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Preprint 

Gott: Philosophisch-theologische Denkversuche by Ingolf U. Dalferth (Tübingen: J.C.B. 

Mohr, 1992). vii + 269 pp. 

Professor Ingolf Dalferth (Frankfurt aM), initially known as a pupil of Eberhard Jüngel with 

whom he co-authored several articles, has by now himself become one of the leading 

systematic theologians in Germany. He is a prolific author, and has during the last decade 

published several major monographs. The book under review, however, is not a 

monograph, but a collection of previously published essays from the years 1983-1991. For 

this book, these essays were corrected, the footnotes shortened and repetitions removed. 

They were not updated, however, and as a result they sometimes ignore recent 

publications, even when these are of prime importance. The essay on Charles Hartshorne's 

concept of God (1986), for example, does neither mention Santiago Sia's monograph God 

in Process Thought (Dordrecht 1985), nor pay attention to the important collections 

recently edited by Santiago Sia (Charles Hartshorne's Concept of God [Dordrecht 1990]) 

and by Robert Kane and Stephen H. Phillips (Hartshorne: Process Philosophy and Theology 

[Albany, NY 1989]) 

In the introductory essay, written especially for this collection, Dalferth explains that the 

coherence of the collection is due both to the coherence of its subject-matter and to the 

distinctiveness of his approach to it. As regards the subject-matter, all essays deal with 

conceptual issues in the doctrine of God, especially those that are somehow connected 

with St.Anselm's ontological argument. Ignoring the view that immediate experience is the 

only source of knowledge of God and rational reflection can only lead to confusion, 

Professor Dalferth distinguishes three approaches to these issues. In the first place, 

"experiential" theology which derives its concept of God from aspects of human experience 

or of the world. Secondly, "ontotheological" theology which tries to argue that even apart 

from experience God cannot but be thought as necessarily existing. And thirdly, 

"revelational" theology which insists - over against taking our own experience, the reality 

of the world, or the conceivability of God as a starting-point for theological reflection - that 

we cannot know God apart from the way He makes Himself known in His revelation. 

Dalferth himself squarely sides with this last approach. He argues that identifiability is a 

necessary condition for conceivability; in the case of God, however, our identification will 

not do, since the gulf between God and our conception of Him would necessarily be much 

wider than the gulf between our conception of God and our conception of other things. This 

gulf between God and our conception of Him can be bridged only by God Himself when He 

identifies Himself and thus makes Himself known to us. Moreover, we could not think the 

universality of God when we take our starting-point in our experiences, our world or our 

thoughts, because that would necessarily tie God to the particulars of our world and locate 

God in the order of the calculable. God's revelation in Jesus Christ, however, relates God 

not to the particular but to Himself only, thus in no way relativizing the universality of 

God: God can exist for everyone, precisely because He exists independently of anyone. 

This pro-existence of God, Dalferth argues, needs a trinitarian explanation which gives 

credit to the Spirit as the one who enables the believer to continue Christ's history in his 

own life. 

The seven previously published essays that follow discuss, respectively, (1) the existence 

of God, (2) St. Anselm's theological method, (3) a comparison of the theologies of Austin 

Farrer and Martin Luther (originally published in Modern Theology 1 [1985]), (4) divine 

impeccability, (5) a reconstruction of Alfred North Whitehead's theology, (6) Charles 

Hartshorne's concept of God and (7) the ontological argument. Without exception, these 

essays satisfy very high standards; This, combined with the coherence of subject-matter 

and approach, entirely justifies their reprint in one volume. 

Nevertheless, my admiration for these essays does not imply that I consider them very 

convincing; I would rather call them thought-provoking. The introduction, for example, 

fails to make sufficiently clear how God can make Himself known to minds that are of 

themselves incapable of knowing Him. If the human mind is as impotent as Dalferth 

suggests, it is sheer mystery how it has ever been able to grasp revelation. As regards the 
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question of universality, Dalferth does not seem to take seriously those who take offence 

at certain aspects of the particularity of the history of Jesus. His emphasis on divine self-

revelation in Christ is not likely to remove feminist misgivings: doesn't the particularity of 

a male Christ in a sense exclude women? And, coming to Christ, how is the "Christ of faith" 

related to the "Jesus of history"? This question needs to be taken seriously by any 

theologian who attaches so much weight to revelation in Christ. 

Similar questions are raised by the other essays. In the essay on impeccability, for 

instance, Dalferth follows Barth in arguing that God cannot sin, because He does not sin. 

That God does not sin, He reveals to us in Jesus Christ. This presupposes that God cannot 

do what He does not do. But if revelation in Christ is the only norm, one would expect 

Dalferth to argue that the Christ-history shows that He cannot do what He does not do. 

Instead, he seems to argue for this claim on purely rational grounds. But then the question 

comes up: why does reason suffice to show that God cannot do what He does not do, and 

not that He cannot sin and why not? The essay on Hartshorne's concept of God raises 

questions of a different nature. It suffers from the fact that too little emphasis is given to 

the exposition of Hartshorne's views and too much to Dalferth's criticisms. On the basis of 

the scarce information Dalferth provides, the reader who is not acquainted with 

Hartshorne's work cannot judge whether the criticisms are fair or not. 

I want to conclude this review by again expressing my appreciation for Dalferth's essays. 

Within the Barthian tradition, these studies rank among the best. Moreover, Dalferth is one 

of the few German theologians to engage in serious discussion with English-speaking 

theologians and philosophers such as Whitehead, Hartshorne and Farrer. Therefore it 

surely is a pity that readers who are not very well-versed in German will probably be put of 

by Dalferth's complex and sometimes very long (up to 18 lines!) sentences. 

Marcel Sarot 

Utrecht University 
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