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Barth's Theology of Baptism 
Many years ago I set myself the rewarding task of reading the whole 13 volumes 

of Karl Barth's "Church Dogmatics", and I wondered whether I would live to complete 
it with the thousands of pages and extensive footnotes which contain much of the 
treasure of his work. However, I have just finished the last volume which was 
published as a fragment of the fourth main section he never lived or expected to 
complete: an example, as he said, of the permanently unfinished task of theology. 

Sacrament or Ordinance? 
This last volume deals with the theology of baptism which Barth intended to be 

an introduction to the section on Christian Ethics, so categorized because he came 
to believe that baptism is the basic step in Christian obedience. The whole volume 
is a profound treatment of the theology of baptism which modern Baptists cannot 
afford to neglect unless we are prepared to remain satisfied with a superficial 
understanding of our own practice and the specific contribution we have to make to 
the theology of the universal Church. 

The first part of the book consists of a detailed argument against interpreting 
baptism as a sacrament: the retraction of a view he originally held, but reversed as 
the result of the work of his son, Dr Markus Barth, in "Die Taufe ein Sakrament? ," 
which was published in 1951. Incidentally, the workof"this brilliant son of a brilliant 
father", as he was introduced when he came to us as a guest lecturer in the 
Department of Religion at McMaster University in Canada, is not as well known as 
it ought to be, overshadowed, to the regret of his father, by the latter's own 
international reputation. 

At any rate, Karl Barth confesses that he became convinced that the only true 
sacrament was the Incarnation of the Son of God, and that Baptism and the Lord's 
Supper are human responses in obedient faith, to Jesus Christ as Saviour and Lord. 
"Do this in remembrance of me" is the warrant for both rites, although the specific 
injunction is a:pplied to the climax of the Agape in St Paul's version of the words of 
institution; but Baptism is expounded as following in the footsteps of Jesus when 
he submitted himself to immersion by John in the river Jordan. 

This interpretation will be found congenial to those Baptists whose emphasis is 
on the faith of the candidate rather than on the pledge of the prevenient grace of God 
in redemption and conversion. Because of this, they will readily respond to Barth's 
conclusion that infant baptism, in that it is not a response in obedient faith to the 
finished work of Christ, is an error perpetuated by the Church from early times. But 
we should not too hastily claim Barth as a convert to conventional Baptist theology; 
the weight of the "Church Dogmatics" as a whole is a massive challenge to simple 
fideism and raises fundamental questions about treating the Lord's Supper and 
Baptism as mere ordinances or human responses to divine commands. 

Christ: the Totality of Revelation? 
Central to Barth's theology is his conviction that the redemption of all creation, 

including the whole of humankind, was accomplished by the death and resurrection 
of Jesus Christ, and that, therefore, the benefits of his passion are pledged to 
believers and unbelievers alike. The difference between them is that the former have 
awoken to their inheritance whereas the latter have not. This was the point at which 
Barth decisively parted company with Calvin and his doctrine of double predestination. 
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For Barth, Christian ethics, which begins with obedience to the summons to be 
baptised, depends on there being no separation between the risen and exalted Lord 
and those he came to save, 'but only a companionship in which He Himself has set 
them as the One who has been raised again from the dead and lives, who was and 
is and will be in the power of the eternal will of God triumphing in his death, the 
crucified Lord of all men and therefore their Lord, and now their Lord in particular 
because it is not hidden from them, hut revealed to them, that He is the Lord of all 
men and therefore their Lord.' 

This unequivocal emphasis on the universal efficacy of the work Of Christ has 
its negative counterpart in Barth's reluctance to discern the revelation of God 
anywhere else. lt is true that early on in the Church Dogmatics he acknowledged that 
'God may speak to us through Russian communism or a flute concerto, a 
blossoming shrub or a dead dog'. And he adds that 'We shall do well to listen to Him 
if He really does so', but he qualifies this by saying that the Church is not 
commissioned to include it in its proclamation. 

Consequently, Barth places his main emphasis on the transformation of the 
human condition by the work of Christ alone, in which human beings have no part 
to play, whether they are believers or not. The awakening of faith is the work of the 
Holy Spirit, not a human achievement. As he says in the introduction to the chapter 
on "The Holy Spirit and Christian Hope", 'The Holy Spirit is the enlightening powe.r 
in which Jesus Christ, overcoming the falsehood and condemnation of sinful man, 
causes him, as a member of His community, to become one who may move towards 
his final and yet also his immediate future in hope in Him, i.e., in confident, patient 
and cheerful expectation of His new coming to consummate the revelation ofthe will 
of God fulfilled in Him". 

Thus, our incorporation into the body of Christ is fulfilled by the Holy Spirit who 
guarantees to us the redemption once and for all accomplished in the crucifixion and 
resurrection of Jesus. What place, then, has faith in bringing this to fulfilment? Not 
as a human achievement, which has so often been presented as such in evangelical 
circles, but as the acknowledgement of what is already accomplished. This radical 
objectivism leaves us no part whatsoever to play in our salvation, and human 
freedom seems to be restricted by Barth to the field of ethics and the exercise of 
obedience. That is why, I believe, he refuses to allow, that which have traditionally 
been called "sacraments" in the history of the Church, to be so designated; for 
"sacrament" has come to be interpreted as an initiative of God whereby he exercises 
his grace in incorporating men and women into the Body of Christ and sustaining 
them in their spiritual pilgrimage, According to Barth, God has done everything 
necessary for our salvation and growth in grace by the representative sacrifice of 
Christ and by making it effective in our lives by the power of the Holy Spirit. Nothing 
else is required for our spiritual growth. The ordinances of the Church, including 
Baptism, are human signs of obedience, indicating our acceptance of the 
transformation of the human condition of which we are made participants. 

The Waters of Grace and Faith. 
lt is not surprising that most theologians have not been able to accept Barth's 

restriction of revelation, particularly as it seems to apply to God's dynamic activity 
in the world. If God is active throughout his creation, this must surely apply to the 
Church and its sacraments. Baptism understood as the rite of incorporation into the 
Body of Christ, cannot be a purely human activity in which God has no direct part. 
This would be repudiated by Baptist theologians such as the late Wheeler Robinson, 
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as well as by those representing the traditions which practice infant baptism. A way 
has to be found of holding together the initiative of God and the response of believers 
which does not elirrlinate either from the equation. 

Granted the powerful case that Barth makes out and its congeniality to much 
traditional Baptist teaching, I remain unconvinced that the last word has been said 
on this subject. As far as Baptists are concerned, can the grace of God be so easily 
written out of human response as is commonly the case, and is too much reliance 
being placed on the constancy of faith? As I grow older, I find I place more and more 
trust in the grace of God and less and less on my own faltering faith: a theme 
underlined in the last pages of Barth's work. 

However, the repudiation of Baptism as a sacrament leads Barth in the second 
part of the book to the most thorough critique of the practice of infant baptism I have 
read anywhere. He is particularly hard on Luther's and Calvin's attempts to defend 
the practice and concludes that the universal Church has been in error since early 
times in perpetuating it. He looks to the kind of theological critique which he has 
undertaken to be an essential factor in the continuing reformation to which the 
Church is summoned. 

A triumphalist Baptist response to this conclusion of Barth's great work would be 
completely out of place. He is calling for the whole Church - and that includes 
Baptists- to rethink and deepen its theology in acknowledgement of its inadequacy, 
leading to an eschatological unity which would make denominations obsolescent, 
That is where I find I have to take my stand in old age, venturing to call myself a 
Christian without attaching to it any denominational label.. We are all pilgrims with 
an inadequate theology, but daring to trust that our Lord will bring us to the fulfilment 
of hope which he has promised. 

Footnotes: 
1 Church Dogmatics, VoiiV, part 2, p520 (T & T Cl ark, 1958) 

ibid., p.521 
ibid., Vol1, part 1. p60 (T & T Clark, 1936) 
ibid., VoiiV, part3.ii. p902 

Paul Rowntree Clifford 

Guidelines for Missionary 
Candidates or Enquirers 

This is offered as assistance for those who guide prospective missionary 
candidates, i.e. for pastors. In my service with BMS and from my experience 
counselling candidates, I found that a number of ministers felt fairly inadequate to 
guide prospective missionary candidates. So this is an outline guide far pastors 
when a member tells him/her that they think God is calling them to Missionary 
Service. 

Questions to be asked or guidance to be offered to the candidate. 
1. Check on your spiritual life and condition. Are you really fully committed to the 

Lord in love, gratitude, obedience? See Romans 12: 1-2. Is Christ really number 
one in your life? Are you totally committed to Him and seeking NOW to do his 
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