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Although this is a common thing that theologians disagree, it is important to notice when 

leading theologians are at odds about important issues. 

The case I have in mind is the difference between Barth and Niebuhr about Barth’s 

speech at the Amsterdam World Council of Churches. This difference I wish to call to your 

attention for several reasons. First it gives us a statement of one of the leading speakers at this 

conference, namely, Karl Barth. This has not been called to our attention in our church papers 

yet, but it has been emphasized for the second time with almost the same quotations from Barth’s 

speech in “Time” magazine. And I am sure you will agree that Barth’s idea is striking, which 

impresses us as very close to the truth and as altogether contrary to prevailing religious opinion. 

The second reason for my calling your attention to this is that here we have two theologians, one 

from Europe and one from our United States, Barth a leading theologian, and Niebuhr who has 

been recognized as a leading exponent of the Barthian theology in America, who now differ as to 

the practical application of their theology. My third reason for quoting these statements of 

opinion is to acquaint us with current comments as to the task of the Church and to be an 

incentive for our youth to think about the issues and form Biblical views of our calling in the 

future. 

In Time, of November 8, we read the following, “Last week, in the pages of the Christian 

Century, U.S. Theologian Reinhold Niebuhr attacked ‘continental’ theology for having its head 

in the clouds. His target was the continental theologians chief spokesman, Karl Barth. 

“Big, bearlike Karl Barth of Basel, Switzerland, had jolted the Amsterdam delegates with 
a speech on the text. ‘Take counsels together and it shall come to naught. . . . for God is with us.’ 

(Isaiah 8:10). ‘Perhaps’ he said, ‘the much-regretted absence of either Roman Catholic or 

Russian Orthodox delegates we should now praise and thank was God’s doing. ‘I propose that 

we should now praise and thank God, that it pleases Him to stand so clearly in the way of our 

plans.’ Barth warned the churchmen that their job was to bear witness to the Gospel—not to 

presume to the world-saving functions reserved for God Himself. Said he, ‘We ought to give’ up. 

. . every thought that the care of the Church, the care of the world, is our care. . . For just this is 

the final root and ground of all human disorder; the dreadful, godless, ridiculous opinion that 

man is the Atlas who is destined to bear the dome of heaven upon his shoulders.’ 

“Says Theologian Niebuhr: ‘Barth is preaching a dangerous doctrine. The care of the 

Church is most certainly our care,’ and to prove it he cites Saint Paul (I Cor. 12). Barth’s 

emphasis on ‘what we cannot do,’ is really a temptation to Christians ‘to share the victory and 

the glory of the risen Lord' without undergoing the trials, perplexities, and decisions—the ‘cru-

cifixion of the self which is the scriptural presupposition of a new life’. . .” 

It would be interesting to have the entire speech of Barth. From this excerpt we can say 

that he is certainly speaking the truth. It can be seen that Niebuhr misses the point. The editor of 

Time magazine makes this startling remark in giving the gist of the differences. “U. S. 

Protestants are inclined to be simple-minded do-gooders with a busy-bee, ‘social- worker’ 

concept of religion that comes perilously close to the Pelagian heresy.’ “European Protestants 

spend too much time thinking about God and Scripture, not enough in helping their neighbor.” It 

is questionable whether the editor of Time really is fair to European theologians. At least we 

could add that the correct position is to speak the Word of God also and not only contemplate it 



and that that also includes works of faith. There is evidence here of a failure to recognize the 

power of the Word of God and the Spirit of God, that the battle and the victory is the Lord’s. 
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