
rary Christian thinkers; it often also appeals to philosophers and
Christians writers of the past. I have got to know Steve and his
wife Joyce through attending St. Stephen’s Church, Sewickley;
whenever we see each other there we end up in conversation
about some theological issue or another. We have often discussed
the two theologians I shall use to describe these rival “gospels”:
Paul Tillich (on the reappraiser side) and Karl Barth (on the re-
asserter side). So, as a tribute to Steve, let me use these two con-
temporary theologians to lay out what I believe lies at the root of
the current crisis in Anglicanism.

Paul Tillich and Karl Barth invite our attention here because
they offer highly developed expressions of the two views before us
and because they have been important influences on the clergy of
The Episcopal Church, although it must be said Tillich much
more so than Barth. Paul Tillich taught at Union Theological
Seminary from 1933 to 1955 and published a three volume System-
atic Theology as well as several books of sermons. Thor Hall has
described him as the single most important influence on Ameri-
can theology.3 He also inspired John MacQuarrie, whose The Prin-
ciples of Christian Theology became the standard textbook for
seminarians in the US and UK for many years after its first publi-
cation in 1966. Karl Barth, in contrast, only visited the United
States once, although his writings have been used in Episcopal
seminaries over a similar period and have been seen as a counter-
balance to Tillich’s. His vast Church Dogmatics, in four volumes
made up of a total of 13 parts, is seen as one of the great theologi-
cal achievements of the 20th century. Pope Pius XII called him
“The most important theologian since Thomas Aquinas.” He
helped reinvigorate evangelical scholarship in the Western
Church and provided the inspiration for the PhD theses of several
reasserting Episcopal leaders and seminary professors, as did stu-
dents of Barth’s like Jürgen Moltmann. 

Tillich and Barth are highly regarded contemporary theolo-
gians who offer very different accounts of the Christian gospel.
Tillich says we are accepted by God in spite of who we are, which
has paved the way for reappraisers today to say more simply: we
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Introduction

In an interview for USA Today, the Presiding Bishop of The Epis-
copal Church, Dr. Katharine Jefferts Schori, described the two
strands of thinking that she sees in the Christian church. She said
one is “most concerned with atonement, that Jesus died for our
sins and our most important task is to repent,” but the other is
“the more gracious strand, it is to talk about life, to claim the joy
and the blessings for good that it offers, to look forward. God be-
came human in order that we may become divine. That’s our
task.”1

This contrast between sin and repentance on the one hand
and life and blessing on the other provides a helpful insight into
the current crisis in the Anglican Communion, and indeed in the
wider Christian church. Reappraisers, like the Presiding Bishop,
want to place emphasis on God’s desire to bless all of creation
rather than on the themes of sin and repentance; reasserters2 see
God’s blessing as coming through the forgiveness of sin and
stress that repentance is vital for receiving that gift. It might not
seem like a big difference at first glance, but, as I hope to show
here, it amounts to two rival “gospels.” One proclaims: “You are
all right as you are and, whatever your lifestyle, you can enjoy
God’s blessing as you are.” The other says: “You are not all right
as you are, whatever your lifestyle, but through turning to Christ
in repentance and faith, you can be forgiven your sin and receive
the blessing of God’s Holy Spirit.” So it is not only the authority of
the Bible that is at stake here, vital as that is, but the very content
of the gospel.

In order to make this case, we shall be engaging in one of the
subjects Dr. Steve Smith used to teach at Trinity: “Contemporary
Theology.” This discipline is the attempt to explain what Chris-
tians believe and why we believe it using the Bible and contempo-
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1USA Today, Interview by Cathy Lynn Grossman, February 4, 2007.
2I use the terms “reappraisers” (i.e. revisionists, liberals…) and “reasserters”
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3Thor Hall, Systematic Theology Today: State of the Art in North America
(Washington, D.C.: University Press of America, 1978), 94. 



are accepted by God just as we are. Barth, in contrast, says we
need to be forgiven in order to come back to God, as the reassert-
ers say. Let us hear how they make their cases before assessing
how they differ. 

The gospel according to Tillich: God accepts you in spite of who
you are

Paul Tillich explains his position with particular clarity in a
sermon entitled “You are accepted.”4 He is concerned here to ex-
plain the term “grace” to those for whom it has little meaning,
and says, 

For some people, grace is the willingness of a divine king and 
father to forgive over and again the foolishness and weakness 
of his subjects and children. We must reject such a concept of 
grace; for it is merely childish destruction of human dignity.5

Here we see the influence of the philosopher Immanuel Kant,
whom Tillich goes on to praise later in the sermon as “the
prophet of human reason and dignity.”6 It was Kant who sought
to recast the Christian faith according to the limits of reason alone
and strongly opposed the belief that Jesus died for sin in our
place. He said that the idea of  Jesus doing something for us on
the cross that we needed but could not supply ourselves was de-
meaning of our humanity.7 We shall respond to this claim later,
but for now let us hear Tillich make his case.

He goes on to explain his own understanding of the term
“grace” in the following terms: 

Grace is the reunion of life with life, the reconciliation of the 
self with itself. Grace is the acceptance of that which is re-
jected. Grace transforms fate into a meaningful destiny; it 
changes guilt into confidence and courage. There is some-
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thing triumphant in the word “grace”: in spite of the abound-
ing of sin grace abounds much more.8

Much depends here on what Tillich means by sin. In the same
sermon he gives this description of what he has in mind: 

In any case, sin is separation. To be in the state of sin is to be 
in the state of separation. And separation is threefold: there 
is separation among individual lives, separation of a man 
from himself, and separation of all men from the Ground of 
Being.9

So Tillich sees sin as separation and grace as what overcomes
that separation. Grace is about bringing back together those
whose relationships have broken down. Reconciliation, then, be-
comes a central concept for Tillich. It means bringing reunion
with God, or as Tillich prefers, with “the Ground of Being,” but it
also implies reunion with other people and within ourselves.

The matter is brought home when Tillich goes on to apply
this thinking to post-World War II society.

The most irrevocable expression of the separation of life from 
life today is the attitude of social groups within nations to-
wards each other, and the attitude of nations towards each 
other…. But let us just consider ourselves and what we feel 
when we read this morning and tonight, that in some sections 
of Europe all children under the age of three are sick and 
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4Paul Tillich, “You are accepted” in The Shaking of the Foundations (New
York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1948).

5Tillich, “Accepted,” 156.
6Tillich, “Accepted,” 157.
7Immanuel Kant, Religion Within the Limits of Reason Alone (trans. T.M.

Greene and H.H. Hudson; Chicago: Open Court Publishing, 1794/1934), 66ff.
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9Tillich, “Accepted,” 154. Tillich makes clear that he does not wish to replace
completely the term “sin” with “separation,” nor indeed simply to equate them.
What he is doing here is to use his method of correlation and setting the ques-
tion, “Have people of our time still a feeling of the meaning of sin?” for theology
to address. See also Paul Tillich, Systematic Theology (vol. I; Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1951), 242; Paul Tillich, Systematic Theology (vol. II; Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1957), 52f. It does however raise the problem of
terms being given new meanings by reappraisers about which reasserters often
complain. We note the use of gender specific pronouns here and in subsequent
quotations and invite the reader to adapt them to modern usage.



dying, or that in some sections of Asia millions without 
homes are freezing and starving to death. The strangeness of 
life is evident in the strange fact that we can know all this, and 
yet can live today, this morning, tonight, as though we were 
completely ignorant.10

This not only helps to clarify Tillich’s understanding of the nature
of sinfulness, but it also shows the implications of his position.
The call to care for those who suffer is a primary expression of
grace. And, if the separation of social groups within society
(which might today be seen as including gays and lesbians) is it-
self sin, then he would argue that these groups must be fully in-
corporated into all aspects of society as an expression of the grace
of God. This is the gospel for Tillich. Grace overcoming sin
means reunion overcoming separation and that, he says, is the
good news that Jesus came to bring. 

Tillich goes on to explain what this means for our understand-
ing of the work of Jesus Christ. He says, 

In the picture of Jesus as the Christ, which appeared to him at 
the moment of his greatest separation from other men, from 
himself and God, he found himself accepted in spite of his 
being rejected. And when he found that he was accepted, he 
was able to accept himself and to be reconciled to others. The 
moment in which grace struck him and overwhelmed him, he 
was reunited with that to which he belonged, and from which 
he was estranged in utter strangeness.11

There are many points here that we may wish to question, but our
goal is to try to comprehend what Tillich is saying in order to un-
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derstand better the current conflict in the Anglican Communion.12

In that regard, we mainly need to note that, according to Tillich,
the crucifixion of Jesus is to be understood in terms of his experi-
encing the grace of God in his separation in a way that is exem-
plary for others. 

So he concludes that grace is like light breaking into darkness,
as though we hear a voice saying:

You are accepted. You are accepted, accepted by that which is 
greater than you, and the name of which you do not know. Do 
not ask for the name now; perhaps you will find it later. Do 
not try to do anything; perhaps later you will do much. Do not 
seek for anything; do not perform anything; do not intend 
anything. Simply accept the fact that you are accepted.13

This is what Tillich sees as the experience of grace.  It may not
make us better people or more believing people, as Tillich himself
points out,14 but it is a transformative moment, when “grace con-
quers sin, and reconciliation bridges the gulf of estrangement,”15

and when “peace enters into us and makes us whole.”16 When it
occurs, we are “able to overcome the tragic separation of the
sexes, of the generations, of the nations, of the races, and even the
utter strangeness between man and nature.”17 And this may be
one of many such occasions. “We experience moments in which 
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10Tillich, “Accepted,” 158.
11Tillich, “Accepted,” 160f. Alister McGrath helpfully explains Tillich’s view

here as a reworking of Gustaf Aulén’s theory about the cross as the victory of
Christ over evil, with the victory being one over existential forces that threaten
our authentic existence. Alister McGrath, Christian Theology: An Introduction (3rd
ed.; Oxford, UK; Malden, Mass.: Blackwell’s, 2001), 419.

12We will however note here, since the issue does not arise again later, that
the implied separation of “Jesus” from “Christ” is deliberate. Tillich says, “The
foundation of Christian belief is the biblical picture of Christ, not the historical
Jesus. The criterion of human thought and action is the picture of Christ as it is
rooted in ecclesiastical belief and human experience, not the shifting and artifi-
cial construct of historical research.” Paul Tillich, On the Boundary (New York:
Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1966), 50. For Tillich, if it were somehow established
that Jesus had never existed it need not undermine the Christian faith, since “no
historical criticism can question the immediate awareness of those who find
themselves transformed into a state of faith.” Tillich, Systematic Theology (vol II),
131. 

13Tillich, “Accepted,” 162.
14Tillich, “Accepted,” 162.
15Tillich, “Accepted,” 162.
16Tillich, “Accepted,” 163.
17Tillich, “Accepted,” 162f.



and “What in retrospect we know about ourselves can always only
be that we live by forgiveness.”25

Barth goes on to define what sin is in order to explain what
grace means to sinners. He says, “sin means transgression, devia-
tion,”26 appealing to biblical usages of the term. As he explains
elsewhere, sin is always against God.27 This sin manifests itself in
the various sins that we commit which separate us from God,28

from other people and from ourselves, but sin is not itself separa-
tion,29 as Tillich suggests. It is instead what leads to separation.
When Barth comes to relate this understanding of grace and sin
to the passion of Christ, he does so in a more objective way than
does Tillich.

Forgiveness of sins, resurrection, eternal life are not some
thing outside Christ, but are God’s actions in Him. He, the 
One, lightens, and the Christian man moves in His light. 
What distinguishes the Christian man is that he stands in the 
cone of light which proceeds from Christ. But this existence of 
his in the light is not a selfish purpose, but the Christian man 
moves in this light, in order to be a light himself.30

But what does this forgiveness mean? Barth explains that it
means, “my sin is not reckoned to me.”31 This is very helpful be-
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we accept ourselves, because we feel we have been accepted by
that which is greater than we.”18 He ends by saying that we need
to have many more such moments.

The gospel according to Barth: God offers you free and full 
forgiveness

Before commenting on Tillich’s position let us hear Barth’s
contrasting view on these vital issues. In a comparable way to
Tillich, Barth lays out his own case on the subject in his Dogmatics
in Outline,19 a lecture series on the Apostles’ Creed which, like
Tillich’s sermons, enjoyed wide readership because it laid out his
ideas in an accessible form. It is the lecture on “The forgiveness
of sins”20 that interests us here. 

Barth understands grace in terms of the forgiveness of sins,
the very position that we have seen that Tillich rejects.21 He says,
“What does not pass over this sharp ridge of forgiveness of sins,
or grace, is not Christian.”22 For Barth, forgiveness of sins lies at
the heart of the gospel. He says, “The way of the Christian is de-
rived from the forgiveness of sins and leads to the resurrection of
the body and eternal life,”23 “It is always the case that when the
Christian looks back, he is looking at the forgiveness of sins,”24
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18Tillich, “Accepted,” 163.
19Karl Barth, Dogmatics in Outline (trans. G.T. Thompson; New York: Harper

and Bros., 1947/1959).
20Barth, Outline, 149ff.
21Tillich does have a place for forgiveness in his theology, but, as we have

seen, he resists the idea of making this the heart of the gospel. He does however
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of our separation and estrangement from God. God affirms himself by taking
upon himself the negativities of guilt. That is the meaning of the Cross of Christ,
to which I can refer only with these few words. In taking the negativity of separa-
tion, estrangement, and guilt upon himself, God accepts that which is unaccept-
able for him, and man has nothing more to do than to accept his acceptance.”
Paul Tillich, “Christianity and the Problem of Existence” (lecture delivered at An-
drew Rankin Chapel, Howard University, Washington D.C. 24 April, 1951), 28.
See also Paul Tillich, Systematic Theology (vol. III; Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1963), 225f and 408.

22Barth, Outline, 152.
23Barth, Outline, 149.
24Barth, Outline, 150.

25Barth, Outline, 150.
26Barth, Outline, 150.
27“But to know sin as sin, as our rebellion against God, as our transgression

of his command, we must know its forgiveness.” Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics
(vol. II, pt. 2; ed. G.W. Bromiley and T.F. Torrance; trans. G.W. Bromiley, J.C.
Campbell, I. Wilson, J. Strathearn, H. Knight and R.A. Stewart; Edinburgh: T. &
T. Clark, 1942/1957), 768.

28“Rather your iniquities have been barriers between you and your God, and
your sins have hidden his face from you” (Isa. 59:2 NRSV).

29See Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics (vol. I, pt. 2; ed. G.W. Bromiley and T.F.
Torrance; trans. G.W. Bromiley; Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1938/1956), 433ff.

30Barth, Outline, 149. The question of how the death and resurrection of
Jesus Christ bring about the forgiveness of sins is the subject of Barth’s attention
in Church Dogmatics (vol. IV, pt. 1; ed. G.W. Bromiley and T.F. Torrance; trans.
G.W. Bromiley; Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1953/1956), 211ff. Further references to
this work will be given in the form “IV/1.” There, Barth makes it clear that he
sees the work of Christ as that of a substitute who dies not for his own sins but
for ours. It is this substitutionary element that Tillich resists, following Kant.

31Barth, Outline, 150.



[of sin] cease to come home to me. The righteousness of Jesus
Christ is now my righteousness. That is the forgiveness of sins.”34

Barth concludes his lecture by considering the last judge-
ment, when he imagines Christ posing the questions:

Did you live by grace, or did you set up gods for yourself and 
perhaps want to become one yourself? Have you been a faith-
ful servant, who has nothing to boast of? In that case you are 
accepted; for then you have surely been merciful as well and 
have forgiven your debtors; then you have surely also com-
forted others and been a light, then your works have surely 
been good works, works which flow from the forgiveness of 
sins.35

Interestingly, Barth comes to the same proclamation as Tillich:
“you are accepted.” He also makes clear that this will be seen in
good works like forgiveness and mercy, comfort and bringing
light into the places of darkness, much as Tillich does. But he ar-
rives by a very different route. Tillich affirms our acceptance as we
are; Barth calls us to receive the forgiveness that God offers sin-
ners so that we may be accepted.

Tillich and Barth proclaim two very different “gospels.” Ac-
cording to Barth, Christ died for the sin of the world so that we
might be forgiven our sins and reconciled to God and therefore to
our neighbors and ourselves. That is why the Son of God took
flesh, suffered, died, rose again and sent his disciples out to pro-
claim the gospel of the forgiveness of sins and make disciples of
all nations, baptizing and teaching them to obey Christ’s com-
mands.36 As we have seen, Tillich is afraid that such a view of
grace, with its emphasis on the forgiveness of sins, is demeaning
to human beings. But is it not instead astonishingly affirming?
God sees us as we truly are and knows the secrets of our hearts,
and yet chooses to bear the cost of forgiving us in order to restore
us to himself. That is great love; that means we are highly valued. 
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cause it clarifies several things about God’s gracious forgiveness.
It means, firstly, that to forgive sin is not to excuse it. No extenuat-
ing circumstances are being appealed to here. The sinner is gen-
uinely culpable, but in forgiving us God is not reckoning our sin
to us because Christ has taken it to himself. As Barth says, for-
giveness does not mean “any mitigation of the severity with which
sinful man is rejected by God. Rather it speaks of the fulfillment
of that rejection.”32 It means, secondly, that to forgive is not to
condone. There is no indication that what was done was all right;
it was not. It was a transgression of God’s holy law and a deviation
from God’s good purposes. As Barth puts it, “The word ‘forgive-
ness’ speaks of a judicial act in which God has maintained His
glory in relation to man. But it does not speak of a new purpose or
disposition or attitude on the part of God.”33 In forgiving my sin,
God is not holding that sin against me, because in Christ he has
borne the cost of forgiveness himself. So we may say that in for-
giveness the grace of God brings into convergence justice (it really
was sin and deserves to be punished) and mercy (but I will bear
that punishment and not seek compensation). It is not so much
“forgive and forget” as “forgive and refuse to recall.”

Understood in this way, we can see also that forgiveness is key
to understanding how sinners may be reconciled to God. The
offer of forgiveness made possible by the cross of Christ needs to
be received if there is to be reunion with God. It is as we hear
God’s offer of forgiveness, and humbly accept that we need it, that
relationship with God is restored. It is not enough to have the
offer of forgiveness extended to us; until we accept it we remain
alienated from the one whom we have offended however willing
he may be to forgive us. Those who repent and are baptized re-
ceive the gift of forgiveness and their sins are no longer counted
against them. They can now stand in the presence of God as those
whose sins are not reckoned to them; they are justified; they are
those whom God the judge regards as “in the right” or “right-
eous”; they receive the gift of the Holy Spirit (Acts 2:38). “Thus I
am acquitted and may be wholly joyful, because the accusations
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32Barth, Church Dogmatics IV/1, 94.
33Barth, Church Dogmatics IV/1, 94.

34Barth, Outline, 152.
35Barth, Outline, 152, italics added.
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But we must go on to ask: What happens if the moral compo-
nent that Tillich struggled to maintain is eroded from his exposi-
tion? Under the secularizing pressures of contemporary Western
society, followers of Tillich can readily take his idea of grace as re-
union overcoming separation and transform the gospel of “God
accepts you in spite of who you are” into simply “God accepts
you.” Rather than seeing how far we fall short of God’s glory and
realizing the need for forgiveness and the transformation of God’s
Word and Spirit, we are called instead to overcome psychological
anxiety about our status and realize we are accepted as we are.
Such an approach suggests we can settle for less than the holiness
set before us in Jesus Christ and avoid the painful but life-trans-
forming process of living by repentance and forgiveness. Is this
really the gospel that Jesus and his apostles proclaimed?

Conclusion
So we return to the question raised by Dr. Katharine Jefferts

Schori and ask, Is it to be sin and repentance or life and blessing?
Surely it must be both, but life and blessing flow from repentance
of sin and receiving God’s forgiveness made possible by Jesus
Christ and made manifest in the presence of the Holy Spirit and
in the life of the Church. It is not enough for preachers to say that
we are simply accepted as we are; we need to proclaim the prom-
ise of the forgiveness of sins by which we can be made acceptable
to God. These are distinctly different views and represent two dif-
ferent kinds of messages rather than two different versions of the
same one. The first has no significant place for forgiveness; the
second sees the message in terms of forgiveness. These different
“gospels” lead to different emphases and practices in the life of
the Church, and it is hard to see how they can both be held to-
gether.37
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