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Christolo gy from Lessing 
to Schleiermacher

Troy A. Stefano

Defining the Problematic: 
Lessing’s Ditch

Whether expressed in the dramatic form of a Lessing, the frigid constraints of a 
Kant, the Olympian serenity of a Goethe, or the Dionysiac fury of a Nietzsche, the 
contempt for incarnate divinity has been ubiquitous. The eighteenth century was a 
period of unprecedented epistemological and ontological legislation against such a 
belief: ‘rules’ were established ‘judges’ were appointed  and ‘violators’ were prose-
cuted with the full power of one’s brow. The belief that Jesus—an historic and con-
tingent figure, receding into the abyss of history—is the Christ of God, the center 
of all history, the one in whom God reveals himself and makes present his escha-
tological fullness, is a capital offense. This is a violation of the separation of event 
and truth as two distinct genera, which Lessing dubbed ‘the ugly, broad ditch’, and 
summarized in the phrase: ‘Accidental truths of history can never become the proof 
of necessary truths of reason’ (Lessing 1956: 53). The implication of this ‘ditch’ is that 
there are two orders that cannot be traversed: that of events, the historical, the ontic, 
the existential, the categorical, the particular; and that of truth, the metaphysical, the 
ontological, the essential, the transcendental, the universal; and there cannot be any 
Christological ‘intermingling’ of the two. Historical processes and events are imma-
nent, contingent, and relative.

After all, how can an individual point in the stream of history have an absolute and 
unconditional meaning? (Schönborn 2010: 39; Ratzinger 2004: 194–5). Can the figure of 
Nazareth tip the entire scale of history in his favor, considering that he is outweighed by 
the two thousand years that have passed since his death, not to mention the full weight of 
the future (Von Balthasar 1992: 25)? If history itself has not passed a sufficient judgment, 
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then the Enlightenment philosophers certainly have: all historical events are relative, 
and this includes the life of Jesus. And thus, any attempt to find in Jesus the definitive 
self-revelation of God was marked out of bounds a priori. One could classify the way 
in which Lessing’s ditch formed the scope of the Christological problematic in the late 
eighteenth century in three ways:

1. Epistemological-horizontal dimension (‘the elliptical problem’): It was with
Lessing’s ‘ditch’ in mind that Reimarus began the history of Protestant biblical criti-
cism, in which the ‘simple figure of Nazareth’ was divested of the ‘ceremonial robes’ 
of dogma (see Schweitzer 2005: 13–26), leading to the separation of the ‘Jesus of his-
tory’ (the categorical, immanent, historical) and the ‘Christ of faith’ (the transcen-
dental, rational, ideal). Jesus could no longer claim any ultimate uniqueness:  he 
was a igure in history, and like all historical igures and events, his signi icance 
was relative. He should be subject to historical-critical inquiry and any excess 
claims should be excised. here can be no ontological continuity between the pre-
Easter Jesus and the post-Easter Jesus, whether understood in terms of the early 
Christian witness-testimony or the continuation of that testimony in the 
community of today. Severed from the Jesus of history, the Christ of faith became a 
free-radical, in need of both explanation and, if its signi icance is to be retained, a 
surrogate attachment (cf. Strauss’ attempt to secure an anthropological surrogate

 Feuerbach).
2. Vertical-ontological dimension (‘the Chalcedonian problem’): Lessing’s ‘ditch’

called into question the sufficiency and plausibility of faith as the mediator between 
the transcendental and the categorical. He regarded the Chalcedonian claim that 
Jesus is God and man as a confusion of genus (‘if that is not a μετάβασις εἰς ἄλλο 
γένος, then I do not know what Aristotle meant by this phrase’, Lessing 1956:  54; 
cf. Aristotle, De Caelo: Book 1, Cap. 1, 268b 1). Tertium non datur. But it was only 
after Lessing that non-plausibility and non-sufficiency became impossibility (cf. 
Reimarus 1985; and afterwards, Kant 2005a:  6:119; Schleiermacher 2011:  §94). The 
‘ditch’ became concretized into ontological legislation: the a priori presupposition of 
the incommunicability of the transcendental and categorical gave rise to the premise 
of historical immanentism, operative in historical-critical exegesis. The traditional 
doctrine of Jesus as ‘one person in two natures’ is rendered impossible a priori, for 
that would entail, respectively, (a) the communication of the two incommunicable 
orders (by way of hypostatic union in one person); and (b) a violation of exclusively 
intra-historical processes.

3. Eschatological-theological dimension (‘the Trinitarian problem’): The consequence
of this Christological dissolution is the separation of Christology from the doctrine of 
God. Once there is the a priori legislation that between the transcendental and cate-
gorical there cannot be any true communication or identity, Jesus cannot be the escha-
tological self-disclosure of God as he is in himself—the presupposition that led to the 
formation of the doctrine of the Trinity by the early Church. With one decree, God as 
Trinity and Jesus as eternally pre-existent Son must be rejected. If Jesus is to retain any 
significance after such a separation, it is on immanentist terms.
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The Landscape of Nineteenth-Century 
Solutions: The Place 

of Schleiermacher

The late eighteenth to mid-nineteenth century witnessed various approaches to this 
‘gap’, which inevitably also entails corresponding reformulations of the three dimensions 
of the Christological problematic. Broadly speaking, there were two categories: those 
which attempted to ‘close’ the gap by arguing that it can be overcome by a higher-order 
knowledge and those which attempted to preserve the relation between the categorical 
and transcendental by faith.

‘Closing’ the Ellipse by Higher-Order Knowledge

Such diverse philosophical approaches as those of Kant and Hegel could be brought 
together analytically under this category insofar as they attempted to ‘embrace’ the 
horizontal-epistemological ellipse within a philosophical ‘circle’ of higher knowledge, 
whether in the form of ‘a moral idea of reason’ (Kant) or ‘absolute knowledge’ (Hegel). 
For Kant, the God-man, at best, is a temporal vehicle for a timeless truth. Kant makes 
a clear distinction between an ‘empirical (historical) faith’ and a ‘rational faith’ (Kant 
2005a: 6:119; cf. the contrast between an ‘ecclesiastical faith’ and a ‘pure moral faith’ in 
6:117). The one begins with the given of history; the other with the postulates of reason. 
For Kant, ‘in the appearance of the God-man, the true object of the saving faith is not 
what in the God-man falls to the senses, or can be cognized through experience, but 
the prototype lying in our reason which we put in him (since, from what can be gath-
ered from his example, the God-man is found to conform to the prototype), and such 
a faith is all the same as the principle of a good life conduct’ (6:119). Thus, the relation-
ship between the ‘moral idea of reason’ (the surrogate for the Christ of faith) and the 
‘non-real ideal’ (Urbild) or ‘prototypical example’ (the surrogate for the Jesus of history) 
is one of exemplarity and non-identity. The Trinity, which presupposes the transcen-
dental identity of God and Jesus, is considered an adiaphora (cf. Kant 2005a: 6:140–7; 
2005b: 7:39).

Hegel tries to overcome the ‘gap’ by calling into question the intrinsic incommunica-
bility of the two orders. For Hegel, the categorical is the transcendental in the mode of 
antithesis, and thus, it is a function of the transcendental’s (‘the Absolute’s’) self-othering 
and self-actualization. Hegel’s idea contains the structure of thesis–antithesis–synthesis, 
in which one can traverse Lessing’s gap both epistemologically and ontologically 
through a logic of dialectical and teleological development. In Hegel, unlike Kant, the 
relationship between ‘the Absolute’ (the surrogate for the Christ of faith) and the ‘histor-
ical actualization of the idea’ (the surrogate for the Jesus of history) is one of ontological 
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identity, and not merely one of exemplarity (Hegel 1956: 318–36; 1977: §748–78). But like 
Kant, he attempts to ‘close’ the gap by establishing a purview that makes the dictates of 
the ideal and rational—which serve as the surrogate for the Christ of faith—dominant, 
and makes the function of the historical realization of the ‘idea’ recessive by relation. The 
‘gap’ in both cases is not overcome by faith, but by a ‘closed’ philosophical circle (Hegel 
1977:  §788–808; 1991:  §214). As Schelling realized, this resolution may deal success-
fully with Lessing, but it eviscerates the Christian theological and soteriological drama. 
For acts, both human and divine, must be grounded in freedom, and so can never be 
established by reason, but only received by faith (Schelling 1977: 160, 162; Staudenmaier 
1840: §391–6).

‘Mediating’ the Ellipse by Faith

Of those who engaged this problematic within the ellipse of faith, there are four analyti-
cally distinguishable groups:

1. Those who ‘resolve’ the dilemma by reducing the transcendental to the categorical—
‘Christology from below’ and the question of transcendental limits: Strauss had made the 
‘critical investigation of the life of Jesus’ the test which traditionally Christology must 
pass for retainability and  as Strauss was quick to point out, once the Christ of faith 
was made to siphon through historical critical analysis, there was nothing of substance 
left: ‘We are no longer Christians’ (Strauss 1903: 61). Some theologians, however, were 
more optimistic. While agreeing with Strauss that the Jesus of history is the standard and 
criterion for all claims of faith, theologians disagreed widely about what kind of claims 
such a Jesuology could license. For some, he was a ‘great soul’ (Renan 1863), whose sig-
nificance rests in embodying an ideal. He was a (pacifist-universalistic) ‘religious per-
sonality’ (Harnack 1972: 36–43) who is a ‘holy reality’ that stands as the source of and 
symbol for the Christian community (Troeltsch 1991: 88–91). His significance was in 
his ‘ethical profession’ (Ritschl 1874: 412–13). In these cases, there is a definitive disjunc-
tion between the transcendental and the categorical as in Strauss, but there is attributed 
to Jesus a certain uniqueness, largely understood in terms of the intra-historical influ-
ence of his personality and example, which becomes the surrogate for the Christ of faith. 
Such a uniqueness is established in the relationship between the historically-critically 
established figure and the sociologically-psychologically established community that 
he influenced. The heights of his uniqueness—whether he is merely a ‘great soul’ 
among a history of great figures, as in Renan, or the ethical revelation of the Kingdom 
of God, as in Ritschl, for example—vary widely; nonetheless, they never broach the div
ine. he other direction taken during this period was that of German ( homasius and 
Gess) and British (Forsyth and Mackintosh) Kenoticism. These kenoticists are united 
in the way in which they reject not only Christ’s dyophysitism, but more importantly, 
his dyothelitism; however, unlike the first path taken by Renan, Harnack, and others, 
which creates an ideal surrogate for the displaced divinity, the kenoticists siphoned 
the transcendental into the categorical by changing the traditional doctrine of 
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morphological kenosis—that God changed his ‘form’ of glory into the ‘form’ of humil-
ity in the Incarnation, based on Phil. 2:6’s ὃς ἐν μορφῇ Θεοῦ ὑπάρχων—into a doc-
trine of substantial kenosis. God as divine is stripped of his attributes and becomes the 
human Jesus. The kenoticists attempt to overcome the epistemological-horizontal and 
the vertical-ontological gaps by reducing the transcendental to the categorical to the 
point of ontological identification. A ‘gap’ now appears between whatever the divine was 
before Jesus and whatever the divine is as a result of its substantial change in order to 
become categorical in Jesus. Because of this newly inserted ‘gap’, Isaak Dorner rightly 
characterizes such an approach as turning the Incarnation into a mere theophany 
(Dorner 1853: 1270; cf. Baillie 1948: 94–8); since Incarnation and a doctrine of Revelation 
traditionally presuppose the revelation of God as he is in himself.

2. Those who reinterpret the dilemma by turning the gap into a theological positive—the 
non-historic and the transcendental encountered existentially: In a section entitled ‘some-
thing about Lessing’, Kierkegaard writes that ‘Lessing opposes what I would call quanti-
fying oneself into a qualitative decision’ (Kierkegaard 1992: 95). Kierkegaard engages in 
an important hermeneutical shift: unlike Reimarus and the ensuing tradition of liberal 
Protestant criticism, Kierkegaard reads Lessing as claiming the a priori ‘incommensu-
rability’ rather than ‘incommunicability’ of the two genera. This has three important 
consequences: the first is that Lessing’s own word, der Sprung (‘the leap’), which was 
used to express his inability to travel between ‘accidental truths of history’ and the ‘nec-
essary truths of reason’ now became a term freighted with immense existential weight 
to express an act of isolation for which there is no mediation (cf. Ferreira 2006: 213). 
For Kierkegaard, ‘the leap is a category of decision’ (Kierkegaard 1992: 99; cf. 2010: 22). 
The second consequence is that the Incarnation, as a metaphysical claim, is no longer 
ruled out a priori: for, it is no longer a question of the impossibility of communication 
between genera, but of their incommensurability (and thus now a question of existential 
and cognitive urgency). The question now becomes how a Christian understands God 
revealed in Christ. Kierkegaard observes that our ‘leap’ is not from the homogeneous 
to the non-homogeneous; rather, all of our leaps are within a relative degree of homo-
geneity, since the Christian paradox is ‘Christ’s entry into the world’: that is, the quali-
tatively different (non-homogeneous) leap is ‘the one made by God coming into Time, 
not by us. On our side a transition may be a leap (that is, a qualitative transition) even if 
homogeneous in contrast to the leap made by God into the world’ (Ferreira 2006: 218; cf. 
Kierkegaard 2010).

The third consequence of transferring Lessing’s ditch into an existential register is 
that for Kierkegaard, ‘there is no “objective” means of access, in the sense of modern 
historical “objectivity”, to an adequate understanding of Jesus Christ, not even of his 
crucifixion’ (Kierkegaard 1992: 386). Seen as the God-man, who suffered both humanly 
and superhumanly, Christ is ‘an extremely unhistorical person’ in the ‘situation of con-
temporaneity’ (Kierkegaard 1992: 60). Since Christ is not accessible through histori-
cal means, Kierkegaard lays an emphasis on the ‘form’ (Gestalt) of the New Testament 
depiction of Christ, and not on the historical Jesus, as the basis for our qualitative ‘leap’. 
There is a ‘continuity of form’ between the New Testament Christ and our experience of 
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him through personal relation, but only retrospectively from the vantage point of exis-
tential belief (Kierkegaard 2010: 399–400). Kierkegaard leaves open the gap between the 
historical Jesus and the biblical Christ. Thus, Kierkegaard can at once criticize aesthetic 
theology (cf. Kierkegaard 1987; Von Balthasar 2009: 48–52), and at the same time be 
an aesthetic theologian by grounding the urgency of decision in an encounter with the 
‘form’ of Christ in the New Testament. For Kierkegaard, faith does not mediate between 
the categorical and the transcendental by allowing the historical Jesus to become diaph-
anous to the Son of God; rather, faith presents one with a transcendental encounter that 
is aesthetic and non-historic precisely because it is pan-(or supra-)historic (‘contempo-
raneous’, in Danish, Samtidighed). Emanuel Hirsch makes a good point that an ‘histori-
cal simultaneity’ is needed aside Kierkegaard’s ‘subjective-theoretical’ simultaneity, to 
make an encounter with Jesus Christ truly possible (Hirsch 1978: 48).

3. Those who ‘resolve’ the dilemma by positing the Christ of faith with minimal
historicity—the kerygmatic Christ and the formal limits of historicity: The second trajectory 
after Strauss is to prioritize the Christ of faith, with a minimal connection to the Jesus of 
history. While Martin Kähler and Wilhelm Herrmann present relatively ‘thicker’ histori-
cal grounding of the Christ of faith in the Jesus of history, Rudolf Bultmann minimizes the 
historical connection to a merely formal claim that Jesus existed, and radicalizes the bipo-
larity between that Jesus and the kerygmatic Christ (Bultmann 1969: 284). And he explains 
the ‘gap’ between the Jesus of history (stimulus) and the Christ of faith through a process 
of mythologization, wherein the revelatory worth of Christology takes place. In the case of 
the first group, the Christ of faith was severed from the Jesus of history, in order to allow 
the latter as established by historical-critical analysis to keep Christ-talk in check. The sec-
ond category is the opposite to the first: the Christ of faith is affirmed, whereas the Jesus 
of history as established by historical-critical method is rejected; and the only connection 
between the Christ of faith and its ground is aesthetic (the ‘form’ of Christ in the Gospels), 
but not the Jesus of history. Christ is only known qualitatively and existentially, but cannot 
be known quantitatively or historically. This third category, as represented by Bultmann, 
differs from the second insofar as it posits the formal existence of the historical Jesus. But 
it differs from the first not only insofar as it preserved the Christ of faith, but also insofar 
as it was sufficient that Jesus existed, but how he existed, or his personality and influence 
was of no concern. For Bultmann, the continuity between the pre-Easter Jesus and the 
post-Easter Jesus was bridged by a process of mythologization. The figure of Nazareth, that 
is the subject of historical-critical analysis, was ‘dressed’ up with ‘forms’ (expressions, cat-
egories, and so forth) that were not intrinsic developments of his own ‘form’ but ‘imposi-
tions’, albeit existentially meaningful ones. There is no continuity of subject between Jesus 
and Christ. ‘Jesus Christ’, as a totality, is a bipolar phenomena.

4. Those who ‘resolve’ the dilemma by forming a theory of correlation: While
Schleiermacher precedes and was a formative influence for many of the figures 
described above, analytically he presents a distinct pathway in the nineteenth century 
that, in light of his influence, has proven to be the richest of these solutions. The chal-
lenge faced by the third category is that it does not have the ability to form a coherent 
and/or substantial connection between Jesus and Christ, person and personality, figure 
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and influence. This point helps to shed light on Schleiermacher’s innovation and signifi-
cance: taking advantage of historicism’s displacement of the Kantian emphasis on the 
exact sciences, he argues regressively from historical effect to pyscho-personal cause. 
The logic of his argument could be presented thus:

historic figure exercises a certain degree of influence; and that a person’s personality is 
mediated in and through that in uence, in such a way that, by looking at that influ-
ence, one could establish a posteriori and retrospectively certain claims about the
personality that would give rise to such an in uence. T us, there is a qualitative cor-
respondence across history between personality and influence, and the magnitude of 
the former determines the scope of the latter; and the scope of the latter, conversely,
can disclose the magnitude of the former. Inver ing the logic of Melanchthon’s ‘to
know Jesus is to know his effect’, Schleiermacher argues, ‘to know his effects is to
know Jesus’, thereby beginning with the experience of Jesus in the community of faith,
and a posteriori attempting to establish the historical conditions for such an experi-
ence and in uence in Jesus’ personality (Schleiermacher 2011: §87, 3; §91, 2).

influence of Jesus into the ground of its existence by the experience (Ankündigung)
or feeling (Gefühl) of Absolute Dependence (schlechthinniger Abhängigkeit), which 
is also called God-consciousness (§11; cf. §94, §100).

have that kind of effect (i.e., effect that kind of God-consciousness in us) (§92).
From this, Schleiermacher concludes that he must be the prototypical God-man,
who has perfect God-consciousness, and who can spread (effect) that conscious-
ness to others in and through history (§92). Looked at progressively, the person of
Jesus radiates a personal influence that is historical, but at every moment, can only
be explained by direct divine causality (§91.1; §94.2; §13).

The heart of Schleiermacher’s insight is the continuity (of person, personality) amidst 
discontinuity (historical and geographical disparities) between the pre-Easter and 
post-Easter Christ. On the one hand, Schleiermacher defeats Kant at his own ‘game’ by 
using subjective consciousness as the basis for establishing a categorical truth. On the 
other hand, he uproots Lessing’s axiom by showing how a categorical figure could be the 
mediator of a transcendental truth (i.e., God-consciousness).

Within the landscape of those who mediate the ellipse by faith, by comparison to the 
first group, Schleiermacher is able to utilize his theory of ‘the historical impact of per-
sonality’ to establish an historical Jesus that both evades the historical-critical critique 
of Jesus in the Gospels, while forming a basis for the Christ of faith. He is able to retain 
the Christ of faith as Kierkegaard does, but he does not ground Christ in the Gospel text 
aesthetically, since the biblical text was largely the subject of the Enlightenment criticisms 
like those of Reimarus and Strauss. Instead he grounds that faith in the personality of 
Jesus himself. Schleiermacher’s Jesus is not bipolar, but a charismatic and God-filled man, 
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whose person and personality are so intimately wed that his influence on the community 
of faith today cannot be explained apart from the historical life and person of Jesus and a 
direct divine causality in mediating his religious influence on us (§91.1; §94.2). Apart from 
the Tübingen theologians—whose legacy in the twentieth century cannot be separated 
from the overpowering shadow of Schleiermacher’s influence (e.g., Walter Kasper, Joseph 
Ratzinger, Hans Urs von Balthasar)—it seems that Schleiermacher’s negotiation was 
the best available: despite Strauss’ quibbles (Strauss 1977: 159–69), we gain ‘back’ a basis 
for faith in Jesus … but it comes at the cost of replacing Chalcedonian orthodoxy with 
a historically immanent surrogate—a perfected human being with ‘God-consciousness’. 
Furthermore, Schleiermacher’s impact outside of the elitist ranks of theology lends to 
the task of engaging him a certain existential urgency. (Christoph Cardinal Schönborn 
observes a widespread ‘neo-Arianism’ that sees Jesus as a man accredited by God, but 
nonetheless as radically immanent; Schönborn 2010: 41–2.) Notwithstanding, within the 
tradition of liberal Protestantism, Schleiermacher is the closest to the mediaeval synthe-
sis in which the faith of the community (i.e., ‘form’) corresponded to the Object of revela-
tion (i.e., ‘content’). Schleiermacher’s own lack of determinacy amplifies his possibilities. 
But it is here that we see Schleiermacher as both promise and problem.

Schleiermacher as  
Promise and Problem

Schleiermacher has the proverbial wax nose. His own thought, while providing many 
solutions to the Enlightenment’s challenges, presents an even greater challenge to the 
doctrines and dogmas of traditional Christology. As a Christian theologian who wres-
tles with these questions from within the community of faith, Schleiermacher represents 
the internalization of the Enlightenment’s challenges within the bosom of theology. 
Unlike a Lessing or a Kant, or even a Reimarus or a Strauss, Schleiermacher does not 
bring an extrinsic standard against which to measure the Christian faith, but develops a 
Christomorphic standard that measures all other claims (cf. Niebuhr 1964: 210–14). But 
for every solution, he posed a new challenge; and thus, the history of theology’s deal-
ings with Lessing after the nineteenth century became transfigured into a history of the 
affirmative or negative reception of Schleiermacher.

The Schleiermachian Transfiguration of the 
‘Elliptical Problem’

In order to establish Jesus’ historicity and personality apart from the Gospel texts and 
only according to the ‘impact factor’ of the subjective experience of the Christian com-
munity, Schleiermacher limits himself to a naturalistic understanding of historical 
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causality that can serve the function of establishing an historical cause as a result of an 
historical effect. ‘The appearance of the Redeemer in history is, as divine revelation, nei-
ther an absolutely supernatural nor an absolutely supra-rational 
thing’ (Schleiermacher 2011:  §13). The upside of his solution is that Schleiermacher 
argues that what the Christian community says about Jesus is grounded in Jesus 
himself. His claim of historical in luence provides a thread that weaves together the 
Jesus of history and the Christ of faith. he downside is that this requires the 
reduction of Jesus to what can be transmitted as a matter of historical in luence and 
to what therefore the Christian community experiences.

This has two consequences. First, the relationship between the Jesus of history and 
the Christ of faith is established qualitatively, by a value judgment in the subjective reli-
gious experience of the Christian community. Schleiermacher’s difference h ere f rom 
Kierkegaard and Bultmann is that he takes this qualitative claim as positing a quantitative 
and historical condition, essentially by-passing the New Testament texts. For, ‘faith in 
Jesus as redeemer was not based on details, but develops out of a total impression—from 
which it follows only that there are no details in existence which could have prevented that 
impression’ (§99, Postscript). Second, the traditional separation between Jesus’ person 
and work is now conflated into a single reality: soteriology retrospectively posits, a pos-
teriori, Christ’s essence (his personality). For, ‘The peculiar activity and the exclusive dig-
nity of the Redeemer imply each other and are inseparably one in the self-consciousness 
of believers’ (§92). The full significance of soteriology must be enfolded within the physi-
cal and personal influence of Jesus’ personality, that is, within his public ministry, leading 
up to and including the Passion. The result is that the traditional locus of Christ’s sote-
riological work in the Triduum—de initively including

—is marked as irrelevant for Christological consideration, since they 
are factors that cannot be transmitted historically as part of Jesus’ in luence. The 
process of enfolding the traditional signi icance of the Triduum into Jesus’ personality 
entailed an irretrievable reduction of the scope and meaning of Christ’s work.

The result these two aspects have for traditional Christology can be seen in the way 
they pan out in those whom he influenced. Schleiermacher is vague regarding the extent 
to which the figure of Jesus is open to quantitative investigation. His thought can go in 
the direction of Barth, for example, and imply a ‘closed’ ellipse between community and 
person that sits ‘above’ historical analysis, and which is content with the formal assertion 
of the Redeemer’s historical existence and personality; but conversely, his thought can 
go in the direction of Kasermann, or even Drey and Möhler, in the nineteenth century, 
or Pannenberg, Kasper, Ratzinger, and Von Balthasar, in the twentieth, among others, in 
positing the true quantitative immersion of Jesus as a condition for his qualitative effect, 
and as such, the hospitality of (kerygmatic) Christology to historical inquiry. The latter 
figures are quick to point out that what is at stake is not simply historical curiosity or an 
obsession with the Kantian exact sciences, but the internal coherence of Jesus himself as 
an historic being. Furthermore, the extent to which Jesus is deemed quantitative is the 
extent to which the New Testament texts themselves would have a bearing on under-
standing his person and personality.
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As the nineteenth century came to a close, and for the period leading up to the Second 
World War (before the so-called ‘Second Quest’), an increased optimism became prev-
alent regarding the transparency of the New Testament texts to the historical figure of 
Jesus. The course of this discussion in the twentieth century will take the form of asking 
the extent to which Jesus was himself conscious of his significance (as established by the 
New Testament texts) as the measure for the continuity between personality and com-
munity (the original Schleiermachian ellipse). With Johannes Weiss’ Die Predigt Jesu vom 
Reiche Gottes (1892), the original Schleiermachian ellipse, which proposed a timeless, eth-
ical ‘impact’ by Jesus’ personality, came to a close, and the ellipse was expanded into new 
categories: Schleiermacher’s relationship between Jesus’ personality and the community 
of faith became the relationship between Jesus’ self-understanding of the apocalyptic sig-
nificance of his own life in relation to the horizon of the totality of history (the universal, 
pan- and meta-historic scope of his work). Such a ‘stretching’ of Schleiermacher’s ellipse 
threatened to ‘snap’ the thread, and render Jesus, once again, into a duality.

The Schleiermachian Transfiguration of the 
‘Chalcedonian Problem’

For Schleiermacher, regardless of the authority associated with any specific confession, 
whatever discourse does not serve the task of shedding light upon a direct aspect of the 
collective and personal experience of Christ should be dispensed with as useless and 
inexpedient (Schleiermacher 2011: §15–19; §95; cf. §92.2). Chalcedon gets the axe, along 
with Constantinople III and Nicaea I. Whatever Schleiermacher says about Christ, he is 
always on ‘this side’ of the Creator–creature divide, and he tolerates no piercing of those 
barriers.

The potency of Schleiermacher’s own Christology is the way in which it is able to 
overcome Lessing’s ditch, as well as make fuller use of the philosophical development 
of the term ‘person’ in the direction of self-consciousness and subjectivity—a develop-
ment that occurred largely after and only in indirect dependence on the original theo-
logical context of personhood (i.e., hypostasis, and eventually, prosopon and personae 
as Trinitarian terms). Schleiermacher begins, like Aquinas, by positing that God as the 
Absolute must be purus actus; but unlike Aquinas, he sees this as signifying that God 
can only be communicated to the world through ‘vital receptivity’ in feeling and cog-
nition, and that no ‘substantial’ presence can be asserted (§94). The world, as a whole, 
has the same degree of passivity and dependence upon God; and thus, God’s omnipres-
ence, grounded in God as pure act, must be ubiquitous and the same. The only factor 
that can license the claim of God having ‘a greater presence’ is the ‘vital receptivity’ and 
consciousness of the world’s relation to God in a rational self-consciousness, which 
Schleiermacher calls ‘God-consciousness’. The consciousness of one’s absolute depend-
ence on God becomes the surrogate for the traditional language of God’s substantial 
presence. This means that he opposes Lessing, much like Kierkegaard, by claiming that 
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the ‘gap’ is not one defined by incommunicability, but by incommensurability. ‘[F] or to 
ascribe to Christ an absolutely powerful God-consciousness, and to attribute to Him 
an existence of God in Him, are exactly the same thing’ (§94.2). The point is that for 
Schleiermacher, one’s actions and personality flow out of one’s personhood; and one’s 
personhood is identified with one’s self-consciousness; and if in the person of the 
Redeemer  his self-consciousness is one and the same as his consciousness of God, 
then it follows that his person, personality, and actions have a revelatory value at ‘every 
moment’, and could be called the ‘indwelling of the Supreme Being as His peculiar being 
and His inmost self ’ (§94.2).

The fact that Schleiermacher frames the Christological question in terms of gra-
dations of God-consciousness means that Jesus becomes a humanist par excellence. 
Schleiermacher develops the theme (perhaps in a way unprecedented since Irenaeus) 
that Jesus’ life is the ‘completed creation of human nature’ (§94.3). Christology becomes 
the summit of anthropology, and the source for the fullest human realization. By bearing 
‘God-consciousness’ in such an unprecedented way, Jesus not only developed humanity’s 
potency for God-consciousness, but fulfilled and perfected human nature (§94.2). What 
results is a Jesus who is a humanist par excellence, insofar as he embodies the human 
‘ideal’ (Urbild) historically (§93). But, the cost of attaining this fully self-conscious and 
exclusively human Jesus is the thoroughgoing rejection of Chalcedonian dogma and a 
radical reinterpretation of its meaning.

In §96, Schleiermacher sets forth seven specific attacks on the Chalcedonian defini-
tion, all of which are governed by his overall constriction of Christological meaning 
to an immanent frame

Contra pre-existence: He attacks the idea of a Logos endiathetos by claiming that the 
subject of reference in the Gospels (and in our faith) is the unified (incarnate) per-
son of Jesus. And thus, the subject cannot be transferred to a pre-existent being.
Contra ‘one person in two natures’: We cannot claim that Jesus is ‘one person in two
natures’, since that would be to presuppose that divine nature and human nature are 
two species under one broader genus of ‘nature’. ‘Nature’, as such, cannot be attrib-
uted to God. ‘Nature’ can only be predicated of finite existence; and a true under-
standing of God recognizes that the Absolute is ‘beyond all existence and being’.
Contra Chalcedon’s dyophysitism: If ‘person’ means ‘an Ego which is the same in all
the consecutive moments of its existence’, how can Jesus be ‘one person’ and pre-
serve a ‘unity of life’ if he has a duality of natures? Either one nature gives way to the 
other for the sake of the unity of life, or the unity of life gives way to the duality of
natures.
Contra Constantinople III’s dyothelitism: The same thing occurs with the ‘two wills’
in Christ: if there are two wills, there is no unity of person, even if the wills always
‘agree’. But if there is unity of person, then one will must give way to the other.
Contra two minds/consciousnesses: Again, the same is true regarding the ‘two rea-
sons’: either he can see things omnisciently and simultaneously with divine reason, 
or he can see things one after another with human reason.
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Contra use of the term ‘nature’ in Christology: Considering that Trinitarian talk has
‘three persons’ in ‘one nature’, or more often, ‘one essence’ and Christology has ‘one
person’ in ‘two natures’, there is an imprecise and limited use of the terms insofar as 
they have different meanings as pertains to Jesus and as pertains to God.
Contra the use of the term ‘person’ in Christology: The same goes for ‘person’. On the 
one hand, there is ‘one person’ who ‘bears two natures’; on the other, there is ‘one
nature’ that is shared by ‘three persons’.

The main point of Schleiermacher’s dogmatic critique is that Jesus is homoousios with 
us, and that means that he must have a truly human personality and a fully human 
self-consciousness. Jesus’ peculiar relation to God can only be considered after that fact. 
For Schleiermacher, this means the end of Chalcedon, Constantinople III, and ulti-
mately, Nicaea. The result of such a critique for the twentieth century is that theologians 
who wish to make use of Schleiermacher’s ellipse as a solution to the Enlightenment 
critiques, albeit in modified or ‘stretched’ forms, were faced with a dilemma: Either they 
accept the cost of radically reinterpreting the fundamental Christian proclamation that 
it is God who saves us in Jesus in the way that Schleiermacher did. Or they are faced 
with the task of thinking through Christology on the basis of his critiques. The fate of 
Chalcedon—and with it, the full meaning that God saves in Jesus—now largely rests 
with engaging Schleiermacher.

The Schleiermachian Transfiguration of the 
‘Trinitarian Problem’

Bracketing Schleiermacher’s detailed critique of the doctrine of the Trinity 
(Schleiermacher 2011:  §171), there are three key points regarding the relationship 
between his Christology and theology: the first is that he recognizes that the traditional 
doctrine of the Trinity depends upon an ontological identification of Jesus (as Son) 
with God (as Father). hile excluding such an identi ication a priori, based 
on the arguments outlined above, Schleiermacher seeks the underlying Christological 
experience that gave rise to such an explanation: it is the way in which Jesus as fully 
human person brings personhood to realization in others through himself; and to be 
a person is to be fully conscious of God. he experience, therefore, of Jesus’ 
own absolute dependence on God was interpreted as the Father–Son relation, in 
which God was made present in him; our experience of absolute dependence on God 
(the Father), is mediated through him (the Son), and thus, entails God’s presence in 
us (the Spirit). These are the tradition’s names for variations in the Christian 
consciousness of God as it has unfolded in Christ; but ontologically speaking, these 
variations cannot be inscribed eschatologically in God. Schleiermacher o ers a 
phenomenological analysis of the Trinity, and then proceeds to reduce it to its 
underlying Christian experience, in which the di ence between Sabellius and 
Athanasius seems irrelevant (§172). Any eschatological 
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out of bounds. 
since what is perceived as the economic Trinity (that God, through Christ, creates 
persons) is disconnected ontologically from God’s self. If there is to be any saving of 
the Trinity, God’s presence in Christ must pierce the iron wall of the Creator–
creature divide in the manner of Chalcedon. hus, once again, the reception of 
Chalcedon a er Schleiermacher bears ultimate, if not eschatological, weight.

The Twentieth Century—Living within and 
beyond Schleiermacher: Testing Limits

Considering Schleiermacher’s constriction of the correlation between personality and 
community to an intra-historical and naturalistic mediation, he restricted the Christian 
understanding of salvation to an intra-historical event and state (‘God-consciousness’), 
and correspondingly restricted Christology as the efficient cause for such an end. 
Schleiermacher seems to float ‘between’ quantitative history and the transcendental, in 
a domain that neither touches the transcendental nor is fully immersed in the histori-
cal: it is the special domain of qualitative history, the unique Schleiermachian correla-
tion between believing community and believed figure. The questions that permeated 
twentieth-century reception of Schleiermacher pertain to the outer limits of his ellipse 
and the possibility of Chalcedon after such a critique. Can his ellipse be expanded verti-
cally into the transcendent (upwards) and quantitative history (downwards), without 
rupturing? Can there be a way of conceiving of Jesus as having a fully human personality 
and self-consciousness while preserving Chalcedonian dyophysitism?

Suggested Reading

Lessing (1956:  51–6); Ratzinger (2004:  193–270); Reimarus (1985); Schleiermacher (2011); 
Schweitzer (2005); Von Balthasar (1992: 25–121).
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