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The Personal is the (Academic-)Political: Why Care About The Love Lives of Theologians? 

Introduction: Ways of Contextualising Theology 

What might be learned, for theology, from the recent flurry of interest in the complex love triangle 

of Nelly Barth, Charlotte von Kirschbaum and Karl Barth ʹ and is that flurry of interest any more than 

ƚŚĞ ƚŚĞŽůŽŐŝĐĂů ǁŽƌůĚ͛Ɛ ĞƋƵŝǀĂůĞŶƚ ŽĨ ĐĞůĞďƌŝƚǇ ŐŽƐƐŝƉ͍ Following the release in the early 2000s of 

archival material relating to those relationships, ChriƐƚŝĂŶĞ TŝĞƚǌ͛Ɛ 2016 presentation to the Karl 

Barth Society of North America, and its subsequent publication in Theology Today, raised a storm in 

certain sections of the English-language theological blogosphere. This was perhaps surprising, since, 

as many have acknowledged, the basic shape of the story had been known for many years. 1 The 

purpose of this article is not to re-examine that story, either for itself or for what it tells us about any 

of the three main characters.2  MǇ ŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚ ŝƐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ͚ƐƚŽƌǇ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƐƚŽƌǇ͛ ʹ how and why it is told, and 

what that tells us about contemporary theology. Why would, and why should, anyone care about 

the love life ʹ or to be more precise (as the narrators often are) the sex life ʹ of theologians?  

In what follows, I explore some features of how the story has been told, in and since the Tietz 

presentation and article ʹ as a starting-point for asking what can be learned, for and about the 

discipline of theology, from the sudden (if localised) upsurge of interest in the Barths and von 

Kirschbaum. Before engaging in detail with any retellings of the story, however, it is worth asking 

whether there are good reasons in principle why theologians might care about the love lives and 

domestic arrangements of the fellow theologians whose work they study and cite.  Stephen Plant, in 

his recent article on the subject, offers a prima facie plausible and important starting-point; in this, 

incidentally, he differs from Tietz, who discusses in her paper whether it is morally justifiable for her 

to read the personal correspondence that is the basis of her article, but does not ask why she or 

anyone else would think it was worth doing so. Plant writes, in the introduction to a section on the 

Church Dogmatics and other texts͗ ͚I take the view that ideas don't generate themselves, and that 

therefore any history of ideas that does not take into account the material conditions of their 

ŐĞŶĞƌĂƚŝŽŶ ǁŝůů ƚĞŶĚ ƚŽ ĨůǇ ŽĨĨ ŝŶƚŽ ĂďƐƚƌĂĐƚ ŝĚĞĂůŝƐŵ͛.3 

Spelled out, the claim advanced here is not unusual, and indeed is rather widely assumed in 

contemporary theological work ʹ certainly in any theological work that has learned anything from 

liberation and contextual theologies, from the nouvelle theologie, or from a myriad of other 

ŵŽǀĞŵĞŶƚƐ ƐĞĞŬŝŶŐ ƚŽ ƉĂǇ ĚƵĞ ĂƚƚĞŶƚŝŽŶ ĨƌŽŵ Ă ƚŚĞŽůŽŐŝĐĂů ƉĞƌƐƉĞĐƚŝǀĞ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ͚ŵĂƚĞƌŝĂů ĐŽŶĚŝƚŝŽŶƐ͛ 
of ideas. In order to be good readers, we need to recognise ʹ so the implied argument goes ʹ that 

intellectual work is produced by flesh-and-blood people in particular locations and situations, and 

these locations and situations shape what can be said and how it can be said. More to the point, 

Christian theologians should be particularly attentive to this materiality, this flesh-and-blood 

character, of theology just because at the heart of their endeavour is the logos of God made flesh 

and blood.  

Various accounts would be possible of what difference (in general) such awareness might make to 

the reading of theology ʹ ǁŚĂƚ ŝƚ ǁŽƵůĚ ůŽŽŬ ůŝŬĞ͕ ŝŶ PůĂŶƚ͛Ɛ ƚĞƌŵƐ͕ ŶŽƚ ƚŽ ͚ĨůǇ ŽĨĨ ŝŶƚŽ ĂďƐƚƌĂĐƚ 

                                                             
1 FŽƌ Ă ĚĞƚĂŝůĞĚ ĂĐĐŽƵŶƚ ŽĨ ǁŚŝĐŚ  ͕ƐĞĞ CŚƌŝƐƚŝĂŶĞ TŝĞƚǌ  ͕͚KĂƌů BĂƌƚŚ ĂŶĚ CŚĂƌůŽƚƚĞ ǀŽŶ KŝƌƐĐŚďĂƵŵ͕͛ Theology 

Today, 74/2 (2017), pp. 86-111, here pp. 86-88.  
2 I acknowledge with gratitude invaluable discussions with Ben Fulford, Tom Greggs, Mike Higton and 

Susannah Ticciati, as well as the advice of the SJT editor and the anonymous reviewers. I take full responsibility 

for the views expressed here, and for the defects of the finished article. 
3 “ƚĞƉŚĞŶ PůĂŶƚ͕ ͚WŚĞŶ KĂƌů MĞƚ LŽůůŽ͗ TŚĞ OƌŝŐŝŶƐ ĂŶĚ CŽŶƐĞƋƵĞŶĐĞƐ ŽĨ KĂƌů BĂƌƚŚ͛Ɛ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉ ǁŝƚŚ 
CŚĂƌůŽƚƚĞ ǀŽŶ KŝƌƐĐŚďĂƵŵ͕͛ Scottish Journal of Theology 72/2 (2019), pp. 127-145, here pp. 139-40. 



ŝĚĞĂůŝƐŵ͛ ǁŚĞŶ ƌĞĂĚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ Church Dogmatics; but all that we need to accept in order to follow the 

argument thus far is that we might understand a theological text better if we read it as a text 

produced in a specific context. That being so, ŝĨ ǁĞ ĐĂƌĞ ĂďŽƵƚ ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐ KĂƌů BĂƌƚŚ͛Ɛ ƚŚĞŽůŽŐǇ ĂƐ 
fully as possible ʹ and clearly at least some of us do, if ͚we͛ are the guild of systematic theologians ʹ 

we should also care about understanding his life, the context in which that theology was produced. If 

theology is, to use the commonplace metaphor, a conversation, we want to know something about 

the person with whom we are talking. Once this is admitted, there is, we might think, no good 

reason why our interest in the context of theology should stop with the ͚ƉƵďůŝĐ͛ social, political and 

academic context. After all, the domestic and familial context is for the most part more on a 

ƚŚĞŽůŽŐŝĂŶ͛Ɛ mind, more significant on a day-to-day basis, than the larger canvas of her or his world.  

Specifically, there are many reasons to think that feminist theologians, and those wishing to take the 

ŝŶƐŝŐŚƚƐ ŽĨ ĨĞŵŝŶŝƐŵ ƐĞƌŝŽƵƐůǇ͕ ƐŚŽƵůĚ ǁĞůĐŽŵĞ ƚŚĞ ĞǆƚĞŶƐŝŽŶ ŽĨ Ă ƚŚĞŽůŽŐŝĂŶ͛Ɛ ͚ĐŽŶƚĞǆƚ͛͘ ‘ĞĚƵĐŝŶŐ 
͚ĐŽŶƚĞǆƚ͛ ƚŽ ƉŽůŝƚŝĐƐ ĂŶĚ ƉƵďůŝĐ ůŝĨĞ, and disregarding specific domestic contexts, reinforces the 

gendered public-private split; colludes in making ǁŽŵĞŶ͛Ɛ ƵŶƉĂŝĚ ůĂďŽƵƌ ŝŶǀŝƐŝďůĞ͖ and helps to 

preserve the myth of a self-standing and self-sustaining male-ĚŽŵŝŶĂƚĞĚ ͚ƉƵďůŝĐ͛ ƐƉŚĞƌĞ ŽĨ ŝĚĞĂƐ ĂŶĚ 
arguments that rises effortlessly above localised emotions and material needs. Arguably, to 

counteract both the disembodiment of theology ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞŽůŽŐǇ͛Ɛ ĐŽůůƵƐŝŽŶ ǁŝƚŚ ƉĂƚƌŝĂƌĐŚǇ, we should 

ďĞ ǁŝůůŝŶŐ ƚŽ ƚĂůŬ ĂďŽƵƚ ƚŚĞŽůŽŐŝĂŶƐ͛ ĚŽŵĞƐƚŝĐ ĂƌƌĂŶŐĞŵĞŶƚƐ ʹ even when they are not as tabloid-

friendly as the Barth-von Kirschbaum situation.  

It might also be argued that a reluctance even to acknowledge the sex lives of great theologians ʹ 

the visceral distaste that the sex-related speculation in blogs and articles respondinŐ ƚŽ TŝĞƚǌ͛Ɛ ǁŽƌŬ 

will produce in some readers (including, I admit, in me) ʹ is itself the result of a theologically-

inflected negative attitude to sexuality that needs to be overcome as part of the feminist 

liberationist project. Perhaps my problem is really that I am unaccustomed to dealing with any 

association between theology and bodily fluids; or perhaps I am just being too British.4 Either way, if 

that is the problem, I and others should get over it, if for no other reason than because this anti-sex 

attitude is so strongly associated with theological misogyny.5 

All of this appears to suggest that the project undertaken by Plant, and differently by Tietz, in 

uncovering and examining the Barth-von Kirschbaum story, should be welcomed by theologians and 

not only by historians. In later sections of this article, I will argue that the attention paid to this story 

is, at best, a symptom of a problem in theology that will not be overcome by further work of this 

kind. There may be nothing wrong with being inteƌĞƐƚĞĚ ŝŶ ͚KĂƌů͕ NĞůůǇ ĂŶĚ LŽůůŽ͕͛ ďƵƚ it is important 

to be aware how that interest ʹ like, indeed, the celebrity gossip industry ʹ tends to reinforce rather 

than to critique the gendered power structures within which it sits. 

Before continuing that discussion, one rather different possible reason for wanting to tell this story 

should be noted. Both Tietz and Plant in their articles explicitly distance themselves from any wish to 

pass definitive moral judgement on the characters involved ʹ although of course there is moral 

judgement at work throughout, not least in the decisions about which issues to discuss and how to 

                                                             
4 Or perhaps I ŚĂǀĞ ƐƉĞŶƚ ƚŽŽ ůŽŶŐ ƌĞĂĚŝŶŐ DŝĞƚƌŝĐŚ BŽŶŚŽĞĨĨĞƌ͕ ǁŚŽ ĚĞĨĞŶĚĞĚ ƚŚĞ ǀŝƌƚƵĞƐ ŽĨ ͚EŶŐůŝƐŚ ΀ƐŝĐ΁ 
hyƉŽĐƌŝƐǇ͛ ŽǀĞƌ ͚GĞƌŵĂŶ ͞ŚŽŶĞƐƚǇ͛͟ on these matters. See Bonhoeffer, Letters and Papers from Prison (DBWE 

8) trans. Isabel Best et al (Fortress: Minneapolis, 2010), pp.214-215. For the recent upsurge of interest in 

BŽŶŚŽĞĨĨĞƌ͛Ɛ ŽǁŶ ƐĞǆ ůŝĨĞ͕ ƐĞĞ ŵŽƌĞ Žƌ ůĞƐƐ ĂŶǇ ƌĞǀŝĞǁ ŽĨ CŚĂƌůĞƐ MĂƌƐŚ͕ Strange Glory: A Life of Dietrich 

Bonhoeffer (New York: Knopf, 2014). 
5 For an extended recent discussion of the relationships between misogyny, fear of the body and negative 

attitudes to sex and sexuality in Christian theology, see Tina Beattie, Theology after Postmodernity: Divining 

the Void ʹ A Lacanian Reading of Thomas Aquinas (Oxford: Blackwell, 2015); see the summary on pp.2-3.  



frame them. Some of those who reĂĚ TŝĞƚǌ͛Ɛ ĂƌƚŝĐůĞ͕ ĚĞƐƉŝƚĞ ŚĞƌ ŽǁŶ ǁŽƌĚƐ ŽĨ ĐĂƵƚŝŽŶ͕ had no 

qualms about passing judgement on Karl Barth - and drawing conclusions from this about how and 

even whether KĂƌů BĂƌƚŚ͛Ɛ ǁŽƌŬ ƐŚŽƵůĚ ďĞ ƌĞĂĚ͘6 For some, then, it would seem that there is an 

argument for telling the ͚KĂƌů͕ NĞůůǇ ĂŶĚ LŽůůŽ͛ ƐƚŽƌǇ ĂŬŝŶ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ͚ƉƵďůŝĐ ŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚ ĚĞĨĞŶĐĞ͛ ƵƐĞĚ ǁŚĞŶ 
ŶĞǁƐƉĂƉĞƌƐ ƉƵďůŝƐŚ ĂĐĐŽƵŶƚƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ͚ƉƌŝǀĂƚĞ͛ ůŝǀĞƐ ŽĨ ƉŽůŝƚicians. We, the public, have an interest (so 

goes the defence) in knowing as much as possible about the lives and actions of key individuals 

whom we are collectively asked to trust, so that we can make informed decisions about whether 

they are trustworthy people. CĞƌƚĂŝŶůǇ ƐŽŵĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐĞƐ ƚŽ TŝĞƚǌ͛Ɛ ĂƌƚŝĐůĞ spoke in terms of the 

betrayal or loss of trust. This dimension of the debate raises, again, a number of issues about how 

theological authorship and authority is understood, to which I will return below. I note simply at this 

point that this kind of defencĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƐƚŽƌŝĞƐ ƌĞƋƵŝƌĞƐ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŝŽƌ ĚĞĐŝƐŝŽŶ ƚŚĂƚ KĂƌů BĂƌƚŚ͛s personal 

status as a theological authority is the main point at issue ʹ and this is likely to have implications for 

how the story is told and how the characters in it are represented. 

EncounterŝŶŐ ͚LŽůůŽ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚NĞůůǇ͛ ŝŶ ͚BĂƌƚŚ͛Ɛ͛ SƚŽƌǇ 

In this section, as the beginning of a critical consideration of how to attend to ƚŚĞŽůŽŐŝĂŶƐ͛ domestic 

and familial contexts, I discuss two interconnected problems with how the story is presented in 

PůĂŶƚ͛Ɛ article ͚WŚĞŶ KĂƌů MĞƚ LŽůůŽ͛. I argue that at key points this telling of the story adopts 

uncritically, and hence reinforces, the patriarchal male gaze directed at its female characters; and 

that there are real tensions around acknowledging the agency, and in particular the theological 

agency, of the women in the story. These problems, I shall go on to suggest, are not incidental; 

rather, they expose deep-seated issues in systematic theology and the way in which the lives and 

works of theologians are written about.7 

First, then, the patriarchal male gaze ʹ not simply Ă ŵĂŶ͛Ɛ ƉĞƌƐƉĞĐƚŝǀĞ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ǁŽƌůĚ͕ ďƵƚ ƚŚĞ ŐĂǌĞ 
that fixes a woman as an object of male evaluation (and possibly of desire and possession) is most 

ŽďǀŝŽƵƐ ĂŶĚ ĞŐƌĞŐŝŽƵƐ Ăƚ ǀŽŶ KŝƌƐĐŚďĂƵŵ͛Ɛ ĨŝƌƐƚ ĂƉƉĞĂƌĂŶĐĞ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ĂƌƚŝĐůĞ͘ “ŚĞ ǁĂƐ͕ ǁĞ ůĞĂƌŶ͕ 
͚ƐůŝŐŚƚůǇ ďƵŝůƚ͕͛ ĞǀĞŶ ͚ĞůĨŝŶ͛ ŝŶ ĂƉƉĞĂƌĂŶĐĞ͘ TŚĞ ŐĂǌĞ͕ ŝŶŝƚŝĂůůǇ KĂƌů͛Ɛ͕ ďĞĐŽŵĞƐ ƚŚĞ ŐĂǌĞ ŽĨ a wider circle 

ŽĨ ŵĞŶ͕ Ăůů ůŽŽŬŝŶŐ Ăƚ ǀŽŶ KŝƌƐĐŚďĂƵŵ͕ ĚĞƐŝƌŝŶŐ ǁŚĂƚ ƚŚĞǇ ƐĞĞ͕ ƌĞŵĂƌŬŝŶŐ ŽŶ ŚĞƌ ͚ĂƚƚƌĂĐƚŝŽŶƐ͖͛ 
͚HĞůůŵƵƚ GŽůůǁŝƚǌĞƌ ǁĂƐ ŚĂůĨ ŝŶ ůŽǀĞ ǁŝƚŚ ŚĞƌ͕͛ ĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ ĂĐĂĚĞŵŝĐ ŵĂŶ proposed marriage to her.8 We 

ŚĂǀĞ ŶŽ ŝĚĞĂ ǁŚĂƚ KĂƌů BĂƌƚŚ͛Ɛ ĨŝŐƵƌĞ ǁĂƐ ůŝŬĞ͕ ŽĨ ĐŽƵƌƐĞ͕ nor whether he was physically attractive; at 

this point the author and the implied reader are ůŽŽŬŝŶŐ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ Ă ŵĂŶ͛Ɛ ĞǇĞƐ Ăƚ ƚŚĞ ǁŽŵĂŶ ŝŶ ĨƌŽŶƚ 
of him, agreeing with the men of the 1920s theological fraternity that Charlotte von Kirschbaum is ʹ 

as they might say now ʹ hot.  It is almost impossible to imagine the equivalent discussion of a male 

theologian - or for that matter, a female theologian who did not happen to feature in the love life of 

a male theologian ʹ finding its way into print. If we had more grounds to be confident that women in 

                                                             
6 See͕ ďŽƚŚ ĨŽƌ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞƐ ŽĨ ĐŽŵŵĞŶƚĂƚŽƌƐ ĚŝƐĐƵƐƐŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ƌĞůĞǀĂŶĐĞ ŽĨ ŵŽƌĂů ũƵĚŐĞŵĞŶƚƐ ŽŶ KĂƌů BĂƌƚŚ͛Ɛ 
behaviour for evaluations of his theology, and for a window into the controversy around the Tietz article, the 

series of blog entries by Bobby Grow indexed under https://growrag.wordpress.com/2017/10/12/an-index-to-

the-karl-barth-and-charlotte-von-kirschbaum-posts-and-some-closing-thoughts-on-the-whole-ordeal/ ; and 

MĂƌŬ GĂůůŝ͕ ͚WŚĂƚ ƚŽ MĂŬĞ ŽĨ KĂƌů BĂƌƚŚ͛Ɛ “ƚĞĂĚĨĂƐƚ AĚƵůƚĞƌǇ͍͕͛ Christianity Today, October 2017 

https://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2017/october-web-only/what-to-make-of-karl-barths-steadfast-

adultery.html?utm_source=ctweekly-

html&utm_medium=Newsletter&utm_term=19605280&utm_content=543397655&utm_campaign=email . 
7 They are also, I should add, neither unique to this article nor uniformly characteristic of it. 
8 ͚WŚĞŶ KĂƌů MĞƚ LŽůůŽ͕͛ ƉƉ͘ ϭϯϮ-3. 

https://growrag.wordpress.com/2017/10/12/an-index-to-the-karl-barth-and-charlotte-von-kirschbaum-posts-and-some-closing-thoughts-on-the-whole-ordeal/
https://growrag.wordpress.com/2017/10/12/an-index-to-the-karl-barth-and-charlotte-von-kirschbaum-posts-and-some-closing-thoughts-on-the-whole-ordeal/
https://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2017/october-web-only/what-to-make-of-karl-barths-steadfast-adultery.html?utm_source=ctweekly-html&utm_medium=Newsletter&utm_term=19605280&utm_content=543397655&utm_campaign=email
https://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2017/october-web-only/what-to-make-of-karl-barths-steadfast-adultery.html?utm_source=ctweekly-html&utm_medium=Newsletter&utm_term=19605280&utm_content=543397655&utm_campaign=email
https://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2017/october-web-only/what-to-make-of-karl-barths-steadfast-adultery.html?utm_source=ctweekly-html&utm_medium=Newsletter&utm_term=19605280&utm_content=543397655&utm_campaign=email


academia were never judged on their appearance these days, it might be possible to be more 

relaxed about it.9 

Beyond this straightforward example, adoption and reinforcement of the patriarchal male gaze 

affects the presentation of the lives of Nelly Barth and Charlotte von Kirschbaum at several key 

points. We ĂƌĞ ƚŽůĚ ƚŚĂƚ NĞůůǇ BĂƌƚŚ ͚ĂƉƉĞĂƌƐ ƚŽ ŚĂǀĞ ďĞĞŶ ŝŶ ŵĂŶǇ ǁĂǇƐ ƚŚĞ ŝĚĞĂů ƉĂƐƚŽƌ͛Ɛ ǁŝĨĞ͛͘10 

Now, it is presumably the case that Nelly Barth was, during her lifetime, frequently judged according 

to her apparent value to the man to whose vocation she was a useful appendage. Here, however, 

ƐŚĞ ͚ĂƉƉĞĂƌƐ͛ ŝŶ ƚŚŝƐ ůŝŐŚƚ͕ ŶŽƚ ŽŶůǇ ƚŽ ŚĞƌ ĐŽŶƚĞŵƉŽƌĂƌŝĞƐ͕ ďƵƚ ĂůƐŽ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ŚŝƐƚŽƌŝĂŶ ĂŶĚ ŚŝƐ ƌĞĂĚĞƌƐ͖ 
we ĂƌĞ ŝŶǀŝƚĞĚ ƚŽ ůŽŽŬ Ăƚ ŚĞƌ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ ƚŚĞ ͚ƉĂƐƚŽƌ͛Ɛ͛ ĞǇĞƐ͕ ĂŶĚ ŵĂŬĞ ũƵĚŐĞŵĞŶƚƐ ĂďŽƵƚ ŚŽǁ ǁĞůů ƐŚĞ 
is doing from his point oĨ ǀŝĞǁ͘ TŚƌŽƵŐŚ ƚŚĞƐĞ ĞǇĞƐ͕ ƚŚĞ ĨĂĐƚ ƚŚĂƚ ƐŚĞ ͚ĂƚƚĞŵƉƚĞĚ ƚŽ ƌĞĂĚ ƚŚĞŽůŽŐǇ͛ ŝƐ 
interesting only because, like her musical gifts and training, it made her more valuable ĂƐ Ă ƉĂƐƚŽƌ͛Ɛ 
wife.11 Similarly, in the next section of the article, Charlotte von KirschbĂƵŵ͛Ɛ ĂďŝůŝƚǇ ƚŽ ůĞĂƌŶ NĞǁ 
Testament Greek, Latin and typing is interesting because it fits ďĞĂƵƚŝĨƵůůǇ ǁŝƚŚ KĂƌů BĂƌƚŚ͛Ɛ ͚ƉůĂŶ͛ ƚŽ 
͚train her as his sĞĐƌĞƚĂƌǇ ĂŶĚ ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ ĂƐƐŝƐƚĂŶƚ͛.12  

While the patriarchal male gaze is held, the question of whether Nelly Barth had any original ideas 

about the theology she studied in Safenwil ʹ let alone the question of whether Karl Barth was in any 

way the ideal violinŝƐƚ͛Ɛ husband ʹ cannot even be asked; we only see Nelly in terms of her value to 

Karl. It is important to emphasise again that this gaze is not held consistently throughout the article; 

but the fact that it operates at key points in the early sections is significant, because intentionally or 

otherwise it sets up the frame within which the reader will interpret the relationships. The reader 

ŚĂƐ ďĞĞŶ ŝŶǀŝƚĞĚ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞ ƐƚĂƌƚ ƚŽ ƐĞĞ ƚŚŝŶŐƐ͕ ŶŽƚ ŽŶůǇ ĨƌŽŵ KĂƌů BĂƌƚŚ͛Ɛ ƉŽŝŶƚ ŽĨ ǀŝĞǁ͕ ďƵƚ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞ 
point of view of the patriarchal-male subject who assesses women according to their value and 

significance for men. 

One of the inevitable conclusions of such an assessment is, of course, that Charlotte von Kirschbaum 

was of enormous value and significance to Karl Barth. This way of looking at it, her value to Karl 

Barth, becomes particularly problematic when we consider the treatment of her theological work. In 

his careful reconstruction of life in the household, Plant paints a vivid and compelling picture of von 

KŝƌƐĐŚďĂƵŵ͛Ɛ ǁŽƌŬŝŶŐ ůŝĨĞ ĚƵƌŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŽĚƵĐƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ Church Dogmatics. It is apparent in the story 

he tells that von Kirschbaum was a significant contributor to the Church Dogmatics ʹ effectively a co-

author.13 However, this powerful ĚĞƉŝĐƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ǀŽŶ KŝƌƐĐŚďĂƵŵ͛Ɛ ƌĞĂů ĚĂŝůǇ ǁŽƌŬ ʹ and later of the 

                                                             
9 OŶ ǁŚŝĐŚ ƐĞĞ ĨŽƌ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ FƌĂŶĐĞƐĐĂ “ƚĂǀƌĂŬŽƉŽƵůŽƵ͕ ͚FĞŵĂůĞ ĂĐĂĚĞŵŝĐƐ͗ ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ƉŽǁĞƌ ĚƌĞƐƐ͕ ĨŽƌŐĞƚ ŚĞĞůƐ ʹ 

ĂŶĚ ŶŽ ĨůŽǁŝŶŐ ŚĂŝƌ ĂůůŽǁĞĚ͕͛ The Guardian 26th October 2014 (https://www.theguardian.com/higher-

education-network/blog/2014/oct/26/-sp-female-academics-dont-power-dress-forget-heels-and-no-flowing-

hair-allowed). 
10 P.131. 
11 Ibid. Tietz notes that Nelly Hoffmann (as she then was) was a violinist trained at the Geneva Conservatory ʹ 

͚KĂƌů BĂƌƚŚ ĂŶĚ CŚĂƌůŽƚƚĞ ǀŽŶ KŝƌƐĐŚďĂƵŵ͕͛ Ɖ͘ϴϳ͘  
12 P.134. 
13 Clearly this is very complex territory. It is not the purpose of this piece to resolve the debates about von 

KŝƌƐĐŚďĂƵŵ͛Ɛ ƐƉĞĐŝĨŝĐ ŝŶƚĞůůĞĐƚƵĂů ĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚŝŽŶ͕ ĂŶĚ ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌůǇ ŚĞƌ ƉƌĞĐŝƐĞ ƌŽůĞ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ͚ƐŵĂůů ƉƌŝŶƚ͛ ƐĞĐƚŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ 
the Church Dogmatics ʹ for an overview of which, ƐĞĞ TŝĞƚǌ  ͕͚KĂƌů BĂƌƚŚ ĂŶĚ CŚĂƌůŽƚƚĞ ǀŽŶ KŝƌƐĐŚďĂƵŵ͕͛ Ɖ͘ ϭϬϳ͘ 
See also for von Kirschbauŵ͛Ɛ ƚŚĞŽůŽŐŝĐĂů ǁŽƌŬ ĂŶĚ ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌůǇ ĨŽƌ ŚĞƌ ĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ ƚŚĞŽůŽŐŝĐĂů 
anthropology, Renate Koebler, In The Shadow of Karl Barth: Charlotte von Kirschbaum, trans. Keith Crim 

(Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 1987); Suzanne Selinger, Charlotte von Kirschbaum and Karl Barth: A 

Study in Biography and the History of Theology (University Park, PA: Penn State University Press, 1998). I 

merely observe here that most contemporary academic conventions would mean von Kirschbaum was 

credited as a co-ĂƵƚŚŽƌ͕ ĞǀĞŶ ŝĨ ƐŚĞ ͚ŽŶůǇ͛ ĚŝĚ ǁŚĂƚ PůĂŶƚ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞƐ ʹ that is, extensive and essential primary 

https://www.theguardian.com/higher-education-network/blog/2014/oct/26/-sp-female-academics-dont-power-dress-forget-heels-and-no-flowing-hair-allowed
https://www.theguardian.com/higher-education-network/blog/2014/oct/26/-sp-female-academics-dont-power-dress-forget-heels-and-no-flowing-hair-allowed
https://www.theguardian.com/higher-education-network/blog/2014/oct/26/-sp-female-academics-dont-power-dress-forget-heels-and-no-flowing-hair-allowed


personal cost she incurred ʹ makes it all the more disturbing that, in the latter sections of the article, 

the Church Dogmatics is discussed siŵƉůǇ ĂƐ ͚΀KĂƌů΁ BĂƌƚŚ͛Ɛ͛ ǁŽƌŬ͘ It is mined for evidence of exactly 

ǁŚĂƚ ͚BĂƌƚŚ͛ ƚŚŽƵŐŚƚ ĂďŽƵƚ ǀĂƌŝŽƵƐ ƚŽƉŝĐƐ͕ ĂŶĚ ƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĞĚ ĂƐ ŝĨ ŝƚ ǁĞƌĞ ĞŶƚŝƌĞůǇ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŽĚuct of 

͚BĂƌƚŚ͛Ɛ͛ ŝŶƚĞůůĞĐƚƵĂů ĐƌĞĂƚŝǀŝƚǇ ĂŶĚ ůĂďŽƵƌ͘ VŽŶ KŝƌƐĐŚďĂƵŵ͛Ɛ ůŝĨĞƚŝŵĞ ŽĨ ǁŽƌŬ͕ Ăƚ ƚŚĞ ŬĞǇ ƉŽŝŶƚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ 
ĂƌƚŝĐůĞ ǁŚĞƌĞ ƚŚĞ ĚŝƐĐƵƐƐŝŽŶ ƐǁŝƚĐŚĞƐ ƚŽ ƚŚĞŽůŽŐǇ͕ ŝƐ ĂďƐŽƌďĞĚ ŝŶƚŽ ͚BĂƌƚŚ͛Ɛ͛ ǀŽŝĐĞ͘ The absorption of 

ǀŽŶ KŝƌƐĐŚďĂƵŵ͛Ɛ ǀŽŝĐĞ ŝŶƚŽ KĂƌů BĂƌƚŚ͛Ɛ is not only what happened in the story that is told; it 

happens in the way this article presents the story.14 In a particularly telling phrase quoted in the 

article, a housekeeper describes the Barth-von Kirschbaum household as ͚ŽƌĚĞƌĞĚ ĂƌŽƵŶĚ ƚŚĞ 
demands of ƚŚĞ PƌŽĨĞƐƐŽƌ͛Ɛ ǁŽƌŬ͕͛ ĂƐ ŝĨ ͚ƚŚĞ PƌŽĨĞƐƐŽƌ͛ was the only one who worked, or the only one 

whose work mattered. That is not surprising in context; what is more troubling is the contemporary 

replication, even in the face of the evidence, of the idea that all the work of the Church Dogmatics 

was simply and solely ͚ƚŚĞ PƌŽĨĞƐƐŽƌ͛Ɛ ǁŽƌŬ͛͘  

TŚĞ ĐŽŶƚƌĂƐƚ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ƚŚĞ ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶĐĞ ĂĐĐŽƌĚĞĚ ƚŽ ͚ƚŚĞ PƌŽĨĞƐƐŽƌ͛Ɛ͛ ǁŽƌŬ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ŽŶĞ ŚĂŶĚ͕ ĂŶĚ ƚŽ 
that of the two women on the other, is underlined even by decisions about naming and 

terminology.15 Only Karl ʹ despite the title of the article ʹ is referred to frequently by his surname, 

ĞŵƉŚĂƐŝƐŝŶŐ ŚŝƐ ƐƚĂƚƵƐ ĂƐ ĂƵƚŚŽƌ ĂŶĚ ĂƵƚŚŽƌŝƚǇ͖ ŚĞ ŝƐ ͚ƚŚĞ PƌŽĨĞƐƐŽƌ͕͛ ǁŚŽ ƌĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚƐ ƚŚĞ ĞŶƚŝƌĞ 
household and its work in the male-ĚŽŵŝŶĂƚĞĚ ƉƵďůŝĐ ƐƉŚĞƌĞ͘ NĞůůǇ BĂƌƚŚ ŝƐ ĐŽŶƐŝƐƚĞŶƚůǇ ͚NĞůůǇ͛͘ VŽŶ 
Kirschbaum, once she enters the Barth household, is almost always diminished to her diminutive ʹ 

͚LŽůůŽ͛ ʹ ĞǀĞŶ ǁŚĞŶ ƐŚĞ ŝƐ ƐŝƚƚŝŶŐ ŽŶ Ă ƐƚĂŐĞ ŶĞǆƚ ƚŽ ͚ƚŚĞ PƌŽĨĞƐƐŽƌ͛ ĂƐ ŚĞ Ěelivers the lectures they 

have both worked on. The household arrangement, meanwhile, is referred to by the term Karl chose 

for it ʹ a Notgemeinschaft͕ Ă ͚ƵŶŝŽŶ ŽĨ ŶĞĐĞƐƐŝƚǇ ĂŶĚ ƚƌŽƵďůĞ͛ ƚŽ ƵƐĞ TŝĞƚǌ͛Ɛ ƚƌĂŶƐůĂƚŝŽŶ͘ TŚŝƐ ƚĞŶĚƐ ƚŽ 
elide the very different levels of power and agency exercised by the three protagonists at its 

ŝŶĐĞƉƚŝŽŶ͕ ĂŶĚ ĂŐĂŝŶ ŝŵƉŽƌƚƐ KĂƌů͛Ɛ ĂƐƐƵŵƉƚŝŽŶ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ͚ŶĞĞĚƐ͛ ŽĨ ŚŝƐ ǁŽƌŬ ǁĞƌĞ ďŽƚŚ ƐĞůĨ-evident 

and self-evidently primary.16The crucial issue that emerges here is the characterisation of, and the 

value attached to, certain kinds of theological authorship. It is not simply that the Church Dogmatics 

is the main focus of interest (that would not be surprising) ʹ it is that this work is so closely bound up 

with its named author, who is heard as a single authoritative voice presenting a single theological 

vision, and then presented biographically as the agent around whose vision and work everything and 

everyone revolves.   

IŶ ƚŚŝƐ ĐŽŶƚĞǆƚ͕ PůĂŶƚ͛Ɛ ĂƌƚŝĐůĞ ŝŶ ĨĂĐƚ ŽĨĨĞƌƐ the opportunity to think very differently about the Church 

Dogmatics project and the different contributors to it. Thanks to the extensive new archive work we 

do͕ ƵŶƵƐƵĂůůǇ͕ ŚĞĂƌ NĞůůǇ BĂƌƚŚ͛Ɛ own voice ʹ even occasionally her theological voice; and we hear it 

in conversation, supported and challenged by perspectives from her female friends and relatives. It 

is thus disappointing when this voice is marginalised or belittled by negative judgements on Nelly, 

mostly made by Karl Barth and his male friends, with which the reader is frequently encouraged by 

the structure of the article to concur. For example, at the fateful moment when von Kirschbaum 

moves into the Barth household, we learn from Edward Thurneysen ʹ elsewhere acknowledged as a 

                                                             

research in the history of theology, and sustained discussion of the emerging theƐĞƐ ǁŝƚŚ ͚ůĞĂĚ ĂƵƚŚŽƌ͛ KĂƌů 
Barth.  
14 And this again points to the fact that the story raises wider ʹpolitical ʹ issues that cannot be resolved by 

digging deeper into the feelings and actions of the individuals involved. Tietz claims, on the basis of evidence 

from correspondence, that von Kirschbaum was happy with her anonymity (͚KĂƌů BĂƌƚŚ ĂŶĚ CŚĂƌůŽƚƚĞ ǀŽŶ 
KŝƌƐĐŚďĂƵŵ͕͛ Ɖ͘ ϵϭ); whether or not that is a fair representation of her state of mind and her personal 

preferences, it has no bearing on the question of the fair representation of her work. 
15 I am grateful to Ben Fulford and Susannah Ticciati for suggestions developed in this paragraph. 
16 Although it should be acknowledged that Not as need in the sense of trouble ;͚ďĞŝŶŐ ŝŶ ŶĞĞĚ͛Ϳ ĂƌŐƵĂďůǇ 
applied equally to all three.  



complex and potentially unreliable witness, but here allowed to speak unchallenged ʹ that it was all 

NĞůůǇ͛Ɛ ĨĂƵůƚ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ŽĨ ŚĞƌ ͚ĚĞĞƉ ĂŶĚ ŝƌƌĞŵĞĚŝĂďůĞ ƐĞůĨ-abƐŽƌƉƚŝŽŶ͛ ;ŽĨ ǁŚŝĐŚ ƚŚĞƌĞ ŝƐ, incidentally, 

little evidence offered in the article͖ ƉĞƌŚĂƉƐ NĞůůǇ͛Ɛ ƐĞůĨ-absorption at this point stands for her 

ƌĞůƵĐƚĂŶĐĞ ƚŽ ŚĂǀĞ ŚĞƌ ŶĞĞĚƐ ĂŶĚ ǁŝƐŚĞƐ ĂďƐŽƌďĞĚ ŝŶƚŽ KĂƌů͛s project).17 

Similarly and decisively, at the end of the article ʹ ŝŶ ŽƌĚĞƌ ƚŽ ĂĐŚŝĞǀĞ ͚ƌĞĐŽŶĐŝůŝĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ʹ we are invited 

to accept, or at least to sympathise strongly ǁŝƚŚ͕ KĂƌů͛Ɛ ĐůĂŝŵ ƚŚĂƚ NĞůůǇ ͚ŚĂƐ ŶĞǀĞƌ ƌĞĂůůǇ ĐŽŵĞ ƚŽ 
terms with the realities of the world, preferring to live in her imagination and in a brittle, old-

ĨĂƐŚŝŽŶĞĚ ŵŽƌĂůŝƚǇ͛͘18 Now, there are obvious and probably cheap retorts to this ʹ for example, that 

ƚŚĞ ͚ƌĞĂůŝƚǇ͛ NĞůůǇ ǁĂƐ ƌĞůƵĐƚĂŶƚ ƚŽ ĐŽŵĞ ƚŽ ƚĞƌŵƐ ǁŝƚŚ ǁĂƐ KĂƌů͛Ɛ ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ; that her imagination 

was possibly a more comfortable and rewarding place to live than the Barth-von Kirschbaum 

ŚŽƵƐĞŚŽůĚ Ăƚ ƐŽŵĞ ƉŽŝŶƚƐ͖ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĂƚ ŚĞƌ ͚ďƌŝƚƚůĞ͕ ŽůĚ-ĨĂƐŚŝŽŶĞĚ ŵŽƌĂůŝƚǇ͛ ĞǆƚĞŶĚĞĚ ƚŽ ƐƵĐŚ ŽůĚ-

ĨĂƐŚŝŽŶĞĚ ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞƐ ĂƐ ŬĞĞƉŝŶŐ ŚĞƌ ŵĂƌƌŝĂŐĞ ǀŽǁƐ ƚŽ KĂƌů͕ ůŽŽŬŝŶŐ ĂĨƚĞƌ KĂƌů͛Ɛ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ͕ ĂŶĚ ĐĂƌŝŶŐ ĨŽƌ 
a very ill woman who happened to have been Karů͛Ɛ ŵŝƐƚƌĞƐƐ͘ HŽǁĞǀĞƌ͕ ƚŚĞ ƉŽŝŶƚ ŽŶĐĞ ĂŐĂŝŶ ŝƐ ŶŽƚ 
to start an argument with the elderly Karl Barth, but rather to observe what the use of this material 

in the article does to the presentation of Nelly Barth. In the end, insofar as she has an independent 

theological and ethical perspective ʹ emerging in fragments in the letters, and even hinted at in this 

ĨŝŶĂů ƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ ƚŽ ŚĞƌ ͚ŵŽƌĂůŝƚǇ͛ ʹ it is undermined in the interests of a textually performed 

͚ƌĞĐŽŶĐŝůŝĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ĐŽŶĨůŝĐƚŝŶŐ ǀŽŝĐĞƐ ƚŚĂƚ ĞŶĚƐ ƵƉ ĂƐ ĂŶ ĂŵƉůŝĨŝĐĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ KĂƌů͛Ɛ ǀŽŝĐĞ. Karl has 

the last word, and he says that Nelly does not really know what she is talking about. 

Overall, then, the effect of this telling of the story is to keep Karl Barth firmly at the centre of the 

picture ʹ not only as the object of study, but as the authoritative and trustworthy subject. It is not 

that no other voices, perspectives or actions are given space, but that these voices, perspectives and 

actions, and the women whose voices, perspectives and actions they are, are read from a perspective 

very close to (what we learn was) KĂƌů BĂƌƚŚ͛Ɛ ŽǁŶ ʹ the perspective from which everything in his 

ůŝĨĞ͕ ŝŶĐůƵĚŝŶŐ ĞǀĞƌǇŽŶĞ ŝŶ ͚ŚŝƐ͛ ŚŽƵƐĞŚŽůĚ͕ ŚĂƐ ƚŽ ďĞ ƐƵďŽƌĚŝŶĂƚĞĚ ƚŽ ͚ŚŝƐ͛ academic project.  

Now, of course it is not surprising or problematic when a biographical piece about a famous author 

interprets everything, including the lives of others, in relation to its implications for the biographical 

subject and his or her literary oeuvre; we would expect that to happen, for example ʹ albeit 

probably without the asymmetric comments on physical appearance and sexual attractiveness ʹ in 

articles about Charlotte Brontë and (͚ƚŚĞ PƌŽĨĞƐƐŽƌ͛) Constantin Heger.19 The critical issues for 

theologians in relation to the telling of the Barth-von Kirschbaum story are, I suggest, not about 

accuracy of biography, nor even narrowly about how specific biographical details might relate to 

ĚĞƚĂŝůƐ ŽĨ ĂŶ ĂƵƚŚŽƌ͛Ɛ ǁŽƌŬ͕ but rather about how biography is used to present or reinforce certain 

visions of what theology is, how it is done, and how authority and authorship work.  

TŚĞ PŽǁĞƌ ŽĨ ͚BĂƌƚŚ͛ 

                                                             
17 ͚WŚĞŶ KĂƌů MĞƚ LŽůůŽ͕͛ Ɖ͘ ϭϯϰ͘ 
18 NŽƚ ŽŶůǇ ƚŚŝƐ͕ ďƵƚ ĂůƐŽ ƚŽ ĂĐĐĞƉƚ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚŝƐ ŝƐ ͚ŶŽƚ Ă ĐƌŝƚŝĐŝƐŵ ʹ ũƵƐƚ ĂŶ ŽďƐĞƌǀĂƚŝŽŶ͛͘ Ibid., p.144. 
19 This comparison might bear further reflection ʹ not least because of the odd parallels in the subsequent 

histories of the relationships, involving in each case the posthumous publication of an intimate 

correspondence that at least one of the parties appears to have wished to destroy. On the suggestion that Karl 

Barth wanted his correspondence with CŚĂƌůŽƚƚĞ ǀŽŶ KŝƌƐĐŚďĂƵŵ ĚĞƐƚƌŽǇĞĚ͕ ƐĞĞ TŝĞƚǌ͕ ͚KĂƌů BĂƌƚŚ ĂŶĚ 
CŚĂƌůŽƚƚĞ ǀŽŶ KŝƌƐĐŚďĂƵŵ͕͛ ƉƉ͘ϵϭ-2. See for an example of a Heger-focused article about Brontë, Sue Lonoff, 

͚TŚĞ TŚƌĞĞ FĂĐĞƐ ŽĨ CŽŶƐƚĂŶƚŝŶ HĞŐĞƌ͕͛ Brontë Studies 36/1 (2011), pp. 28-37; there is in fact a brief reference 

ŚĞƌĞ ƚŽ HĞŐĞƌ͛Ɛ physical appearance, albeit quoted directly from BƌŽŶƚģ͛Ɛ own words without authorial 

comment. 



Karl Barth, after all, is for theologians not merely a figure in the history of ideas, an object of study ʹ 

as Charlotte Brontë is for scholars of English literature. He is also an exemplar, perhaps for some the 

exemplar, of (a certain kind of) academic theological practice. TŚĞ ƚƌĞĂƚŵĞŶƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ͚KĂƌů MĞƚ LŽůůŽ͛ 
story, not only in this article, has the net effect of reinforcing the image ŽĨ ͚BĂƌƚŚ͛ as one of the 

theologians whose status, as author and authority figure, is not to be challenged. According to the 

unwritten rules of the discipline, at least in certain sections of the academy (including, to be clear, 

ǁŚĞƌĞ I ůŽĐĂƚĞ ŵǇƐĞůĨͿ͕ ͚BĂƌƚŚ͛ ĐĂŶ ďĞ ĂƌŐƵĞĚ ǁŝƚŚ͕ ĐƌŝƚŝĐŝƐĞĚ͕ ũƵĚŐĞĚ ƚŽ ďĞ ĐĂƚĂƐƚƌŽƉŚŝĐĂůůǇ ǁƌŽŶŐ ʹ 

but he will always be one of the voices in the conversation, and nobody will be asked to justify citing 

or discussing his work.20 The unspoken assumption that ͚BĂƌƚŚ͛ ʹ and others in the succession of 

theological patriarchs ʹ will retain space at the centre of the  conversation means that the 

contextualisation of theology, as expressed ŝŶ PůĂŶƚ͛Ɛ ƌĞĐŽŐŶŝƚŝŽŶ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ŝĚĞĂƐ ĚŽ ŶŽƚ ŐĞŶĞƌĂƚĞ 
ƚŚĞŵƐĞůǀĞƐ͕͛ ŝƐ ůŝŵŝƚĞĚ ŝŶ ŝƚƐ ƉŽƐƐŝďůĞ ƐĐŽƉĞ ĂŶd in how it is presented. Ideas do not generate 

themselves ʹ but in order to hold this disciplinary space, to retain the unquestioned authority to 

ĚĞŵĂŶĚ ĞǀĞƌǇŽŶĞ͛Ɛ ĂƚƚĞŶƚŝŽŶ͕ they still have to have a clear authorial pedigree that is trusted and 

recognised by the community. TŚĞǇ Ɛƚŝůů ŚĂǀĞ ƚŽ ďĞ ͚BĂƌƚŚ͛Ɛ͛ ŝĚĞĂƐ, and ͚BĂƌƚŚ͛ Ɛƚŝůů ŚĂƐ ƚŽ ďĞ ǁŽƌƚŚ 
listening to.  

Beyond this, however, it is important to acknowledge that the focus on individuals as sole creative 

originators of coherent theological systems makes deep and important ʹ perhaps indispensable ʹ 

sense for the discipline of systematic theology. Prosaically, it reflects the common ʹ though not 

universal ʹ experience of writing as a form of intellectual production; the author, unlike, say, the 

research scientist, does usually need ͚Ă ƌŽŽŵ ŽĨ ΀ŚĞƌ Žƌ ŚŝƐ΁ ŽǁŶ͛͘ Aƚ Ă ĚĞĞƉ ůĞǀĞů͕ ŚŽǁĞǀĞƌ͕ ŝƚ 
ƌĞĨůĞĐƚƐ Ă ĐŽŵŵŝƚŵĞŶƚ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶĂů ƵŶŝƚǇ ŽĨ ƚŚĞŽůŽŐǇ͛Ɛ ƐƵďũĞĐƚ ŵĂƚƚĞƌ͘  TŚĞ ƚŚĞŽůŽŐŝĂŶ ƐĞĞŬƐ ƚŽ 
understand how any given claim might make sense as part of a larger exercise of reasoning about 

͚GŽĚ ĂŶĚ Ăůů ƚŚŝŶŐƐ ŝŶ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ GŽĚ͖͛ ĂŶĚ ƐŚĞ ŶĞĞĚƐ ƚŽ ƚĂŬĞ ĞĂĐŚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƚŚĞŽůŽŐŝĂŶƐ ƐŚĞ ƌĞĂĚƐ ƚŽ ďĞ 
engaged in such an exercise, in order to be able to evaluate their claims.21 Doing justice to theology 

ĂƐ ͚ƐǇƐƚĞŵĂƚŝĐ͛ ƚŚĞŽůŽŐǇ ƌĞƋƵŝƌĞƐ ƚŚĞ ƌĞĂĚĞƌ ƚŽ ŵĂŬĞ ĐŽŶŶĞĐƚŝŽŶƐ ďĞǇŽŶĚ ǁŚĂƚ ŝƐ ƐĞƚ ŽƵƚ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ 
page ʹ to recognise that theological writing is, by virtue of its subject matter, both systematic and 

unfinished. If theology does any part of its job well, it repays the trust of the reader who attempts to 

follow the sense it makes, beyond what is set out on the page. ͚BĂƌƚŚ͛ ŝƐ ƌĞĂĚ ƐǇƐƚĞŵĂƚŝĐĂůůǇ ƐŽ ƚŚĂƚ 
his writings can be the basis of further critical and constructive work in systematic theology. 

ThĞŽůŽŐŝĐĂů ƌĞĂĚĞƌƐ ĂƉƉůǇ͕ ĞǆƚĞŶĚ͕ ƚŚŝŶŬ ǁŝƚŚ ĂŶĚ ƚŚŝŶŬ ďĞǇŽŶĚ ͚BĂƌƚŚ͛ ŝŶ ŽƌĚĞƌ ƚŽ ƉƵƌƐƵĞ ƚŚĞ ůĂƌŐĞƌ 
task of systematic theological reasoning in which he is also engaged. Complex questions arise at the 

confluence of these two dynamics ʹ the establishment of authority through authorial and citational 

pedigrees, and the need to read and reason systematically (or at least, in terms of multiple 

ŝŶƚĞƌĐŽŶŶĞĐƚŝŽŶƐͿ ŝŶ ŽƌĚĞƌ ƚŽ ĚŽ ũƵƐƚŝĐĞ ƚŽ ƚŚĞŽůŽŐǇ͛Ɛ ƐƵďũĞĐƚ-matter.  

What happens when we set the story of the story ŽĨ ͚KĂƌů͕ NĞůůǇ ĂŶĚ LŽůůŽ͛ in the context of the 

politics of theological authorship and authority? In this context, the article by Plant discussed above 

ʹ and the real internal tensions to which I have alluded ʹ draws attention to a wider problem. The 

discipline of theology, as Karl Barth inhabited and helped to shape it, ŵĂŬĞƐ ͚BĂƌƚŚ͛ simultaneously 

an object of study for theologians; an authoriser and identifying marker for ƚŚĞŽůŽŐŝĂŶƐ͛ ǁŽƌŬ; and 

the label for a unified, coherent and in principle indefinitely extendable pattern of theological 

reasoning. IŶƐŽĨĂƌ ĂƐ ŚĞ ĂŶĚ ŚŝƐ ǁŽƌŬ ĂƌĞ ͚ŽŶůǇ͛ ĂŶ ŽďũĞĐƚ ŽĨ ƐƚƵĚǇ, the questions discussed in my first 

                                                             
20 In other subdisciplinary circles, of course, his name provokes a strong negative reaction. 
21On the systematic character of theological claims and arguments, and the sense in which this character might 

be inherent in the nature of theology and hence independent of the historically-ƐƉĞĐŝĨŝĐ ŐĞŶƌĞ ŽĨ ͚ƐǇƐƚĞŵĂƚŝĐƐ͕͛ 
see A.N. Williams, The Architecture of Theology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011).  



section about the lived context from which his writings arise can come into play. However, insofar as 

he ŝƐ ĂŶ ĂƵƚŚŽƌŝƐĞƌ ŽĨ ƚŚĞŽůŽŐŝĂŶƐ͛ ǁŽƌŬ, these questions about the lived context of his writings are 

liable to be pulled into a different and more politically charged question about whether his 

theological voice remains authoritative and trustworthy; and insofar as he is the originator of a 

theological ͚ƐǇƐƚĞŵ͕͛ ƚŚĞƌĞ is a perhaps inevitable tendency to return to his voice and perspective as 

soon as theological judgements need to be made. TŚĞ ĞǆĞƌĐŝƐĞ ŽĨ ͚ŵĂŬŝŶŐ ĐŽŶŶĞĐƚŝŽŶƐ ďĞǇŽŶĚ ǁŚĂƚ 
is set out on the page͕͛ ǁŚĞŶ ǁŚĂƚ ŝƐ ƐĞƚ ŽƵƚ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ƉĂŐĞ ŝƐ ƚŚĞ ƚŚŽƵŐŚƚ ŽĨ Ă ƐƉĞĐŝĨŝĐ ĂƵƚŚŽƌ͕ ĂůƐŽ 
ƚĞŶĚƐ ƚŽ ůĞĂĚ ŝŶƚŽ ͚ŵĂŬŝŶŐ ĐŽŶŶĞĐƚŝŽŶƐ͛ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ĂƵƚŚŽƌ ʹ reading all things in relation to Barth.  

Some of these general, and ostensibly gender-neutral, points about how the systematic-theological 

canon works might seem unremarkable if the canon were not dominated by men ʹ if the focus on 

individuals ʹ who happen to be men ʹ as the originators of theological systems did not mirror so 

neatly the (history of ideas) focus on men as heroic inventors and innovators,22 the (ecclesial) focus 

on male-dominated preaching and teaching offices as the guarantee of orthodoxy,23 or the mid-

twentieth-ĐĞŶƚƵƌǇ ŵĂůĞ ĂĐĂĚĞŵŝĐ͛Ɛ assumption that the household would revolve around his work. 

In fact, however, with the canon as it is, we end up with a situation in which understanding theology 

ďĞƚƚĞƌ ŝŶǀŽůǀĞƐ ƚĞůůŝŶŐ ŵĞŶ͛Ɛ Ɛƚories from a male-centred point of view; and these stories, in turn, 

reinforce the gendered structure of theological authority. This becomes particularly clear when the 

subject matter of the stories relates to the politics of sex and gender. 

 Questioning ͚TŚĞ QƵĞƐƚŝŽŶ͛͗ On the Sex Lives of Theologians 

IŶ ͚WŚĞŶ KĂƌů MĞƚ LŽůůŽ͛ says of the question of whether Karl Barth and Charlotte von Kirschbaum 

had sexual intercourse that it is ͚the ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶ ƚŚĂƚ BĂƌƚŚ͛Ɛ ĚŽŵĞƐƚŝĐ ƐŝƚƵĂƚŝŽŶ ŚĂƐ ŝŶĞǀŝƚĂďůǇ ƉůĂĐĞĚ ŝŶ 
the minds of his readeƌƐ͛.24 There has indeed been much agonising over this question in certain 

sections of the blogosphere ʹ although not everything that is an interesting question on the internet 

is an interesting question in real liĨĞ͘ IŶ ƚŚĞ ďůŽŐŽƐƉŚĞƌĞ͕ ͚ƚŚĞ ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶ͛ has generally been posed in 

specific terms: did Karl Barth do something naughty? In online discussions following Christiane 

TŝĞƚǌ͛Ɛ ƉĂƉĞƌ͕ CŚĂƌůŽƚƚĞ ǀŽŶ KŝƌƐĐŚďĂƵŵ ďĞĐĂŵĞ ƚhe forbidden woman with whom Karl Barth might 

or might not have had sex; the question was about what sex with von Kirschbaum would in theory 

have meant for him, for his theology, for his trustworthiness or otherwise as an author.25 

Looking at the story, even briefly, from another perspective might place a different question in the 

mind of the reader: did Charlotte von Kirschbaum have any choice about whether to have sex with 

Karl Barth? As Plant explains, her reputation and social situation was already that of a mistress. Her 

family had rejected her; despite this, she was comfortably off, for just as long as she remained in the 

BĂƌƚŚ ŚŽƵƐĞŚŽůĚ ĂŶĚ ǁĂƐ ŝŶ Ă ƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ ůŝǀĞ ŽŶ KĂƌů BĂƌƚŚ͛Ɛ ŵoney. She was, in other words, 

entirely dependent for her basic livelihood on a man who found her work useful, and who was also 

sexually attracted to her. She was in a position of extreme structural vulnerability. If Karl Barth had 

decided unilaterally that this should be a sexual relationship, it is hard to see what choice Charlotte 

von Kirschbaum would have had in the matter. Needless to say, this aspect of the story ʹ the severe 

limits placed on Ă ǁŽŵĂŶ͛Ɛ ƐĞǆƵĂů ĐŚŽŝĐĞƐ ďǇ ŚĞƌ lack of economic and social power, combined with 

                                                             
22 On the cultural history of which see Christine McLeod, Heroes of Invention (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2007). I am grateful to Graeme Gooday for discussions of this point. 
23 For a theological critique of which see Tom Greggs, Dogmatic Ecclesiology volume 1 (Baker Academic Press 

2019), chapter 4. 
24 ͚WŚĞŶ KĂƌů ŵĞƚ LŽůůŽ͕͛ Ɖ͘ ϭϰϭ͘ 
25 Plant, unlike other authors as far as I can see, does allude to some of the possible consequences for von 

Kirschbaum when he refers to the ͚ƌĂǁ ĨĂĐƚ͛ that von Kirschbaum was never pregnant. Obviously nobody could 

know that to be a fact except ʹ possibly ʹ von Kirschbaum herself.  



the sexual double standard ʹ exemplifies a structural injustice that repeats, mutatis mutandis, across 

multiple historical contexts, with #MĞTŽŽ ĂŶĚ ͚sex for rent͛ as only its most recent manifestations.26 

Arguably, this structural injustice deserves at least as much attention as the possibility that a famous 

male theologian had sex with someone other than his wife ʹ not least because there is rather more 

firm ground on which to build constructive theological responses.27 

Before anyone panics, the point here is not to level any accusations against Karl Barth ʹ there would 

be no evidential foundation for them. I am trying to draw attention to the crucial fact that there is a 

politics of sex and gender at play, both in the story of the Barth-von Kirschbaum household and in 

how that story is told.  The personal may be theological ʹ but it is certainly political. Jumping straight 

from the personal to the theological, while missing out the politics ʹ moving from ͚ƚŚĞ ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶ͛ ŽĨ 
Kaƌů BĂƌƚŚ͛Ɛ ƐĞǆ ůŝĨĞ either ƚŽ ͚BĂƌƚŚ͛Ɛ͛ ƚŚĞŽůŽŐǇ ŽĨ ŵĂƌƌŝĂŐĞ ĂŶĚ ƐĞǆƵĂůŝƚǇ or to broader questions 

ĂďŽƵƚ ƚŚĞ ƚƌƵƐƚǁŽƌƚŚŝŶĞƐƐ ŽĨ ͚BĂƌƚŚ͛ ƚŚĞ ƚŚĞŽůŽŐŝĂŶ ʹ not only leads rather directly to the troubling 

questions about voyeurism and moralism with which Tietz, Plant and other wrestle, but also tends to 

reproduce uncritically the gendered public/private split discussed above. If we ignore the societal, 

political and economic context that framed the relationships, all we have to talk about is what went 

on in the bedroom. 

It suited Karl Barth, and his generation of theologians, very well for sex ʹ and for that matter, 

reproduction and child-rearing ʹ to be a domestic matter, carefully segregated from both the 

professional and the political world, its own discrete ͚ĐŽŶƚĞǆƚ͛ ǁŝƚŚ ŝƚƐ ŽǁŶ ĚŝƐĐƌĞƚĞ ƐĞĐƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ 
Church Dogmatics͘ Iƚ ŬĞƉƚ Ă ůĂƌŐĞ ŶƵŵďĞƌ ŽĨ ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶƐ ƚŚĂƚ ĂĨĨĞĐƚĞĚ ǁŽŵĞŶ͛Ɛ ůŝǀĞƐ ĂŶĚ ůŝĨĞ ĐŚĂŶĐĞƐ 
(such as the sexual double standard, the economics of marriage, ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ďĂƌƌŝĞƌƐ ƚŽ ǁŽŵĞŶ͛Ɛ ĞŶƚƌǇ 
into public life) firmly off the agenda, and maintained the position of the male theological subject for 

whom sex was a - pleasant, foolish, disturbing, transgressive ʹ distraction from the weighty 

questions of life. Telling the Karl Barth-Nelly Barth-Charlotte von Kirschbaum story as a domestic 

drama centred on a dysfunctional love triangle ʹ a soap opera with three main characters ʹ makes it, 

in turn, a piece of humanising background or interesting emotional texture, without ongoing 

implications or lessons for a coŶƚĞŵƉŽƌĂƌǇ ĂƵĚŝĞŶĐĞ ďĞǇŽŶĚ ŝƚƐ ƉŽƐƐŝďůĞ ĞĨĨĞĐƚƐ ŽŶ ͚ƚŚĞ PƌŽĨĞƐƐŽƌ͛ 
ĂŶĚ ŚĞŶĐĞ ŽŶ ͚ŚŝƐ͛ ǁŽƌŬ͘ A particular way of managing gender and sex, focused on male sexuality 

and the heteropatriarchal family structure, is thus safely insulated against (for example) the 

theological critique that Karl Barth himself levels at systems of government. 

Without minimising the vast difference between the stories themselves, I note at this point that the 

͚ƐƚŽƌǇ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƐƚŽƌǇ͛ ŽĨ JŽŚŶ HŽǁĂƌĚ YŽĚĞƌ͛s serial sexual harassment and abuse ʹ as it still 

reverberates around the theological circles within which Yoder was (or still is) an authorising voice ʹ 

reveals, in a much more extreme way, the problems that arise for theology when sex and gender are 

ƚƌĞĂƚĞĚ ĂƐ ͚ƉƌŝǀĂƚĞ͛ ĂŶĚ ƌĞĚƵĐĞĚ ƚŽ questions of individual behaviour. As Karen Guth has shown, a 

ŐƌŽƵƉ ŽĨ ĞĂƌůǇ ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐĞƐ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ĚŝƐĐůŽƐƵƌĞƐ ŽĨ YŽĚĞƌ͛Ɛ ĂďƵƐŝǀĞ ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ ĨŽĐƵƐĞĚ on the question of 

whether (and how) Yoder could possibly be rehabilitated or preserved as a theological authority ʹ 

and ignored what the story had to say about ͚ƚŚĞ ƐǇƐƚĞŵŝĐ ǀŝŽůĞŶĐĞ ŽĨ ƐĞǆŝƐŵ͕ ŵŝƐŽŐǇŶǇ͕ ƐĞǆƵĂů 
ĂďƵƐĞ ĂŶĚ ĂďƵƐĞƐ ŽĨ ƉŽǁĞƌ͕ ŝŶĐůƵĚŝŶŐ͙ the ways academic and ecclesial structures and practices 
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and Sexuality, 19/4 (2018), pp. 262-Ϯϲϰ͘ OŶ ƚŚĞ ůĂƚƚĞƌ͕ ƐĞĞ HĂƌǀĞǇ JŽŶĞƐ͕ ͚“Ğǆ ĨŽƌ ƌĞŶƚ͗ ƚŚĞ ƌŽŐƵĞ ůĂŶĚůŽƌĚƐ ǁŚŽ 
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https://www.theguardian.com/money/2018/apr/02/sex-for-rent-accommodation-rogue-landlords-campaign 
27 As developed, for example, in the work of the Shiloh Project: 

https://www.sheffield.ac.uk/siibs/sresearch/the-shiloh-project. See also Johanna Stiebert, Rape Myths, The 

Bible and #MeToo (London: Routledge, 2019). 
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ŵĂǇ ĨĂĐŝůŝƚĂƚĞ ƚŚĞƐĞ ƉƌŽďůĞŵƐ͛.28 A particular attitude to Yodeƌ͛Ɛ ƐĞǆƵĂů ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ ʹ as the (appalling) 

transgressions of an individual behind closed doors ʹ shut off a set of questions about the power 

structures, academic politics and organisational practices that facilitated that abusive sexual 

behaviour, and shut them off, inter alia, from theological critique. It also, of course, ensured that the 

story as told and discussed was about Yoder ʹ his motives, his work, his status as sinner and 

recipient of forgiveness ʹ and not about the female survivors; privatisation and individualisation of 

the issue goes along with the preservation of male privilege, in that the powerful and authoritative 

man is still the subject of the story. 

So, should we be retelling the story of the Barth-von Kirschbaum household arrangement, and the 

relationships within it, not as a dysfunctional love story, but as a story about the contradictory 

pressures of an ecclesially- and socially-sanctioned system of patriarchal marriage, and about the 

relationships between professional status, economic security and sexual morality? Such a reading 

would presumably have theological implications ʹ including implications for the interpretation of the 

Church Dogmatics, for those who are mostly focused on such things. To reiterate a point already 

made, it might draw critical attention to the way in which the discussion of sexuality in the Church 

Dogmatics is insulated from questions of community or of political life ʹ and contribute to 

conversations about the relationships between different sections of the work. It might produce a 

reading that uses Church Dogmatics ʹ ƐŽŵĞǁŚĂƚ ͚ĂŐĂŝŶƐƚ ƚŚĞ ŐƌĂŝŶ͕͛ ďƵƚ ŽŶ ůŝŶĞƐ ĂůƌĞĂĚǇ ŚŝŶƚĞĚ Ăƚ ďǇ 
Plant29 ʹ ƚŽ ĐƌŝƚŝƋƵĞ ƚŚĞ ŽďƐĞƐƐŝŽŶ ǁŝƚŚ ͚ƐĞǆƵĂů ĞƚŚŝĐƐ͛ ;ďǇ ǁŚŝĐŚ ŝƐ ƵƐƵĂůůǇ ŵĞĂŶƚ͕ ǁhat one man 

chooses to do with his sexual organs) in certain church circles. It might even set up the possibility of 

Ă ǁŝĚĞƌ ĐŽŶǀĞƌƐĂƚŝŽŶ ĂďŽƵƚ ŚŽǁ ͚ƐĞǆƵĂů ĞƚŚŝĐƐ͛ ƌĞůĂƚĞƐ͕ ƚŽ ŶĂŵĞ ďƵƚ Ă ĨĞǁ ŽďǀŝŽƵƐ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞƐ͕ ƚŽ 
economics, to work, to power and authority within and outwith the churches ʹ and to theologies of 

the incarnation and to ecclesiology. What might the Church Dogmatics, read with and beyond itself, 

ŚĂǀĞ ƐĂŝĚ ŝŶƚŽ Ă ƐŝƚƵĂƚŝŽŶ ŝŶ ǁŚŝĐŚ ;ŵĂůĞͿ ƉƌŽĨĞƐƐŽƌƐ͛ ƉƌŽũĞĐƚƐ ĐŽƵŶƚĞĚ ĨŽƌ ĞǀĞƌǇƚŚŝŶŐ͍ WŚĂƚ ŵŝŐŚƚ ŝƚ 
hĂǀĞ ŽĨĨĞƌĞĚ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞ ĐƌŝƚŝƋƵĞ ŽĨ Ă ƐŝƚƵĂƚŝŽŶ ŝŶ ǁŚŝĐŚ Ă ŵĂŶ͛Ɛ ƐĞǆƵĂů ĂĐƚŝǀŝƚǇ ŝƐ ʹ within certain well-

understood limits ʹ ŚŝƐ ƉƌŝǀĂƚĞ ďƵƐŝŶĞƐƐ͕ ĂŶĚ Ă ǁŽŵĂŶ͛Ɛ ƐĞǆƵĂů ĂĐƚŝǀŝƚǇ ĚĞƚĞƌŵŝŶĞƐ ƚŚĞ ĐŽƵƌƐĞ ŽĨ ŚĞƌ 
life? What about a contemporary situation in which inclusion and seriousness within a theological 

discipline can be judged, inter alia and even if only as a shortcut, by the frequency of name-checks 

given to one of a select list of men? 

Concluding Thoughts: Can We Avoid Telling The Story? 

There is a risk, however, that the sort of rereading of Barth-von Kirschbaum towards which I am 

gesturing might exacerbate rather than alleviate some of the problems already identified with 

recent discussions of these relationships. It might, for example, lead readers to lay even more 

ĂĐĐƵƐĂƚŝŽŶƐ ĂŐĂŝŶƐƚ KĂƌů BĂƌƚŚ ĂƐ ĂŶ ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂů ;ŚĞ ǁĂƐ Ă ƐĞǆŝƐƚ ĞǆƉůŽŝƚĞƌ ŽĨ ǁŽŵĞŶ͛Ɛ ůĂďŽƵƌ ĂƐ ǁĞůů ĂƐ 
an unfaithful husband!) and to respond with even more contorted defences of Karl Barth as an 

individual (he made sure that Charlotte von Kirschbaum and Nelly Barth were much better off than 

most women of their time!) Indeed, outwith theology, tŚĞ ĨĞŵŝŶŝƐƚ ŝŶƐŝŐŚƚ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ƚŚĞ ƉĞƌƐŽŶĂů ŝƐ 
ƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂů͛ has frequently been inverted in practice to make politics personal ʹ to demand from 

individuals a flawless ƉĞƌƐŽŶĂů ƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĂŶĐĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ͚ĐŽƌƌĞĐƚ͛ ƉŽůŝƚŝĐƐ ;ŚŽǁĞǀĞƌ ŵƵĐŚ ǁĞ ŬŶŽǁ͕ Žƌ 

                                                             
28 KĂƌĞŶ GƵƚŚ  ͕͚DŽŝŶŐ JƵƐƚŝĐĞ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ CŽŵƉůĞǆ LĞŐĂĐǇ ŽĨ JŽŚŶ Howard Yoder: Restorative Justice Resources in 

WŝƚŶĞƐƐ ĂŶĚ FĞŵŝŶŝƐƚ EƚŚŝĐƐ͕͛ Journal of the Society of Christian Ethics 35/2 (2015), pp. 119-139, here p. 125. 
29 ͚WŚĞŶ KĂƌů MĞƚ LŽůůŽ͕͛ Ɖ͘ϭϰϮ͘ 



ought to know, about the impossibility of doing that) and to condemn out of hand the words and 

ĂĐƚŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ ƚŚŽƐĞ ǁŚŽ ͚ĨĂŝů͛. 30 

This focus on attacking and defending the great theologian ʹ with its parallels in political movements 

ʹ takes us back to the questions raised earlier about the authority of the author in theology, and the 

ŵƵůƚŝƉůĞ ĂŶĚ ĐŽŶƚƌĂĚŝĐƚŽƌǇ ĞŶƐƵŝŶŐ ƉƌĞƐƐƵƌĞƐ ŽŶ ͚BĂƌƚŚ͛ ĂŶĚ ŚŝƐ ůĞŐĂĐǇ. It pushes us to ask what is at 

stake in attacking or defending a visible individual ʹ and whether it is perhaps the honour and 

security of an in-group that knows itself to be a threatened minority, ĂŶĚ ƚŚĂƚ ŐƌŽƵƉ͛Ɛ ĐŽůůĞĐƚŝǀĞ 
sense of the right to assert superiority (moral, political or theological) over others. The context in 

ǁŚŝĐŚ ͚BĂƌƚŚ͛Ɛ͛ ŶĂŵĞ ĐĂƌƌŝĞƐ ĂƵƚŚŽƌŝƚǇ ĂŶĚ ƉƌŽǀŝĚĞƐ ƐĞĐƵƌŝƚǇ ʹ or alternatively is ridiculed and 

rejected ʹ is, after all, one in which theology itself holds a precarious institutional position in the 

academy, the churches and the public sphere, while maintaining the audacious claim to speak 

truthfully about God and all things in relation to God. Perhaps Karl Barth, like the celebrity who finds 

himself the unwilling centrepiece of a tabloid story, or like the revered leader of an aspiring-to-be 

revolutionary movement, has been set up to fail by a public that has become too reliant on the great 

achievements of a few great men.  

Iƚ ŝƐ ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚ ŝŶ ƚŚŝƐ͕ ŚŽǁĞǀĞƌ͕ ŶŽƚ ƚŽ ŝŐŶŽƌĞ ƚŚĞ ƚŚĞŽůŽŐŝĐĂů ƌĞĂƐŽŶƐ ǁŚǇ ͚BĂƌƚŚ͛ ʹ and other 

individual theologians ʹ assume such importance. A focus on the work of individuals is, I have 

suggested, not only a matter of maintaining in-groups and securing intellectual pedigrees; it is also 

part of how we recognise and do justice to the coherent and open-ended character of theological 

thought, which in turn arises from the subject matter of theology. I have suggested here that the 

systematic character of theology can, but does not need to, lead to an account or mode of 

theological work in which all lines (in history or in thought) point back to the individual author of the 

system. My concluding suggestion is that the best response ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ͚KĂƌů͕ NĞůůǇ ĂŶĚ LŽůůŽ͛ ƐƚŽƌǇ ŝƐ ƚŽ 
take it as a cue to follow the lines of connection from the Church Dogmatics͕ ŶŽƚ ŝŶǁĂƌĚƐ ƚŽ ͚ƚŚĞ 
PƌŽĨĞƐƐŽƌ͛ ĂŶĚ ŚŝƐ ͚ƉƌŝǀĂƚĞ ůŝĨĞ͕͛ ďƵƚ ŽƵƚǁĂƌĚƐ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ complex, conflicted and multiply failing ecclesial 

and academic communities within which theology was and is done. It should be possible to engage 

in critical and constructive theological conversation about how these communities are formed, the 

assumptions on which they rest and the different forms of labour that sustain them ʹ using these 

stories about the historical contexts of theology to help us to recognise situations and concerns in 

which contemporary theology is implicated. 
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