Karl Barth on the Nature and Task of
Theology

1.20

Over the period 10-12 April 1934, Karl Barth delivered three lectures on theology to the Free
Protestant Theological Faculty at Paris. This extract from Barth's lecture on 'Theology" sets
out a vision of the inspirational nature of the subject, and mounts a vigorous protest against
any temptation to "professionalize" the subject. Theology is a matter for the church, not for
some professional elite. In many ways, Barth's ideas can be seen as a theological extension
of the Reformation doctrine of the "priesthood of all believers." See also 7.10.
Source: Karl Barth, "Theology," in God in Action (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1936), pp. 39-57. Used with
permission of the publisher.
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Of all the sciences which stir the head and heart, theology is the fairest. It
is closest to human reality, and gives us the clearest view of the truth after
which all science quests. It best illustrates the time-honored and profound
word: "Fakultat." It is a landscape, like the landscape of Umbria or Tuscany, in which distant perspectives are always clear. Theology is a masterpiece, as well-planned and yet as bizarre as the cathedrals of Cologne and
Milan. What a miserable lot of theologians - and what miserable periods
there have been in the history of theology - when they have not realized
this! ...
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The task which is laid upon theology, and which it should and can fulfil,
is its service in the Church, to the Lord of the Church. It has its definite
function in the Church's liturgy, that is, in the various phases of the Church's
expression; in every reverend proclamation of the gospel, or in every proclaiming reverence, in which the Church listens and attends to God. Theology does not exist in a vacuum, nor in any arbitrarily selected field, but in
that province between baptism and confirmation, in the realm between the
Scriptures and their exposition and proclamation. Theology is, like all other
functions of the Church, uniquely based upon the fact that God has spoken
to humanity and that humanity may hear his Word through grace. Theology is an act of repentant humility, which is presented to humanity through
his fact. This act exists in the fact that in theology the Church seeks again
and again to examine itself critically as it asks itself what it means and
implies to be a Church among humanity ...
The task of theology consists in again and again reminding the people in
the Church, both preachers and congregations, that the life and work of the
Church are under the authority of the gospel and the law, that God should
be heard ... It has to be a watchman so as to carefully observe that constant
threatening and invasive error to which the life of the Church is in danger,
because it is composed of fallible, erring, sinful people ...
Theology is not a private subject for theologians only. Nor is it a private
subject for professors. Fortunately, there have always been pastors who
have understood more about theology than most professors. Nor is theology a private subject of study for pastors. Fortunately, there have repeatedly been congregation members, and often whole congregations, who have
pursued theology energetically while their pastors were theological infants
or barbarians. Theology is a matter for the Church.

