


MARTIN RADE — 50 YEARS AFTER
JOHN CLAYTON

The German theologian and churchman Martin Rade
(1857-1940) died in Frankfurt fifty years ago this year. In
Britain, as in Germany, he is mainly remembered as the
founding editor of Die christliche Welt', and as the eventually
spurned mentor of one particularly outspoken Swiss pastor
turned “dialectical” theologian.

In consequence, Rade generally rates 2 mention in the
footnotes as a “religious journalist” or as Barth’s erstwhile
teacher at Marburg, He may even appear in a “group biogra-
phy” of Protestant Liberals. Seldom, however, does he figure
in his own right in the historical theologian’s grand narrative
of modermn religious thought.

Christoph Schwébel of King’s College has done much over
the past decade to rescue Rade’s name from the footnotes and
to restore it to the text of twentieth-century theology: first
through his monograph on Rade as theologian,? then through
his edition of the Barth-Rade correspondence,® and finally
through his recently completed edidon in three volumes of
Rade’s selected writings.*

These volumes have all been well received in Germany and
have done much to enhance Dr Schwobel’s, no less than Dr
Rade’s, reputation. Anyone wanting to understand more fully
the development of modern religious thought is in Dr
Schwibel’s debt for having elucidated Rade’s unique contri-
bution to the history of modern German theology.

Why do Martin Rade’s accomplishments as Christian
theologian deserve more notice than they have so far received
by historical theologians in their relentless search for the living
among the dead?

On the one hand, it must be conceded that Martin Rade
was not a “great thinker”. His name is not one which anybody
would instinctively include in their canon of leading modem
theologians alongside the names of Schleiermacher and
Newman, or Troeltsch and Niebuhr. Nor did Rade produce
in his lifetime a single book that one could justifiably list
amongst the ten or even twenty most influential books in the
history of modern theology. For intellectual historians, this
may be reason enough to allow Rade's name to continue
resting undisturbed in the footnotes to which it was long ago
consigned.

On the other hand, Martin Rade was what could be called
a “representative thinker”, by which I mean a thinker who
uniquely embodied the dominant concerns of his age. Rade
continually had his finger on the pulse of German society, and
he consistently responded theologically to the fundamental
issues of the day. That being so, his collected writings may
actually prove a more reliable guide to his times than are those
of some more celebrated fin-de-sidcle German theologians.

As constructive theologian, Rade’s likeness is more nearly
captured when we portray him as a “concrete” or contextual
thinker than when he is drawn as an “ideological” or positional
theologian. He was certainly a more independent-minded
thinker than one might have surmised from the historical
theologian’s familiar image of him as a typical “liberal” or
*“Kulrarprotestant™.’

When, on the basis of these Ausgewihlte Schriften, we
consider his life’s work as a whole, it becomes clear that the
theological agenda were set for Martin Rade more by the
requirements of the concrete situation in which he found
himself than they were by the ideological demands of some
party programme, by whatever name it be called.

Martin Rade’s theological writings appeared over four
decades, beginning in the early 1880s. Of his major publica-
tions, only the Glaubenslehre® appeared beyond that period, but
it may well have been born out of season.

The span of Rade’s active authorship was not the easiest
time to be a theologian in Germany. Outward political
unification of the separate states had been achieved by 1871
with the King of Prussia as Kaiser; but the nation remained
inwardly disunited in virtually every respect.’

The strain of the times was felt by all social institutions,
including the universities and the churches.

German universities were transformed in the period, partly
as a result of more open access and the education requirements
of the burgeoning middle class. The older Humboldt ideal of
humanistic learning gave way to an increasingly specialized
professional training in which there was a loss of any sense of
wholeness, whether of the university as a totality or of the sub-
disciplines within a specific faculty.® Learning had become a
commodity and, as Harnack observed wryly, universities had
in effect become “education factories”.’

Repercussions from such fragmentation were felt particu-
larly within the Protestant theological faculties. During the first
third of the nineteenth century — in the heyday of philosophi-
cal idealism — theology had played a central part in German
university life and enjoyed widespread respect for its academic
accomplishments; by the final third of that century, however,
the intellectual climate within universities had become less
friendly to theological studies, with an increasingly vocal
minority openly questioning the academic propriety of confes-
sional theology.

Some voices, and not only those hostile to theology as such,
favoured its being replaced within the universities by a more
broadly based comparative study of religions, the aims of which
would be wholly “scientific”. Less radically, others favoured a
loosening of the “confessional” constraints on academic theol-
ogy, which would then become free enquiry (freie Wissenschaff)
into matters Christian.

In this rapidly changing and potentially less hospitable
intellectual environment, shaped more by scientific “positiv-
ism” than by philosophical “idealism”, there ensued a wide
ranging debate about the academic status of theology and its
role in the modern university. Although there were some —
including in their different ways Hamack, Troeltsch and Rade
— who were determined to defend theology as a unified
discipline, some representatives of biblical studies, historical
studies and various “practical” subjects often seemed more
concerned about justifying their own sub-discipline’s “aca-
demic” standing before an empirically orientated conception
of Wissenschaft than they were about maintzining the unity of
theology as an academic discipline,

Those — such as Rade — who steadfastly defended the
academic integrity of theology and its wider significance did so
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against a backdrop of the steady marginalization of theology
within the academy.'® The standing of theology at the begin-
ning of the present century was made more precarious by the
fact that it alone of all the faculties within the university had
failed to share in the great expansion experienced within the
German university system at the end of the nineteenth century.

Between 1892-3 and 1913-14, the total number of students
in German universities increased from about 28,000 to about
61,000. In the same interval, the number of students studying
in Protestant theological faculties increased from about 3,600
to only about 4,300. When expressed as a percentage of the
total student population, even that modest increase masks an
underlying erosion in the proportion of students choosing to
read theology in Protestant faculties. Between 1892-3 and
1913-14, the proportion of students registered in faculties of
Protestant theology declined from 13% to 7% of all students
registered in German universities.!

At the beginning of the twentieth century, there were
intensive discussions within Germany about the need to
expand the university system in order to cope with the
increased student population. Given the steadily downward
drift in demand for theology amongst German students at the
time, however, it is hardly surprising that there were publicly
expressed doubts about the desirability of establishing theo-
logical faculties in any of the planned new urban universities.

The formal proposal in 1911 to establish a new university
at Frankfurt, for instance, omitted theology from the list of
faculties, citing for justification the decline in student interest
in the subject over the past thirty years.’? In the controversy
that ensued, the Prussian minister of education helped defuse
the issue slightly by reassuring parliament that, even if not
included amongst the first faculties of the University, there was
nothing to prevent the addition of a theology faculty at some
future date.

Martin Rade was amongst those who argued for including
the study of theology within the “new” universities. He could
hardly make his case stand on the grounds of heavy student
demand!" But he could, and did, argue for such faculties on
other grounds, including the academic legitimacy of theology
within the academy and its wider cultural significance beyond
the university.! Basically, Rade was convinced that a theologi-
cal faculty was necessary in order for a university to be
academically sound: “a new university without a theological
faculty is misshapen from birth [eine Mifigeburt]”.}5

Wherein lay the academic justification of university theol-
ogy, according to Rade?

True to his origins in the version of Ritschlianism that had
been mediated to him by Hamack at Leipzig,'® Rade defended
the legitimacy of theology's place in the university by arguing
that it was to be counted amongst the historical sciences.'” This
suggests that Christianity is to be approached in the same way
that one would approach other historical phenomena. The
methods of enquiry appropriate to them were also appropriate
to Christanity and vice versa. And, indeed, this is precisely what
Rade was in all his writings keen to substantate.

Academic theology is not, in his view,!® some expressly
“religious enquiry” [religisse Wissenschaff] which has to be set
over against the “secular enquiry” [profane Wissenschaft] of the
other faculties. Theology has to do, not with another and
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invisible world, but with the world which we ourselves
inhabit. It concems not some transcendent and inaccessible
being called “God”, but what real people actually believe about
“God,’.

In keeping with this conception of theology, Rade had
wanted his Glaubenslehre to be an account to which an adherent
of any religious tradition or none could turn in order to leam
what Protestants believe today.”” And when in that work he
attempted to elucidate a doctrine, such as the Holy Spirit, he
was inclined to turn fisst to the liturgy and the hymn book in
order to uncover from piety the meaning of that doctrine for
Protestantism today.

It was also this conception of theology which allowed Rade
to argue — this tme against Harnack® — that the subject
should not be restricted to the study of Christianity alone, but
that the study of theology should be broadened in order to
include within itself the historical study of other majorreligious
traditions as well.?!

And it was this same conception of theology which allowed
him to suggest that there might be more reason to establish at
the then new university of Frankfurt a faculty of Jewish
theology than to set up yet another faculty of Christian
theology, whether Protestant or Catholic.2 The strictly aca-
demic justification of theology seems, therefore, for Rade to
reside in the sorts of issues it raises and the kinds of methods it
applies, and not in the culturally privileged status accorded to
any one scheme of religious belief and practice.

Though Rade defended on properly academic grounds the
presence of theology in the university, his own concern with
theology was not merely academic. Contrary to the dialectical
theologians’ widely touted image of “liberal” theology as
detached from the churches,” Martin Rade was firmly con-
vinced that university theology existed also to serve the life of
the church. This shows itself in at least three different ways.

First, the academic grounds on which he defended the place
of theology in the university were also at the same time for
Rade genuinely religious grounds.

The plea for intellectual freedom both in the pulpit and in
the lecture hall was in Rade’s case based less on the Enlighten-
ment ideal of autonomy than it was on the Reformation ideal
of the libertas christiana.®® Modem critical theology, according
to Rade, is “a true daughter of the Reeformation” in that — as
one of the historical sciences — it is constantly correcting itself
as required by conscience, whilst at the same time refusing to
submit itself to the dictates of any external authority.® Thus,
the historicizing of the authoritative texts of the Christian
religion as required by the methods of investigation appropri-
ate to the university is held by Rade to be entirely compatible
with or — more accurately — to be peculiarly expressive of a
Protestant view of religious authority. But at the same time, the
historicization of Christianity frees also Protestantism from its
more repressive forms.

Second, Rade’s extensive editorial activity was undertaken
at least in part in order to mediate between university theology
and the educated church membership.

Both the encyclopaedia Die Religion in Geschichte und
Gegenwart, which Rade instigated but did not himself edit,2
and the still influential Zeitschrift fiir Theologie und Kirche, which



Rade co-edited from the end of 1906 to the end of 1917,7
aimed to serve the needs both of the academy and of the wider
religious community. Both publications sought in different
ways to protect theology as a unified discipline against the
fragmentation occasioned by over-specialization; and both
publications attempted to publish the most up-to-date theo-
logical work in a non-technical language that would make it
accessible not only to those working in the various subdisci-
plines of theology and to those working in cognate disciplines
within the university, but also to the educated membership of
the churches, whether lay or ordained.

Obviously, Die christliche Welt, the periodical which Rade
guided from its beginning in 1886 until his retirecment as editor
in 1932, aimed to make ethical and theological issues acces-
sible to the educated readership within the churches. Unlike
other new periodicals aimed at the new Bildungsbiirgertum,?
however, Die christliche Welt was not content simply to report
in popularized form recent developments in the academic
world. This was sometimes done, of course, as when an entire
issue was given aver to the “Christ-myth” debate.* But Rade
also actively encouraged novel theological ideas to appear first
in Die christliche Welt, some of which came to have a lasting
impact on university theology. He commissioned the leading
theologians of the day to write heavyweight articles. Troeltsch’s
demanding analysis of the concept “essence of Christianity”,
for instance, appeared first as fortnightly instalments in Rade’s
periodical *! And many of the most important blasts from the
new “dialectical” theologians were broadcast in Die christliche
Welt at a ime when more cautious editors may have denied
them the space.’ Rade’s experiments were not always success-
ful, as when he had attempted to encourage debates across
generations on the nature of theology.?® But, in any case, Rade
used his position as editor of Die christliche Welt not simply to
report theology, but to make theology happen. And this is
wholly consistent with the image of him as a concrete or
contextual theologian.

Finally, both as Lutheran pastor and as university professor,
Rade was in entirely practical ways engaged theologically with
ethical issues which concerned the church and society of his
time.

From at least his years as a student at Leipzig, Rade was
occupied with the practical implications of Christian faith®
There is no point, however, in looking for a systematically
worked out statement of his moral theology.*® Here, as
nowhere else in his writings, Rade did his theological thinking
through reflexion on direct engagement with the social and
political issues of the day. Theory was derived from practice.

Rade also showed himself willing to discard a cherished
theoretical scheme, if required to do so by the facts of concrete
human exdistence. For example, he abandoned the Ritschlian
social ethic, with its characteristically Lutheran emphasis upon
“vocation”, when he came to see that in modem industrial
society that doctrine had had the effect of legitimating a
fundamentally flawed social order.*

Throughout his life, Rade was concerned with the rights
of minorities and with the plight of the under-class. Again, he
used his position as editor to advantage by speaking his mind
on issues of public concern.

In the columns of Die christliche Welt, Rade opposed anti-
semitism at a time when it was becoming more acceptable,

even in the quality newspapers.”” Later, in his final year as
editor, he spoke out strongly against the brutality of the Nazs’
“mindless race fanaticism”.*® Rade also supported social wel-
fare for the poor, adult education for workers and women.* He
argued that social problems such as prostitution were unlikely
to be dealt with properly so long as it was men who made and
enforced laws.* And he championed the cause of women more
generally.*! He argues that they should be given equal oppor-
tunity for advancement to top positions within the profes-
sions.** He also gave his editorial blessing to their full partici-
pation in the decision-making bodies within the church and to
their ordinaton.®

The practical thrust of Rade’s theology is shown moreover
by his early participation in the “Evangelisch-Soziale Kon-
greB” (ESK) and later, after the First World War, by his direct
involvement in national politics.

The ESK was established in 1890 by an unlikely consor-
tium of Protestant churchmen and academics in order to find
ways to counter the growing disaffecdon of the urban working
class from the churches.* From 1896 onwards, the organiza-
ton was dominated by Rade’s circle under the leadership of his
brother-in-law Friedrich Naumann. Rade’s contribution to
the work of the ESK was wide ranging,*® but special attention
should be drawn to his pioneering use of the social-scientific
technique of group questionnaires in order accurately to
measure working-class attitudes toward a range of religious
topics.*

Rade was not content simply to talk about the social and
political issues of the day. Increasingly from about 1907, he
involved himself also in real politics.*” He came to the conclu-
sion that the Christian ethic can have political consequences
only if Christians themselves become active in politics.*®

He had already won a taste for political acdon before the
First World War through his having organized opposition to
the treatment of the Danish minority living in then North
Schleswig.® During the War itself, Rade gingerly steered a
moderate course in Die christliche Welt, avoiding the extremes
both of militarisdc jingoism and of *“wet” neutrality, with the
result that he was soundly criticized by militant nationalists®® in

Germany, as well as by at least one former pupil in Switzer-
land.*!

After that War, from which he had emerged a pacifist, Rade
was unstinting in his efforts on behalf of democracy, peace and
international understanding. He was realistic enough to know
that the success of democracy in Germany required total
support for the uncertain Republic that had began in Weimar.
In party politics, Rade joined the German Democratic Party
(DDP), serving for a time as its chairman in Hesse and as deputy
leader of the party in the Prussian Assembly. In church politics,
Rade campaigned for the creation of “a democratic church in
a democratic state”.’? And he seized opportunities as they
presented themselves to secure for Germany greater under-
standing abroad, in the hopes that his nation might someday be
allowed to work for international peace alongside other coun-
tries in the League of Nations.

In all of his writings on such issues, Rade achieves an even-
handed reasonableness that is compelling in its authority. One
thinks, for instance, of his remarkable attempt in 1922 to
interpret for an American reading public the religious situation
in a defeated Germany.® More remarkably stll, he achieved
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much the same temperate tone in his efforts at about the same
time to help the German people come to terms with their
military defeat and to recognize the political, social, and
spiritual tasks that lay ahead ™

Rade’s immediate hopes for Germany and for a free church
in a free society were crushed by the subsequent tum of events.
Although he did not live to see the worst of times, Rade did
survive long enough to see shattered everything for which he
had worked all his life in the church, in the university, and in
politics.

Now — fifiy years after — Germany is again united, old
enmities seem to have broken down, and Europeans look a
little more hopefully, if still a little anxiously, toward a new fin-
de-siécle. Are the signs now perhaps more propitious for a
recovery of the theological vision of Martin Rade and “the
friends of Die christliche Welt’?

At a time when many of the brightest amongst England’s
younger theologians are increasingly inclined to reject liberal-
ism in pursuit of the post-modern experiment, one cannot but
be struck by the fact that— Germany having overalong period
itself atternpted a succession of anti-liberal experiments, both
theological and political — many of the brightest amongst
Germany’s younger theologians have been rediscovering the
vision of Martin Rade, Ernst Troeltsch, and their circle,

One can only wish them well.
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already know of the background to this debate from Barth’s lettens to
Thumeysen is now usefully supplemented by the relevant correspondence
in Schwibel’s edition of Karl Barth — Martin Rade: Lin Briefwechsel, pp.
183-189, a volume which should be regarded as essential reading by
anyone wishing a more nuanced understanding of Barth’s theological
relationship to Rade and the “friends of the Christian World™.

On the relation between faith and praxds as a leading theme in every phase
of Rade’s life, see Schwibel's introduction to Religion, Moral und Politik
[vol. 2 of Ausgewdhite Schriften] and his monograph Martin Rade: Das
Verhaltnisvon Geschichte, Religion und Moral als Grundproblem seiner Theologie.

The nearest one comes to such is his article on “Sitte, Sittlichkeit,
Sittengesetz™ in Hauck’s Redalencyklopddie fir protestantische Theologie und
Kirche (Leipzig, *1906), vol. 18, pp. 400-410; now in Religion, Moral und
Politik, pp. 115-131.

See “Religion und Moral: Streitsitze fiir Theologen” [1898], now in
Religion, Moval und Politik, pp. 42-54. See also the fourth section of Die
Religion im modemen Geistesleben [1898], now in Wirklichkeit und Wahrheit
der Religion, pp. 27-79, esp. 55-61.

See Die christliche Welt, 26 (1912), col. 166.

Sece Die christliche Welt, 46 (1932), col. 651.

See Die christliche Welt, 25 (1911), cols. 957-8.

See Die christliche Welt, 26 (1912), col. 653.

See Die christliche Welt, 26 (1912}, cols. 265-6.

See Die christliche Welt, 25 (1911), col. 237.

See Die chistliche Welt, 25 (1911), col. 452. More radically, however, he
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argued that any suitable member of the church — male or female, lay or
ordained — should be allowed to exercise “priestly” functions, including
the right to celebrate both sacraments. See “Das kinigliche Priestertum
der Gliubigen und seine Forderung an die evangelische Kirche unserer
Zeit” [1918], now in Recht und Glaube, pp. 167-196.

Amongst recent studies of the ESK, which was founded 100 years ago this
year, sec in particular E. I. Kouri, Der deutsche Protestantismus und die Soziale
Frage 1870-1918: Zur Sozialpolitik im Bildungsbilrgertum (Berlin and New
York, 1984); Harry Liebersohn, Religion and Industrial Society: The Protestant
Social Congress in Wilhelmine Germany (Philadelphia, 1986); and W. R.
Ward, Theology, Sociology and Politics: The German Protestant Social Conscience
1890-1933 (Berne, 1979).

For Rade’s reflections on the Congress and its accomplishments, see “Vor
50 Jahren” in Evangelisches Ringen um soziale Gemeinschaft: Funfzig Jahre
LEvangelisch-Sozialer Kongref 1890-1940, edited by Johannes Herz (Leiprig,
1940), pp. 9-13. See also Schwobel's monograph, Martin Rade: Das
Verhaltnis von Geschichie, Religion und Moral als Grundproblem seiner Theologie,
pp. 50ff, and his editorial introduction to Religion, Moral und Politik.

See Die sittlich-religidse Gedank: It Industriearbeiter (1898], now in
Religion, Moral und Politik, pp. 55-114. See also R, -W, Becker, Religion in
Zahlen: Ursprung und Wege der guantifizierenden Erforschung religisser
Orientierungs- und Verhall isen (Heidelberg, 1968), p. 25 [cited by
Schwibel in Religion, Moral und Politik, n. 20, p. 16].

See Schwobel's introduction to Religion, Moral und Politik, pp. 32ff.

See Unsere Pflicht zur Politik (Marburg, 1913), now in Religion, Moral und
Politik, pp. 144-180. See also the political essays reprinted in Rade’s Das
religidse Wunder und anderes (Tiibingen, 1909).

See ].-P. Leppien, Martin Rade und die deutsch-danischen Beziehungen 1909-
1929; Ein Beitrag zur historischen Friedensforschung und zur Problematik des
Nationalismus (Neumiinster, 1981).

Notleast because of views expressed in his two meditations in Die christliche
Welt on "Der Bankrott der Christenheit” 28 (1914), 849-50, and “Der
Gott der Volker” 28 (1914), 869-71. In the latter of the two, Rade dared
to suggest that German Christians should pray also for their enemies. Inthe
Germany of the time, as in an England of more recent memory, a
dangerous suggestion for a cleric to make!

See the relevant correspondence in Schwobel's ediion of Karl Barth-
Martin Rade: Ein Briefwechsel, as well as Schwbel’s editorial introduction
which, when taken together with what one finds on pp. 175-90 of his
Martin Rade, gives the most convincing reconstruction yet of Karl Barth's
reaction to the events of August 1914.

See Schwobel, Religion, Moral und Politik, p. 38.

"The Present Sjtuation of Christianity in Germany”, The American Joumal
of Theology, 24 (1920), 339-367. Though tempenate in tone, the article
does put frankly the German point of view on such questions as war guilt,
with the result that the American editors felt it necessary to add a footnote
(p. 339) remindingreaders that opinions of contributors are not necessarily
those of the editors — a footnote for which the editors of the successor to
The American Journal of Theology had apparently felt no comparable need
when in the following year they published French Protestant Maurice
Goguel’'s companion piece interpreting “The Religious Situation in
France” [The Joumal of Religion, 1 (1921), 561-577], a piece in which he
praised the union sacrée between the churchesand the State which had been
established at the outset of hostilities with Germany.

"Christentum und Frieden™ (1922), now in Religion, Moral und Politik, vol.
2 of Martin Rade: Ausgewihlte Schriften, ed. Christoph Schwébel (Giitenloh,
1986), pp. 181-202.
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