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There are three main paths after Schleiermacher:  there are those who retain a 
‘closed’ ellipse between person and community, floating ‘above’ history and yet 
not touching the transcendental (e.g., Ritschl, Herrmann); there are those who 
attempt to open Schleiermacher’s ellipse vertically towards the transcendental, but 
not descendingly to the quantitative (e.g., Dorner, Kahler, and Barth); and finally, 
there are those who attempt to stretch the ellipse to its limits by opening it verti-
cally towards the transcendental and descendingly towards the quantitative. Among 
this last group one finds Käsemann and the Catholic Tübingen theologians in the 
nineteenth century, and in the twentieth, there are Wolfhart Pannenberg, Sergius 
Bulgakov, and Hans Urs von Balthasar as three of the greatest representatives of the 
legacies of Wittenberg, Byzantium, and Rome, united in their resolve to find a mod-
ern approach to Chalcedon that spans Lessing’s ditch and rethinks Schleiermacher’s 
transpositions.

Wolfhart Pannenberg (1928–2014)

Wolfhart Pannenberg’s greatest contribution to modern theology is the way he deploys 
the concept of revelation to hurtle Lessing’s ditch and to pierce the horizontal, verti-
cal, and eschatological limits of Schleiermacher’s ellipse. In Revelation as History 
(1968), he continues the line that flows through Kierkegaard to Schleiermacher that 
rejects Lessing and his heirs’ claim of ‘incommunicabilty’ between the two orders. He 
criticizes Schleiermacher’s eliding revelation with God-consciousness by claiming 
that revelation cannot be adequately understood as the disclosure of truths about God 



Christology after Schleiermacher   363

(‘God-consciousness’), but must be interpreted as the self-revelation of God (Schwöbel 
2005: 130; Pannenberg 1968).

The key notion of God’s self-revelation—philosophically taken from Hegel, but 
received in its theological form through Karl Barth and Karl Rahner—functions as the 
theoretical apparatus by which the transcendental can make itself both known and 
pre-sent in the categorical. The heart of his argument is that if there is any revelation, 
there can only be a single unique revelation in which God is both the author and 
medium of revelation; indeed, that ‘form’ and ‘content’ are one in God, and thus, 
mode and content are equally revelatory (Pannenberg 1968: 129–33). But here 
Pannenberg parts ways with Rahner, Barth, and Kasper, and is joined only by 
Balthasar: God’s full self-revelation can only be placed at the end of history, in 
relation to which the totality of history and all of real-ity is illuminated and receives 
meaning (Pannenberg 1968:  127–9; cf. Von Balthasar 1998: 19–54). This universal, 
pan-, and meta-historical self-revelation means that God can be seen in all things, but 
only indirectly, because all of God’s acts in history can only have their full meaning 
insofar as they are seen in light of the fullness of God’s eschato-logical self-revelation. 
The distinctively Christian claim, for Pannenberg, is that God’s eschatological self-
revelation is proleptically actualized in the destiny, particularly in the resurrection, of 
Jesus Christ (Pannenberg 1977: 53–65, 135–41, 108, 157, 406).

Pannenberg and the ‘Elliptical Problem’

Pannenberg has ‘stretched’ Schleiermacher’s correlation that ‘floated’ in the ‘in-between’ 
of personality and community to a dialectic between ‘history’ (quantitative) and 
‘eschaton’ (vertical-eschatological-theological). The claim of indirect revelation is 
Pannenberg’s version of the ellipse: faith is the act by which one engages in the ‘reflexive 
action’ of interpreting historical acts by reference to God’s eschatological self-disclosure 
(cf. Pannenberg 1968: 144–61). The indirectness of revelation is what allows Pannenberg 
to claim that while the acts and words brought about by God in history are immersed 
in quantitative history to such an extent that they are ‘open to anyone who has eyes to 
see’ (Pannenberg 1968: 135–58; 2009: 249), they are only seen as revelatory insofar as 
the seer, moved by faith, can reflexively interpret those truly quantitative events in the 
horizon of God’s eschatological self-revelation (cf. Pannenberg 2009:  249–57; espe-
cially, 1998: 144–61, wherein, like Von Balthasar, he sees this ‘interpreting function’ in 
the context of pneumatology). The believer, therefore, must not begin with the vantage 
point of the reflexive interpretation of the community (as did Schleiermacher); rather, 
the believer must begin with the domain of quantitative history, in which God’s acts 
take place, and then—only then—see to what extent those acts are diaphanous to God’s 
eschatological truth.

Pannenberg therefore inverses Schleiermacher’s method:  ‘Christology is con-
cerned … not only with unfolding the Christian community’s confession of Christ [cf. 
Schleiermacher’s regressive argument], but above all with grounding it in the activity 



364   Troy A. Stefano

and fate of Jesus in the past’ (Pannenberg 1977: 28). ‘Thus the task of Christology is to 
establish the true understanding of Jesus’ significance from his history’ (1977: 30). But, 
by returning to a Jesus that is fully immersed in quantitative history, considered apart 
from our experience of him, as the standard against which our claims of faith must be 
made, Pannenberg is stepping outside of the ‘safety zone’ that Schleiermacher’s ‘float-
ing’ ellipse had attained from the hammer of historical-critical investigation. But for 
Pannenberg, it is only when we ‘ask and show the extent to which this history substan-
tiates faith in Jesus’ that we truly claim that Christ is not a product of our desires or a 
development in religious myth (1977: 47–9), but truly, the protological ‘in-breaking’ of 
God’s self-revelation into history (1977: 128–9).

If one begins with quantitative history, then the doctrines of the Incarnation and 
pre-existence of Jesus cannot form the starting point for theological reflection; rather, 
those are claims about Jesus’ unity with God that stand at the conclusion of one’s inquiry 
(1977: 33–7). One must begin with the pre-Easter Jesus and ask how the early Christian 
community arrived at such a belief (1977: 21–9). To this extent, Pannenberg, much like 
Walter Kasper, forms a ‘mini-ellipse’ between Jesus (as historical figure) and the first 
eyewitnesses/early Christian communities—they both proceed via a ‘history of tradi-
tions’ approach. The pre-Easter Jesus, admittedly, spoke with a claim to authority, per-
haps even divine authority, but such a claim was not sufficient to elicit (or at least, to 
justify) faith in him (Pannenberg 1977: 66). Pannenberg argues that it is only Jesus’ res-
urrection that could explain the almost immediate interpretation of his life and death 
as having transcendental, indeed, eschatological meaning. Within the milieu of late 
Jewish apocalypticism, in which God’s actions in history receive a universal significance 
by reference to the end of history as the definitive moment of the revelation of God’s 
glory (kabod), Jesus’ resurrection radiated forth an immediate significance: in him, the 
end of the world has begun and God himself has confirmed the pre-Easter activity of 
Jesus (1977: 66–88). Indeed, the diaphanous quality of Jesus’ resurrection in that milieu 
freights it with the radiant meaning that ‘God is ultimately revealed in Jesus’ (1977: 73).

Pannenberg and the ‘Chalcedonian Problem’

Does the resurrection, as an event, license the discourses of ontological identity, tra-
ditionally conveyed in the concepts of incarnation, pre-existence, and dyophysit-
ism? Pannenberg believes that claims such as ‘incarnation’ and ‘pre-existence’ may 
be used to express the eschatological character of God’s self-revelation in Christ in 
light of the resurrection. But, Pannenberg believes, the problems associated with 
dyophysitism—regarding which he reiterates Schleiermacher’s critiques (Pannenberg 
1977:  283–307)—derive from beginning with the premise of the Incarnation or 
pre-existence and then trying to establish his humanity, rather than beginning with 
his humanity and then establishing his divinity (through the resurrection). Like 
Schleiermacher, he rejects the language of two substances or natures, claiming, again 
like Schleiermacher, that they destroy the unity of subject and thus his true humanity. 
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Pannenberg’s alternative to Chalcedonian discourse is the idea of ‘revelational presence’, 
which tries to navigate the narrow path between adoptionism and identity of essence. 
His concept of revelation is able to overcome not only Lessing’s incommunicabilty, but 
also Schleiermacher’s incommensurability by the (Hegelian–Barthian–Rahnerian) 
idea of God’s self-differentiation and self-revelation. His logic can be presented in four 
points:

1. Reconsidering ‘becoming’ and ‘sameness’ in God: ‘God in all his eternal identity is 
still to be understood as a God who is alive in himself, who can become some-
thing and precisely in so doing remain true to himself and the same’ (Pannenberg 
1977:  320). Pannenberg reconciles ‘becoming’ and ‘sameness’ in God by claim-
ing that if we conceive of eternity in an un-Platonic way in which eternity con-
tains and includes time, then God does not ‘change’ (the equivalent to ‘becoming 
in general’) in the Incarnation, but ‘becomes one’ with something different from 
himself (1977: 321).

2. The unity with the other within God as the ground for God’s unity with the other 
outside of God (creation): Pannenberg invokes Rahner’s formulation of the 
Hegelian dialectic of self-differentiation, in which God as creator ‘constitutes the 
differentiation to himself by retaining it as his and, conversely, because he truly 
wants to have the other as his own, he constitutes it in its genuine reality’ (Rahner 
1961: 148). Self-differentiation within God grounds God’s self-differentiation with 
creation:  ‘God remains himself precisely in the other, but also that he becomes 
something, thus that God establishes the other as his own reality precisely by emp-
tying himself, giving himself away through this.’ For Rahner, however, this meant 
the immanent Trinity (Rahner 1998: 98–103), whereas for Pannenberg this refers 
to the concept that ‘the “intention” of the incarnation had been determined from 
all eternity in God’s decree’ (1977: 321).

3. Unity with the other within God extended to encompass the Incarnation: If God’s 
self-differentiation within God’s self can account for creation, and if therefore 
eternity can include time, then ‘an element of God’s becoming and being in the 
other, in the reality differentiated from himself, is one with his eternity requires 
that what newly flashed into view from time to time in the divine life can be under-
stood at the same time as having always been true in God’s eternity’ (Pannenberg 
1977: 321). Henceforth, Pannenberg has laid the groundwork for the claim that 
Jesus can truly be God as a modality of God’s self-otherness. This is a reinterpreta-
tion of the simultaneity implied in dyophysitism in the direction of a unity by way 
of the dialectic of self-differentiation.

In these three steps, Pannenberg links up with Rahner (and Bulgakov and Von 
Balthasar) regarding the premise of grounding the unity of God and man in Jesus with 
God’s own self-differentiation. However, Pannenberg breaks company with these fig-
ures in that his concept of self-differentiation relies on his unique view of eschatology. 
For Pannenberg, God protologically has an ‘eternal decree’ that is a sufficient basis for 
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claiming a self-differentiation in God. That decree becomes ‘actualized’ when God 
‘decides’ to be revealed in Jesus of Nazareth. In the resurrection, that relation between 
God and Jesus is made. The result for God is eschatological: God is a Trinity in the end, 
as a result of that ‘decision’. God’s Triune-ness is ‘inscribed’ eschatologically. God there-
fore is (now, always was) a Trinity.

Pannenberg attempts to bridge the gap between God protologically and God eschato-
logically with an understanding of the eschaton whose main precedent is Blaise Pascal’s 
doctrine of predestination, in which God can eschatologically choose ‘damnation’ or 
‘salvation’, while holding that decision in suspense while a person’s life is panning out, 
although that eschatological decision becomes retrospectively true. Applying this to 
God, Pannenberg says that God was always a Trinity, but … as a result of an eschato-
logical decision. The question is how, if eschatological becomes sempiternal, that was 
not the case protologically in the full, ontological sense, and not merely in a notional or 
intentional form. Furthermore, any language of the Triune God or the (divine) Son cre-
ating the world would seem to be little more than semantics (1977: 390–9). (Pannenberg 
qualifies this issue in his later Systematic Theology.)

The next step, then, is the meeting point between his ‘Christology from below’ and his 
theology from the eschaton: the resurrection.

 4. The connection between ‘grounding’ the unity of Jesus and God within God’s 
self-differentiation, on the one hand, and the actual ‘establishing’ of Jesus as the 
self-revelation of God, on the other, happens only in Jesus’ resurrection. The height of 
the tension between ‘grounding’ and ‘establishing’ comes forward in this passage:

Jesus’ unity with God—and thus the truth of the incarnation—is also decided 
only retroactively from the perspective of Jesus’ resurrection for the whole of 
Jesus’ human existence on the one hand and thus also for God’s eternity, on the 
other. Apart from Jesus’ resurrection, it would not be true that from the begin-
ning of his earthly way God was one with this man. That is true from all eter-
nity because of Jesus’ resurrection. Until his resurrection, Jesus’ unity with God 
was hidden not only to other men but above all, which emerges from a criti-
cal examination of the tradition, for Jesus himself also. It was hidden because 
the ultimate decision about it had not been given. One could speak differently 
only by depriving the event of the resurrection of its contingency, of its element 
of newness, by means of some sort of theological or physical determinism, or 
if one wants to deny the significance of Jesus’ resurrection in general for the 
question of Jesus’ unity with God. The confirmation of Jesus’ unity with God 
in the retroactive power of his resurrection makes the hiddenness of this unity 
during Jesus’ earthly life comprehensible and thus makes room for the genuine 
humanity of his life.

(Pannenberg 1977: 321–2; italics mine; cf. 364)

There is a degree of internal coherence in his position:  the retroactive dimension 
of identity is not merely characteristic of the relationship of Jesus’ resurrection to his 
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pre-Easter life, but also the template that governs the relationship between the eschaton 
and history. But the seemingly voluntarist language of ‘ultimate decision’—reminiscent 
of Schleiermacher and Barth’s doctrine of the eternal decree, by virtue of which there 
is an eternal aspect in God that is constitutively related to a temporal event—treads a 
line that is closer to adoptionism than it is to identity of essence. Despite this internal 
consistency, there is a methodological ‘rift’. On the one hand, Pannenberg is commit-
ted to a ‘Christology from below’ in which claims, such as the Incarnation or eternal 
pre-existence of the Son are marked out de iure as starting points. On the other hand, 
Pannenberg requires the work of God’s eschatological self-revelation—a non-‘from 
below’ starting point—to retrospectively ‘break into history’ to lend to the resurrection 
its revelatory value.

It seems that Pannenberg’s critiques of the tradition’s readings of Jesus’ origins from 
God protologically (i.e., Virgin birth, Incarnation, eternal pre-existent Son) is recapitu-
lated into Jesus’ origins from God eschatologically (i.e., retrospectively by eschatological 
self-revelation in the resurrection). Both approaches claim sempiternal meaning, except 
the latter presupposes a slight voluntarism if taken exclusively. The key questions are 
(a) whether there is a difference in God as God protologically and eschatologically as a 
result of the drama of salvation, and (b) whether Jesus could truly have not only pointed 
to the ‘beginning of the end’ but embody the ‘end of the world’ and the ‘renewal of all 
things’ in himself if he were not the eschaton in history. Is Jesus ‘out-measured’ by the 
eschaton’s final self-revelation, or is the eschaton’s final self-revelation the transposition 
into world-time of what was already achieved in Christ?

Pannenberg and the Trinitarian Problem

‘In his revelational unity with God, which constitutes Jesus’ own divinity, Jesus at the 
same time remains distinct from God as his Father’ (Pannenberg 1977: 115). The begin-
ning of the doctrine of the Trinity, Pannenberg claims, lies in this. Based on the consti-
tutively eschatological dimension of God’s self-revelation, wherein the temporal aspects 
of the eternal decree already become constitutive of God’s self-revelation, Pannenberg 
can claim that God is a Trinity of persons without any modalistic softening. He also sees 
the eternal decree as guarding against the Moltmannian collapse of God in se and God 
ad extra that leads to the idea of God ‘becoming’ a Trinity. For, God in se, by virtue of 
the eternal decree, is none other than what is revealed ad extra, even if the event of the 
resurrection is what vindicates and establishes such an eschatological self-revelation. In 
his later works, particularly his Systematic Theology, Pannenberg moves towards seeing 
in Jesus’ ‘revelational identity’ a greater degree of ontological identity, in order to sub-
stantiate a ‘thicker’ Trinitarianism (cf. 1998 20–34; 2009: 259–336), though he maintains 
an ‘economic’ form that is inscribed only eschatologically (Pannenberg 2009: 259–336). 
‘Already the concept of revelation which is developed by the trinitarian understand-
ing of God rests on anticipation of the end of history in the person and history of Jesus 
Christ’ (Pannenberg 2009: 332).
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Sergius Bulgakov (1853–1900)

It would be difficult to find two modern theologians who are more distinct in form and 
in substance than Bulgakov and Pannenberg. One crucial factor is that the encounter 
of tradition and Enlightenment occurred in different ways in Germany and Russia. The 
German problematic was the separation of ‘event’ and ‘truth’, whereas the Russian prob-
lematic was governed by the dialectic of ‘created’ and ‘uncreated’. This means that the crit-
icisms of Lessing, and the philosophies of religion of Hegel and Schelling, have a much 
greater reception in Russian thought (e.g., Solyviev) than the issues of historical criti-
cism, raised by Reimarus and Strauss. Bulgakov writes that the entire history of religion 
could be narrated in terms of the tension between the transcendent and the immanent 
(2012: 20–38). What is common, however, to twentieth-century German and Russian 
theologians is the attempt to shed the legacy of idealism in philosophy, and to break free 
from a psychologizing, moralizing, or ‘naturalizing’ of faith, so as to recover a sense of 
the givenness, the historical and punctiliar character, of a revelation that reconstructs the 
whole of human knowing and relating (Williams 2005: 574; cf. Bulgakov 2012: 1–102).

The task of restoring to revelation its supernatural character is for Bulgakov the preroga-
tive of dogmatics; and it presupposes not only the truth of dogmas but that the inspired 
form of Scripture mediates the revelatory events it discloses. Bulgakov affirms the Son’s 
immersion in quantitative history in the Incarnation (Bulgakov 2008: 274). But, as with 
Schleiermacher, this is a formal claim that is not pursued further, for such is not the task 
of theology. Following the Käsemannian line after Schleiermacher, he writes that ‘The 
Gospels are doctrinal books, not “historical” ones. The history enters into the doctrine, into 
the teaching of the faith, and is subordinated to its goals’ (2008: 275; cf. Käsemann 1964: 25; 
1969: 41). His Christological task is to establish the dogmatic basis in which the imma-
nentism that pervades the modern period could be overcome, while attempting to clarify 
and present a coherent picture of Jesus’ unity of life amidst his duality of natures. While 
Bulgakov does not single out Schleiermacher directly, the phenomena that he identifies 
for critique are thoroughly Schleiermachian. First, apologetically, he singles out a concep-
tion of Christianity that is regulated by an immanent framework; second, dogmatically, he 
takes up the challenge of engaging Apollinarius’ critique that in Christ, there cannot be two 
active principles, since one will always give way to the other (Bulgakov 2008: 1–18, 444). The 
point is that Bulgakov’s engagement with Apollinarius has relevance only because he finds 
in Apollinarius the ‘same’ critique that Schleiermacher promoted. We can read Bulgakov’s 
task as a response to Schleiermacher. In this sense, we can see Bulgakov and Pannenberg as 
both engaged in the broader conversation of Schleiermachian reception.

Bulgakov on the ‘Elliptical Problem’

Rather than using Lessing’s original categories, Bulgakov’s version of the ellipti-
cal problem is transposed into the dialectic of Creator–creature:  ‘The Word-God 
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(without ceasing to be the Word and God) became not-God; the Creator became a crea-
ture’ (Bulgakov 2008: 213). What are the conditions for this possibility, indeed, actuality? 
Bulgakov’s argument could be presented thus:

1. ‘The Word’: Bulgakov makes the traditional move of interpreting John 1:14 accord-
ing to Phil. 2:9–11: ‘First of all, this passage talks about the descent from heaven of 
the supramundane God; that is, it talks not only about the Incarnation itself but 
also about the act that preceded it in heaven: the decision or the will to enact the 
Incarnation.’ The non-traditional aspect to his interpretation is that in this passage 
he reads that the Word’s descent is based on an intra-Trinitarian obedience/keno-
sis, that ‘in the cross of the earthly path is realized the cross of heavenly kenosis’ 
(Bulgakov 2008: 217).

2. ‘Became’: The meaning of kenosis, therefore, is not that God changes his substance 
or nature (pace Gess et al.), but his ‘form’. Such a distinction presupposes that in God 
there is a difference between ‘nature’ and ‘form’ (or, ‘state of life’). Bulgakov asserts 
that in God there is a distinction between ‘the life of God according to Himself, as He 
is in His unchangeable essence, and His life for Himself, as He lives out His essence 
for Himself in the living act. Here He has the power to change for Himself the mode 
of the living out of this essence’ (Bulgakov 2008: 221–2). Thus, the intra-Trinitarian 
obedience of the Son is constitutive according to nature and accompanied with 
glory according to form. When this obedience becomes the kenosis of the Son in the 
Incarnation, the nature remains but what changes is its accompanying glory.

3. ‘Flesh’: As opposed to the idea of divinity taking on humanity, or the inhabita-
tion of divinity in human flesh, Bulgakov is guided by the idea of ‘the descent of 
Divinity down to man, the self-diminution of Divinity, His humiliation or keno-
sis’ (Bulgakov 2008: 219). ‘In becoming man, God does not stop being God; even 
after descending from heaven, He remains in heaven. Likewise, man does not 
stop being man after he receives God into himself. In voluntary self-humiliation, 
God renounces something, abandons something, in order to become accessible to 
man, in order to make possible the approach to man. And man, in opening him-
self up to receive God, transfigures himself, without the possibilities implanted in 
this essence being destroyed’ (Bulgakov 2008: 220).

Bulgakov is aware of Schleiermacher’s challenge to such a position, which he sees as 
anticipated in Apollinarius’ ‘it is impossible with intelligence and volition to be united 
into one principle’ (L., frag. 2; quoted, 6): if we have the duality of natures, then we lose 
the unity of person; if we have the unity of person, then we lose the duality of natures. 
Bulgakov calls into question the presupposition of both of these critiques: namely, the 
incommensurability of the two principles.

The conventional opinion is that there can be no mediation between God and crea-
ture: tertium non datur. But in reality there is such a mediation between God and the 
creature: tertium datur, and this tertium is Sophia, the true Wisdom of God, eternal 



370   Troy A. Stefano

and creaturely. Creaturely sophianicity, however, is only the bridge for, or the onto-
logical possibility of, the movement of God and the creature toward one another.

(Bulgakov 2008: 220)

Bulgakov concretizes the ‘in-between’ of God and creation as Sophia, distinguishing 
between divine Sophia (equivalent with the divine nature, the richness of possibilities 
in God from which creation derives) and creaturely Sophia (the indestructible ‘imago 
Dei’ in creation). The ontological gap, traditionally understood only apophatically and 
as a barrier, now bears positive content. It serves as ‘a mediation, an ontological bridge 
to effect this union—a ladder on which this ascent-descent can be accomplished’ 
(2008: 220). Sophia is Bulgakov’s answer to modernity’s immanence after Lessing—this 
is the thesis of Paul Valliere’s Modern Russian Theology (2000: 271). How does this solve 
the problem of the ‘one person and two natures’ in Christ? If God becomes this man, how 
can he continue to truly be man? If this man is God, then how can God continue to be 
God? And, how can both happen simultaneously and in the same ‘being’ and ‘person’?

Bulgakov on the ‘Chalcedonian Problem’

Bulgakov perceptively targets the particularly modern form of the Chalcedonian prob-
lem in the question of consciousness. Chalcedon addressed the duality of being or nature, 
Constantinople III addressed the duality of wills; the modern installment of the question 
is the duality of consciousnesses in Christ. The force of this question is that the modern 
human being is defined by the singularity of his or her I-consciousness. To say that in 
Jesus, there are two I’s or two personalities is to destroy the unity of person. Bulgakov’s 
sophiology is saturated with the modern (especially Hegelian and Schellingian) develop-
ments regarding subjectivity and consciousness, and it is in these developments that he 
sees a way forward for Chalcedonian Christology. He distinguishes in Sophia two aspects 
from Scripture:  ‘She is, properly, Sophia (Hokhma), as the revelation of the Wisdom 
of God; and she is also Glory, as the revelation of God’s Beauty and All-blessedness’ 
(Bulgakov 2008: 107). He finds his solution in an interpretation of the first aspect as ‘the 
consciousness of self of the trinitarian God’ (2008: 108). The relationship between the 
eternal Son and human nature, with a human self-consciousness, is not such a crazy 
thing after all, since there is a precedent of that kind of relation in God’s self—namely, 
the relationship between the eternal Son and the divine Sophia as the ‘consciousness of 
self of the Trinitarian God’. Bulgakov sees these parallel relations—eternal Son–divine 
Sophia as divine self-consciousness and eternal Son–creaturely Sophia as human 
self-consciousness—as the meaning of ‘the Heavenly Man’ of 1 Cor. 15:49 (2008: 242). 
Thus, Bulgakov’s point can be demonstrated by using a tripartite anthropology (9):

Adam:  pneuma (created Sophia as consciousness of self); soul (ps che); body 
(soma).
Christ: Logos (divine Sophia as consciousness of self); soul che); body (soma).
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His claim is that the ‘continuum’ between creaturely Sophia and divine Sophia 
means that there has always been a potential—an eternally decreed and onto-
logically inscribed hospitality—within the human (soul and body) for the Logos. 
Bulgakov justifies this claim by saying that the ‘World came to be through Him’, and 
thus, takes a creaturely form that reflects its Prototype, including the Word’s relation 
to Sophia (2008: 242). Bulgakov believes he has solved the Chalcedonian problem 
by showing, on the one hand, ‘The Divine Sonhood is precisely Jesus’ Divine I, His 
self-consciousness as Divine consciousness’ (2008: 264); and, on other hand, in the 
kenotic state that receives its measure by his human essence, ‘He becomes progres-
sively conscious of His divinity, not through His own, direct hypostatic consciousness, 
but through the Father’ (2008: 279). For, ‘It is only through the Father that He comes 
to know His divine hypostasis, His Divine Sonhood. The Son’s divine consciousness 
is therefore mediated by the knowledge of the Father being revealed in Him, that is, 
by divine knowledge’ (2008: 279). In his kenotic state, the Son’s self-identity as eternal 
Son is given to him through his unique relation to the Father; therefore, his personal 
relation with the Father is established, in his consciousness, logically prior to his con-
sciousness of his own divinity. Bulgakov sees this as the ‘affirmative’ or ‘positive’ side 
implied in Chalcedon’s No’s (unconfusedly, unchangeably, indivisibly, inseparably; 
Bulgakov 2008: 1–73, 443–8).

This provides a powerful solution, but also some concerns. First, one must wonder 
whether the replacement of the human I-consciousness with the Son’s I-consciousness 
does not lead to a form of Docetism, in which Jesus seems human but isn’t fully ‘like 
us in all things except sin’. On the other hand, wouldn’t Pannenberg’s Jesus, given 
God’s self-decree to make this man his self-revelation, be faced with a similar prob-
lem after Jesus’ resurrection? How would Pannenberg’s post-resurrected Jesus’ 
self-consciousness relate to the divine self-consciousness which has chosen to reveal 
itself in Jesus? Second, from Pannenberg’s standard, he pays insufficient detail to the 
historical aspect, or more particularly, to the centrality of Jesus’ resurrection. Third, 
while Pannenberg and Bulgakov both agree that Jesus’ consciousness of himself as 
Son of the Father is mediated through his human consciousness, Bulgakov argues that 
his divine consciousness unfolds in accordance with the psycho-corporeal measure 
allotted to it by his humanity development, whereas Pannenberg locates this specifi-
cally in (after) the resurrection. This reveals a fundamental point of tension between 
the two figures:  the relation between dogmatics and exegesis. Bulgakov chooses 
‘form’ over ‘history’, whereas Pannenberg chooses ‘history’ over ‘form’. This creates 
exegetical differences in terms of what can be claimed regarding the pre-Easter Jesus’ 
self-consciousness.

Bulgakov on the ‘Trinitarian Problem’

Despite the obvious difference between Bulgakov and Pannenberg, there are certain 
formal similarities. Pannenberg’s concept of self-revelation functions analogously 
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to Bulgakov’s sophiology insofar as both attempt to depict a ground in God for God’s 
ability to remain God’s self while in another. The concept of self-revelation, admit-
tedly, does more justice to the ontological gap and to grounding the Incarnation in 
the Trinitarian relations of (or self-differentiation within) God as opposed to the 
divine being as such. But, conversely, Pannenberg’s protological deity only has an 
intentional fullness, whereas Bulgakov’s has an ontological fullness that overflows 
from divine Sophia into creation, and  climactically in the Incarnation.

Thus, for Bulgakov Christology regulates eschatology (2008:  410–42), but for 
Pannenberg, eschatology regulates Christology. These hermeneutical commitments 
are reflected in their respective stances on Chalcedon. Bulgakov is able to offer a 
viable, if not powerful, depiction of Chalcedonian Christology that includes the full 
weight of ontological identity without introducing the cumbersome process of mov-
ing from eternal decree (world created for Incarnation and God’s self-revelation in 
the Incarnation), to temporal realization (the Incarnation itself, actualized by Jesus’ 
resurrection), and finally to eschatological inscription of that temporal actualiza-
tion in God’s self-revelation (God as Trinity). If God truly reveals himself as he is 
in himself, and if revelation occurs within the freedom to disclose himself as such, 
then a doctrine of the immanent Trinity is more suitable than a doctrine of the eter-
nal decree.

Barring the obvious differences in exegetical preferences and practices, we should 
ask if there is any way of preserving the unambiguous ontological identity between 
Father and Son asserted by Bulgakov and the definitive significance of the historical 
in general, and the resurrection in particular, argued by Pannenberg? Is there any 
way of achieving both of their goals—namely, preserving Jesus’ ‘unity of life’ while 
affirming a divine identity—without the cost of an un-human seeming God-Man 
(Bulgakov) or an absent pre-Easter ontological identity (Pannenberg)? Can we pre-
serve the importance of the final, eschatological ‘in-breaking’ and revelation of God, 
while also maintaining that Jesus is himself the eschaton, and thus, Christ is not gov-
erned by any measure greater than himself? For these answers, we turn to the most 
integrated, or, quite literally, ‘concerted’ Christological and Trinitarian theology of 
the past 200 years.

Hans Urs Von Balthasar (1905–1988)

The structure of Von Balthasar’s treatment of Christ is closer to that of Pannenberg 
than that of Bulgakov; but the content of his thought is nearer to that of Bulgakov. Von 
Balthasar is committed to beginning with Jesus, as we encounter him (Theo-Drama III), 
and then moving to the Trinity (Theo-Drama IV–V). But, the Jesus that we encounter 
is always the eternal Son. Von Balthasar 
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Von Balthasar on the ‘Elliptical Problem’

For Pannenberg, to begin from ‘below’ means to begin with the historical critically 
reconstructed Christ and to move, through an analysis of the formation of tradi-
tion, to the initial Christian testimony to Christ. The initial testimony itself is not a 
non-reducible form, but a penultimate form that can be broken down and analyzed to 
access a more primordial, reconstructed Jesus. Bulgakov begins by positing the exist-
ence of Jesus and proceeds to reinterpret an incarnational Christology. Von Balthasar 
argues that to begin ‘from below’ does not mean to begin with the historical-critical 
approach, but rather, from the ‘form of beauty’. For Von Balthasar, the eyes of faith grant 
the believer the ability to see in Christ a wholeness that makes the love of the Father shine 
through him. Von Balthasar does not deny the quantitative immersion of the Son, that 
is, the true historicity of the Incarnate One; but he denies that the way to approach this 
is through dissecting Jesus. He argues, in a way that is reminiscent of Schleiermacher, 
that the passage of the ‘form’ of Jesus to the ‘form’ of Christ is intrinsic to Jesus himself. 
And any transmission of this ‘form’ cannot sunder it to analyze its pieces, but must pre-
serve its wholeness. He thus establishes a theory of Christian experience, by which there 
can be simultaneously qualitative and quantitative transmission of Christ throughout 
history. Nonetheless, Von Balthasar posits the objectivity of Jesus as revelation as the 
condition for that experiential transmission. It is the scope of Jesus’ mission that pro-
vided the point of continuity between the man of Nazareth and the universalized Object 
of faith.

Von Balthasar on the ‘Chalcedonian Problem’

Von Balthasar uses the concept of mission to avoid both the dissecting prongs of the 
historical-critical method and Bulgakov’s non-historical approach. It is a key concept in 
the Gospel of John, but also rooted in the Synoptics, and it provides Von Balthasar with 
the connection between the Jesus of history and early incarnational hymns in Scripture 
as well as the inner bond between the doctrine of the immanent Trinity and the three 
persons revealed in the economy (Von Balthasar 1992: 515). In the Gospels, Jesus iden-
tifies himself with his mission. Jesus is aware that he has received a mission from the 
Father and is its complete embodiment in the world (1992: 187). His awareness of his 
mission has no conceivable beginning (1992: 177, 178, 197, 268, inter alia). In a way that 
is true of no other human being, he is this mission (1992: 167–8, 509). He has identified 
himself in complete inner freedom with a task that has been given to him (1992: 517). The 
tension seen between Jesus’ free embrace of his mission (the active dimension) and his 
obedience to that mission (the receptive/passive dimension) expresses how his mission 
did not begin after the Incarnation. Rather, the Incarnation, including its constitutive 
humility, is the active undertaking of the Son. The Son’s mission, insofar as it is free, 
is co-determined by the Father and Son from all eternity; but insofar as it is given to 
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him and received obediently, the Son hands himself over to receive his mission from 
Another, namely the Holy Spirit (1992: 183).

The soteriological dimension of the mission as it was co-determined freely from all 
of eternity calls for the Son’s obedience (cf. Heb. 5:8)—an obedience undertaken on 
behalf of sinners in order to redeem their disobedience (1992: 187, 517–18). If the Son 
freely and actively undertakes his mission in the Incarnation, and thus takes on the 
form of obedience and receptivity as a result of his own activity, then obedience is the 
economic expression of the Son’s active and eternal co-determination with the Father 
to save the world. The other soteriological dimension of the mission is that the Father 
gives the entire responsibility for the world’s salvation to the Son (cf. John 5:22–30). This 
has two implications: first, that Jesus’ mission is itself the embodiment of the Father’s 
self-pouring love in the mode of sending. This explains how the loving disposition of the 
one-who-sends (the Father) shines forth in the one-who-is-sent (the Son) (1992: 515). 
Insofar as the Son is entrusted by the Father to reveal and share the love of the Father 
for the world, this means that the Father’s love itself, which is not something he has, but 
what he is, is given to the Son.

For, if he-who-is-sent has essentially to reveal the love of him-who-sends, and if he 
is identical with his divine mission, he must (as the personal bearer of this mission 
of love) be the divine, that is, eternal Offspring of him-who-sends, whom he himself 
calls ‘Father’ in a sense that bursts all analogies. We begin to discern the meaning of 
‘fatherhood’ in the eternal realm when we consider the Son’s task, which is to reveal the 
Father’s love: such ‘fatherhood’ can only mean the giving away of everything the Father 
is, including his entire Godhead (for God, as God, ‘has’ nothing apart from what he 
‘is’); it is a giving-away that, in the Father’s act of generation—which lasts for all of eter-
nity—leaves the latter’s womb ‘empty’: in God, poverty and wealth (that is, wealth and 
giving) are one and the same … As God, however, the Son must be equal to the Father, 
even though he has come forth from the Father. And since the Father has expressed his 
whole love—which nothing can hold back—in the Son, the Son is the perfect image of 
the Father, apt to represent the Father’s self-giving in his creation in every respect.

(Von Balthasar 1992: 518–19)

In the same way that the Father hands over his self to the Son by begetting him and 
entrusting him with the task of embodying his love for the world in his mission, so also 
does the Son hand himself over to the world, thereby mirroring the Father’s self-gift and 
allowing the Father’s love to shine through him (1992: 515–19). The second implication is 
that this demonstrates that Jesus is not a finite subject entrusted with a task that can only 
be carried out by the infinite God, since ‘the bearer of such responsibility in this subject 
can be none other than a divine Person. Only a divine Person can measure up to “God’s 
cause” and be God’s “agent” on earth’ (1992: 509–10). It is Jesus’ identity with his mission 
that allows us to say truly that God himself saves in Jesus Christ.

By redefining God’s ‘substance’ as self-giving love, and by reinterpreting the Son’s 
con-substantiality with the Father in terms of the Father giving the Son his being as self-
gift, Von Balthasar has set up the apparatus to fulfill Bulgakov’s aspirations without the 
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latter’s restraints. Bulgakov wanted to ground the I-consciousness of Jesus in the eternal 
Son, but could only do so by claiming that the I-consciousness of the Son was limited by 
the measure of his humanity. Von Balthasar holds that the Incarnation begins with the 
intra-Trinitarian obedience of the Son to empty himself. The connection between the 
I-consciousness of the Son as eternal Son and the I-consciousness of the Son as the man 
Jesus is only in the knowledge of his mission which he received from the Father through 
the Spirit. Thus, to know that he is sent into the world to bear the weight of the world 
is the necessary and sufficient condition for claiming a continuity of subject between 
the eternal Word and Jesus of Nazareth. For it is in this humility that he embodies the 
Father’s self-emptying love.

This structure offers Von Balthasar the opportunity to make full use of the resur-
rection. Rather than seeing it as the transitus for ontological identification, as with 
Pannenberg, Von Balthasar sees in the resurrection a transitus in the directionality of 
the salvific drama. The function therefore of the resurrection is not mainly ontological 
but soteriological and epistemological. Von Balthasar invokes the distinction between 
the status exinanitionis and status exaltationis to separate two directionalities in the 
‘task’ of the Son: the pre-resurrected state centers upon the Son’s incarnation, death, and 
descent into Hell, depicting the depths of the Son’s obedience and solidarity with Godless 
humanity. The post-resurrected Christ ascends to the right hand of the Father, now bear-
ing those depths, and taking them into the inner life of God (1992: 522–3). Since for Von 
Balthasar, as for Bulgakov, Christology regulates eschatology, the resurrection has a 
cosmic-universal scope. We can see the significance of this transitus in Von Balthasar’s 
poetically-theological dramatization of the Son’s incarnate prayer to the Father:

Earlier on, Father, you and I were one, and they stood outside of us as enemies, and 
from a distance we took counsel to see how they might be helped. Today I stand in 
the midst of our enemies; I have become a traitor to your justice, and if you want to 
strike out at them, strike first at me … I take their place … For, O my Father! What 
else is your justice than your love for me, and what the wrathful glance of your eye 
other than the most glorious revelation of your love for me? … And so look: even your 
enemies here, my friends, are yours. And I do not place myself as a protective wall 
before them to shield them from your fury. Rather, I take them into my hand like the 
celebrant takes his paten and I raise them up to you … And when I now go and sacri-
fice myself for them, to whom should I entrust them if not to you, Father, as my pre-
cious inheritance, as my Incarnation’s fruit of sorrows and as the grapes on my vine? 
For whom have I ripened them if not for you, so that, once I have conquered death and 
hell, I might place them on your eternal table in the perfected vessel of the Kingdom?

(Von Balthasar 1979: 85–6)

Von Balthasar on the ‘Trinitarian Problem’

Von Balthasar’s Trinity is eschatological as with Pannenberg. But it is eschatologi-
cal only soteriologically, not ontologically. This means that the final ‘stage’ for the 
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drama of salvation is within God’s inner life. Here we see the ultimate stretching of 
Schleiermacher’s ellipse. The ascension of the Son entails the ‘taking up to the Father’ of 
reconciled creation. The transformation of the world is the playing out of the Son’s vic-
tory in Trinitarian terms.

The Twenty-First Century

Fifteen centuries after the Council of Chalcedon (451), Karl Rahner’s article on 
Chalcedon as end or beginning set the tone for the second half of the twentieth cen-
tury (Kasper 1985: 17). Rahner wrote that every conciliar statement is not only the end 
of a dispute, in which truth becomes unambiguous and victorious, but also the begin-
ning of a search for deeper insight (Rahner 1954). With Pannenberg, Bulgakov, and 
Von Balthasar, there is a special engagement with the Enlightenment in general, and 
with Schleiermacher in particular. For them, Rahner poses more of a challenge than a 
solution; but insofar as he defined the form of the received problematic, he exercised 
an influence that should never be underestimated. They each stretched the limits of his 
‘correlation’ to encompass the heights of heaven, the fragmentation of critical history, 
and the harrowing depths of hell. In fact, some would argue that they stretched his cor-
relation to the point of rupture, and that we are facing anew the challenge of the bipolar-
ity of the Jesus of history and the Christ of faith; and yet, these three figures each in their 
own way hold a new promise and problem for us, as we meditate upon the possibilities 
for Chalcedonian Christology in our own time.

Suggested Reading

Bulgakov (2008); Pannenberg (1977, 2009); Rahner (1954); Von Balthasar (1992, 1998, 2009).
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