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At the end of chapter 8 and in much of chapter 9 of The Epistle to the Romans,
 Karl Barth explores God’s relationship to the Church.  Barth complains that other theologians have misunderstood the doctrine of predestination.  “Here it is that we encounter that secret of predestination to blessedness, which Augustine and the Reformers represented in mythological form as though it were a scheme of cause and effect, thereby robbing it of its significance” (324).  Rather than cause and effect, it is “beyond time” (324).  The doctrine of predestination teaches “that God is veritably God” (346).  Double predestination emphasizes the freedom of God (357)—a favorite book for Barth is Job.    

Barth reflects on the Church through the lens of Romans 9:12 (Malachi 1:2-3), “Jacob I loved, but Esau I hated.”
  He calls this the “twofold nature of the Church” (343) for the Church proclaims the adequacy of the Word of God inadequately (341)—thus it is both Jacob and Esau.
  Regarding the inadequacy of the Church he notes, “Because of the qualitative distinction between God and man, the history of religion, Church History, is weak—utterly weak” (276).  He notes that even systematic theologians cannot speak adequately about God.  “The appalling fact that no one is able to speak about God without speaking a great deal about himself . . .” (333, Cf. 337).  Barth’s categories are similar to the doctrine of the church as “invisible” and “visible” (342) but Barth repeatedly emphasizes that only God properly knows the Church of Jacob—the invisible church.    
Barth does not believe one should desert the church because of its failings.  

We must not, because we are fully aware of the eternal opposition between the Gospel and the Church, hold ourselves aloof from the Church or break up its solidarity; but rather, participating in its responsibility and sharing the guilt of its inevitable failure, we should accept it and cling to it (334, Cf. 340).

But the inadequacy of the Church must be acknowledged.  
What the triumphing Church names ‘God’ has never been verifiably God.  The Church is related to the living God only when it is in tribulation, when it recognizes that it is in tribulation, when it knows that, in the whole expanse of its historical manifestation, it is rejected by God, and when it, nevertheless, holds on firmly, pronouncing this terrible God to be God, but to be also much more and vastly different from this—to be, in fact, the God who can and will elect (352).   
Do we desire a test as to whether we have spoken rightly of the mission of the Son?  Well, if we have not mightily offended every possible human method of investigation, and offended it at its most particularly tender spot, then assuredly we have spoken about—something else (277-278).     

It is helpful to remember that Barth is repeatedly putting an emphasis on the God part of the God-human relationship—“we are in Christ Jesus . . . If we emphasize we or have, we move at once into the sphere of religion” (273).  So how do Christians respond?  “My final possibility is to groan—and to await the promise” (312).  
� Karl Barth, The Epistle to the Romans (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1933). 


� In chapter nine, Barth does not address the relationship between Israel and the Church though he does assume essential continuity between the Old Testament and the New (338-339). 


� There is here a reference to the divine incognito (333) which the Eastern Orthodox talk about as negative theology.  


 Cf. “The peccatorum communion [community of sin] continues to coexist within the sanctorum communion” Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Sanctorum Communio: A Theological Study of the Sociology of the Church (vol. 1 of Dietrich Bonhoeffer Works; ed. C. J. Green; trans. R. Kraus and N. Lukens; Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1998), 213.  Bonhoeffer reflects much on the “body of Christ” where divine agency and human agency are closely identified in a way that is difficult to disentangle as Barth likes to do.   





