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The pages of Modern Theology have become the most recent venue for the
decades-long debate about Karl Barth’s interpretation of the analogia entis. In
large part, this debate turns upon the question of whether or not Barth
accurately interpreted the theology of Erich Przywara, because it was Przy-
wara’s version of the analogia entis that originally prompted Barth to label it
“the invention of the Antichrist” in Church Dogmatics I/1.1 In a paired set of
articles appearing in Modern Theology in 2005 and 2006, John Betz issued one
of the strongest defenses of Przywara’s theology to date, and this defense was
built, in part, upon a twofold critique of Barth.2 First, Betz argued that Barth’s
rejection of Przywara’s analogia entis was based upon a “scant understanding
of Przywara’s doctrine” and that Barth “never grasped what a first reading of
the relevant texts should have revealed”.3 Second, he insisted that, without an
analogia entis, Barth’s theology inevitably “teeters between contradiction and
identity” and eventually leads to a “complete overpowering of the creature”.4

In an article appearing in Modern Theology in 2007, Kenneth Oakes responded
to Betz’ second criticism by turning to Barth’s mature account of the human
as covenant partner.5 In this article, I respond to Betz’ first criticism about the
accuracy of Barth’s interpretation of Przywara’s analogia entis.

Betz’ first criticism is given currency by the clear shift in Barth’s tone with
respect to the analogia entis late in his career. For example, nearly a decade
after his initial rejection of the analogia entis, Barth publicly admitted that he
could be convinced to change his mind about the doctrine. This remark
comes in Church Dogmatics II/1 while Barth is discussing a pair of essays by
Gottlieb Söhngen, who had argued both that the formulation “analogia entis
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within an analogia fidei” represents the true Catholic view and that this
formula alleviates Barth’s concerns with the doctrine.6 Barth responds by
saying that, if Söhngen’s account of is correct, “then naturally I must with-
draw my earlier statement that I regard the analogia entis as ‘the invention of
the Antichrist’ ”.7 He insists that he is not ready to do so, however, because he
is not convinced that Söhngen’s position represents the true Catholic view.8

Yet, after Hans Urs von Balthasar takes up and defends the accuracy of
Söhngen’s account, Barth seems to be convinced, because he stops criticizing
the analogia entis altogether.9 This newfound silence about an issue that once
had been so central for him has led many interpreters to conclude that Barth
finally realized that he had misunderstood Przywara and, in response, quietly
silenced his criticism and changed his position.10 Such conclusions provide
the foundation for Betz’ criticisms.

These conclusions, however, stand at odds with Barth’s own public
accounts of his development with respect to the analogia entis. When asked
about the issue near the end of his life, Barth admits saying “nasty” things
about the analogia entis, and he also acknowledges that his views about the
role of analogy in theology changed over the course of his career. Even so, he
remains firmly committed to his rejection of the analogia entis: “I have not
changed my mind”.11 Was Barth unwilling to admit his mistake? Did he
simply fail to recognize that his theology had developed and changed in the
way his interpreters claimed? To put the question more sharply: is it correct
to say that Barth rejected Przywara’s analogia entis because he misinterpreted
it, and then at least implicitly retracted his criticism later on? Or is Barth
correct to say that he did not make a mistake or implicitly adopt the analogia
entis into his own theology?

In this article, I will show that, in fact, Barth’s self-perception is correct.
Contrary to the claims made by Betz and others, Barth did not reject the
analogia entis because he misinterpreted it. Rather, he rejected it on the basis of
an accurate account of its meaning and content provided to him personally by
Przywara. Barth also did not change his mind about his rejection the analogia
entis. While his response to the analogia entis did change over time, he never
retracted, either explicitly or implicitly, his rejection of it—nor should he have
done so. In other words, despite significant developments both in Barth’s
thought and in Roman Catholic theology in the decades that followed, Barth
justly maintained his original rejection of Przywara’s analogia entis.

The key to defending these claims will be to address the question of the
accuracy of Barth’s interpretation of Przywara’s analogia entis and to provide
a clear account of his reasons for rejecting it. Answering this question will be
the burden of the first and second sections of this article, and they will
provide a response to Betz’ first criticism. Then, with this response in hand,
we will be in a position in the third section to see if Barth, admittedly or not,
changed his mind late in his career. Our answer to this question will put us
in a position to make the case that Barth’s critics cannot simply dismiss
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Barth’s critiques of the analogia entis as the product of a now-retracted mis-
understanding, but that they must engage Barth’s material concerns about
the doctrine more directly and seriously. In other words, the table is now set
for a true debate over the core doctrinal issues that initially prompted Barth
to reject Przywara’s doctrine.

I. Barth’s Encounter with Przywara

The most important event with respect to Karl Barth’s interpretation of the
analogia entis is Erich Przywara’s visit to Barth’s seminar on Thomas Aquinas
at the University of Münster on February 5–6, 1929. Student protocols from
this seminar provide first-hand testimony of both Barth’s initial impressions
as he discussed Przywara’s written account of the analogia entis and Przy-
wara’s explanation and defense of the analogia entis to Barth and his students
during his visit.12 When examined in light of Barth’s initial public rejection of
the analogia entis a few weeks later, it becomes clear that Barth’s understand-
ing of the meaning and content of the analogia entis, as well as his rejection of
it, arise directly from this encounter with Przywara.

Reading Przywara
Barth regularly invited scholars to visit his seminars at the University of
Münster, and given Przywara’s recognized skill as an interpreter of Catholic
theology—as well as his willingness to engage Barth directly—he was an
obvious choice for Barth’s seminar on Thomas Aquinas.13 In preparation for
Przywara’s visit, Barth and his students read the first two parts of Religion-
sphilosophie katholischer Theologie, which offered the most mature presentation
of Przywara’s thought to date.14 The book is a rich and complex work, but its
thesis is quite simple: the analogia entis, as the fundamental basis of the
Catholic theory of religion, solves the problem of God that every other phi-
losophy of religion has failed to answer.

The conviction underlying this argument is that every creature’s relation-
ship with God follows a similar pattern because everything other than God
receives its being from God in the same way. Following Aquinas, Przywara
argues that while humans can obtain some knowledge of this relationship
through philosophical reflection, they cannot recognize the full extent of it on
their own. He illustrates this fact by examining the failure of the philosophi-
cal tradition to determine the nature of the relationship between the human
consciousness and God without collapsing God into creation or completely
divorcing God from creation.15 Philosophy’s failure to find the balance
between these two extremes leaves humanity in tension and despair, because
humans have no true knowledge of God or their own being. The solution to
this problem, clearly, is to discover and articulate the correct pattern of God’s
relationship with humanity. For Przywara, this solution is found in the
Roman Catholic Church, because the Church—as the continuing manifesta-
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tion of the incarnation within the world—reveals the true pattern of crea-
turely existence, the analogia entis, in its own being and life.

Przywara builds his account of the analogia entis upon the foundation of
Aquinas’ distinction between essence and existence. For Aquinas, of course,
God is being, and as such, he is utterly distinct from creatures that have their
being by participation in his divine being. This distinction manifests itself in
the difference between the essence and existence of God and that of the
creature.16 In the creature, essence and existence are not identical because,
while essence subsists in the creature, existence is something the creature
receives. In contrast, God’s essence is to be, meaning that God’s essence and
existence are one and the same.17 Thus, as Aquinas says, “God alone is being
identical with essence, [while] in every creature . . . there must be found its
essence or nature on the one hand, and its being on the other, which it acquires
from God whose essence is his being”.18 Przywara summarizes this distinction
by arguing that, like God, the creature has a unity of essence and existence, but
unlike God, the creature’s unity is one of “tension” rather than identity. This
tension, he says, stems from the fact that the creature’s essence is only realized
“over or above [its] existence”, meaning that it cannot be considered apart
from its relationship with God, in whom the creature has its being.19

This idea is the key to understanding what Przywara means when he talks
about the human existing in an “analogy of being” with God. The human, he
argues, is

similar to God through the possession of a unity of essence and existence,
but even in this similarity it is essentially dissimilar to God because, in
God, the unity of essence and existence is that of identity, whereas in the
creature, the unity of essence and existence is one of tension. Now since
the relation of essence and existence is the essence of “being,” so God and
the creature are in “being” similar and dissimilar—that is, they are analo-
gous to one another: and this is what we mean by analogia entis, analogy
of being.20

For Przywara, the key implication of this analogy is that, because the
creature’s being can only be understood in light of its relationship with God,
the creature’s existence itself is a revelation of God. He explains this idea by
describing the relationship between God and the creature as “open
upwards”.21 This means that, on the one hand, the very fact of the creature’s
existence testifies to God as its source, and, on the other hand, God is utterly
distinct from the creature because the creature remains dependent upon God
for its existence at every moment. Or, as Przywara puts it: “God as the pure
‘Is’ is, on the one side, so inward to the creation that the transient ‘is’ of the
creation is only from him and in him—and yet on the other side, differentiated
from the creation, above it as the pure ‘Is’, for whom no relationship to
anything which is ‘becoming’ is in any way possible”.22 This construal, as
Przywara sees it, stands as the great contribution the analogia entis makes to
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the problem of God relationship with humanity. Unlike all other philosophi-
cal attempts to address this problem, the analogia entis neither collapses God
into creation nor divorces God from it; rather, it demonstrates that every
creature’s being is a participation in the being of the immanent yet utterly
transcendent God who stands in constant relationship with it.23

The student protocols from Barth’s seminar show that Barth and his stu-
dents carefully and critically considered this argument as they read the first
two parts of Przywara’s book, and it is clear from their discussions that they
have an accurate grasp of the analogia entis. For example, on the second week
of their study of the book, a student presented an account of Przywara’s
description of the analogia entis in the text.24 In her presentation, she works
carefully through the distinction Przywara draws between the essence and
existence of God and that of the creature, and she points out that, in the
analogia entis, the dissimilarity between God and the human is due to
the difference between the identity of God’s essence and existence and
the tension of the human’s essence and existence. She makes it clear that this
tension leads to Przywara’s account of the relationship between God and the
human as “open upwards” in the analogia entis.25 The student’s presentation,
in short, reflects Przywara’s argument accurately.

As they consider this argument more deeply, however, the students in
Barth’s seminar begin to raise criticisms, especially about Przywara’s starting
point. They note that Przywara begins with an examination of the human
consciousness and uses it to demonstrate both the failures of modern reli-
gious philosophy and the successes of the analogia entis.26 The students worry
that, by focusing on the human consciousness, Przywara begins with an
abstract concept rather than the concrete reality of the human. Human being,
they argue, is determined at every moment by the reality of sin, but Przywara
never talks about the sinful human being at all. For him, the pattern of the
relationship between God and humanity in the analogia entis stems solely
from the fact that humans are created by God, and this relationship remains
intact despite sin and apart from a second act of grace. The students are
concerned that this account of human being is a distortion, because the reality
of sin makes it impossible to talk about the human’s relationship with God in
light of God’s act of creation alone. In their view, rather, one must begin with
God’s revelation in Jesus Christ, since this revelation exposes both the reality
of human sin and the human need for reconciliation and grace. Barth’s
students conclude that, because he ignores the reality of sin, Przywara’s
description of the human and the analogia entis is based upon an ideal picture
of human being rather than actual human being.27

Przywara’s Visit to Barth’s Seminar
This criticism goes to the heart of Przywara’s proposal, and Przywara
addressed it personally during his visit to Barth’s seminar the following
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week.28 He began his visit on the evening of February 5 by presenting a
lengthy lecture on “The Catholic Church Principle”. In light of the criticism
raised by Barth’s class, one aspect of Przywara’s argument in this lecture
stands out. Przywara explains to Barth’s students that one of the distinctions
between Protestant and Roman Catholic theology is their divergent portrayal
of the nature of God’s revelation in history.29 Roman Catholics, he says,
believe that God’s revelation occurs in the visible Church, and it does so
precisely because the Church functions as the continuing manifestation of the
incarnation in the world. As the “creaturely-visible form of God” in history,
the Church reveals the pattern of God’s relationship to the world as a whole,
because every other manifestation of this relationship—including its mani-
festation in God’s relation with human beings in particular—follows this
same pattern.30 This argument points us to how Przywara answers the ques-
tions raised by Barth and his students. He believes he is justified in starting
with the human consciousness in his book because creaturely existence in
general relates to God in the same pattern as God relates to the Church in
particular. To start with the human consciousness, therefore, is not to start
with the abstract or the ideal; it is to start from the reality that God’s act of
creation corresponds to God’s act “in Christ in the Church”.31 In other words,
once one recognizes the analogia entis as the pattern of God’s relationship
with humanity in the Church, one can look elsewhere—including the human
consciousness—and recognize the pattern working there as well.

In his discussion with Barth’s students the following morning, Przywara
defends this idea by appealing to the Catholic principle that “grace does not
destroy but supports and perfects nature”. In his view, this principle provides
the theological basis for understanding how and why the knowledge of God
available in the Catholic Church stands in line with the knowledge of God
humans can obtain through philosophical reflection upon their own exist-
ence.32 The necessity of God’s justifying grace, he says, does not mean that
nature is “abolished or dropped” as if sin negates the reality that creatures
have their being by participation in God’s being.33 Instead, grace must be seen
“doubly”—both as created and uncreated—meaning that God’s act of grace
in creation cannot ultimately contradict or be opposed to his act of grace in
Jesus Christ.34 For Przywara, the creation of the world is a concrete act of
grace in which God reveals himself: “the concrete God,” he tells Barth’s
students, “reveals himself in this concrete way”.35 For this reason, we are
justified in saying that the knowledge of God available through philosophical
reflection on God’s revelation in creation—and specifically, through reflec-
tion upon human existence and being—stands in line with, and can be
perfected and fulfilled by, the knowledge of God available through God’s
revelation in the Church. “Revelation”, he argues, “does not destroy but
supports and perfects reason”.36 One cannot come to a full grasp of God’s
self-revelation by philosophical reflection upon human existence alone, of
course, but as one looks back at this existence from the standpoint of God’s
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revelation in the Church, one can recognize that, in fact, this reflection points
us to the God who is both in and over human existence.

This answer explains why Przywara felt justified in beginning his book
with an examination of the failures of various philosophies of religion to
understand the relationship between God and the human consciousness. In
his view, the imperfect knowledge provided through philosophy can be
perfected by the revealed knowledge found in the Roman Catholic Church—
and specifically by the Church’s central principle, the analogia entis. This
means that, for Przywara, we simply cannot dismiss what we know of God
on the basis of the act of creation in light of God’s revelation to the Church,
as if the one cancels out the other. Rather, God’s revelation in creation and his
revelation in the Church work hand-in-hand, with the latter revelation per-
fecting the former.37 Philosophical reflection upon the nature of human exist-
ence inevitably leads us to consider humanity’s relationship with God; at the
same time, the revelation of “God in Christ in the Church” directs the Catho-
lic Church to recognize the analogia entis as the pattern of God’s relationship
with humanity in general.38 This means that the bridge between philosophi-
cal reflection upon human existence, on the one hand, and the revelation of
God to the Church, on the other, is found in the fact that God’s revelation in
creation and his revelation in the Church stand in continuity with one
another in the analogia entis. The mission of the Roman Catholic Church,
therefore, is to share the analogia entis with the world by showing the world
that it answers the question of the nature of the relationship between God
and humanity in a way that the philosophical tradition could not.

To summarize thus far: the student protocols from Barth’s Thomas Aquinas
seminar show us that Barth and his students read Przywara’s book closely
and raised strong criticisms of his argument. During his visit, Przywara
responds directly to their questions and criticisms, and he does so by pro-
viding a detailed and thorough explanation of the analogia entis. This expla-
nation not only corresponds to the account of the analogia entis Barth and his
students encountered in Przywara’s book; it stands as a strong and strident
defense of it.

II. Barth’s Rejection of Przywara’s analogia entis

Barth’s initial response to Przywara’s visit was enthusiastic. In a letter to
Eduard Thurneysen shortly after the visit, Barth calls Przywara’s lecture “a
masterpiece” and notes that Przywara “shone” in his seminar while answer-
ing questions. He also writes that Przywara “overwhelmed” him during his
personal visits to Barth’s home on the evenings of February 5 and 6, where
the topic of conversation was very likely the analogia entis.39 Barth’s enthusi-
asm, however, did not last long. In fact, just a few weeks later, Barth issues
the first of a series of public criticisms of the analogia entis. What causes this
change in tone? And does this change occur because Barth misunderstood
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the analogia entis? To answer these questions, we must turn to Barth’s lectures
on “Fate and Idea in Theology”, delivered shortly after Przywara’s visit to his
seminar, and then to Barth’s lectures on “The Holy Spirit and the Christian
Life”, delivered in October of that same year. It has long been known that
Przywara is Barth’s silent conversation partner in both of these lectures, and
that these lectures represent Barth’s first sustained criticism of the analogia
entis and his initial rejection of it.40 What has not been known, however, is just
how closely Barth’s account of the analogia entis in these lectures follows
Przywara’s defense of it during his visit to Barth’s seminar. In fact, when
these two lectures are read in light of Przywara’s visit, it is clear that Barth is
responding directly to the account of the analogia entis Przywara offered in his
book and in Barth’s seminar.

For example, in “Fate and Idea in Theology”, Barth offers the following
summary of the analogia entis:

‘God is’—what does that mean if not that God takes part in being? Then
of course the next proposition leads to the idea that God is himself being,
the origin and perfection of everything that is. In their classical form, as
set forth by Thomas Aquinas, these propositions combine with a third
which can logically be regarded as the consequence, namely, everything
that is, as such, participates in God. Everything that is exists as mere
creature in greatest dissimilarity to the Creator, yet by having being it
exists in greatest similarity to the Creator. That is what is meant by
analogia entis.41

It is important to note what Barth does not say here: he does not say that God
and humans participate in some larger “structure of being” and that an
analogy can be drawn between them on the basis of this shared participa-
tion.42 An analogy of this sort would compromise divine transcendence, and
Barth clearly recognizes that Przywara’s analogia entis does not commit this
error. Instead, Barth works through Aquinas’ logic in the same way that
Przywara does in his Religionsphilosophie: God is being, and everything other
than God exists only by participation in God’s being. Because creatures exist
by participation, they are utterly distinct from God; but because their being is
derived from God, they also exist in similarity to him. In other words, Barth’s
summary description of “what is meant” by analogia entis corresponds to
Przywara’s description of it. Barth uses this account to argue—again, follow-
ing Przywara—that the analogia entis uses the notion that creatures participate
in God’s being to establish that humans, by virtue of their creation, stand in
relationship to God and can thus come to some kind of real, though limited
and incomplete, knowledge of God by reflecting upon their own existence as
creatures. Barth concludes that this means that “the experience of God” is an
“inherent human possibility”, even if we can correctly interpret this experi-
ence only in light of the perfecting and completing revelation found in the
Church.43
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This is the point at which Barth begins to express his worries about the
analogia entis. He directs his concern to the principle Przywara raised in
Barth’s seminar: “grace does not destroy, but supports and perfects nature”.
Przywara’s version of the analogia entis is true, Barth believes, only if one
assumes that God’s revelation in Christ confirms and reinforces a “presup-
posed human capacity . . . given with our existence as such”.44 In other
words, one has to assume that what we know about God by reflecting upon
our created existence corresponds to, and is fulfilled by, what we know of
God in Jesus Christ in the Church. For Barth, however, this assumption is
built upon an incorrect account of the nature of divine revelation. When
theologians talk about God, he insists, they do not mean “God as such” but
“the God of the Christian church, the God revealed in his Word”.45 To talk
about God at all, therefore, one must talk about the God who “entered into
our own particular mode of being”.46 In other words, Barth believes that
divine revelation centers upon Jesus Christ and is governed by him at every
moment. Przywara’s understanding of divine revelation, however, encom-
passes and connects both God’s act in creation and God’s act in Jesus Christ.
For Barth, this view of revelation is too broad. If Przywara’s view were
correct, Barth argues, God’s act of grace in Christ could be seen as reinforcing
or completing knowledge already available to humans by virtue of their
creation, as if such knowledge were “given to us in the givenness of his-
tory”.47 If this were the case, “God could not be distinguished from a hidden
feature of reality as such”.48 Instead, he insists, revelation must be seen as “a
revealing”—a new, unique, and specific event where God is the sole actor
and over which God has sole control.

Barth’s argument on this point stems from his conviction that, in light of sin,
humans have no ability to know anything about God or their relationship with
God on the basis of God’s act of creation alone. Rather, for him, human
existence must be “taken up, negated and transformed” by a new act distinct
from the act of creation.49 This is why Barth cannot accept Przywara’s claim that
“revelation does not destroy but supports and perfects reason”. For Barth, to
talk about human reason at all is to talk about fallen human reason. That which
we know on the basis of our reason, he argues, leaves us locked in a prison of
“distance, alienation and hostility”, because our reason is governed at every
moment by the fallenness and inwardness of sinful human nature.50 To know
God, therefore, we need a completely new Word. The necessity of this second
and distinct Word, because it is addressed to sinners, means that the doctrine
central to the knowledge of God is not creation but justification.

Barth touches on this theme more directly in his lectures a few months later
on “The Holy Spirit and the Christian Life”. Barth’s explicit target during
most of his lectures is Augustine, but behind Augustine stands Przywara,
whom Barth labels one of Augustine’s “followers in modern times”.51 The
problem Barth finds with Augustine and Przywara is, once again, an
improper understanding of the relationship between creation and justifica-
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tion. Barth points out that while Augustine holds to justification by grace
through faith, he also insists that a believer’s justification must be actualized
through good works that are manifest in her life as she progresses in the faith.
These good works are visible signs of the inward presence of divine grace
and forgiveness. Why is this problematic? Barth thinks it conflates divine
action and human action in the Christian life by making God’s saving work
stand “in continuity with man’s created spirit” and its actions.52 That is, Barth
thinks that in Augustine’s and Przywara’s view, sin is seen merely as a
“derangement within the undisturbed continuity of man with God” that can
be overcome by an increase in “good intentions” that take the form of moral
actions.53 These actions, of course, are attributed to the work of divine grace,
but Barth thinks this is a meaningless attribution, because in reality, God’s
saving action and human moral action end up standing in continuity with
one another “under the prefix of predestination and of grace”.54 This is the
problem: Barth believes that God’s saving action is not merely supplemental
to human action; it is opposed to human action. When God acts, he argues, he
establishes “a barrier against all that is our own action”, and he does so
because humans are utterly dead in their sins.55 Sin is not merely a “distur-
bance” that exists at one moment but then “can quite as easily be . . . removed
again” by an infusion of grace.56 Rather, Barth says, God’s grace “cuts against
the grain of our existence all through”.57 The sinful human and God exist in
an “irreconcilable contradiction” with one another, and there can be no
continuity between the actions of one and the actions of the other.58

Barth, in short, is drawing the distinction between creation and justification
even starker than he had in “Fate and Idea in Theology”. Like his students,
Barth believes that Przywara’s account of the analogia entis fails to account for
the reality of human sin, because Przywara sees the human relationship with
God as a constantly-available feature of human existence that occurs because
humans have their created being by participation in God’s being. For Przy-
wara, grace must be seen “doubly”—that is, it must be seen both in God’s act
of creation and in God’s act of justification—and this is why he can speak of
God’s revelation in creation as standing in continuity with the revelation in
the Church that fulfills and perfects it. It is also the reason why he believes
that what can be known of God by means of philosophical reflection upon
created human existence stands in continuity with what is known through
divine revelation in the Church. For Barth, however, this construal means
that human action stands in continuity with God’s saving action, because
what the human can know and do naturally is perfected and fulfilled by what
God reveals and does in Jesus Christ. For him, grace cannot be seen “doubly”;
it must be viewed strictly in terms of God’s reconciling act in Christ. God’s
relationship with humanity, he says, is not a function of “an original endow-
ment” given to the creature in creation, but a “second miracle in addition to
the miracle of [the creature’s] own existence”.59 This miracle is God’s justifi-
cation of sinners in Jesus Christ.
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In sum: Barth rejects Przywara’s analogia entis because he is unwilling to
accept the notion that what we can know of God from God’s act of creation
stands in continuity with what we know of God through God’s justifying act
in Jesus Christ. This kind of continuity is unacceptable, he believes, because it
overlooks the effect of sin. This conclusion stems from Barth’s and Przywara’s
divergent views of the nature of divine revelation. For Przywara, God’s
revelation in Christ presupposes his revelation in creation, and the former
does not cancel out the latter. Conversely, for Barth, revelation is strictly
God’s Word to sinners in Jesus Christ. Fallen humans do not retain any
natural fitness for a relationship with God, nor do they have anything to
contribute to it by virtue of their createdness. Rather, Barth says, they will be
“made fit by God for God” as God relates to them in his specific, moment-
by-moment, revelation in his Word, received by the power of the Holy
Spirit.60 Any relationship humans have with God, therefore, stems from their
justification in Christ alone—not the fact that they are creatures who have
their being by participation in God’s being. The distinction between Barth’s
and Przywara’s views on these points is clear and pronounced. Barth’s rejec-
tion of Przywara’s position is based not upon a misunderstanding of it, as
Betz contends; rather, it stems from Barth’s recognition that he and Przywara
have two very different views of the content and function of divine revelation
and grace in light of the reality of human sin.

III. The Nature of Barth’s Change of Mind

This account of Barth’s rejection of Przywara’s analogia entis puts us in posi-
tion to draw two important conclusions regarding the ongoing debate about
Barth’s interpretation of the analogia entis. First, it helps us see that Barth’s
“change” with respect to the analogia entis does not include a withdrawal of
his rejection of Przywara’s version of it. After the publication of Church
Dogmatics I/1, Barth’s criticism of the analogia entis attracted much attention
from Roman Catholic theologians, and some of them worried that Barth’s
criticism had been prompted, at least in part, by the fact that Przywara was
not sufficiently clear that the analogia entis occurs only within a larger and
more specifically theological framework. Indeed, Przywara is not clear on
these matters, even in his 1932 book, Analogia Entis.61 Hans Urs von Balthasar,
for example, notes that Przywara’s work during this period can “seem like a
philosophically constructed system,” and that it was only in Przywara’s
“second period”—which took place in the decades after Barth publicly
rejected Przywara’s analogia entis—that his version of it “was set out more
clearly in all its theological contexts”.62 We see such clarity, for example, in a
1942 essay by Przywara in which he argues that the principle “grace does not
destroy but supports and perfects nature” does not, in fact, place grace in
continuity with nature in the kinds of ways Barth worried about.63 But Przy-
wara had not achieved this clarity in 1929. Indeed, based upon what Barth
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knew from his reading of Przywara’s book and his encounter with Przywara
in his seminar, it was impossible for him to have known that such a clarifi-
cation was forthcoming when he issued his initial rejection of the analogia
entis. In fact, no Roman Catholic theologian was talking about the analogia
entis with this kind of theological clarity in the years preceding Barth’s
critique of it.

Henri de Lubac’s observation that dogmatic disputes with Protestants
often put Roman Catholics on guard “against one-sided formulas which,
though harmless in the past, can be fraught with danger today” is helpful,
because something along these lines occurred in this case.64 Specifically,
Barth’s critique of the analogia entis prompted Roman Catholic theologians
to clarify the meaning and function of the analogia entis in ways that were
not possible before his critique, because it helped them recognize and guard
against the kind of unintentional one-sidedness that Przywara and others
fell into, at least in their early formulations of the analogia entis. We see such
clarifications, for example, in Gottlieb Söhngen’s argument that the analogia
entis occurs within an analogia fidei. This version of the analogia entis departs
in content and function from the version Przywara presented to Barth,
because, by laying out the theological context of the analogia entis more
explicitly, it attempts to mitigate the problem found in the type of continu-
ity between creation and justification that prompted Barth to reject Przy-
wara’s version. So, when Barth says in Church Dogmatics II/1 that if
Söhngen is correct, then he must “withdraw” his earlier statements, he is
not saying that he was wrong to reject Przywara’s version of the analogia
entis. He still rejects and always would reject this version of it. His state-
ment is an acknowledgment that the version of the analogia entis offered by
Söhngen is substantively different than the version Przywara presented to
him, because it does not have the same kind of problem—namely, the mini-
mization of the effects of sin—that had prompted him to reject Przywara’s
version.

This is why Barth later called Söhngen’s theology the harbinger “of a new
Catholic theological learning”,65 and why he says that von Balthasar’s theol-
ogy is a sign of a “Christological renaissance” in Catholic theology.66 By
explicitly placing the analogia entis within an overarching analogia fidei, they
have, in Barth’s view, listened to his critique of Przywara’s version of the
analogia entis and offered an alternative, properly theological version of it that
begins with God’s justifying work in Jesus Christ. This development helps
explain why Barth stopped expressing worries about the analogia entis late in
his career. He did not stop talking about the analogia entis because he realized
he had made a mistake or because he changed his mind about his rejection of
it; he stopped talking about it because the version of the analogia entis he
rejected in 1929 and again in the preface to Church Dogmatics I/1 was not the
same version that Söhngen, von Balthasar, or even Przywara himself were
defending in the decades that followed.67
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Second, the above account also helps us recognize that, while Barth did
move toward an analogical understanding of the relationship between God
and creation, this move does not mean that he incorporated a version of
Przywara’s analogia entis into his theology in the years after his rejection of it.
As we have seen, Barth rejected Przywara’s analogia entis in part because it
places the knowledge of God that humans have by virtue of their creation in
continuity with the knowledge of God they have in and through God’s
reconciliation of sinners in Jesus Christ. In the years that followed, however,
Barth realized that the God-world relation had to be explained in terms of
some type of a created analogy, because without such an analogy, it becomes
impossible to hold that anything one says about God’s relationship to cre-
ation has any fixed or stable meaning at all. Or, to put it in the words of one
critic, Barth realized that his early formulations had the “illusory security of
a theology which unfolds itself apart from the natural order and which, in
attempting to recreate everything, appears to find itself in possession of
nothing”.68 As late as Church Dogmatics II/1, Barth has yet to address this
problem, because in this volume, he still rejects the notion of an intrinsic
analogy between God and the human because he believes it opens the door
to the existence of the kind of continuity between God and humanity that
prompted him to reject Przywara’s analogia entis. He thus argues in CD II/1
that any analogy must be extrinsic to humans—that is, it does not occur on the
basis of something in the human, but rather, it happens to the human in the
event of revelation. By Church Dogmatics III/1, however, Barth is writing of
the human as one whose “being and nature . . . is destined, prepared, and
equipped” for God’s grace, as one who is “disposed” for this grace,69 and as
one to whom God’s “own divine form of life is not alien”.70 In other words,
by CD III/1, Barth clearly believes that the human as created stands in
continuity with the human in grace.

Does this shift in language between CD II/1 and CD III/1 mean that Barth
has incorporated a version of Przywara’s analogia entis into his own theology,
as von Balthasar and others argue?71 The answer is no, because a critical
difference remains between their views. For Przywara, the human as created
stands in continuity with the human in grace because God’s act in creation
exists as the condition of the possibility of God’s act of reconciliation in Jesus
Christ.72 This is why what humans can know of God from reflection upon
their created nature can be fulfilled and perfected by what they know of God
by faith through the revelation given in the Church. Barth rejected this kind
of continuity in his lectures of 1929, and he still rejects it in CD III/1. The
continuity he posits in his mature doctrine of analogy is of a different sort,
and the difference arises from the effect of his doctrine of election upon his
doctrine of creation. By CD III/1, Barth holds that God’s covenant of grace in
Jesus Christ is the internal basis of creation as such.73 Creation, therefore, can
never been considered apart from God’s act of reconciliation—meaning that
what humans are intrinsically is not as a function of their creation by God but
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of God’s election of them in Christ.74 This means that what humans know of
God and themselves by means of reflection upon their created nature is not
the precondition for the fulfilled and perfected knowledge that they have by
means of God’s revelation in Jesus Christ, as is the case for Przywara. Rather,
because what humans are internally is, at every moment in time, a function of
the external, justifying relation of God to them in Jesus Christ, this relation is
something that can be known through the revelation of God’s reconciling act
in Christ and this revelation alone. In short, in his mature theology, Barth
adopts an analogical understanding of God-world relation that leads to con-
tinuity between God’s act in creation and justification, but this analogy works
in reverse from the Roman Catholic one: the human as created stands in
continuity with the human in grace precisely because justification is the con-
dition of the possibility of creation.75 This construal does, in fact, leave Barth
with a type of an analogy of being, but Barth’s analogy of being is substan-
tively distinct from Przywara’s version of it. That is, for Barth, “being” itself
is determined by God’s free and eternal decision to enter into human history
in Jesus Christ in order to reconcile sinful humans. Any talk of “being” at all,
therefore, and any talk of an “analogy of being” between God and humans,
must be based solely upon this act of reconciliation and the human’s being
“in Christ” that occurs as a result of the justification of his or her sin. Barth’s
mature version of divine-human continuity, therefore, leaves no room for any
knowledge of God apart from the knowledge of humanity’s reconciliation in
and through Jesus Christ. He does not adopt a version of the analogy that
Przywara originally offered, but rather, he adopts the strongest possible
rejection of such an analogy, because the structure of Przywara’s analogy is
reversed in order to account for the problem that initially prompted Barth to
reject Przywara’s analogy: the problem of human sin. Barth’s mature account
of divine-human continuity thus stands as the fulfillment of his early rejection
of Przywara’s analogia entis rather than a retreat from it.

These conclusions help us see how a precise account of the reasons moti-
vating Barth’s rejection of Przywara’s analogia entis can clear away much of
the confusion about his interpretation of the doctrine as well as about the
changes and developments in his own view over the course of his career.
Specifically, it points us to the fact that the distinctions that propelled both
Barth’s initial rejection of the analogia entis as well as his mature alternative to
it stem from his recognition that he and Przywara had very different inter-
pretations of the doctrines of revelation, creation and justification, and that
these differences were the same kind of differences that traditionally had
divided Protestants from Roman Catholics. Barth’s rejection of the analogia
entis was not the result of a misunderstanding, therefore, but the consequence
of his recognition that Przywara stood on the other side of a doctrinal fault
line that had existed for centuries. Despite developments in his thought in
the years that followed his initial critique of Przywara, Barth always
remained on the same side of that line. Consequently, any attempt to deal
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with Barth’s rejection of the analogia entis must address these doctrines and
the question of why Barth thought the differences between Przywara’s inter-
pretation of them and his own were so crucial. To dismiss Barth’s rejection of
the analogia entis as if it were the result of a mere mistake is to fail to recognize
why this debate, and these doctrines, matter at all.
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