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Karl Barth’s views on the Trinity
∗
are simultaneously “massive, fascinating, and 

exasperating.”
1
  One key source of exasperation has been Barth’s preferred use of the term 

Seinweise
2
 (translated “mode”)

3
 to answer Augustine’s perennial question, quid tres.

4
 This 

understandably has led many to suspect, and some to accuse, Barth of modalism.
5
 

                                                             
∗ Thanks to Dr. Michael Wittmer for grading an early version of this paper, and to Mr. Stephen Kline for 

assisting my German.  Also, thanks to Joshua and Martin Westerholm who provided helpful conversations and 

perspectives on an earlier draft. 

1 Cornelius Plantinga, “The Fourth Gospel as Trinitarian Source,” in Biblical Hermeneutics in Historical 

Perspective, ed. Mars S. Burrows and Paul Rorem (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1991), 318.   

2 Barth asserts that Seinsweise expresses the same thing that the tradition expressed using ‘person.’ It is his 

belief that ‘person’ has come to mean “subject,” and Barth denies that God has three subjects. Seinsweise, then, is 
not meant as an innovation but rather as a faithful expression of the tradition. “But He is the one God in self-

repetition [Er ist aber in Wiederholung seiner selbst], in the repetition of His own and equal divine being, and 

therefore in three different modes of being [seinsweise]—which the term ‘person’ was always explained to mean” 

(Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, vol. IV/1: The Doctrine of Reconciliation, ed. G. W. Bromiley and T. F. Torrance, 

trans. T. H. L. Parker, W. B. Johnston, Harold Knight, and J. J. L. M. Haire (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1956): 205; 

German original Die Kirchliche Dogmatik, vol. IV/1: Die Lehre von der Versöhnung (Zollikon-Zürich: Evangelisher 

Verlag AG, 1956): 224. Subsequent references to the Church Dogmatics and Die Kirchliche Dogmatik will be CD 

and KD respectively.  

3 Robert Letham places some blame on Bromiley for a translation that “conjures up the specter of 

modalism” (The Holy Trinity: In Scripture, History, Theology, and Worship [Phillipsburg, NJ: P & R Pub, 2004], 

277).  Bromiley reports that Barth in some way agreed, but felt G.T. Thomson’s translation was correct in its efforts 

to reference “τρόπος ὑπάρζεως and the modus entis” (CD I:1, viii). 

4 Augustine, The Trinity, bk. 7, chap. 3, in The Works of Saint Augustine: A Translation for the 21st 

Century, ed. Edmund Hill and John E. Rotelle (Brooklyn, NY: New City Press, 1990), 227. 

5  Critics display varying degrees of hesitancy in declaring Barth a modalist.  Key voices include Leonard 

Hodgson, The Doctrine of the Trinity, Croall Lectures, 1942–1943 (London: James Nisbet, 1943), 229; Jürgen 

Moltmann, The Trinity and the Kingdom: The Doctrine of God (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1981),142–44; 

Walter Kasper, The God of Jesus Christ (New York: Crossroad, 1984), 300; Wolfhart Pannenberg, “Father, Son, 
Spirit: Problems of a Trinitarian Doctrine of God” Dialog 26, no. 4 (Fall 1987), 251; Cornelius Plantinga, “The 

Threeness/Oneness Problem of the Trinity,” Calvin Theological Journal 23, no. 1 (April 1988): 38–40; and 

Catherine LaCugna, God for Us: The Trinity and Christian Life (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1993), 252–

54. It is worth noting that many of these theologians assert, to varying degrees, that much of the tradition—and not 

just Barth—errs toward modalism. 
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In the Dogmatics, Barth energetically defends himself from accusations of modalism by 

championing several overlapping arguments: an affirmation of revelatory nature of the trinity, 

the refutation that some locus of true divinity hides behind the three persons, and the 

condemnation patripassianism.  He considers these rebuttals sufficient exoneration of modalistic 

charges, and as Dennis Jowers writes, “No one can reasonably portray him as a conscious 

modalist.”
6
  Intent notwithstanding, Barth’s critics have found his definition inadequate

7
 and 

insist that additional work is necessary to allow for real differentiation within the Godhead. 

While Barth has other defenders,
8
 this essay intends to defend Barth against charges of 

modalism by exploring the role that the concept of ‘repetition’ plays in his conception of the 

divine life.  Barth claims that God is one God in threefold repetition.
9
  It is this act of self-

repetition that Barth sees as the source of the differentiation between the modes of God’s being. 

                                                             
6 This synopsis of Barth’s defense and quote from Jowers, “The Reproach of Modalism: a Difficulty for 

Karl Barth’s Doctrine of the Trinity,” Scottish Journal of Theology 56, no. 2 (January 1, 2003), 240. 

7 Jowers specifies four loci which Barth’s critics cite as proof of his modalism (“The Reproach of 

Modalism,” 240–246). 

8 Pride of place among Barth’s defenders must go to Geoffrey Bromiley’s discussion of “modes of being.”  

He writes that “where the Dogmatics is read carelessly or superficially, or known only at second hand, the term is 

even cited in favor of the absurd idea that Barth advocates modalism” (Introduction to the Theology of Karl Barth, 

[Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1979], 16).  Other defenders include Eberhard Jüngel, God’s Being Is in Becoming, 

trans. John Webster (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2001), 35; Rowan Williams, “Barth on the Triune God” in Karl 

Barth: Studies of His Theological Method (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1979), 166; Alan Torrance, “The Trinity,” in 

The Cambridge Companion to Karl Barth, ed. John Webster (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 80–

84; and Dennis Jowers “The Reproach of Modalism,” 231–246. 

9 For example, Barth’s most succinct Trinitarian description says, “The name of Father, Son and Spirit 

means that God is the one God in threefold repetition, and this in such a way that the repetition itself is grounded in 

His Godhead, so that it implies no alteration in His Godhead, and yet in such a way also that He is the one God only 

in this repetition, so that His one Godhead stands or falls with the fact that He is God in this repetition, but for that 
very reason He is the one God in each repetition” (CD I/1, 350; KD I/1, 369, emphasis added. Such emphasis will be 

used throughout this essay). 

Though I take repetition to be a substantial theme in Barth, it has been approached as an impressionist 

rhetorical device by Stephen H. Webb in his Re-figuring theology: The Rhetoric of Karl Barth (Albany, NY: State 

University of New York Press, 1991), 91.   



3 

 

Jürgen Moltmann finds the motif of repetition wanting.  For him, Trinitarian repetition is 

tantamount to “holy tautology” and “does not yet mean thinking in trinitarian terms” since “the 

doctrine of the Trinity cannot be a matter of establishing the same thing three times.” Repetition, 

from Moltmann’s perspective, is ultimately a bankrupt motif, for “to view the three Persons 

merely as a triple repetition of one and the same God would be somewhat empty and futile.”
10

  

Michael Ovey presses the point further and writes, “Repetition by itself obliterates distinction 

both as between Father and Son, but also as between Son and Spirit. . . . [O]ne would have to ask 

how this repetition manifests the Personal distinctions in which the Father is not the Son and so 

on . . .. One must conclude that Barth’s repetition language . . . is not enough to safeguard the 

Personal distinctions, but rather undercuts distinction.”
11

  

I intend to explore the adequacy of ‘repetition’ as a concept for identifying the activity 

through which differentiation arises in God’s life by examining other senses in which Barth uses 

the term.  Further, I intend to explore repetition from the perspective of music in order to 

uncover implications which Barth’s motif unwittingly creates. 

‘Repetition’ is an important and often-used term for Barth,
12

 and his conception of God’s 

sheer originality complicates our efforts to examine his usage of repetition when applied to the 

creaturely realm.  Thus, any exploration of Barthian language must labor to carefully navigate 

the relationship between a particular lexeme and its denotata.  It does not follow, however, that 

we have nothing to learn from Barth’s other uses of the term.  Barth himself explicitly invited 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    

For the view that “repetition” constitutes Barth’s misappropriating of Anselm’s phrase repetitio aeternitatis 

in aeternitate, see Michael Ovey, “Karl Barth and the Triune God” in Engaging with Barth: Contemporary 

Evangelical Critiques, ed. David Gibson and Daniel Strange (New York: T&T Clark, 2009), 224–27. 

10  The Trinity and the Kingdom, 141–42. 

11 “Karl Barth and the Triune God,” 226–27, emphasis added. 

12 Barth’s preferred term is Wiederholung. Other terms will be noted as they occur. 
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some comparisons, and others are marked by such similar nomenclature as to invite 

comparison.
13

  While not presenting an exhaustive list, these examples are representative of how 

Barth uses the term.   

First, this essay will examine how Barth describes the task of dogmatics as ‘repetition’.   

Second, it will explore how Barth views proclamation and Scripture as the ‘repetition’ of the 

Word of God.  Third, it will explore how Barth views ‘repetition’ as a guiding concept for 

discussing God’s perfections.  Fourth, it will explore Barth’s descriptions of the Christian life 

and community in terms of ‘repetition’ and ‘nonrepetition’.  This essay contends that the charge 

of modalism assumes a view of repetition that Barth opposes.  After we understand how he 

prefers to speak of repetition, the orthodoxy of his view of the Trinity will become clear.  The 

essay concludes by constructing a defense of Barth that refutes charges of modalism by 

distinguishing Barth’s nuanced ‘repetition’ from the ‘bare repetition’
14

 he repeatedly disdains, 

thus illuminating his nonmodalist use of repetition in the Trinitarian context.  

 

I. Repetition as the Task of Dogmatics  

 

Barth begins his Church Dogmatics with a discussion of the theological task, framing 

aspects of his discussion around the substantive role of ‘repetition’ in the construction of 

dogmatics.  Barth is vigorous thinker and writer, and care must be exercised when following his 

different usages of a term within a discussion.  Indeed, passages that initially appear 

contradictory often offer the greatest insight. 

                                                             
13 For instance, the creaturely role Barth provides human biblical authors and the Christian preacher within 

the threefold repetition of the Word of God provides a blurring of Barth’s lines. 

14 bloßen Wiederholung 
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Barth describes a type of repetition for the theologian to avoid—the repetition of error.  

For him, repetition is not inherently meritorious, for the repetition of error or endless 

investigation is counterproductive to dogmatics.  In response to those who question the certainty 

that dogmatic formulations derive from their relationship to the object of theology,
15

 Barth asks 

how long theology “can live on repetition of the ‘critical question.’”
16

  Critical questioning must 

not be the terminus ad quem of theological labor, for the task of Church proclamation demands a 

constructive engagement with the object of theology. 

There is a second form of repetition upon which Barth turns a withering eye—bare 

repetition.  Dogmatics must not only avoid the repetition of unfruitful questioning, but also avoid 

the tautology of bare repetition.  As Barth writes, “The task of dogmatics, therefore, is not simply 

to combine, repeat
17

 and transcribe a number of truths of revelation which are already to hand, 

which have been expressed once and for all, and the wording and meaning of which are 

authentically defined.”
18

  Theology possesses a past authority, and Barth writes that “our 

dogmatic labours can and should be guided by results which are venerable because they are 

attained in the common knowledge of the Church at a specific time. Such results may be seen in 

the dogmas enshrined in the creeds.”
19

 But mere recollection is insufficient and must not prevent 

the contemporary church from additional constructive theology, for “at no point should these 

                                                             
15 Barth names Eberhard Grisebach 

16 CD I/1, 13; KD I/1, 12. 

17 Wiederholung 

18 CD I/1, 15; KD I/1, 14.   

19 CD I/1, 15; KD I/1, 14. 
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replace our dogmatic labours in virtue of their authority. Nor can it ever be the real concern of 

dogmatics merely to assemble, repeat
20

 and define the teaching of the Bible.”
21

 

In place of these two deleterious forms of repetition, Barth asserts that theological work 

requires a form of repetition that serves a constructive function.  This corrective activity is 

necessary, according to Barth, because dogmatics is fallible human work that knows the divine 

answer only through the creaturely activity of ongoing appropriation.  This act is “no kind of 

surety for the correctness of the appropriation.”  As human work, it “stands in need of criticism, 

of correction, of critical amendment and repetition.”
22

   

Barth offers an example of this constructive mode of repetition when discussing the 

formulation of the doctrine of the Trinity.  Nicaea did not succumb to the tautology of bare 

repetition of biblical texts.  He writes, “The text of the doctrine of the Trinity, whether we have 

in view one of its dogmatic formulations by the Church, or our own or some other theologico-

dogmatic explication of the Church dogma, is not, then, identical with one part of the text of the 

biblical witness to revelation.”
23

  By contrast, the type of repetition that Barth commends is 

exemplified when “the text of the doctrine of the Trinity is at every point related to texts in the 

biblical witness to revelation. [The doctrine] also contains certain concepts taken from this text. 

But it does this in the way an interpretation does. That is to say, it translates and exegetes the 

text.”  Barth explains that this means “it makes use of other concepts besides those in the 

                                                             
20 Wiederholung 

21 CD I/1, 15–16; KD I/1, 15.   

22  CD I/1, 14; KD I/1, 13.   

23 CD I/1, 308; KD I/1, 325. 
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original. The result is that it does not just repeat
24

 what is there. To explain what is there it sets 

something new over against what is there.”
25

  

Readers fixated on Barth’s lexeme may leave passages like this confused.  Barth has 

commended repetition as a necessary part of dogmatic work, but then explicitly condemned 

repetition as inadequate.  Barth, however, has carefully delineated two different sorts of 

repetition.  He has commended the constructive repetition represented by the work at Nicaea 

while condemning the bare repetition which leads to theological tautology. 

This sort of repetition was not simply a creedal task, but the essential work of the entire 

early church.  Barth writes, “the Early Church knew what it was doing when it remembered the 

accounts of His sayings and acts before His death, collecting them, finally putting them together 

in different ways—although always under the name and title of εὐαγγέλιον —and repeating and 

hearing and reading them.”
26

 But this is not the bare repetition Barth finds to be 

counterproductive to dogmatics, for this was done “with an understanding of what had not 

previously been understood, and not merely for the sake of writing and maintaining and 

repeating
27

 the history of it or occupying themselves with it as such.”
28

  

In sum, the creedal formulations of the Trinity explain the biblical witness to a new 

context by setting “something new over against what is there.”
29

 And this explanation is 

                                                             
24 er nicht nur wiederholt 

25 CD I/1, 308; KD I/1, 325. 

26 weitergab, las und hörte 

27 weiterzugeben 

28 CD IV/1, 320; KD IV/1, 353. 

29 Barth believes the doctrine of the Trinity, though not found explicitly in Scripture, comes into being as a 

condition of making sense of what is happening in Scripture.  This activity of coming into being is the result of 

dogmatics, and is furthered by constructive repetition. 
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contrasted with a bare repetition, so that it “does not just repeat what is there” with material 

“identical with one part of the text of the biblical witness to revelation.”
30

 Thus, even during his 

opening movement, Barth repudiates theological tautology, or the bare recollection of inert 

information.  Instead, he views the dogmatic task as the “obedient tracing”
31

 of prophetic and 

apostolic authorial voices.  This tracing calls for repetition. 

 

II. Repetition As the Task of Proclamation  

Repetition also plays a substantive role in Barth’s rich and nuanced discussion of the 

threefold form of God’s Word.  The Word of God, in Barth’s terms, is actually a threefold 

repetition of a singular “enacted divine event”:
32

 the Word of God, the Bible, and proclamation.  

Barth claims that the Word of God occurs when God gives himself to be known in revelation.  

He then presents the Bible as “human attempts to repeat and reproduce this Word of God in 

human words and thoughts and in specific human situations;”
33

 and, proclamation as a repetition 

of the witness to the Word of God that is contained in the Bible.
34

  Barth writes that 

“Proclamation must mean repetition of the divine promise.
35

  On the basis of the Word which 

God has spoken to His Church attention is drawn in His Church, through men, to the Word 

                                                             
30 CD I/1, 308; KD I/1, 325. 

31 This term is borrowed from John Webster, “Biblical Reasoning,” Anglican Theological Review 90, no. 4 

(Fall 2008): 749. 

32 CD I/1, 59; KD I/1, 59. 

33 CD I/1, 113; KD I/1, 116.  “[God] comes as the angel to Abraham, He speaks through Moses and the 
prophets, He is in Christ. Revelation in the Bible is not a minus; it is not another over against God. It is the same, the 

repetition of God [eine Wiederholung Gottes]. Revelation is indeed God’s predicate, but in such a way that this 

predicate is in every way identical with God Himself” (CD I/1, 299; KD I/1, 315). 

34 Trinitarian-minded readers may at this point perceive Barth’s view of the filioque. 

35 Verkündigung muß ja heißen: Wiederholung der göttlichen Verheißung 
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which He wishes to speak to His Church.”
 
 Elsewhere, Barth posits that when God’s promise is 

repeated in the Church, God “fulfils the promise in a twofold sense: by making the repetition 

effected by men a true one, and by corresponding to the proclaimed promise by a real new 

coming of His Word.”
36

 

Barth asserts only God can speak His Word, so the preacher’s task is to repeat that word.  

Barth explains that “what this man can try to say as God’s Word in the discharge of preaching 

cannot be God’s own Word as such but only the repetition of His promise, repetition of the 

promise: ‘Lo, I am with you alway!’ (Mt. 28:20).”
37

  

This proclamation, however, cannot be done arbitrarily.   Barth illustrates this with a 

discussion of repetition that mirrors the terms established in his discussion of the theologian’s 

practice of repetition.  Preachers obviously must avoid both the repetition of the erroneous 

material as well as the tautology inherent in the bare repetition of the given text.  Barth addresses 

this first danger and writes that “if this announcement is to be the legitimate repetition of not just 

any promise, but of the promise given to the Church by God Himself, then it cannot be arbitrary 

religious discourse.”  Instead, Barth says, “it must be homily, i.e., discourse which as the 

exposition of Scripture is controlled and guided.”
38

  In this sense, as in Barth’s discussion of the 

                                                             
36 CD I/1, 67; KD I/1, 68–69. 

37 CD I/1, 58–59, quoting from the Authorized version.  Barth picks up this theme again in IV/1.  He writes 

of the early church, “And in the faith which had this basis they made their witness, as filled out in this way, the 

witness of His self-attestation as the living One: confident . . . that the self-attestation of Jesus Christ as the living 

One would repeat [wiederholen] itself in the making of their human witness to it” (CD IV/1, 352; KD IV/1, 390). 

38 CD I/1, 59; KD I/1, 59. 
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Trinity, repetition becomes a substantive restatement of the essence
39

 of something in a new 

form: not a carbon copy, but an authentic witness to its reference point.  

Repetition is the means or process by which the Bible and proclamation receive their 

authority.  “For (1) proclamation is real proclamation, i.e., the promise of future revelation, only 

as the repetition of the biblical witness to past revelation, and (2) The Bible is real witness, i.e., 

the factual recollection of past revelation, only in its relation to this past revelation attested in 

it.”
40

  The task of repetition establishes the parameters within which preachers seek to fulfill their 

task, for to seek to do more than repeat Scripture’s witness to revelation and the divine promise 

that accompanies this witness is, in Barth’s view, to presume that we have the Word of God in its 

original form as revelation at our disposal. Thus, repetition provides a limiting scope for the 

preacher, as to announce information foreign to the Word is not to repeat it.  Barth writes that 

“proclamation can also be no more than . . . preaching to the degree that it, too, can only 

announce, i.e., announce the future revelation, reconciliation, and calling, and thus be repetition 

of the promise, a means of grace.”
41

  

                                                             
39 While Barth appears to be leery of “essence” language, this phrase has been chosen to make explicit the 

parallels between the threefold repetition of the Word of God and classic Trinitarian formulation. Barth would likely 

prefer to reference Scripture and proclamation as ‘witness to event’. 

40 CD I/1, 117; KD I/1, 120.  Using the example of Moses’s mediating role, Barth writes, “He is the man 

who speaks with God face to face as a man with his friends (33:11), who not only has to listen to God in order to 

repeat [weiterzugeben] what He has said to the people (as he had done), but who can also say things to God to which 

God will listen and which will be decisively regulative for His future attitude to the people” (CD IV/1, 425; KD 

IV/1, 472). 

41 “und also Wiederholung der Verheißung, Gnadenmittel sein könnte” (CD I/1, 60; KD I/1, 61).  Thus, for 

Barth, preaching and proclamation are the essential grounds of sacrament.  Here, as in many other places, he sides 

with the Reformers against Rome.  “But this proclamation presupposes that the other, namely, repetition of the 
biblical promise, is taking place. The former must exist for the sake of the latter, and therefore the sacrament for the 

sake of preaching, not vice versa.  Hence not the sacrament alone nor preaching alone, nor yet, to speak 

meticulously, preaching and the sacrament in double track, but preaching with the sacrament, with the visible act 

that confirms human speech as God’s act, is the constitutive element, the perspicuous centre of the Church’s life” 

(CD I/1, 70; KD I/1, 71). 
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Barth invites comparison between the inner life of God and this human task, thus 

providing permission for the investigation of the repetition motif in this locus of his thought.   In 

his discussion of the three forms of the Word of God, Barth is deliberately Trinitarian: “We have 

been speaking of three different forms of the Word of God and not of three different Words of 

God. In this three-fold form and not otherwise—but also as the one Word only in this threefold 

form—the Word of God is given to us and we must try to understand it conceptually.”
42

  Barth 

asserts the unity of these three forms claiming that, the Word of God “is one and the same 

whether we understand it as revelation, Bible, or proclamation. There is no distinction of degree 

or value between the three forms.” And how can this be?  Barth suggests repetition: “For to the 

extent that proclamation really rests on recollection of the revelation attested in the Bible and is 

thus obedient repetition of the biblical witness,
43

 it is no less the Word of God than the Bible.  

And to the extent that the Bible really attests revelation it is no less the Word of God than 

revelation itself.”
44

 

But again, Barth warns against the tautology of bare repetition: “But if it is to be real 

repetition of this promise, it cannot consist in the mere reading of Scripture or in repeating and 

paraphrasing the actual wording of the biblical witness. This can be only its presupposition.”
45

  

Barth contrasts bare repetition and constructive repetition while reflecting upon Good Friday.  

Barth writes, “We may well ask whether the preaching of Good Friday would not in many cases 

be better if it took the form, not of all kinds of inadequate theology, but of a simple repetition—

Spiritu sancto adiuvante—of the evangelical passion-narrative: whether it would not be a more 

                                                             
42 CD I/1, 120; KD I/1, 124. 

43 gehorsame Wiederholung des biblischen Zeugnisses 

44 CD I/1, 120–21; KD I/1, 124. 

45 CD I/1, 59; KD I/1, 59. 
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‘existential’ address as such.”  Ultimately, Barth views this simple repetition as an inadequate 

response, for “All the same, the event and the recollection do call for further explanation, not to 

add to this event, but for joy at that which has happened in it, in consecration of it and 

thankfulness for it. Its very content demands an explanation in this sense, the intellectus fidei.”
46

  

For Barth, mimicry results in tautology, not in the real, useful repetition the church vitally 

needs. 

 

III. Repetition Guards the Discussion of God’s Perfections  

 

Barth uses the motif of repetition as a key concept within his discussion of the divine 

perfections.  This concept serves as the means by which he advances his discussion of the 

diverse richness of God’s perfections while protecting divine simplicity as an overarching theme.   

He writes that “every distinction of His being and working is simply a repetition and 

corroboration
47

 of the one being and, in the one being, of all that He was from eternity and 

therefore from all time, and of all that He will be in eternity and therefore for all time.”
48

  For 

Barth this means any apparent progression from a discussion of, say, God’s constancy to his 

omnipotence does not necessitate a qualitative transition.  Repetition will provide the force for 

distinction to be made within creaturely talk of God’s perfections. 

Similarly, Barth writes that “God’s simplicity reveals itself and consists in His continual 

self-confirmation in His speech and action; His continual self-confession and self-attestation in 

                                                             
46 CD IV/1, 250; KD IV/1, 275. 

47 Wiederholung und Bestätigung 

48 CD II/1, 445; KD II/1, 501. “Who and what is God? In respect of the diversity as well as the unity of its 

two parts, with the result that a doctrine of attributes is strictly to be understood and expounded as that which alone 

it can be—a repetition and development [Wiederholung und Entfaltung] of the doctrine of the being of God” (CD 

II/1, 340; KD II/1, 383). 
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His identity. This involves the repetition and also the fulfilment of His promise.”
49

 Later, Barth 

writes that “the new statement to which we now pass is a necessary repetition
50

 and endorsement 

of the first—that God is constant and God is omnipotent.”  Barth is using the force of repetition 

to carefully maintain the similar essentiality of God’s perfections, for “To what extent is this 

second statement new or necessary alongside the first? Not to the extent that it seeks or is able to 

say anything different from the other, but to the extent that it does say the same thing 

differently.”
51

 

Again, Barth does not put value in repetition as such, for repeating error regarding divine 

perfections is ruinous no matter how often or how well repeated the repetition may be executed.  

He writes that “we cannot confine ourselves to any one of these words [i.e., our perspective on 

God], as if we have already thought of God and spoken of God, and we have only to repeat our 

concepts and words to attain and express again the knowledge of God.”
52

  This reliance on 

creaturely concepts and words is natural theology at its worst, for “the veracity of our knowledge 

of God can easily die of this kind of repetition;
53

 for it does not possess in itself the knowledge of 

God; it comes to it from the veracity of the revelation of God.”  In this same passage, Barth 

identifies sinister motivations that theologians ought to avoid, for the repetition of creaturely 

                                                             
49 CD II/1, 460; KD II/1, 518. 

50 notwendige Wiederholung 

51 CD II/1, 490; KD II/1, 551.  “Were we not compelled at the outset to declare that each of the divine 
perfections is materially identical with each of the others and with the fullness of them all, indeed with God 

Himself? That every statement about the divine attributes can only be a repetition of the statement [Wiederholung 

der Aussage] about the divine being?” (CD II/1, 335; KD 377). 

52 CD II/1, 214; KD II/1, 240. 

53 solcher Wiederholung 
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concepts “can mean that we want to master God, that we are therefore no longer obedient to His 

grace.”
54

 

Barth’s constructive repetition motif includes insight into how an eternal God interacts 

with time-bound creatures.  He writes that to know God in time means to know him “in 

repetition,”
55

 i.e., “in a cognition which progresses from one present to another, which constantly 

begins afresh in every present, in a series of single acts of knowledge.”
56

  

 

IV. Repetition and Nonrepetition in the Christian Life and Community 

 

Barth’s repetition motif also illuminates his discussion of the Christian life.  There are 

many things which ought not to be repeated—or, in this context, many activities which out not to 

be imitated. We must avoid imitation of both wicked activities, and surprisingly even divine 

enterprises. 

For Barth, the finished work of Christ disabuses the believer from the requirements to 

fulfill Adam’s obedience.  He writes, “What we want to do for ourselves has been taken out of 

our hands in Him.  Not by a prohibition, the renewal of the command not to eat of the tree of 

knowledge. We have transgressed this command, and how would its repetition help us?”
57

 By 

contrast, Barth says that the fallen creation has “in itself . . . no power, no effective will, no 

sufficient basis, for any such counter-movement. On the contrary, of its own will and ability it 

makes only such movements as serve to repeat the origin of its fall, which is sin, and to 

                                                             
54 CD II/1, 214; KD II/1, 241. 

55 zeitlich heißt aber . . . in der Wiederholung 

56 CD II/1, 61; KD II/1, 67. 

57  “The fruit of this tree which was eaten with such relish is still rumbling in all of us” (CD IV/1, 232; KD 

IV/1, 255).   
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accelerate its headlong course to the abyss.”
58

 And the grace of God that is needed is not within 

the striving grasp of fallen humanity.  Thus, any attempt to return to a pre-fallen relationship 

with God is not only brash and proud, but ultimately ruinous.  “To try to control it, to look 

beyond the form of it which judges him, to see it and have it again in its proper form, is simply a 

repetition of the sin of pride and a magnifying of the arrears in which man finds himself in 

relation to God.”
59

 

Surprisingly in light of his strong reliance on the repetition motif throughout his theology, 

Barth also views repetition as inappropriate human response to divine activity, and especially 

egregious when attempting to duplicate the finished work of Christ.  Such activity behaves “as 

though it were something other than an act of desperation, or a radically culpable toying, to try to 

repeat for ourselves that which cannot be repeated because it has been accomplished by God!” 

And this prohibition is not just for the believing individual, for indeed “the community is not 

called upon to repeat this act of God,
60

 let alone to expect and demand that the world should be 

ready to do so.”
61

  Barth goes to great lengths in reserving salvific activity for Christ alone.  He 

writes, “There is not one who has first to go or still to go in his own virtue and strength this way 

from there to here, from yesterday to to-morrow, from darkness to light, who has first to 

                                                             
58 CD IV/1, 213; KD IV/1, 233.  

59 CD IV/1, 490; KD IV/1, 546. 

60  ist nicht zu solcher Wiederholung aufgefordert 

61 CD IV/1, 344; KD IV/1, 380.  “Similarly, in the demand for the ‘reasonable service’ (Rom. 12:1) which 

must be offered with the self-offering of the Christian there can be no question of any repetition or representation 

[oder Wiederholung oder Vergegenwärtigung] of that event, or even of an actualization which has still to be 

effected. It needs no completion or re-presentation” (CD IV/1, 295; KD IV/1, 325–26). 
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accomplish or still to accomplish his own justification, repeating it
62

  when it has already taken 

place in Him.”
63

  

Again, Barth provides warnings against what we have termed ‘bare repetition’, this time 

with reference to its inadequate apologetic force in conversation with other faiths.  In his 

discussion of the deity of Christ, he takes pains to address “the complaint of Judaism and Islam 

against the Christian confession of the deity of Christ.”  This confession must be heartily 

defended because “it cannot be secured by a mere repetition
64

 of this confession.”
65

  Mere 

repetition must be avoided if true orthodoxy is to be defended.  The Nicene council avoided bare 

repetition when it formed the creed.  Now, similarly, the type of repetition required to defend 

orthodoxy is nuanced discursive repetition, whose recapitulation allows Nicene truth to have its 

full contemporary force. 

Barth exhorts believers to engage in the constructive repetition of faithfully fulfilling 

their divinely appointed calling.  “For in faith it is not a matter of this or that truth or this or that 

redemption, but of the person who is Himself truth and redemption, but of the person who is 

Himself truth and redemption. And in relation to this person it is not a matter of proposing and 

doing something for ourselves, but of following Him, of repeating His decision.”
66

 This mindset 

leads to true Christian freedom.  Barth writes that a Christian “is a free man when he thinks and 

                                                             
62 sie wiederholen müßte 

63 CD IV/1, 630; KD IV/1, 704 

64 mit einer bloßen Wiederholung 

65 CD IV/1, 183; KD IV/1, 200. 

66 CD IV/1, 745; KD IV/1, 833. 
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decides and acts at peace with God, when his decision is simply and exclusively a repetition of 

the divine decision.”
67

 

 

V. Discussion 

Repetition and Simultaneity.  From this overarching exploration of Barth’s use of 

repetition, we can see that, when he refers to the Trinity as “the one God in threefold repetition,” 

he means to defend the Athanasian Creed’s “Neither confounding the Persons; nor dividing the 

Essence.”
68

 

First, Barth goes to great lengths to protect the singular essence of the Godhead by using 

the term ‘repetition’.  Proper repetition, as we have seen, omits erroneous inventiveness.  

Trinitarian repetition must be the repetition of the pure Father who “lives from and by Himself” 

as propriissime solus Deus vivere dici potest.
69

  The term gives Barth a strong metaphor which 

forbids the inclusion of new material inconsistent with the original.  Christ is φῶς ἐκ φωτός, Θεὸν 

ἀληθινὸν ἐκ Θεοῦ ἀληθινοῦ, and ‘repetition’ provides Barth with a strong defense of homoousios.   

Second, Barth protects his doctrine of the Trinity from modalism by repudiating ‘bare 

repetition’.  Proper constructive repetition takes careful pains to avoid the bare recollection of the 

original.  Thus, Barth can uphold the orthodox assertion that Filius non est Pater in ways that 

Moltmann does not recognize. 

                                                             
67 CD IV/1, 449; KD IV/1, 499.  This freedom leads to peace.  “We are, in fact, those who are pardoned by 

God. We have peace with God. And our corresponding self-knowledge—if it is really a self-knowledge in which we 
repeat what is told us by His Word concerning us [ist sie wirklich unsere Selbsterkenntnis im Nachvollzug des uns 

durch sein Wort über uns Gesagten]—cannot possibly be exposed to any legitimate doubt or genuine problems” 

(CD IV/1, 570; KD IV/1, 636). 

68 “Neque confundentes personas, neque substantiam separantes.” 

69 Barth’s quotation of Polanus: “God alone can properly be said to live.” (CD II/1, 272; KD II/1, 305) 
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Insights from Music.  Other thinkers have explored the idea of repetition,
70

 including 

Jeremy Begbie, whose training as a musician provides an illuminating perspective on 

repetition.
71

  Principally, Begbie agrees with Barth that God’s incarnate participation in time 

shows that time “is no neutral backcloth, still less some kind of necessary evil or imposition on 

God, but rather good gift, conferred by God for benefit.”
72

  Thus Begbie sounds positively 

Barthian when he effuses that the Christian is “not given a vocation of identical repetition, 

replicating the past”
73

 but called to “a life of joyful (not anxious) restlessness, a perilous 

‘emptying of our hands’ for the sake of music of limitless interest and variety, in the knowledge 

that failure has in a sense already been accounted for and future error will in some manner be 

taken up.”
74

 

                                                             
70 Søren Kierkegaard also had much to say about the term “repetition” and wrote several works on the 

theme, including an 1843 work entitled Repetition.  Walter Lowrie (Kierkegaard [London: Oxford University Press, 

1938], 630) believes that of all of Kierkegaard’s terms for art, none “is more important and none so baffling” as our 

theme of repetition.  For a lengthy treatment of the theme within Kierkegaard, see David Cain, “Notes on a Coach 

Horn,” in International Kierkegaard Commentary, Fear and Trembling and Repetition, ed. Robert L. Perkins 

(Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 1993), 335–58.  For the opinion that Barth co-opted Kierkegaard’s “style of 
communication” and “attitude” without inheriting their authorial intent, see Bruce McCormack, Karl Barth’s 

Critically Realistic Dialectical Theology: Its Genesis and Development, 1909–1936 (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 1995), 235–40; quoted terms come from p. 240. 

71 “Play it (Again): Music, Theology and Divine Communication,” in Creative Chords: Studies in Music, 

Theology and Christian Formation, ed. J. Astley, Timothy Hone, and Mark Savage (Leominster: Gracewing, 2000), 

45–75; “Repetition and Eucharist,” in Jeremy Begbie, Theology, Music, and Time (New York : Cambridge 

University Press, 2000), 155–78.  For general discussion of music and repetition, see Peter Kivy, The Fine Art of 

Repetition: Essays in the Philosophy of Music (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 327–59.  Adam 

Ockelford (Repetition in Music: Theoretical and Metatheoretical Perspectives [Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2005]) 

argues that cognitive recognition of musical organization depends on the perception that listeners gain through 

repetition.  Putting concrete examples to this theory, a recent study by Gretchen G. Horlacher (Building Blocks: 

Repetition and Continuity in the Music of Stravinsky [New York : Oxford University Press, 2011]) finds that even 
Stravinsky’s most radical contemporary compositions rely on repetition to orient the listener through discontinuity. 

72 Begbie, Theology, Music, and Time, 94. 

73 Jeremy Begbie, Resounding Truth: Christian Wisdom in the World of Music (Grand Rapids: Baker 

Academic, 2007), 253. 

74 Begbie, Theology, Music, and Time, 245. 
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Barth is well-known as a music lover, and he writes in a style with more commonality to 

Mozart and the ‘Rondo Form’ than Peter Lombard’s Sentences.  As George Hunsinger writes, 

“Attentive readers can still perceive that in the style of composition there is a certain music to the 

argument.”
75

 And Barth often refers to time in terms Begbie would recognize and endorse—a 

creaturely gift from a benevolent creator. He writes that “if our whole time is the gift of God, 

then God also pledges to maintain its reality as a whole. … It would be quite wrong for man to 

try to be God and therefore eternal instead of being cheerfully and modestly man and therefore 

temporal.”
76

   

Begbie’s most sustained investigation of repetition notes that the “novelty” within 

repetition “lies in the manner in which repeated units of music are heard in the context of the 

hierarchy of metrical waves.”  The successive nature of musical repetition provides the different 

contexts by which the same musical motifs are heard anew.  Music enacts a “concrete 

demonstration of particular kinds of temporality.”
77

 Thus, music demonstrates that “identical 

repetition in the ‘now’ is impossible, not just because we are in a different temporal context, but 

because every musical event relates to a different hierarchical pattern of tension and 

resolution.”
78

 

This insight would not surprise Barth.  For him, God does inhabit a type of temporality, 

but divine time is characterized by simultaneity, not succession.  Thus, Barth writes that “eternity 

is God in the sense in which in Himself and in all things God is simultaneous, i.e., beginning and 

middle as well as end, without separation, distance or contradiction . . ..  Eternity has and is the 

                                                             
75 How to Read Karl Barth: The Shape of His Theology (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991), 28. 

76 CD III/2, 537; KD III/2, 649. 

77 Begbie, Theology, Music, and Time, 173. 

78 Begbie, Theology, Music and Time, 169. Emphasis added to the original—Begbie italicized the ‘we’. 
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duration which is lacking to time.  It has and is simultaneity.”
79

  This entails that Christ’s 

“sacrifice meant the closing of the time of the divine ἀνοχή, the time of the mere πάρεσις of 

human sins endlessly repeating themselves,
80

 the time of the alternation of divine grace and 

divine judgment, in which human priests had their function and the offerings made by men had a 

meaning.”
81

 

But this insight, the assertion that temporal succession belongs to creatures, makes it 

difficult for Barth to score a decision victory against his critics.  Interpreting the Creator 

according to creaturely terms is precisely the sort of natural theology that Barth considers 

anathema.  Thus, Barth must insist that we not allow the normal creaturely meaning of a term to 

control its meaning when applied to God.  Barth uses language of space and time but he gives 

this language a distinctive meaning in relation to God that he considers exonerative against the 

charge of applying creaturely concepts to God.  He writes that “God possesses space, His own 

space, and . . . just because of this spatiality, he is able to be triune.”
82

  Here, Barth’s discussion 

of God’s “own space” allows him to maintain the creator-creature distinction, but it is unclear 

how introducing the concept of ‘space’ to God is ultimately helpful. 

Similarly, Barth’s introduction of the parallel concept of ‘time’ to God obscures the motif 

of repetition.  If ‘succession’ within temporality is the means by which repetition accomplishes 

distinction, then it is unclear how distinction is possible within divine simultaneity.  Barth’s 

                                                             
79 CD II/1, 608; KD II/1, 686. 

80 der in unendlicher Folge sich erneuernden 

81 CD IV/1, 281; KD IV/1, 308. 

82 CD II/1, 468–69; KD II/1, 527. 
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insistence on God’s “order and succession”
83

 demonstrates that he affirms that distinction, and 

thus he is not a modalist.  But he is unable to identify the force which creates that distinction, or 

otherwise specify how the distinction is made.   

Was Barth a modalist?  Nein.  His carefully nuanced use of the concept of repetition 

exonerates him from that charge.  But the inference of temporal succession inherent in the motif 

of repetition seems irreconcilable with his insistence of divine simultaneity.  

  

                                                             
83 Ordnung und Folge (CD II/1, 615; KD  II/1, 693).  Barth insists that God’s order and succession is 

ontological, rather than temporal, but it is difficult to see how his repetition motif can stretch to fit this usage. 
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