contemporary critics such as Paul de Lagarde, 

who we discussed at length in the foregoing chapter. Lagarde and similar-minded 

radicals tended to downplay any positive role that the institutional church might 

have for society, and it seems plausible, as Wall argues, to interpret the value that 

Ritschl places on the agencies of the church for morality at least in part as a 

response to these critics.876 

 The importance of the church for providing one of the essential 

presuppositions of morality notwithstanding, it is still the case that Ritschl is 

unwilling to view moral activity as a part of the church’s primary essence. As 

Kuhlmann has noted, Ritschl is very close to completely restricting the church to 

the religious sphere, that is, to our relationship to God. Here we can see a marked 

                                                             
874 Ritschl, Unterricht, 78–80, 83, quotes 78, 83 (ET, 258–259, 261, quotes 258, 261). See also Wall, 
“Ritschl’s Doctrine of Christian Community,” 87–89. 
875 Ritschl, Rechtfertigung und Versöhnung, 3rd ed., 3:270–271, 275, quotes 271, 275 (ET, 284–285, 
290, quotes 285, 290). 
876 Wall, “Christian Community,” 84–86. 
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difference in comparison with Ritschl’s understanding of the spheres of the family 

and the state, within which love-motivated actions have a central role to play. 

Indeed, morality, as seen from Ritschl’s perspective, must be said to be very 

essential to the institutions of the family and the state. It is telling that Ritschl 

mentions the care for the needy as the only non-cultic and moral activity that the 

church should busy itself with.877 

 As has been shown above, Ritschl interprets the kingdom of God as the 

personal end of God and self-end of human beings. Not the church but the 

kingdom is the world’s divine and final end. The church, as a consequence, is 

regarded as a historically transitory form, whereas the kingdom is of an eternal 

nature, finding its consummation beyond the present. Norman Metzler has 

argued that Ritschl, on this issue, “seems to take the position of Kant and Rothe 

over against that of Schleiermacher, that the Church must finally be superseded 

in the full realization of the Kingdom of God.”878 This is true as far as it goes. 

However, we must also bear in mind that Ritschl is willing to acknowledge the 

usefulness of traditional churchly practices to an extent that Kant and Rothe are 

not. That being said, it still appears to be true that the realization of the kingdom, 

in the end, holds a more prominent place in Ritschl’s theology than the church. 

 It is now time to summarize our findings. This chapter has highlighted some 

of the major modern influences on Ritschl’s ethics. We have especially noted the 

impact of Kant’s thoughts on his understanding of Christian life. I have argued 

that Ritschl’s interpretation of the kingdom of God, freedom, autonomy, moral 

law, and moral guilt is influenced by Kant’s practical philosophy. It has also been 

demonstrated that Ritschl’s notion of the kingdom of God, interpretation of 

Christ’s work in terms of an ethical vocation, and conception of the kingdom of 

sin can be related to Schleiermacher’s theology. At the same time, it has become 

clear that Ritschl, in his discussion of Christian life, on certain issues raises strong 

objections against both Kant and Schleiermacher. He was, undoubtedly, not 

willing to attach himself to them in cases where he thought that they deviated 

from essential aspects of the biblical revelation, though we should not shut our 

eyes to the fact that his interpretation of Christian life on more than one occasion 

was decisively affected by Kantian and Schleiermacherian ideas. 

 As for Ritschl’s relationship to the values of the Bildungsbürgertum, it was 

demonstrated in the analysis above that he shared with many other middle class 

intellectuals a general shift in political outlook from liberal to conservative after 

the failure of the 1848-1849 revolution, even though that did not stop him from 

also holding on to a cosmopolitan outlook. Ritschl’s vision of a universal and 

barrier-transcending kingdom of God, and the fact that he placed a high value on 

love, kindliness, and justice, cannot easily be reconciled with the aristocratic code 

of honor embraced by large portions of the educated middle class in Germany 
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during the second half of the nineteenth century. This shows that Barth’s way of 

portraying him as a national liberal is somewhat misleading. We must, against 

Barth, assert that Ritschl’s ethics cannot be reduced to a narrow nationalism – it 

cannot be understood as a simple reflection of the national bourgeois in the age 

of Bismarck, which, of course, is not to deny that Ritschl and the National Liberal 

Party to some extent shared fundamental convictions. Even though Ritschl in 

many ways was a man of his age, he was still able to go against the stream at times, 

which in no small amount was due to his absorption in the Christian tradition. 

 However, we have noted clear traces in Ritschl’s ethics of Selbständigkeit, 

Bildung, and other values highly cherished by the nineteenth-century middle 

class. And it should not be forgotten that Ritschl’s strong emphasis on vocational 

work corresponds very closely to the Arbeits- and Berufsethik of the German 

middle class. These similarities between Ritschl’s ethics and the values of the 

Bildungsbürgertum are not surprising given his general striving after making 

Christian faith relevant to contemporary intellectuals. And that we should find 

such similarities in a theologian inspired by Kantian ethics is also to be expected. 

After all, Kant’s writings on practical philosophy are often highlighted as one of 

the most influential expressions of the ethos of the educated middle class, 

particularly during the first half of the nineteenth century, when many members 

of the Bildungsbürgertum were in strong agreement with Kant’s Enlightenment-

inspired thoughts on autonomy and human equality. 
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Conclusion 

 

 

Our investigation has primarily been historical in nature, though not exclusively 

so. There has also been a systematic intention at work, an interest in how Ritschl’s 

theological thinking can help contemporary theologians in their reflections on 

Christian faith. And I stated in the introduction that the main focus of this 

constructive dimension would be on the problematic aspects of the theology of 

Ritschl. Of course, such a procedure can be motivated by the simple fact that we 

often learn our most important lessons from mistakes. But it was also explicitly 

said in the introduction that my choice of focus was made with the purpose of 

counteracting the general neglect of a critical perspective in the Ritschl 

renaissance. As a logical consequence of this problem-oriented approach, we will 

concentrate much – but not all – of the analysis in the following pages on giving 

a critical assessment of Ritschl’s theology. 

 We will begin this conclusion with a summary of our findings. And we will 

do so in the first section by briefly looking into the difference that it makes to 

understand, as we have done, Ritschl’s theology in the context of the nineteenth-

century Bildungsbürgertum. One of the things that our analysis of Ritschl’s 

theological thinking as a response to the alienation of the educated middle class 

has indicated, is the need to both expand and nuance Karl Barth’s critique of 

Ritschl, which is an issue that we will discuss in some depth in the second section. 

The third section will problematize the historical foundation of Ritschl’s theology 

through an analysis of the way in which his interpretation of Jesus Christ is 

shaped by modern presuppositions. In the fourth and final section, we will take a 

look at the breakdown of Ritschl’s theological synthesis of revelation, religious 

faith, exegesis, historical criticism, metaphysics, and ethics in three of his 

students, namely, Ernst Troeltsch, Adolf von Harnack, and Wilhelm Herrmann, 

who in different ways abandoned Ritschl’s attempt to ground theology in the 

historical revelation in Jesus. 

 

1. A Theology for the Bildungsbürgertum 

 

The starting point of our historical-theological study of Ritschl has been the 

alienation of the nineteenth-century Bildungsbürgertum from Christianity. An 

important sign of this increasing de-Christianization of German intellectual life 

was an influential criticism of religion, a criticism that can, as we have seen, be 

related to a new historical consciousness and developments in historical-critical 

research, the advance of the natural sciences and a rising materialist movement, 
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and also to widespread objections against Christian morality in general and 

Lutheran ethics in particular. 

 In the course of this study, I have argued that Ritschl’s theology to a large 

extent is to be understood as a response to the challenges of historical criticism, 

materialism, and anti-Lutheran polemics. But what difference does it make for 

the understanding of Ritschl’s theological thinking to interpret it against the 

background of the educated middle class and the intellectual challenges just 

mentioned?  

 First of all, it shows that it is not enough to focus only on the thinkers that 

influenced Ritschl in one way or another if you want to understand his project 

and context. You also need to get a good sense of the questions and challenges 

that he was responding to. With that in mind, this study has highlighted some of 

the major intellectual issues that occupied Ritschl’s thought. The challenges that 

we have paid attention are, as we have seen, central to his theological project, 

which can be summarized as his apologetic ambition to make Christianity in 

general, and Lutheranism in particular, relevant to the educated middle class. 

One important aspect of this project was his defense of theology as a science 

during a time when the scientific status of the discipline was no longer taken for 

granted. Ritschl wanted to show the “cultured despisers of religion” of his day, to 

borrow an expression from Schleiermacher, that historical criticism, natural 

science, and modern criticism of religion had not undermined Christianity. 

Moreover, his own version of scientific theology gave a prominent role to 

historical-critical examination of early Christianity, and used late idealist 

metaphysics to counter the threat of materialism. And we have also seen that 

Ritschl was engaged in responding to the nineteenth-century critics of religion, 

not least to those who had singled out the Lutheran tradition as a special object 

of attack. 

 Secondly, to relate Ritschl to the challenges of historical criticism, 

materialism, and anti-Lutheran polemics also brings him closer to his 

contemporaries. Many other theologians and intellectuals were discussing the 

issues raised by these challenges. Ritschl’s systematic theology was not developed 

in isolation, but in dialogue with friends and foes who were dealing with similar 

issues. The importance of these challenges for understanding Ritschl suggests 

that attempts to historically situate his theology should not be satisfied with 

relating it to Immanuel Kant, Friedrich Schleiermacher, and those other great 

modern, but non-contemporary thinkers of older generations that made an 

impact on him. 

 It may seem that we are laboring an obvious point, and it is certainly true 

that previous research has analyzed in depth Ritschl’s relationship to 

contemporaries such as Ferdinand Christian Baur and Hermann Lotze. But there 

are gaps, and we have tried to fill in some of them, not least by paying attention 

to contemporary movements (left-Hegelianism and scientific materialism, for 

example) and thinkers (David Friedrich Strauss, Ludwig Büchner, and Paul de 



 

266 

Lagarde, for example) that Ritschl was reacting against. There is, nevertheless, 

much work left to do here. For instance, I believe that Ritschl’s commitment to, 

and defense of, the Prussian Union of Churches merits more attention than it has 

received so far in Ritschl scholarship (this study included). 

 Thirdly, our contextual analysis has made it possible to give a comprehensive 

answer to one of the most fundamental – and at the same time one of the most 

difficult – questions of Ritschl scholarship, namely, what is the key to Ritschl’s 

theology? In the past, there has been many different responses to this question. 

For example, one group of scholars has regarded Ritschl’s philosophical 

presuppositions as the key to his theological thinking, a second group has 

suggested the doctrine of the kingdom of God as the most important clue to his 

theology, another common proposal is that the interpretative key to Ritschl’s 

theological system is found in his attempt to bring the Protestant Reformation to 

completion, and others have described the center of Ritschl’s thought in still 

different ways.879 

 Now, the many different answers to the question of the key to Ritschl’s 

system derive “in part,” as David L. Mueller has observed, “from the range and 

complexity of his thought,” which gives us reason to suspect that it might not be 

possible to sum up all the leading ideas behind the theology of Ritschl in a neat 

formula.880 That notwithstanding, I am convinced that this study’s focus on the 

educated middle class as the main intended audience of Ritschl’s theological 

thinking provides us with important clues to the rationale behind many of the 

characteristic emphases of his work. I have therefore argued that Ritschl’s 

ambition to counteract the alienation of the educated middle class from 

Christianity in general, and Lutheranism in particular, runs more or less through 

all his theology. As we have seen during our investigation, Ritschl’s final rejection 

of the speculative Tübingen school in favor of a more historicist theology, his 

contribution to the quest for the historical Jesus, the late idealist metaphysical 

framework of his theology, his general criticism of classical theology, his defense 

of the cultural significance of Luther’s theology, and also the similarities between 

his ethics and the values of the educated middle class, can all be closely related to 

his struggle with the issues raised by historical criticism, materialism, and anti-

Lutheran polemics. All things considered, this suggests that Ritschl’s theology to 

a large extent was intended as an apologetic theology for an increasingly de-

Christianized Bildungsbürgertum. 

 Understanding Ritschl’s theological thinking in the light of the alienation of 

the educated middle class from Christianity also makes it possible to expand and 

nuance the Barthian critique of Ritschl. 

                                                             
879 For a discussion of the divergence of opinion respecting the question of the key to Ritschl’s theology 
in earlier research, see Mueller, Albrecht Ritschl, 150–159. The claim that Ritschl’s theological 
thinking centered on completing the Protestant Reformation is defended by David W. Lotz in 
“Albrecht Ritschl,” 337–372; Ritschl and Luther, especially 15–19. 
880 Mueller, Albrecht Ritschl, 151. 
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2. Expanding and Nuancing Barth’s Criticism 

 

As was suggested in the introduction, I believe that the overreaction against 

Barthian historical perspectives in recent studies of nineteenth-century and early 

twentieth-century Protestant theology makes it necessary to reopen the question 

of Ritschl and Kulturprotestantismus. I am, in other words, convinced that 

Barth’s critical analysis of Ritschl’s theology as an instance of cultural 

Protestantism is of contemporary value. That said, our study has indicated the 

need to both expand and nuance the Barthian criticism. 

 We have earlier defined Kulturprotestantismus as a theological movement 

seeking to mediate between the Protestant Reformation and modern culture, not 

least by supporting many of the values generally embraced by the educated 

middle class. In a nutshell, Barth’s general objection against Ritschl’s theology as 

an instance of cultural Protestantism is that it takes as its starting point not the 

Christian tradition, but rather the characteristic ideas, values, and culture of the 

national-liberal bourgeois of the age of Bismarck, and especially that its primary 

interest is in demonstrating the significance of Christianity and the Protestant 

Reformation for the realization of the practical ideal of life of this German middle-

class group. That is why Barth describes Ritschl’s theological thinking as the 

clearest manifestation of the concern with the “modern man” that, according to 

the Barthian account, lies at the heart of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 

theology. Barth argues that this “man” has occupied center stage in modern 

theology at the expense of God, and considers Ritschl’s thought as the 

culmination of this problematic development. Ritschl’s theology is, from this 

perspective, radically anthropocentric since its interpretation of God and 

Christian faith is virtually restricted to the interests of modern humanity.881 

 Without denying that there is some truth in Barth’s analysis, it is possible to 

raise a number of objections at this point, and we will raise three. First of all, and 

as we have seen, it should be noted that Barth’s portrayal of Ritschl as a national 

liberal is somewhat misleading. This is so because even though Ritschl shared 

some fundamental convictions with the German National Liberal Party, it is still 

the case that the cosmopolitan and Enlightenment-inspired elements of his ethics 

are not so easily reconcilable with this party’s narrow nationalism. There is, 

however, as our study has demonstrated, many similarities between Ritschl’s 

Christian ethics and the values of the Bildungsbürgertum, which admittedly is a 

group within the nineteenth-century middle class in Germany that partly 

overlaps with the national liberal faction. 
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 A second remark is that Barth’s account of Ritschl’s cultural Protestantism 

focuses too narrowly on ethics. Now, moral actions certainly play a very central 

role in Ritschl’s kingdom of God-oriented systematic theology. Nevertheless, I 

have argued that it is appropriate to understand Ritschl’s Kulturprotestantismus 

more broadly by describing the apologetic tendency of his theology as the 

ambition to counteract the alienation of the educated middle class from 

Christianity in general and Lutheranism in particular. Ritschl was not only 

interested in demonstrating the contemporary relevance of his Kantian 

interpretation of the Protestant Lebensideal, as a reading of Barth’s critique easily 

leads one to think – he was just as busy with responding to the challenges of 

historical criticism and materialism, with defending the scientific nature of 

theology before the Bildungsbürgertum by incorporating historicist principles 

and late idealist philosophy into his theology. This means that Barth fails to 

capture the wide scope and complexity of Ritschl’s cultural Protestantism. 

 It must also be said, thirdly and finally, that Barth’s way of describing the 

theology of Ritschl as an adaptive cultural Protestantism stands in sharp contrast 

to Ritschl’s explicit account of his own theological method, which is another 

indication that Barth might not have done Ritschl full justice. As we have seen, 

Ritschl from early on presents himself as a Christocentric and biblical theologian, 

and he would never stop emphasizing the importance of a theology based on the 

revelation in Jesus Christ and rooted in the Bible. We can only understand God 

“from below,” from the historical Jesus and his effects on the disciples. Indeed, 

all Christian doctrines must be related to Jesus. And Ritschl, moreover, connects 

the perfect example of the Christian Lebensideal, which he views as a result of 

God’s gracious operations on the believer’s consciousness, to the historical Jesus. 

Taken together, this suggests a strong Christocentric tendency in Ritschl’s 

interpretation of Christian faith and ethics. We have also noted that Ritschl 

regards personal faith and a standpoint in the Christian community as necessary 

requirements for the theologian. Also, Ritschl’s remarks on the impossibility of a 

presuppositionless research and his complete rejection of natural theology – and 

other forms of abstract theologizing apart from revelation – must in part be 

understood against the background of his Christocentricity and stress upon 

revelation, community, and faith. 

 But this shows that there despite Barth’s quick dismissal of Ritschl are 

important methodological affinities between their respective theologies, a fact 

that has sometimes been noted.882 On a general level, they both strongly 

emphasized that theology must be constructed from the standpoint of the 

Christian community, and they shared the conviction that more or less all 

theological thinking must be based on God’s self-revelation in Jesus Christ. Both 

were also very critical of natural theology. These similarities can to some extent 
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be explained by the impact of Ritschl’s disciple Wilhelm Herrmann on Barth’s 

theology.883 

 That it is Ritschl’s explicit intention to carry out a Christocentric, biblical, 

and revelation-based theology is probably one of the main reasons why scholars 

such as Rolf Schäfer884 have seen Ritschl as a representative of revelation 

theology and reacted so strongly against those who have argued that he is best 

understood within the framework of Kulturprotestantismus, that is, as a liberal 

theologian and modernizer of Christian faith. 

 One can say that the sharp differences between how Barth and Schäfer 

interprets Ritschl exemplify two important poles in earlier research.885 As 

indicated in the introduction, there has been a tendency in Ritschl scholarship, 

and especially in the North American Ritschl renaissance, to move away from the 

negative verdict of the Barthians. Schäfer’s research is one of the best German 

examples of this orientation towards a more positive assessment of Ritschl. The 

analysis of Schäfer seizes on Ritschl’s way of describing his theology as 

Christocentric, biblical, based on the historical revelation in Jesus Christ, and 

rooted in the Lutheran tradition. 

 Now, with Schäfer and in fairness to Ritschl, it should be noted, firstly, that 

Ritschl considers himself to be primarily a Christocentric and biblical theologian 

– someone whose theology is firmly grounded in divine revelation and not in 

modern principles. Secondly, we must admit that Ritschl’s close reading of the 

Bible had a not insignificant effect on his theological thinking, an effect that 

makes it impossible to fully agree with Barth’s devastating verdict on Ritschl. The 

sources of Rischl’s theology cannot adequately be explained if we do not take into 

account his commitment to the Bible and the Protestant Reformation. Barth 

surely overstated his case. We cannot in a Barthian manner completely reduce 

Ritschl’s theological thinking to his social location. 

 So Schäfer and others have certainly been right in trying to correct Barth’s 

one-sided Ritschl interpretation by pointing to the fundamental role that Ritschl 

assigns to divine revelation. At the same time, however, I think it is crucial to 

make a distinction between Ritschl’s explicit methodological intention and his 

actual execution of it. The mere facts that Ritschl understood himself as a biblical 

theologian and that the Bible was an important source of his theology do not in 

themselves prove that it is wrong to describe him as a Kulturprotestant. As has 

become clear during the course of our investigation, Ritschl’s theology is shaped 

                                                             
883 On Herrmann’s influence on Barth, see McCormack, Karl Barth’s Critically Realistic Dialectical 
Theology: Its Genesis and Development 1909-1936, 66–68. James Richmond has suggested that it 
might be possible to see Barth’s later, harsh criticism of Ritschl as partly a consequence of his difficult 
time as a professor at the University of Göttingen. While in Göttingen, Barth was involved in a dispute 
with the faculty, had a strained relationship with the Lutheran and Ritschl-influenced theologians 
Carl Stange, Georg Wobbermin, and Emanuel Hirsch, and in 1922 he had to go through a celebration 
of Ritschl’s birth, things that possibly reinforced his antipathy towards Ritschl (Ritschl, 33–35). 
884 Schäfer, Ritschl, especially 174–186. 
885 On this issue, see Weyer-Menkhoff, Aufklärung und Offenbarung, 115–125. 
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by an emphasis on making Christianity more attractive to modern people, or, to 

be more precise, the members of the Bildungsbürgertum in nineteenth-century 

Germany. This study has therefore provided us with reasons to think that there, 

after all, is substance to Barth’s criticism of Ritschl. And I believe – in 

resemblance with Barth and contra Schäfer – that Ritschl in the final analysis is 

better described as a cultural Protestant than as a revelation theologian. There is 

a discrepancy or tension between how Ritschl conceived his theology as based in 

a historically sound interpretation of the Bible and the way that he modernized 

many Christian doctrines. Indeed, we might go so far as to say that Ritschl’s 

interpretation of Christianity is predetermined to a large extent by its apologetic 

focus. 

 But we are getting ahead of ourselves. It has become clear above that Barth’s 

Ritschl interpretation needs to be nuanced, but not forgotten. Our investigation 

has shown, as was noted earlier in this section, that Barth’s account of Ritschl’s 

cultural Protestantism is too narrowly focused on ethics. We therefore need to 

expand the Barthian critique. That is, anyone interested in making a more 

complete characterization of Ritschl’s version of Kulturprotestantismus cannot 

be satisfied with merely discussing his Protestant Lebensideal – attention must 

also be given to other aspects of his thought, not least his use of historicist 

principles and late idealist philosophy to defend the scientific status of theology. 

 And I have also indicated that it is important to nuance the Barthian critique 

by a greater willingness to include Ritschl’s stress upon a Christocentric, biblical, 

and revelation-based theology in the equation. This is also why Ritschl’s 

systematic theology stands out from more radical liberals in nineteenth-century 

Germany. One of the most interesting features of his theological project is that he 

tried to develop a grand theological system in which a revelation-based theology 

is integrated with modern historical criticism, metaphysics, and ethics. He was 

certainly a pioneer in that respect. More radical theologians of his age, such as 

Strauss and Baur, were also clearly working from within a modern perspective 

and used what they considered as the best in contemporary philosophy and 

critical scholarship, but they did not attempt to combine their modern principles 

with an emphasis on the historical revelation in Jesus Christ as the fundamental 

norm of theology.  

 Earlier interpreters have noted that there are tensions in Ritschl’s 

theological thinking, and much of the discussion has concerned the logical 

incoherence of his systematic thought. One interesting example is Johannes 

Zachhuber’s recent study on the Tübingen school and the Ritschl school, which 

contains insightful analyses of the tensions within Ritschl’s conception of history 

and philosophy of religion.886 The identification of principles in Ritschl’s thought 

that are difficult to combine or incoherent with each other is important, and not 

least since it can provide clues to why many of his students abandoned his 
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theological synthesis. In the next section, however, we will not primarily 

concentrate on the internal contradictions in Ritschl’s system, but on discussing 

how his adoption of historicist principles, late idealist metaphysics, and the 

values of the educated middle class resulted in a one-sided, forced, and in the end 

untenable interpretation of the Jesus of history. This means that we will turn our 

focus to the very heart of Ritschl’s theology, namely, the revelation of God in the 

historical Jesus. 

 

3. The Historical Jesus and Kulturprotestantismus in Tension 

 

It is impossible for us here to engage in a comprehensive analysis of the impact 

of different modern principles, ideas, and values on Ritschl’s understanding of 

the historical Jesus. We will, therefore, restrict ourselves to a discussion of the 

following three themes: miracles and the resurrection of Jesus, Jesus and the 

human situation, and Jesus and the Christian Lebensideal. And we will especially 

pay attention to the way that Ritschl interprets Jesus through a modern lens that 

includes historicist principles, late idealist metaphysics, and middle-class values. 

 Ritschl’s theological career took place at a time when the historical 

consciousness in general, and the historical-critical examination of the New 

Testament in particular, was breaking through. We have pointed out that his 

attitude towards historical criticism was generally positive – he thought that it 

had opened up an opportunity for a better understanding of the historical Jesus 

and the faith of the apostles – and he saw the historical-critical method as 

fundamental for a scientific theology. And of course, Ritschl, as we have seen, was 

positively inclined towards a type of Rankean historicism. However, it has also 

become clear during the course of our investigation that there are limits to 

Ritschl’s adoption of both historicist principles and historical criticism. For 

instance, his emphasis on divine providence and teleology are difficult to 

reconcile with a consistent historicist disposition, and he completely rejected the 

kind of purely neutral and presuppositionless approach to history advocated by 

Strauss and some other leading representatives of historical-critical biblical 

interpretation. There is, in other words, an uneasy alliance in Ritschl’s thought 

between a partial embrace of historical criticism and a commitment to the 

Christian tradition and revelation. This tension is evident in Ritschl’s reflections 

on miracles and historical interpretation. 

 Miracles, as became clear in chapter 2, was a main issue in Ritschl’s 

controversy with Eduard Zeller over the nature of Ferdinand Christian Baur’s 

Tübingen school. Zeller defined miracles in terms of events violating the natural 

order, arguing that such events are incompatible with a historical consciousness. 

Ritschl also admitted the impossibility of miracles that contradict the natural 

laws of cause and effect, an opinion that he would continue to hold. This 
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admission implies that Ritschl believed that if Zeller’s definition would be correct, 

historians would be entitled to declare all accounts of miracles as inaccurate 

reports of what really happened. But even though Ritschl admits the existence of 

some false miracle reports in the Bible, he does not want to say that biblical 

accounts of miracle are generally unreliable and inaccurate since that would 

undermine the value of the Bible as a historical source. In fact, Ritschl insisted 

against Zeller that it is important for historians studying early Christianity not to 

neglect miracles – they are a fundamental aspect of how the first Christians 

experienced the world. Ritschl clearly had a very different understanding of the 

biblical miracle reports than Zeller. As we saw, Ritschl, defined miracles as 

religious perceptions or experiences of God’s special providence, which suggests 

that the miracle reports in the Bible are not intended as reports of events 

contradicting the laws of nature. In this way, Ritschl is able to restrict miracles to 

a realm of religious experience separate from natural events taking place outside 

of consciousness, which, in turn, seems to rescue the reality of miracles – who 

can deny the existence of religious experiences of divine providence? 

 At this point, I think it is appropriate to make a couple of comments. The 

first concerns Ritschl’s apparent denial of miracles as events in the natural or 

material world. It seems as if Ritschl takes for granted that the laws of nature 

discovered by natural science give us a complete description of what can or cannot 

occur in nature. But why must we make that assumption? The natural sciences 

give us knowledge of what usually happens in nature, but do not exclude the 

possibility of there ever occurring something in the material world by means of 

supernatural intervention. Very few philosophers today would argue that the 

natural sciences by themselves can establish the impossibility of miracles, since 

those sciences cannot demonstrate the non-existence of a divine force outside of 

nature with powers to influence what happens in the material world.887 The claim 

that nature – the domain of physical entities and forces – is “causally closed” is 

part and parcel of a controversial philosophical view called “naturalism” and not 

a conclusion reached by the natural sciences.888 

 Secondly, Ritschl’s approach to miracles seems at odds with the biblical and 

traditional Christian doctrine of the bodily resurrection of Jesus Christ. We saw 

in chapter 2 that Ritschl’s position on this issue is ambivalent. In one of his 

lectures on dogmatics, Ritschl claims that the disciples understood Jesus’ 

appearances after the resurrection as testimonies to his bodily resurrection. If we 

take into account Ritschl’s denial of miracles in the sense of events in the material 

world and that he never unambiguously affirmed the bodily resurrection, it does 

not seem far-fetched to think that Ritschl thought it impossible to theologically 

understand the resurrection of Jesus in a literal, physical manner after the 

                                                             
887 For a brief overview of the discussion of miracles and natural laws in contemporary philosophy, 
see Basinger, “What is a Miracle?,” 23–32. 
888 For critical examinations of naturalism, see Goetz and Taliaferro, Naturalism; Craig and 
Moreland, eds., Naturalism: A Critical Analysis. 
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emergence of a modern, scientific worldview. However, we cannot establish that 

conclusion with any high degree of certainty since Ritschl never explicitly denied 

the bodily resurrection. 

 What we can say, however, is that Ritschl’s general approach to miracles and 

his ambivalence on the bodily resurrection of Jesus are clear indications of the 

tension between Ritschl’s commitment to a historical reconstruction of apostolic 

faith and adherence to modern principles. Ritschl did not generally deny the 

reality of the biblical miracles. However, he conceded the fundamental point that 

miracles in the sense of events in the natural world are impossible to combine 

with a historical-critical consciousness, which led him, in turn, to redefine 

religious miracles as experiences of God’s providence. This way of restricting 

miracles to an inner, religious or spiritual dimension separate from the material 

world – a not uncommon strategy in modern theology – does not do full justice 

to the biblical accounts of miracles since they often refer to events that seem to 

violate natural laws or at least are to be understood as exceptions to the ordinary 

course of nature.889 

 We have seen that Ritschl’s theology in part must be understood as a 

response to the growing materialism in Germany from the mid-nineteenth 

century onwards, and especially the scientific materialism of Carl Vogt, Jakob 

Moleschott, and Ludwig Büchner. Ritschl responded to materialist denials of 

religion and a spiritual dimension of human reality, and for this purpose he took 

recourse to the late idealist philosophy of Hermann Lotze. In chapter 5, it became 

clear that the metaphysical framework of Ritschl’s mature theology was decisively 

influenced by Lotze’s philosophical ideas. This is not least true for Lotze’s specific 

way of understanding and solving the fundamental problem of human existence 

(that we both experience ourselves as dependent on a mechanistically determined 

nature and as free spiritual personalities called to dominate nature), which had a 

crucial impact on the theological thinking of Ritschl. 

 Ritschl defines the human situation in terms of the separation between 

nature and spirit, a division of huge importance for his theory of religion and 

interpretation of Christian faith. Similarly to Lotze, Ritschl believes that 

Christianity – as the perfect religion – provides a solution to humanity’s conflict 

with nature by turning the natural world into a means to the spiritual dimension 

of existence. This takes place, according to Ritschl, when the human will is 

redirected from goals that are tied to the natural conditions of human existence 

to the spiritual aim of the kingdom of God. Ritschl can, accordingly, portray the 

individual’s possession of such a spiritual dominion or freedom over the natural 

world as the aim of reconciliation. 

 Our study has pointed to the dependence of Ritschl’s analysis of the 

historical Jesus on his modern conception of the human situation: Jesus, 

manifesting spiritual lordship over nature by subordinating his will – even in the 
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face of opposing influences – to the aim of the kingdom of God, turns out to be 

the one who finally solves the division of human existence into nature and spirit. 

To be reconciled with God, in Ritschl’s interpretation, is to have one’s mistrust of 

God turned into trust, and thus to have one’s will harmonized with the divine will 

or the kingdom of God. That is how Jesus’ spiritual lordship over the natural 

world becomes a reality in the life of Christians. 

 Now, Ritschl’s description of the aim of Christianity and the Jesus of history 

against the background of a late idealist conception of the division of human 

existence into nature and spirit is certainly ingenious, and it is not difficult to 

understand why it attracted many of his contemporaries. Nevertheless, I think it 

is equally clear that this late idealist metaphysical framework to some extent 

distorts Ritschl’s interpretation of Christian faith and the historical Jesus. 

 I can here only give a few indications of this. Ritschl, at least in part as a 

result of his late idealist metaphysics, downplays the common theological 

emphasis on the rebellion against God as the perhaps most important 

characteristic of the human situation, which can be seen in that he prefers to 

portray the fundamental dilemma of humanity in terms of the conflict with nature 

and not with God.890 Furthermore, it goes without saying that such an 

understanding of the human situation directly impacts one’s view of sin, which 

explains why Ritschl, in contrast to more traditional Protestant theology, prefers 

to describe sin as ignorance and is reluctant to speak about God’s wrath and 

holiness.891 

 We have also seen that the late idealist metaphysical framework was a 

contributory cause to Ritschl’s rejection of the classical Christological and 

trinitarian dogmas. Ritschl was convinced that his philosophical commitments 

were compatible with biblical and apostolic faith, and he also thought it self-

evident that the Aristotelian and neo-Platonic metaphysics of patristic, medieval, 

and scholastic theology was hopelessly outmoded and no longer a viable 

alternative for modern theologians. And Ritschl identified many important 

parallels between classical metaphysical theology and Greek philosophy in his 

attempt to present that type of theology as a problematic result of the historical 

setting in which it emerged. He was, however, quite blind to the way that the 

nineteenth-century context strongly conditioned his own theology. Lotze’s 

thoughts on God indicate that it is more difficult to combine Christian theology 

with late idealist metaphysics than Ritschl thought. Lotze was led by his 

philosophical reflections to conclude that there only exists one all-encompassing 

infinite substance, which he, in the next step, identified with God. Such a quasi-

pantheistic conception of God is obviously far removed from the traditional 

Christian belief in God’s independence from the world. It is, furthermore, 

revealing that we today would have to look hard and long to find a theologian 
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willing to construct a theological system on the basis of late idealism, while 

classical metaphysics is still seen by many as an important resource for 

theological thinking.  

 To summarize, the biblical interpretation and assessment of earlier 

Christian traditions in Ritschl’s later works were partly clouded and determined 

in advance by a commitment to late idealist philosophy, which, of course, stands 

in direct opposition to his own explicit intention. 

 During the course of our investigation, it has become clear that Ritschl’s 

theological project to a significant degree was centered on countering widespread, 

contemporary objections against Christian ethics and denials of the value of 

Lutheranism for morality and culture. Left-wing Hegelians and scientific 

materialists described Christianity as a world-denying and egoistic religion, as 

irrelevant to society and as an impediment to progress. In a similar vein, anti-

Lutheran polemicists such as Paul de Lagarde described the impact of the 

Lutheran Reformation on morality and culture almost exclusively in negative 

terms. Now, even though Ritschl admitted that many theologians have 

interpreted Christian faith as narrowly focused on individual salvation and as 

unrelated to the wider interests of society, he argued vigorously that the 

Protestant reformers – and Luther in particular – had made at least a partial 

return to the true, world-affirming Christian Lebensideal of the apostles.  

 There are, furthermore, and as we have seen in chapters 8 and 9, important 

connections between Ritschl’s Kant-influenced Protestant ethics and the ethos of 

the educated middle class. For instance, the high valuation of independence, love, 

self-discipline, and work by the members of the Bildungsbürgertum dovetails 

quite well with the emphasis on human freedom, love-motivated actions, and 

dutiful vocational work in the ethics of Ritschl. These similarities between 

Ritschl’s ethics and the values of the educated middle class are no mere 

coincidence – they are partly the result of Ritschl’s conscious apologetic ambition 

to demonstrate the relevance of Lutheran faith to the intellectuals of his time. And 

we have seen that the historical Jesus is highlighted by Ritschl as the perfect 

exemplification of the Christian Lebensideal. Jesus’ loving will and steadfast 

fidelity to his calling in spite of all kinds of sufferings and difficulties, provide us 

with a moral example to follow in our particular life situations, though we can and 

should not directly imitate Jesus’ unique vocation. 

 All in all, it is difficult to deny the influence of Ritschl’s social location on his 

interpretation of the historical Jesus. But even if Jesus becomes a strong 

supporter of many bourgeois values in the thought of Ritschl, that does not mean 

that there is a complete accommodation to the ethos of the Bildungsbürgertum 

in his ethics. That notwithstanding, the time-boundedness of Ritschl’s historical 

Jesus became apparent with the research of Johannes Weiss and Albert 

Schweitzer. Their eschatological criticism was certainly an overstatement, but it 

did clearly demonstrate that a historical reconstruction needs to take into account 

the eschatological dimension of Jesus’ life, an insight that undermined Ritschl’s 
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ethical-oriented interpretation of the New Testament Jesus. Indeed, the 

untenability of the historical foundation of Ritschl’s liberal and world-affirming 

Jesus began to dawn even upon many Ritschlians after Weiss and Schweitzer had 

pointed to the discrepancy between the biblical Jesus and the mind-set of the 

nineteenth-century middle class. The apocalyptic criticism struck a devastating 

blow at the heart of Ritschl’s theology, that is, at his attempt to found his theology 

on the historical revelation in Jesus. Ritschl’s portrayal of the Jesus of history as 

the founder and realizer of God’s universal kingdom of love, we must now say, is 

another example of when his historical-critical exegesis results in a historically 

implausible interpretation. 

 Ritschl developed a grand theological synthesis of religious faith, biblical 

interpretation, historical criticism, metaphysics, and ethics. In the next section, 

it will become clear that this synthesis was essentially abandoned by his most 

famous students. And the main reason for the breakdown of Ritschl’s theological 

project among the later Ritschlians was arguably that they did not conceive his 

attempt to ground liberal theology in a historical-critical analysis of the Bible as 

a viable option after Johannes Weiss’ and Albert Schweitzer’s devastating critique 

of the first quest of the historical Jesus. 

 

4. The Breakdown of Ritschl’s Theological Synthesis 

 

It seems appropriate to end this contextual analysis of Ritschl with a note on the 

relationship between his theological project and his disciples. Now, it has become 

clear that the apocalyptic critique of Weiss and Schweitzer created doubts among 

the Ritschlians about their master’s attempt to establish his interpretation of 

Christian faith on a historically credible interpretation of the New Testament. 

And I believe that it is possible, in hindsight, to view Ritschl’s stress upon the 

necessity of basing theological reflections on the historical revelation in Jesus 

Christ as the stumbling block of later Ritschlianism. We will concentrate this 

section on three main representatives of Protestant liberalism in the next 

generation, who, for different reasons, felt themselves compelled to depart from 

this fundamental aspect of Ritschl’s project. And we will, in the process, also say 

a few words about the lines of his thinking that they found more promising.  

 Our analysis will be restricted to Ernst Troeltsch, Adolf von Harnack, and 

Wilhelm Herrmann.892 Harnack and Herrmann were the leading Ritschlians after 

Ritschl. Troeltsch was, admittedly, no Ritschlian in the strict sense – in fact, many 

Ritschlians considered him as a major theological opponent at the turn of the 

twentieth century. At the same time, however, Troeltsch had been deeply 

                                                             
892 My general account of Troeltsch’s, Harnack’s, and Herrmann’s departure from Ritschl’s theological 
synthesis is indebted to the overviews of Ritschlianism in Dorrien, Kantian Reason, 321–354; 
Zachhuber, Theology as Science, 267–285. 
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impressed and influenced by Ritschl’s historical theology as a student, though he 

in the end, as we will see, found the methodological presuppositions of Ritschl’s 

theology unacceptable. Troeltsch’s critical engagement with Ritschl’s theological 

method and his influence as the theologian of the so-called history of religions 

school provide us with sufficient grounds to include him in the following 

discussion. 

 Ernst Troeltsch came under Ritschl’s influence as a student at the University 

of Göttingen from 1886 to 1888. While studying in Göttingen, Troeltsch also 

became attracted to Lotze’s late idealist philosophy, though he would later on 

shift his philosophical interests to neo-Kantianism. It is, furthermore, important 

to note that the Göttingen professor Paul de Lagarde made a strong impression 

on Troeltsch. In fact, Lagarde’s influence is a key factor in explaining Troeltsch’s 

emancipation from Ritschl’s theological project since Lagarde, in clear opposition 

to Ritschl, emphasized the necessity of an impartial and strictly historical 

investigation of early Christianity in which the Christian religion is radically 

historicized and treated in the same way as other historical phenomena.893 Also, 

Troeltsch is widely recognized as the main theologian of the history of religions 

school, which developed at the University of Göttingen at the end of the 

nineteenth century and consisted of scholars such as Wilhelm Bousset, Hermann 

Gunkel, Johannes Weiss, and Wilhelm Wrede. The members of this school 

claimed that the Christian religion must be historically examined in the same way 

as other religions and they interpreted early Christianity more or less as a product 

of its cultural environment.894 

 It was Troeltsch’s firm conviction that the most important element in the 

modern worldview is the insight into the inevitable historical nature of all 

thought. And if theologians want to remain relevant, they have no choice but to 

embrace and make the best possible use of this radical historical 

consciousness.895 In the famous essay Über historische und dogmatische 

Methode in der Theologie (Historical and Dogmatic Method in Theology), 

Troeltsch distinguishes between two different ways of doing theology. The old 

and outmoded dogmatic method is completely opposed to the historical one. The 

former starts from a point of origin beyond the relativity of history in order to 

secure its claims to absolute truth, thus setting the Christian religion apart from 

ordinary history. In Troeltsch’s view, this is also true of those Ritschlians who try 

to combine a theological starting point in the unique revelation of Jesus Christ 

with historical-critical analysis of some individual problems and aspects of 

                                                             
893 Chapman, Ernst Troeltsch, 19–26. For overviews of Troeltsch’s thinking, see Graf and Ruddies, 
“Religiöser Historismus. Ernst Troeltsch,”295–335; Rendtorff and Graf, “Ernst Troeltsch”; Welch, 
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Drescher, Ernst Troeltsch. 
894 For a brief introduction to the history of religions school, see Lüdemann, “The Relationship of 
Biblical Studies to the History of Religions School, with Reference to the Scientific Study of Religion,” 
171–177. 
895 Welch, Protestant Thought, 2:278–280.  
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Christian history. Such an approach has been undermined by the modern 

historical consciousness, and theology can only maintain its scientific status by 

giving up its claims to special privilege and subjecting itself fully to critical 

investigation. Troeltsch’s own proposal for the future is a radically historicist 

theology that builds upon the historical-critical method. And he is well aware of 

the radical nature of his suggestion: “Once applied to the scientific study of the 

Bible and church history, the historical method acts as a leaven, transforming 

everything and ultimately exploding the very form of earlier theological 

methods.”896 

 Troeltsch argues that the historicist theologian must observe the 

fundamental principles of the historical-critical method, and he identifies three 

such principles: the principles of probability, analogy, and correlation. The 

principle of probability “indicates that in the realm of history there are only 

judgments of probability,” which means that all historical judgments on 

Christianity and other phenomena are “never more than probably correct” and 

therefore open to revision. Troeltsch explains the principle of analogy as follows: 

“Agreement with normal, customary, or at least frequently attested happenings 

and conditions as we have experienced them is the criterion of probability for all 

events that historical criticism can recognize as having actually or possibly 

happened.” This also makes the Christian religion “analogous to all other 

history.” The principle of correlation, finally, “implies that there can be no change 

at one point without some preceding and consequent change elsewhere, so that 

all historical happening is knit together in a permanent relationship of 

correlation.” So everything in history is interconnected, part of a series of cause 

and effect, and “no point within history” – not even the historical Jesus – “is 

beyond this correlative involvement and mutual influence.”897 

 Even though Troeltsch’s recommendation of a theology of historicism along 

the lines of these principles was widely contested and criticized by other 

theologians, his historical method has had an evident influence on biblical 

interpretation and church history. For instance, David R. Law describes 

Troeltsch’s description of the historical method as a classic expression of the 

fundamental presuppositions of critical biblical scholarship, not least its 

prejudice in favor of anti-supernaturalism – the historical-critical exegete cannot, 

if Troeltsch’s principles are accepted, take “accounts of supernatural intervention 

at face value, because to do so would be a violation of the laws of historical study, 

namely acceptance of the laws of nature as understood by modern science and 

the operation of the law of cause and effect within history.”898 However, 

Troeltsch’s rejection of miracle as a category of historical analysis is – in the same 

way as Ritschl’s denial of miracles as events in the natural world – not as self-

                                                             
896 Troeltsch, “Historical and Dogmatic Method in Theology,” 11–12, 20–22, quote 12. On Troeltsch’s 
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evident as he thought, since philosophers today, as we saw above, generally do 

not claim that the findings of modern natural science demonstrate the 

impossibility of miracles or supernatural inventions in the material world. 

Morevoer, Troeltsch’s “principle of analogy” – which forbids the historian to take 

seriously any reports about events that violate natural law – is today widely 

contested, as is David Hume’s corresponding claim that miracle reports by their 

very nature can never be rationally accepted.899 

 Troeltsch acknowledges that his historical method threatens to relativize the 

Christian religion. In fact, much of Troeltsch’s research is centered on avoiding 

the relativism lurking behind historicism by solving the philosophical question of 

how we can derive values and norms from the study of history. And he is 

especially interested in demonstrating that modern Christianity is the most 

developed of all religions.900 Troeltsch’s main contribution to systematic theology 

was perhaps that he drew out the logical consequences of the historicist tendency 

in nineteenth-century theologians such as Strauss, Baur, and Ritschl. But at the 

same time as Troeltsch to some extent is indebted to Ritschl’s willingness to use 

historical criticism in the service of theology, his radically historicist theology is 

almost in complete opposition to Ritschl’s theological ambition to combine 

historical-critical research with an emphasis on revelation and religious faith. 

 Adolf von Harnack is often described as the most influential Protestant 

theologian in Germany at the turn of the twentieth century. Many aspects of 

Harnack’s theological thinking were indebted to Ritschl and he began to identify 

himself as a Ritschlian in the second half of the 1870s.901 After meeting Ritschl in 

1877, Harnack wrote that “[t]he future of Protestantism as a religion and a 

spiritual power lies in the direction which Ritschl has indicated.”902 In order to 

understand Harnack’s thinking on theology and history, we can take as our 

starting point his attempt to identify the essence of the Christian religion in a 

series of lectures delivered to students at the University of Berlin in the winter 

semester of 1899-1900, later published under the title Das Wesen des 

Christentums (What is Christianity?). That this must have seemed like an urgent 

task becomes clear if we recall that historical-critical research by the end of the 
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contemporary criticisms of both, see Houston, Reported Miracles: A Critique of Hume, 66–82; 
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nineteenth century had undermined the liberal interpretation of the historical 

Jesus.903 

 The essence of Christianity is for Harnack identical with the gospel. Now, 

Harnack does not completely reject the research of Weiss and Schweitzer, and 

admits to there being an eschatological dimension to the preaching of Jesus. But 

the ambiguous nature of Jesus’ message notwithstanding, Harnack thinks that it 

is possible to find a kernel in Jesus’ teaching not decisively influenced by the 

apocalyptic worldview of first-century Judaism.904 And he famously describes 

Jesus’ gospel teaching as composed of three main aspects in Das Wesen: “Firstly, 

the kingdom of God and its coming. Secondly, God the Father and the infinite 

value of the human soul. Thirdly, the higher righteousness and the 

commandment of love.”905 

 That seems quite straightforward. However, Harnack defined the gospel in 

other ways in other works, and he did not simply equate the gospel with Jesus’ 

teaching. In fact, Harnack never simply identified the essence or nature of the 

Christian religion with the preaching of Jesus, though he certainly believed that 

it is impossible to define Christianity apart from the Jesus of history. The earliest 

form of the Christian religion is important, surely, but the impact of Jesus’ 

teaching on his disciples and on Christians of other times must also be taken into 

consideration. It is wrong to absolutize one historical form of Christianity. We 

must, according to Harnack, take into account and compare all historical forms 

of Christianity before we can see what they have in common and thus provide a 

complete definition of its essence, that is, the essence of the gospel.906 “Either the 

Gospel is in all respects identical with its earliest form, in which case it came with 

its time and has departed with it; or else it contains something which, under 

differing historical forms, is of permanent validity. The latter is the true view.”907 

Harnack can also formulate his conviction that we can only determine the essence 

of Christianity after attention has been paid to all of its different historical forms 

with the help of a tree metaphor: 

 

Just as we cannot obtain a complete knowledge of a tree without regarding not only 

its root and its stem but also its bark, its branches, and the way in which it blooms, 

so we cannot form any right estimate of the Christian religion unless we take our 

stand upon a comprehensive induction that shall cover all the facts of its history.908 

 

This tree metaphor suggests that the Christian religion has developed and 

changed during the course of its history. Also, Harnack makes use of this 

metaphor to argue a further point: religion “does not struggle up into life free and 
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isolated, but grows, so to speak, in coverings of bark and cannot grow without 

them.” If we apply this to a specific historical form of Christianity, we can 

understand the coverings of bark as its surrounding culture and the stem of the 

tree as its essence. The essence of Christian faith is, in other words, preserved in 

the different historical forms of the religion, but we need to peel away the bark, 

the context-dependent elements, in order to discover it. It did not take long, 

Harnack goes on to claim, until the Christian gospel was distorted by a theological 

incorporation of Greek philosophy. The Hellenization of Christianity is a 

recurrent theme in Harnack’s writings. The Christian religion had already in the 

third century “developed a husk and integument; to penetrate to it and grasp the 

kernel had become more difficult; it had also lost much of its original life.”909 

 So we have now reached the well-known distinction between the husk and 

the kernel. To isolate the kernel – the essence of Christian faith – from the husk 

– the alien cultural influences – can be described as the fundamental project of 

Harnack’s analysis of the historical development of Christianity. His most 

comprehensive examination of this development can be found in the massive, 

multi-volume work Lehrbuch der Dogmengeschichte (1886-1889; The History of 

Dogma). Harnack undoubtedly considered the liberation of the church from alien 

or dogmatic forms and influences as urgently needed, and his historical accounts, 

his interpretations of the history of dogma, always had this constructive aim in 

view. 

 
The history of dogma, in that it sets forth the process of the origin and development 

of the dogma, offers the very best means and methods of freeing the Church from 

dogmatic Christianity, and of hastening the inevitable process of emancipation, 

which began with Augustine.910 

 

Indeed, one can even say that Harnack wanted to replace traditional Christian 

dogmatics with Dogmengeschichte, “history of dogma,” in order to overcome 

problematic dogmatic Christianity with historical criticism. It is, from his 

perspective, not possible to reach theological truth by biblical exegesis alone – a 

historical-critical analysis of the entire development of Christian thought is 

needed. When dogma is purified by history, it becomes possible, once again, for 

the pure gospel to shine through.911 Harnack expressed this idea in the following 

way: “Neither exegesis nor dogmatics but the results of church historical research 

will break the power of the traditions which are now burdening the consciences 

of men.”912 His theological program is therefore essentially oriented towards 

using historical-critical analysis to purify and simplify doctrines, and not towards 

developing new and more abstract ones.  

                                                             
909 Harnack, 186, 233. See also McGrath, Modern German Christology, 93–94. 
910 Harnack, Outlines of the History of Dogma, 7–8. 
911 McGrath, Modern German Christology, 90, 93–95; Pauck, Harnack and Troeltsch, 26–27, 33, 36. 
912 Zahn-Harnack, Adolf von Harnack, 130, quoted in Pauck, Harnack and Troeltsch, 33–34. 
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 We have now seen that Harnack relates the gospel to the teaching of Jesus 

at the same time as he is of the opinion that its essence cannot be determined 

until we have examined all historical forms of Christianity. And Harnack 

apparently thinks it is an easy task to distinguish the gospel from the distorting 

cultural influences: 

 

[T]he Gospel in the Gospel is something so simple, something that speaks to us with 

so much power, that it cannot easily be mistaken. No far-reaching directions as to 

method, no general introductions, are necessary to enable us to find the way to it. No 

one who possesses a fresh eye for what is alive, and a true feeling for what is really 

great, can fail to see it and distinguish it from its contemporary integument.913 

 

But what, more exactly, is the gospel, the essence of Christian faith? What 

remains when the kernel has been separated from the husk? Harnack, in fact, 

provides different definitions of the essence of the gospel on different occasions. 

One thing, however, seems to be constant: the gospel is Jesus himself and not a 

doctrine about him, and Jesus is a living reality that awakens people to a living 

faith.914 “It is not a mere factor that he is connected with the Gospel; he was its 

personal realisation and its strength, and this he is felt to be still.”915 

 Harnack is sometimes described as the historicist theologian par excellence. 

Troeltsch, however, criticized him for failing to fully historicize the Christian 

religion. Harnack’s historical studies were a half-measure, in Troeltsch’s view, 

since they isolated Christianity from other religions and the rest of history. This 

means, according to Troeltsch, that Harnack in the final analysis failed to attach 

Christian faith to the modern historical consciousness, which demands nothing 

less than that we study Christianity in the same way as other historical 

phenomena. Only in this way can we make Christian faith relevant and preserve 

the scientific status of theology.916 

 As for the intellectual relationship between Harnack and Ritschl, it should 

be noted that Harnack had a generally positive attitude towards Ritschl’s 

historical-critical research. Harnack undoubtedly took to heart and developed 

several of the main themes in Ritschl’s interpretation of the history of theology, 

not least the emphasis on the Hellenization of Christian faith. However, Harnack 

is critical of Ritschl’s belief in the possibility and necessity of defining the essence 

of Christianity from an examination of the historical Jesus and the faith of the 

apostles. This departure from Ritschl’s stress on the revelation in the historical 

Jesus as the fundamental norm of Christian theology and way of using the 

original, apostolic Lebensideal to identify progress and decline in the history of 

Christianity, is clearly seen in Harnack’s conviction that it is only possible to 

                                                             
913 Harnack, What is Christianity?, 15. 
914 Livingston, Modern Christian Thought, 1:288, 290; McGrath, Modern German Christology, 91. 
915 Harnack, What is Christianity?, 156. 
916 Chapman, Ernst Troeltsch, 55–57. 
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determine the nature of Christianity after a consideration of all of its historical 

forms.917 

 Wilhelm Herrmann was the first theologian to explicitly describe himself as 

a Ritschlian and he was probably the most influential systematic theologian in the 

Ritschlian school. Two other important influences on Herrmann were Immanuel 

Kant, as mediated by the neo-Kantian philosopher Hermann Cohen, and 

Friedrich Schleiermacher.918 We have briefly noted that Herrmann, especially in 

Ethik, developed Ritschl’s Kantian interpretation of Christian ethics. Moreover, 

much of Herrmann’s theological thinking was concerned with the relationship 

between Christian faith and science, a problem of great urgency due to the 

increasing grip of materialist ideas on the popular consciousness in Germany 

during the late nineteenth century.919 

 Following the neo-Kantians, Herrmann accepted that our experiences are 

decisively formed and structured by the mind, and that our knowledge of the 

world is limited to “phenomena,” that is, to how things appear to us. But what 

about knowledge of God? How can we ever have objective or certain knowledge 

of God if our knowledge is never about “noumena,” things-in-themselves, and 

always a product of the human mind? This problem became acute for Herrmann 

because of his reception of neo-Kantian philosophy. Herrmann’s solution, simply 

put, was to restrict the validity of this theory of knowledge to the natural sciences 

and to argue that there besides the natural world exists a separate religious 

dimension or reality with a unique epistemology tied to it. Moreover, God is, 

according to Herrmann, as “wholly other” completely separate from the world 

and beyond the reach of human reason. We can only be freely given knowledge of 

God-in-himself by grace and not acquire it by our activity. So what we have here, 

then, seems to be a neat separation between faith and science into two realities 

that do not impinge on each other. This way, religious faith is saved from being 

undermined by science.920 Herrmann, in fact, argued even more vigorously than 

Ritschl for the exclusion of metaphysical speculation and natural theology from 

theological thinking. It is simply impossible to know God through critical 

reasoning apart from divine revelation.921 

 Furthermore, Herrmann says that science only deals with probabilities or 

likelihoods. This is true for all sciences that are based on observation and 

                                                             
917 See also the discussion of Harnack and Ritschl in Zachhuber, Theology as Science, 280–282. 
918 For a comprehensive analysis of Herrmann’s theology, see Weinhardt, Wilhelm Herrmanns 
Stellung in der Ritschlschen Schule. A valuable study of the relationship between Herrmann and 
Troeltsch that also provides many insights into Herrmann’s theological project is Sockness, Against 
False Apologetics: Wilhelm Herrmann and Ernst Troeltsch in Conflict. My description of 
Herrmann’s thinking on religious faith and historical-critical analysis is influenced by Chapman, 
Ernst Troeltsch; Dorrien, Kantian Reason; Welch, Protestant Thought, vol. 2; Zachhuber, Theology 
as Science. 
919 Chapman, Ernst Troeltsch, 92. 
920 Chapman, 89–94. On Herrmann’s neo-Kantianism, see also Wagner, “Theologischer 
Neukantianismus: Wilhelm Herrmann.” 
921 Welch, Protestant Thought, 2:45. 
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experience of the world, including history. Even though Herrmann has some 

confidence in the reliability of the general account of Jesus in the New Testament, 

he is not willing to base faith on historical investigation. Historical reason can 

only deliver probability verdicts and the conclusions of historians are always in 

flux. Thus, it will only produce anxiety if we make our faith dependent on 

historical-critical research. We need a firm ground for faith, a ground that history 

cannot provide. To try to base religious faith on historical investigation is 

therefore a dead end. And we must also add that historical research never can 

reveal anything of true faith and God since it is completely restricted to the 

natural world.922  

 So the ground of faith cannot be found in the historical records of the Bible. 

What, then, is the ground of faith and basis of salvation? In Der Verkehr der 

Christen mit Gott (1886; The Communion of the Christian with God), Herrmann 

writes that faith is the result “not of our own efforts, but of the power of Jesus 

himself.” Indeed, Jesus is the basis of faith. Revelation is an immediate individual 

experience or encounter with the inner life of Jesus. “Jesus Himself becomes a 

real power to us when He reveals His inner life to us.” The influence of Jesus on 

us creates certainty of faith, evokes an unconditional trust in God, and it also gives 

us true knowledge of God: “we first see clearly what God really is when we 

experience God’s communion with us in the influence which Jesus has upon 

us.”923 

 Herrmann admits that the church has preserved the picture of the historical 

Jesus, and that we get acquainted with Jesus and led to his inner life through the 

Christian community, through gospel proclamation and Bible reading. And to 

some extent we feel the inner life of Jesus when we stand in a relationship to other 

Christians – their very lives can be said to expound the biblical records to us. But 

even if we start with the biblical records and the testimony of others, we become 

free of that mediation when we have really found and experienced the inner life 

of Jesus on a personal level. We have to encounter Jesus on our own and when 

this personal experience of Jesus is a reality for us, it is an adequate ground of 

faith and there is no need for external support. It even becomes possible to allow 

for unrestrained historical-critical examination of the biblical documents since 

no exegetical results can undo the inner experience of Jesus. In other words, those 

who experience and know the reality of the inner life of Jesus have a faith that is 

independent of the vicissitudes of historical-critical research.924 In fact, 

Herrmann describes critical biblical scholarship as a blessing for Christians in 

that it destroys false supports for faith, thereby making sure that we must 

continually lay hold of Jesus afresh: 
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924 Herrmann, 72–76. 
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[H]istorical work on the New Testament is not without value for faith. In the first 

place, it shows us how small a foundation those writings afford for a historical 

account undertaking to set forth as the result of scientific processes what the Person 

of Jesus shall signify for the Christian. In shattering such hopes it destroys certain 

false props of faith, and that is a great gain. The Christian who imagines that the 

reliability of the records as historical documents gives certainty to his faith, is duly 

startled from his false repose by the work of the historian, which ought to make it 

clear to such a man that the possession of Christianity cannot be obtained so cheaply 

as he thinks. Secondly, historical work is constantly constructing afresh, with every 

possible new modification, whatsoever results can be obtained from the records. By 

this means the Christian believer is constantly called upon to compare afresh that 

portrait of Jesus which he carries within him as absolute truth, with the relative truth 

obtained by historical research. And this helps us not to forget that the most 

important fact in our life cannot be given to us once for all, but must be continually 

laid hold of afresh with all our soul.925 

 

As one might expect, Herrmann, in a review of Troeltsch’s Die Absolutheit des 

Christentums und die Religionsgeschichte (The Absoluteness of Christianity and 

the History of Religions) agrees with Troeltsch “that no one can come to regard 

Christianity as the absolute religion by means of historical science.”926 But as we 

have seen, Herrmann believes, in distinction from Troeltsch, that Christian faith 

is connected to a religious reality that is separate from the natural world 

examined by the scientist. Christianity is, so to say, immune to historical 

criticism. So Herrmann’s theological response to the historical-critical challenge 

was completely different from Troeltsch’s full embrace of the historical 

consciousness. 

 This also means that Herrmann, on this issue, is very far removed from 

Ritschl, who, as has become clear, thought that historical criticism has a most 

important role to play in the theologian’s work. Herrmann allows complete 

freedom to historical-critical examination of the biblical documents and the 

historical development of Christianity in the conviction that the inner life of 

Jesus, the ground of faith, cannot be shaken by historical reason because it has 

no external basis outside itself. Given Ritschl’s apologetic use of historical science 

to prove the scientific nature and correctness of his interpretation of Christian 

faith, it comes as no surprise that the relationship between Ritschl and Herrmann 

became strained quite quickly. This can be seen, for instance, in that Ritschl had 

a hard time to find anything of value in Herrmann’s Der Verkehr der Christen 

mit Gott. Herrmann, on his part, argued that Ritschl’s way of basing his 

theological doctrines on history and deriving them from the Bible made him the 

last representative of an antiquated orthodox dogmatics.927  
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 It is also interesting to note at this point that Herrmann, in an essay written 

in 1906, claimed that Ritschl naively tried to combine a theological or religious 

application of the results of historical research with the demand of a free and 

presuppositionless historical interpretation of the Christian religion.928 From 

Herrmann’s perspective, only tensions can be the result of such attempts to hold 

together the relativity of historical reason with the certainty that religious faith 

demands. But Herrmann’s criticism of Ritschl on this issue was wide of the mark. 

As has become clear in our study, Ritschl rejected the very idea of a 

presuppositionless historical writing and he was not impressed by those who 

claimed that one cannot reach a historically credible interpretation of Jesus if one 

takes religious faith as one’s starting point. Nevertheless, Herrmann was 

probably right that Ritschl was not fully aware of the problem that the relativity 

of all historical interpretations poses for his way of integrating theology and 

historical criticism. 

 Troeltsch, Harnack, and Herrmann were also important representatives of 

cultural Protestantism, and shared, as such, many bourgeois values with Ritschl, 

as well as his general ambition to demonstrate the relevance of Protestant faith 

as a culture-shaping force. But in the end, Troeltsch, Harnack, and Herrmann all 

bear witness to the breakdown of Ritschl’s grand theological synthesis among his 

disciples. It is also interesting to note that Troeltsch’s, Harnack’s, and 

Herrmann’s own projects appear flawed today as well. The anti-supernaturalist 

bias of Troeltsch’s historical-critical method is called into question by theologians 

and philosophers alike. Moreover, few contemporary theologians and historians 

would agree with Harnack that it is possible to detach the simple gospel or the 

essence of Christianity from dogmatic forms, or to separate – in a simple way – 

this essence from the “husk” of its cultural expressions. Neither does Herrmann’s 

neo-Kantian restriction of religion to an inner reality completely separated from 

the natural world seem like a very attractive systematic-theological option today. 

 In any case, Troeltsch, Harnack, and Herrmann were, in contrast to Ritschl, 

not willing to fundamentally ground their modern accounts of Christian faith in 

the revelation of God in the historical Jesus – this theological path was no longer 

available after Weiss and Schweitzer, or so they thought. It is therefore the case 

that Troeltsch, Herrmann, and Harnack, albeit in different degrees, rejected one 

of the leading premises – perhaps the most important one – of Ritschl’s 

theological method. It has also been indicated above that they developed specific 

aspects of Ritschl’s research program and to some extent also with greater force 

and depth than Ritschl. 

 It has become clear that Troeltsch, Harnack, and Herrmann tried to avoid 

the theological consequences of Weiss’ and Schweitzer’s apocalyptic critique by 

separating a theological interpretation of Christian faith from exegesis and the 

historical Jesus. The first quest for the Jesus of history was further undermined 
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by William Wrede and Martin Kähler. Wrede’s Das Messiasgeheimnis in den 

Evangelien (1901; The Messianic Secret) called into question the very possibility 

of a reliable historical reconstruction of the Jesus of the gospels. And Martin 

Kähler, similarly to Herrmann, claimed, in Der sogenannte historische Jesus und 

der geschichtliche, biblische Christus (1892; The So-Called Historical Jesus and 

the Historic, Biblical Christ) that it is wrong to make Christian faith dependent 

on historical investigation, which, in his view, can only produce uncertain 

knowledge – the theologically relevant Christ of faith must be divorced from the 

historical Jesus. The attempt to reconstruct the life of the historical Jesus was to 

a large extent abandoned by exegetes after the different critiques of the first quest. 

Also, Rudolf Bultmann, Karl Barth, and many other influential theologians, more 

or less accepted the irrelevance of a historical-critical account of Jesus for 

systematic-theological reflection.929 

 However, the distinction between the Christ of faith and the Jesus of history 

has been questioned since the 1950s. Many contemporary biblical scholars are 

engaged in the project of historical Jesus-research. And it is nowadays common 

among theologians to criticize the strict separation between historical-critical 

biblical scholarship and systematic theology, and to insist on the value of 

historical research for theological reflection. After all, if the flesh-and-blood 

person Jesus of Nazareth is the primary place of God’s self-revelation, as most 

Christians have thought down the ages, then it seems that what Jesus actually 

said and did when he walked the earth must be of paramount importance for 

theology. And if  critical scholarship can give us some amount of reliable 

information about this person at the center of Christian faith, as most biblical 

scholars think today, then there seems to be no good reason to deny its relevance 

for theological work. We cannot delve further into the complex issue of the role 

of historical research in constructive theology. Important to note, however, is that 

from the perspective of contemporary biblical studies and systematic theology, 

Ritschl’s ambition to anchor theological thinking in the historical reality of Jesus 

of Nasareth as known through a historically-critically informed reception of the 

documents of the Bible does not seem as problematic as Troeltsch, Harnack, and 

Herrmann thought. 

 Nevertheless, Weiss’ and Schweitzer’s objection still stands – the 

modernized Jesus of Ritschl and many other leading representatives of 

nineteenth-century Protestant liberalism is untenable as a historical account of 

the New Testament Jesus. We have seen that the historical foundation was 

fundamental to Ritschl’s theological synthesis. But that Ritschl in the end fails in 

his ambition to unite a Christocentric, biblical, and revelation-oriented theology 

with historicist principles, late idealist metaphysics, and Kantian-influenced 

ethics, does of course not demonstrate that it is a futile and impossible project to 
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develop a scientific theology in which systematic and biblical-based theological 

reflections on Christian doctrines are consciously combined, for example, with 

historical-critical analysis and a well thought-out metaphysical framework. 

Indeed, not a few influential contemporary theologians – Wolfhart Pannenberg 

comes readily to mind – have been engaged in such an enterprise. So the problem 

with Ritschl’s project might not have been his synthesizing ambitions, but rather 

the specific historiographical, metaphysical, and ethical doctrines that he held.  

 Our discussion in the third section above also indicated that Ritschl’s 

acceptance of the idea that natural science somehow has demonstrated the 

impossibility of miracles as supernatural interventions in the material world is 

not as self-evident as he and many other nineteenth-century champions of 

historical criticism thought. We also noted that hardly any philosopher today 

would be willing to defend Lotze’s late idealism. Kantian ethics in various forms 

certainly has a decent number of followers among contemporary intellectuals, but 

its critics are also legion. This suggests that the failure of Ritschl’s theology might 

be due to its marriage to ideas and programs that are intrinsically problematic. 

 The main focus in the above analysis, however, has been to suggest that the 

modern framework of Ritschl’s theological thinking led him to a historically 

implausible biblical interpretation. Ritschl was not unaware that cultural 

contexts can have a strong and decisive impact on how theologians read the Bible 

and reflect on Christian faith. He had, for instance and as we have seen, a 

preference for attacking modern speculative theology, Protestant scholasticism, 

and medieval and patristic theology for building their doctrines on philosophical 

ideas that are incompatible with the Christian religion. Moreover, Ritschl actively 

thought about what a philosophy suitable for theology must look like. And he 

argued that theologians should only attach themselves to a philosophy that has a 

proper concept for the reality that Christianity primarily concerns, that is, the 

reality of the spirit and the will.930 It is easy in hindsight to see that Ritschl’s way 

of restricting Christian faith to a spiritual dimension of reality separate from the 

natural world is more dependent on modern philosophical ideas than the Bible. 

It is true that all forms of theologizing have philosophical implications. Theology 

can therefore never be totally separated from philosophy. But even though Ritschl 

was not unaware of this fact, the far-reaching influence on his thinking of certain 

philosophical ideas that for many today seem hopelessly outmoded illustrates 

some of the dangers connected to making theology too dependent on particular 

philosophical programs. And more generally, the strong dependence of Ritschl’s 

theology on his social location shows us that it is important for all theologians to 

consciously reflect on whether their interpretation of Christian faith is 

conditioned in a problematic way by the culture and society in which they live. 
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 But let us now end this study by returning to Ritschl and his famous 

students. It has become clear that Troeltsch, Harnack, and Herrmann had great 

difficulties with Ritschl’s claim that we must fundamentally base all Christian 

doctrines, since we find the complete and perfect revelation of God in the 

historical life of Jesus, in historical analysis of the New Testament. And we have 

seen that they continued to build on some essential aspects of Ritschl’s research 

and theology at the same time as they abandoned the arguably most important 

element in his theological method. 

 This means that we have come full circle. In the beginning of the 

introduction, we noted the general impression that Ritschl had been outshined 

by his disciples. This conclusion might be warranted if we, for instance, compare 

Ritschl’s thinking with Troeltsch’s reflections on the theological implications of a 

consistent historical-critical analysis, Harnack’s historical examination of the 

development of Christian doctrines, or with Herrmann’s theological reception of 

Kant’s philosophy. But those theologians who generally share both Ritschl’s 

emphasis on the biblical witness to God’s historical self-revelation in Jesus as the 

fundamental basis of theological reflection and his ambition to make the best 

insights of historiography, philosophy, and other disciplines theologically useful, 

cannot but find his grand theological synthesis more attractive, at least on a 

methodological level. I have argued that Ritschl’s social location had a decisive 

impact on his theological thinking, that is, that his theology in many respects was 

a theology for the Bildungsbürgertum and as such is of limited relevance today. 

But this far-reaching adaption of Christianity to the conditions of nineteenth-

century Germany notwithstanding, our investigation has also indicated that there 

are yet lessons to be learned from Ritschl’s responses to the intellectual 

challenges of his time. In other words, Ritschl still warrants serious historical and 

theological attention. 
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