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When Karl Barth was doing theology—actually hazarding himself to God’s glory in 
clear and definite words—he was received by the larger academic world, not to 
mention the larger intellectual world, with anything but disregard. In fact, despite 
Barth’s primary insistence upon God’s objectivity, he was attended—his many critics 
notwithstanding—with interest and respect. Contemporary theology would be wise to 
take note.  

It is saddening, but not particularly surprising, that so much contemporary 
theology, with its excessive preoccupation with method and eager pandering to each 
new intellectual fad, is met with a bored and even bewildered shrug by the larger 
academic world. Jeffrey Stout’s comment is a haunting condemnation: “It may be that 
academic theologians have increasingly given the impression of saying nothing atheists 
don’t already know.”11 If, as some suspect, contemporary theology is merely a pious 
restatement of the atheistic biases of academia, then Stout’s remark is justified on the 
face of it. If, on the other hand, it is not merely atheism garbed in an amorphous 
awareness of cosmic mystery, then one might suggest that in order for it to gain, if not 
respect, at least a certain credibility in the academic world, theologians ought to begin 
to take risks again—that is, risk speaking in clear and definite words about the 
ontological intent of their God–talk. 

 If theology is merely a phenomenological description of the experience of faith, 
if its ontological status is merely solipsism, then it is to some extent insulated by its very 
idiosyncratically individualistic character from all sustained secular attack. But what it 
gains in invulnerability it loses in relevance to humanity’s concern for the truth of 
things. It has become clear that a theology which is vague and equivocal about its 
ultimate object commands, not the respect of the academic world, but only its contempt.   

Indeed, while I often find myself a half–hearted, half–hoping believer who needs 
to hear all the arguments for faith that theology can muster, any attempt to speak about 
God, Jesus Christ, and the Holy Spirit in terms that avoid an ontological commitment to 
their objectivity simply confirms my doubts. I cannot claim to speak for all, but when I 
come to suspect that a given theology, in seeking to make Christianity “relevant” to the 

                                                
1 Jeffrey Stout, Ethics After Babel (Boston: Beacon Press, 1988), 164. 
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world, dissolves its traditional ontological truth claims in a soothing bath of noetic 
vagueness, my faith is not fortified. Instead, I want to give up on the whole business. I 
do not believe that I am alone in this. I cannot help believing that there are many 
Christians who hold their faith far more ontologically than many theologians would 
permit. Theologically, Christians are starved by the froth fed them by the theological 
left; yet they cannot, and should not, swallow the anachronistic obscurantisms pushed 
on them by the theological right.   

Moreover, despite the strenuous efforts of contemporary theologians, it is 
patently impossible to do theology without an ontological agenda. Every theologian has 
certain ontologically held beliefs as to what is finally objectively true and objectively 
false; that is, what in the Christian tradition corresponds to reality and what does not. 
Therefore, the ontological question, the question of one’s objective intent, lurks behind 
every theological utterance.  A refusal to come to terms with the ontological character of 
one’s assumptions is no indication that they do not exist. A failure to expound specific 
doctrines does not mean that hidden doctrines are not at work. 

For example, one may not be a Trinitarian, but this does not mean one can avoid 
taking an objective stand on the question that Trinitarianism attempted to answer, i.e., 
How do we Christians understand the central Christian claim that “in Christ, God was 
reconciling the world to himself”?2 If Trinitarianism is wrong, then something else must 
be more appropriate: Modalism? Adoptionism? Arianism? Was Christ a prophet? A 
great man? A charlatan or a madman? The victim of the misunderstanding of the 
apostles? The options are limited. Every possible Christian and anti–Christian reading 
of the Christian claim was well known by the end of the second century of the Christian 
era, and every interpretation then and now implies a willingness to affirm what one 
believes is in fact the case. 

Christianity does not begin in doctrines. It begins with God’s self–revelation in 
history and humanity’s corollary experience of that self–revelation. But since human 
beings are rational and cannot but attempt to understand and expound their 
experiences, Christianity is inescapably theological, inescapably doctrinal, and 
inescapably concerned with the objective truth of things. To attempt to avoid or 
equivocate on the question of the cash value of one’s theological utterances inevitably 
brings one at best to a certain theological incoherence. Who better to demonstrate this at 
the outset of this tract but Rudolf Bultmann and Paul Tillich, for if theologians of this 
magnitude cannot avoid theological incoherence, how much less so all the lesser pates 
in their wake? 

                                                
2 2 Cor 5:19 
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Writing just before Karl Barth tossed his existentialist hand grenade into the 
playground of the theologians in his 1919 Römerbrief, J. K. Mozley claimed that behind 
every seemingly non–theoretical, pragmatic experience of the saving effect of the cross 
of Christ, there lay, in fact, “some faintest suggestion of a theory hidden.”3 Mozley 
insisted that “we do not reach bed–rock in preaching facts,” i.e., in non–doctrinal, brute 
assertions that Christ’s cross has saving significance.4   

This contention would certainly have proved totally unacceptable to those 
theologians who, like Rudolf Bultmann, wished to push Barth’s revolutionary 
theological existentialism to its logical conclusions. One is reminded of Bultmann’s very 
influential claim that “Christ meets us in the preaching as one crucified and risen. He 
meets us in the word of preaching and nowhere else.”5 That is, authentic faith is 
grounded in our immediate existential response to the proclamation of Christ “crucified 
and risen” and not in any doctrinal explanations to which it gives rise. 

Mozley anticipated the basic outlines of this Bultmannian point of view as it was 
expressed in the pre–existentialist language of his time. He noted that to pragmatic 
Christians (for “pragmatic” here, read “existentialist”) faith arises in the hearing of the 
gospel preached as “fact” and experienced in power; further explanations are 
unnecessary.6 However, Mozley, while expressing some sympathy for those troubled 
spirits who wished to go no further, would have disagreed strongly with Bultmann’s 
dogmatic insistence that doctrine in general and the doctrine of the cross in particular 
constitute essentially faithless attempts to go beyond the sheer authority of the 
preached word. In what follows I will attempt to show that Bultmann’s non–doctrinal 
approach to Christianity becomes particularly untenable at the point of the cross, so that 
even Bultmann must at last resort to doctrine—and why it is of necessity that this be so. 

                                                
3 Mozley, The Doctrine of the Atonement, 203. 

4 Ibid., 204. 
5 Bultmann, “New Testament and Mythology,” 41. 

6 Mozley, Doctrine of Atonement, 203. 
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Bultmann’s skepticism vis–a–vis the question of doctrine is critical due to the enormous 
shadow he continues to cast over contemporary theology. If indeed he operates with the 
“suggestion of a theory hidden” of the cross, one might legitimately wonder if he and 
his followers have many more hidden doctrinal assumptions stowed in the closet or 
whether it is ever possible to do theology without a whole catalogue of assumptions—
whether hidden or overt. 

Bultmann was a lifelong disciple of his early teacher Wilhelm Herrmann. More 
than Kierkegaard or Heidegger, Herrmann was the prime source of Bultmann’s 
theological existentialism, a vital element of which was the reduction of all theology to 
the experience of faith. Herrmann’s famous contention—“God reveals himself to us 
only in the inner transformation we experience. . . . The religious man is certain that 
God has spoken to him, but what he can say of the event always takes the form of a 
statement concerning his transformed life . . .”7 —lies behind Bultmann’s reduction of 
the fundamental kerygma to the drastic claim: “The word of preaching confronts us as 
the word of God. It is not for us to question its credentials.”8 

By his own statements, Bultmann would seem to have no patience for doctrines 
of the cross. For example, he speaks of the Anselmian “doctrine of the atonement” as 
“primitive mythology.”9 Such a claim is but a pointed application of his general 
contention that any speech about God is possible only in terms of the most extreme 
paradox. As Walter Schmithals has described Bultmann’s perspective on the whole 
theological enterprise:   

 
Christian theology is essentially dialectic . . . . It speaks of God in its insight that 

man cannot speak of God; in this talk it takes control of God, of whom it speaks 

as the one who cannot be controlled; it resolves to work in the obedience of faith 

and at the same time with its talk departs from the existence of faith; it means to 

awake faith and is a demonstration of unbelief. That is its dialectic, in which it 

must persevere if it is not to fall into either objectification of its subject or 

silence.10 

 
For Bultmann, revelation is not the disclosure of doctrines of God, or mysteries 

about God, or anything of the sort. Rather it is “man” who is revealed. For Bultmann, in 
the kerygma, “Everything has been revealed, insofar as man’s eyes are opened concerning his own 

                                                
7 Quotation in Smart, The Divided Mind of Modern Theology, 36. 

8 Bultmann, “New Testament and Mythology,” 41. 
9 Ibid., 7. 

10 Schmithals, Introduction to the Theology of Rudolf Bultmann, 45. 
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existence and he is once again able to understand himself.”11 Thus, for Bultmann, to try to 
penetrate in a doctrinal, objectifying way the ground out of which the existential 
experience of faith arises, that is, to get behind the preached word wherein Christ is 
proclaimed, by faith unto faith, is to distort both Christ and faith. 

 
To go behind the Christ who is preached is to misunderstand the preaching; it is 

only in the word, as the one who is preached, that he encounters us, that the love 

of God encounters us in him. . . . Therefore, faith also, like the word, is revelation 

because it is only real in this occurrence and otherwise is nothing.12 

 
Theology is said to be sin, but silence about God and God’s act in Jesus Christ could 
also be said to be sin. Therefore as a good Lutheran who at least in this respect is 
buoyed by Luther’s pecca fortiter (“sin boldly”), Bultmann proceeds, yet generally within 
the confines of his own strict theological self–limitations—that is, in keeping with 
Herrmann’s doctrinally agnostic stricture that theology can give expression only to the 
believer’s own “transformed life.” Thus, for Bultmann, “the theme of theology is the man 

of faith.”13              
It is difficult in the light of so straightforward an anthropocentric definition of 

theology’s theme to refrain from observing that such language was meat and drink to 
thinkers like Ludwig Feuerbach, who in the nineteenth century accused theology of 
having “man” for its actual subject. This, according to Feuerbach, proved that 
Christianity at root is atheistic.14 How readily Feuerbach would have agreed with 
Bultmann while drawing from such anthropocentrism an atheistic conclusion. For 
Feuerbach, Bultmann’s very definition of theology would prove his point that it is 
merely “the man of faith” that is the god of humanity. Bultmann, to be sure, would 
have rejected such an atheistic reading of his intentions. 

Clearly, Bultmann believed in God. Just as clearly, his faith in God was funda-
mentally anti–doctrinal in character. Insofar as he was compelled to deal with 
traditional doctrines, he strove mightily to find that the true subject of these doctrines 
was not what the naïve hearer might suppose, that is, the objective reality or doings of 
God. Rather, for Bultmann, no effort was to be spared to find that the real subject of 
those doctrines—with which even a radical existentialist could not totally dispense—

                                                
11 Bultmann, Existence and Faith, 85. Emphasis in original. 
12 Ibid., 87. 

13 Ibid., 93. 
14 Feuerbach, The Essence of Christianity, x-xi, 11–13, and passim. 
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was human faith. Thus, for example—and one which is in no sense isolated—of the 
doctrine of creation he could say, 

 
The primary thing about faith in creation [is] the knowledge of the nothingness of 

the world and of our own selves, the knowledge of our complete abandonment. . .  

This knowledge does not mean to speak of God as the first cause of all beings . . .15 

 
Concerning the doctrine of the Holy Spirit, Bultmann renders such a matter as 

merely human activity. The Spirit is “the possibility of a new life which is opened up by 
faith. The Spirit does not work like a supernatural force . . . . It is the possibility of a new 
life which must be appropriated by a deliberate resolve.”16 Not only does Bultmann 
have no place for such traditional language as the Trinity or the pre–existent divinity of 
Christ, but programmatically, his thinking, if pushed to its logical conclusions, 
precludes the very possibility of such doctrines. Indeed, it would seem to preclude any 
doctrine which would have as its primary focus the invisible, “wholly other” God. For 
Bultmann, it would seem, all doctrines about God are inevitably myths, for they 
attempt conceptually to make the invisible God visible. In attempting to carry “the 
doctrine of justification by faith alone . . . to its logical conclusion in the field of 
epistemology,” Bultmann finally contends that every prop for faith must ultimately be 
undercut —miracles, philosophical proofs for God, claims to infallible and historically 
reliable scriptures, moralism, and finally even theology itself, as theology attempts to 
speak about the objective reality of God.17 Radical demythologization “destroys every 
false security and every false demand for it on the part of man, whether he seeks it in 
his good works or in his ascertainable knowledge.”18 Faith is the security that abandons all 
security; it is to be “suspended in mid–air” after having plunged “into the inner 
darkness.”19  

Bultmann’s theological existentialism has proved to be a highly influential 
statement of a general distrust, not just among many contemporary academic 
theologians, but even among many who regard themselves as committed Christian 
theologians, about the very possibility of systematic or doctrinal theology. The tendency 

                                                
15 Bultmann, Existence and Faith, 177. 
16 Bultmann, “New Testament and Mythology,” 22. 
17 Bultmann, “Bultmann Replies to His Critics,” 211. I believe it was William Hamilton who once quipped 

that Bultmann’s “affirmation” of the ancient Chalcedonian faith in Christ as the God-Man sounded 
more like a refutation than an endorsement. 

18 Ibid. Emphasis mine. 

19 Ibid. 
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of much modern academic theology to be all method and no substance—i.e., no actual 
doctrine, only endless prolegomenon—is a tendency that pushes to a reductio ad absurdum 
the existentialist horror of objectivizing theological speech. At least existentialism spoke 
about an urgent matter, that is, the question of faith. Much contemporary theology 
seems stuck at the level of the question of the question of faith.   

Given Bultmann’s seeming abhorrence of doctrine it might at first glance appear 
surprising to find Bultmann, in the very 1942 article in which he challenged the next 
theological generation to embrace his demythologization program, offering nonetheless 
a sketchy but fundamentally complete theory, or as he preferred to call it, the 
“significance,” of the cross.20 However, this ought not finally to be such a shock, for 
Bultmann is not an atheist as some have concluded, nor a “nihilistic spellbinder” as he 
has seemed to others.21 Bultmann is a believing Christian; all his negations are in the 
service of that which he ultimately seeks to affirm, and his affirmations are all radically 
tied to the cross. 

To be sure, Bultmann regards the New Testament images that were used 
historically to undergird Western atonement theories—centering on Jesus Christ as the 
pre–existent, incarnate, vicarious victim who endures on our behalf the wrath of God, 
whose blood atones for our sins, and whose death delivers us from death—as mere 
“myth” or a “mixture of sacrificial and juridical analogies.”22 Obviously, Bultmann 
acknowledges and insists that such “myths” abound in the New Testament. 
Nevertheless, he contends that they fail to reflect the New Testament’s actual message 
of the cross. 

For Bultmann the cross is not myth, for the very core of the Church’s kerygma is 
grounded in “a real figure of history.”23 Thus the kerygma is “not some mysterious 
oracle,”24 or a fanciful account of realities outside ourselves and our world, or the 
attempt to make concrete the God who is “wholly other.” The kerygma points to an act 
of God.  “God has set up the cross for us.” 25   

Bultmann makes it clear that when he speaks of God acting, of God setting up 
the cross for us, he does not mean these words as a merely “symbolical description of a 
subjective experience.” 26 In the face of the criticism that it is inconsistent and arbitrary 

                                                
20 Bultmann, “The New Testament and Myhtology,” 35–38. 
21 Karl Jaspers. “Myth and Religion,” 157. 
22 Bultmann, “New Testament and Mythology,” 35. 
23 Ibid., 44. 

24 Ibid. 

25 Ibid., 36. 

26 Bultmann, “Bultmann Replies to His Critics,” 196. 
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for him to exempt the claim that the cross is an “act of God” from his general strictures 
against mythology, Bultmann insists that “if such language is to have any meaning at 
all it must denote an act in a real, objective sense.” 27 We can know the objective truth of 
God’s acts only in the inwardness of the existential subjectivity of faith, but that faith is 
nonetheless grounded in an objective act. Thus, it can be spoken of by Bultmann as 
having “‘cosmic’ importance.”28 

For Bultmann, as an act of God, the cross of Christ is more than a historical event. 
To be sure, it is an event in history, but paradoxically it is also an eschatological event. 
In Bultmann’s view, New Testament eschatology must, of course, be demythologized. It 
cannot entail a literal belief in the literal end of the world. However, interpreted 
existentially, the eschatological event occurs in the here and now and is an ever–present 
possibility to faith. By faith in the cross of Jesus Christ we are existentially crucified 
with him, and we literally cease to be the old persons we were, enslaved by the 
anxieties, cares, and lures of the world. Indeed we die with Christ to our old selves. 

 
The crucifying of the affections and lusts includes the overcoming of our natural 

dread of suffering and the perfection of our detachment from the world. Hence 

the willing acceptance of sufferings in which death is already at work in man 

means: “always bearing about in our body the dying of Jesus” and “always being 

delivered unto death for Jesus’ sake” (2 Cor. 4:10f.).29 

 

Faith in the resurrection of Christ not only completes our faith in Christ’s cross, but 
finally the two are identical. “Indeed, faith in the resurrection is really the same thing as faith in 

the saving efficacy of the cross.”30 There is a seeming asymmetry here. For how can faith in 
the resurrection and faith in the cross be one and the same if their historical basis is not? 
For Bultmann, the literal resurrection, the empty tomb, and so on, are mythological, 
while Jesus’ cross is a brute fact of history. Indeed, it is its historicity that makes it a 
non–mythological occurrence. 

Bultmann attempts to get around this asymmetry by his claim that quite 
obviously the faith of the first disciples was a historical event even if the literal 
resurrection was not. For Bultmann what seems to have actually “occurred” with the 
emergence of Easter faith was first the apostolic existential experience of the redemptive 
significance of the cross. “In this way the resurrection is not a mythological event 

                                                
27 Ibid. 

28 Bultmann, “New Testament and Mythology,” 36. 
29 Ibid., 37. 

30 Ibid., 41. Emphasis in original. 
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adduced in order to prove the saving efficacy of the cross, but an article of faith just as 
much as the meaning of the cross itself.”31 The resurrection is the “event” for faith in 
which “the cross is completed.”32 Faith in the cross and in the resurrection leads to the 
eschatological moment in which our life in the old world quite literally comes to an end 
and a new world begins. By faith in the cross both we and the world are “destroyed” in 
the same eschatological moment. But this eschatological moment leads directly to 
resurrection faith. Dying with Christ by faith inevitably entails our “overcoming the 
natural dread of suffering and the perfection of our detachment from the world.”33 This 
existential transformation, being the fruit of our resurrection faith, is an eschatological 
event. 

 
The “demythologized” sense of the assertion that Jesus Christ is the 

eschatological phenomenon that brings the world to its end is precisely this, that 

Christ is not merely a past phenomenon, but the ever–present Word of God, 

expressing not a general truth, but a concrete message, that Word that destroys 

and in destruction gives life.34 
 
Faith achieves humanity’s freedom from sin. Sin is not a myth. It is inauthentic 
existence. “Sin is self–assertion, self–glorying . . . .”35 Modern “man” may well regard 
sin as a myth, but it ceases to be so when by faith, “the love of God meets man as a 
power which embraces and sustains him even in his fallen, self–assertive state. Such a 
love treats man as if he were other than he is. By so doing, love frees man from himself 
as he is.”36 

This is all God’s act: 
At the very point where man can do nothing, God steps in and acts . . . . 

St Paul is endeavoring to express this when he speaks of the expiation of sin, or 

of “righteousness” created as a gift of God rather than as a human 

achievement.37 

                                                
31 Ibid. One must acknowledge that for Bultmann virtually everything else about the life of Jesus is in 

dispute. Nevertheless, in Bultmann’s view, no sane historian could dispute either that Jesus lived or 

that he died on the cross. 
32 Ibid., 42. 

33 Ibid., 37. 
34 Bultmann, “The Case for Demythologizing,” 193. 

35 Bultmann, “New Testament and Mythology,” 30. 
36 Ibid., 31. 

37 Ibid. 
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However, God’s “gift” is the cross itself. Yet faith in that act of God, it would 
seem, is our responsibility. For faith is not the supernatural gift of God’s Spirit.38 Such a 
concept of the Spirit Bultmann brands mythological. Modern “biological man cannot 
see how a supernatural entity like the πνευµα can penetrate within the close texture of 
his natural powers and set to work within him. Nor can the idealist understand how the 
πνευµα working like a natural power can touch and influence his mind and spirit.”39 
For Bultmann, the “Spirit” demythologized is reduced to “the possibility of a new life 
which is opened up by faith. The Spirit does not work like a supernatural force . . . .”40 
Thus there remains the critical question: “How do we come to believe in the saving 
efficacy of the cross?”41    

Finally, as stated, the answer lies in the brute authority of the preached word 
itself. The Holy Spirit, historical arguments, pseudo–philosophical and theological 
proofs are rendered as presumptuous as they are useless. This is the meaning of 
Bultmann’s claim, quoted earlier: “The word of preaching confronts us as the word of 
God.  It is not for us to question its credentials.”42 We do not question the preached 
word; on the contrary, the preached word questions us as to whether we will believe or 
deny its eschatological claim. “It is the possibility of a new life which must be 
appropriated by a deliberate resolve.”43  

Seemingly, in order to bring Bultmann in line with a more immediately 
recognizable Lutheranism, Walter Schmithals tries to deflect Bultmann’s celebration of 
the sheer arbitrariness of faith and the claim that we cannot question the credentials of 
the preached word but only appropriate it by an act of “deliberate resolve.” Schmithals 
hopes that by putting the matter “in dogmatic terms,” that is, by the device of 
translating Bultmann’s radically existentialist claims into traditional doctrinal 
concepts—in this case, a full–blown doctrine of the Holy Spirit—he will to be able to 
make more traditional, even orthodox, sense of Bultmann’s anti–orthodox stance.44 
Schmithals is correct about the tradition: traditional dogmatic theology holds that we 
come to believe the proclamation of the cross and resurrection of Jesus Christ by a work 
of the Holy Spirit. But it is absurd to suppose that Bultmann’s insistence on the naked 
authority of the preached word can be clarified by seeing it in the light of the ancient 

                                                
38 Ibid., 26. 
39 Ibid., 6. 

40 Ibid., 22. 
41 Ibid., 41. 

42 Ibid. 
43 Ibid., 22. 

44 Schmithals, Theology of Rudolf Bultmann, 42ff. 
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dogma of the Holy Spirit. Since Bultmann deliberately and frequently rejects the tradi-
tional doctrine of the Holy Spirit, how can it be dragged in as a tool for understanding 
Bultmann’s anti–dogmatic existentialism?   

By this dubious ploy, Schmithals, the Lutheran, never has to face the liberal, 
Pelagian anthropocentrism implicit in Bultmann’s identification of faith with 
autonomous human decision. There were those on the theological left who would push 
Bultmann in the direction of a naturalism and even atheism (Fritz Buri, but even more 
so Herbert Braun), but there was also a far more “traditional” wing of Bultmann 
supporters, as exemplified by the Lutheran Schmithals, that tries to accommodate 
Bultmann to the “dogmatic” tradition by such invalid translations. However, to speak 
of the Holy Spirit in connection with Bultmann’s theology of the preached word does 
violence both to traditional Lutheranism and to the integrity of Bultmann’s neo–
Lutheran enterprise. 

In summary, for Bultmann, the “significance” of the cross—his doctrine of the 
cross—comes to this: God gave up Jesus to be crucified and “set up the cross for us.” By 
our deliberate resolve to have faith in that event (which Bultmann sees as the 
“miraculous” act of God), we receive the “Spirit”—the Spirit being nothing 
supernatural but a new life opened up to us by that act of faith in which we take to 
ourselves Christ’s death. By our existentially dying with him we are set free from both 
sin, i.e., self–glorification, and the anxiety of having godlessly to cling to the tangible 
realities of the old “dead” world. This, in turn, sets us free to commit ourselves in faith 
and love to others. It leads to authentic life. Having seen God’s love and “self–
commitment” in the cross, we now have a firm ground for “our own self–
commitment.”45  

What is this but an existential restatement of the exemplarist theory of the 
atonement, the belief that Jesus died in order to illustrate to an alienated world the love 
of God. The indispensable human sequel to this act of God is that we are so moved by 
the spectacle of God’s love so powerfully revealed in the death of Jesus in the cross that 
we seek reconciliation with God. We are alienated from God until we realize in the 
revelation of the cross just how much God in his love wills to do for us. Or as Bultmann 
puts it, in the cross we see that God’s love is not a “piece of wishful thinking.”46 We are 
motivated to live new lives in God’s love and to manifest that love to others. “We are 
free to give ourselves to God because God has given up himself for us.”47 

                                                
45 Bultmann, “New Testament and Mythology,” 33. 
46 Ibid., 32. 

47 Ibid., 33. 
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The most obvious difficulty in Bultmann’s version of the exemplarist theory of 
the atonement is that in his work as a historian, Bultmann denies that the historical 
Jesus voluntarily accepted his self–sacrificing death. However, by this denial Bultmann 
the historian would seem to undercut Bultmann the theologian, for if Jesus was merely 
the unwitting pawn in God’s “act,” how can one find justice in God’s setting up Christ’s 
cross? Bultmann’s version of the exemplarist theory does not even attempt to make 
sense of the question of the justice of the cross. For the older exemplarists there could be 
no justice if Jesus did not freely offer himself, indeed, if his acceptance of his death did 
not spring from his own deepest will. 

Of central interest with regard to Bultmann, however, is that he constitutes an 
excellent example of the quite predictable difficulties inherent in any theological 
attempt to remain intentionally non–atheistic on the one hand, and to avoid across–the–
board, objective, doctrinal language, on the other. In Bultmann’s case, he could not have 
been theologically coherent had he consistently avoided a doctrine of the cross. 
Bultmann with his existential interpretation of Christian theology might not seem to 
“need” many Christian doctrines. However, he does require the cross. His own faith 
experience compelled him to affirm the centrality of the cross and thus it compelled him 
to say concretely what he thought it all meant. 

Since Bultmann is not a Trinitarian, denying as he does the Holy Spirit and the 
pre–existence of Christ, he is able to achieve a neat dovetailing of his own personal 
disdain for Nicene orthodoxy with his sweeping existentialist claims that all such 
doctrines are faithless, mythological attempts to make the invisible God visible. Since he 
takes a rather Pelagian view of human freedom, he would have no need to come to 
terms with the sorts of problems underscored in the ancient doctrines of election or 
grace or the work of Holy Spirit. His doctrine of creation is essentially a confession of 
utter human mortality or nothingness. These examples suffice to indicate how it is that 
Bultmann can manage to dissolve the need for so many dogmas, doggedly insisting that 
we can speak only about our faith experience and eschewing all ontological statements 
about the ultimate source of faith.  

However, in the last analysis Bultmann is not a theological solipsist; that is, he 
does not hold that all theology is merely a symbolic way of describing the mysterious 
heights and depths of our subjective feelings. Since he believes that objectively God has 
acted and continues to act in the cross and in the preached word about the cross, it is on 
the question of the cross that he must unavoidably make some genuinely objective, 
indeed, ontological theological affirmations—the adequacy or inadequacy of these affir-
mations being a further matter—but objective they inevitably must be.  
Yet, even here it should be underscored that Bultmann makes such concessions only 
because he was forced to do so by his critics, only because he was made aware that 
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there was no other way for him to escape solipsistic subjectivism. Still, it is no source of 
joy for him. He takes no delight in the privilege of speaking about the objective reality 
of God. On Bultmann’s lips such speech was merely his almost grudging recognition of 
the requirements of the logic that drove him, if only at the juncture of the cross, to 
abandon his doctrinaire existentialism and speak about a real act of God.   
It is little wonder that in the midst of unrelenting pluralistic and skeptical turmoil a 
Bultmannian theology of radical expressionism and existentialistic paradox speaks to 
many: 
 

When worldly happenings are viewed as a closed series, as not only scientific 

understanding but even workaday life requires, there is certainly no room for 

any act of God. But this is just the paradox of faith: it understands an 

ascertainable event in its context in nature and history as the act of God. Faith 

cannot dispense with its “nevertheless.”48 

 
To his credit, as a Christian theologian Bultmann never compromised on this 

“nevertheless.” Because of this, and because he rejected what Bultmann’s supposed a 
scientific worldview “requires,” the existentialist philosopher Karl Jaspers bitterly 
accused him of doing justice neither to science, nor to philosophy, nor to theology. 
Indeed, according to Jaspers, Bultmann’s program of demythologization constituted 
little more than “a most peculiar mixture of false enlightenment and high–handed 
orthodoxy.”49  

Bultmann had hoped that, in spite of his ultimate appeal to an almost orthodox 
confessionalism—i.e., that the cross was a genuine act of God—there might be a way to 
express his faith in terms that were sufficiently modern so that his reduction of 
Christianity to its essence would not give quite so blatant offense and perhaps would 
even gain approval by “modern man.” By sufficient qualification and hedging we might 
stumble onto a “God–talk” which could even prove “relevant” to moderns. To some, 
such a tactic may have proved successful; however, for Jaspers—and he was not 
alone—the very attempt to win “modern man” to the faith by seeming to stand 
foursquare with rationalism, skepticism, existentialism, scientism, etc., yet finally 
holding on to the kerygmatic “nevertheless” and the doctrinal baggage that logically 
finally pertains to such a “nevertheless,” seemed a dishonest intellectual outrage.   

                                                
48 Bultmann, “Case for Demythologizing,” 199. 
49 Jaspers, “Myth and Religion,” 157, 179. 


