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INTRODTJCTION
Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768-1834)r is comnronly said to have inaugurated

the modern period in religious thought. Meanwhile scientific reasoning, based on
the principles of Isaac Newton (1642-1727), had proved to be adequate for
explaining all motions and mechanical effects known to science for trvo centuries
afier his time.2 In tlris article, after briefly exanrining this rise of classical science,
we look at the stages in Schleiermacher's religious developrnent and thereby locus
on the significant influence classical science made on his theology.

THB RISB OF CLASSICAL SCII]NCB
For fourteen centurics, between Augustine (354-430) and Newton, Christian

philosophic syntltesis had reigncd suprcmel unclisirutcdly at l'irst, a littlc unc;rsily at
last.3 But during the succceding centuries, 1700-1900, thc rcsults of invcstigation ol'
Nlture appeared to fit lcss :tncl lcss ncatly rvith tlrc acccptcd philosophic schernc.
'Philosoplric inc;uiries' carne gradually to be knorvn as 'scientil'ic researchcs'.
Sciencc, tlrc knowledgc ol'nature, wils scparated lionr philosophy, thc scarclr tbr thc
key to the univcrse.

Thc success ol'classical sciencc, thc sciencc ol' Newton and lris pcers, had its
influence not only on philosophy, but also on theology. According to Honner,a the
content of classical physics rendered the Christian account of nature and crcation
suspect, if not empty; and the rnethod of classical plrysics shunted theology off onto
a narrow gauged sidetrack.

The Enlightenment, the eighteenth century European intellectual movenlent, was
also affiliated with the int'luence of classical science.s It promoted the values of
intellectual and material progress, toleration and critical reason, as opposed to
authority and tradition in matters of politics and religion.

Reason, to the enlightened person, was a kind of common sense sharpened and
made subtler by training in logic and science.6

Meanwhile, Galileo (1564- 1642)7, the Italian astronomer and physicist
established experiment as the basis of science. His achievements in physics and
astronomy were vast and of fundamental importance. While in Shakespeare's time
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(1564-1616). c(xnets were still portents, after the publication of Nervton's principig
in 1687,E it was known that he and Halley had calculated the orbits of certain comets
and that they were as obedient as the planets to the law of gravitarion.

Classical empirical science, therefore, enabled the world to be seen as an
association of observable objects (particles, fluids , fields etc.) movin-s about
according to definite laws of force.e A person could form a mental picture in space
and time of the whole scheme.r()For Laplacerr this would include in one and the
same formula, the movement of the largest bodies and those of the lightest atoms.

Although tnost of these men of science are models of piety, the outlook
suggested by theil work was disturbing to orthodoxy, and the theologians were quite
justified in feeling uneasy. Deism too, had become a vital part of the context within
which Christian theology had to operate after 1700.'2 The Deists wished ro reduce
all religions, Christianity included, to a common core - a bare minimum of essential
beliefs.r3 The deist god, himself a highly rationalistic construct, only had to exist to
start this 'Newtonian world machine' running. The planets, according to Newton,
were originally hurled by the hand of God.ra But when he had done this and decreed
the law of gravitation, the solar system was seen to be kept going by its own
momentum and its own laws. There was no further need of divine intervention.
According to Russell, it became impossible to remain humble when men were
achieving such triumphs:

Nature and Nature's laws lay hid in night.
God said 'Let Newton be', and all was light.15

Within the century of Newton's work then, classical science had become so
powerful in its prediction and control of every aspect of reality that God was hardly
needed at all.l6

SCHLBIBRMACHER'S THBOLOGY
BarthlT sees Schleiennacher in all circumstances, as wanting to be modern man

as well as a Christirn theologian. He says of Schleiermacher:

With him. his participation in thc cultural awarcncss of the time, and indecd his
participation in its dccpcst possiblc contcxt, in its strictest possible form and liveliest
cxprcssion, was a dccply scrious conccrn which was not suspcnded for an instant.

Schleiermacher took part in the philosophy, science, politics, social life and art
of his time as if they were his own concern, as the man who was responsible in all
these fields, the nran who was called to achieve and to lead in the general
achievement.

However, before Schleiermacher's conception of religion can be understood in
its entirety, we tnust, according to JohnsonlE, describe and analyse the very precise
and distinct periods in Schleiermacher's philosophical and religious development.
Firstly, there is the 'period of his youth' (to 1796), during which time
Schleiermacher was developing the basic philosophical presuppositions for his later
thought. Secondly, tlrere is the 'intuitive period' (1796-1802), thirdly, the 'critical
period' (1802-1806) and finally the 'systematic period' (1806-1834), in which
Schleiermacher matured as a scientific theologian and dogmatician. While each
period is separate, there is a general development and continuity between these
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pcriotls in.Sclrlciertttaclter's lif'c. 13cing a syrrtlrctic thinkcr, Schlcicrrrrlchcr is ablc to
use contritsting philos<lphical antl tlteoklgical idcas, rvilhout, nt tlrc sanrc tirnc, losing
thc unity of lris systent. We now takc eaclr of these strges in turn and observe the
influence rnade on Schleierrnacher's theology by classical science.

THE PERIOD OF SCHLEIERMACHER'S YOUTH
Schleiermacher grew up in the deeply pious Moravian community.re There,

religion becatne for him the expression of that rvhich is most authentic about hurnan
existence.2" While at the sentinary, the doctrinal world of Schleiermacher's youtl.r
collapsed. He could no longer bring himself to confess the Jesus of Nazareth was the
true, eternal God or that by dying Jesus bore the punishments owed by others ancl

not by himself.2r
Meanwhile fbr the Enlightenment critics, the problenr with the church's

christological and trinitarian dogrnas was not that they were religiously unfiuitful
but that they made no sense. And it must be admitted, with qualifications, declares
Cerrish22, that Schleiermacher thought these critics were right: doctrinal revision, he
believed, made urgent by the needs of the congregations, was requirecl to extricate
Christian theology fiorn a logical nruddlc. What Schleiermacher lost in ttre
Moravian seminary, therefbre, was not his religion, but a systenr of doctrines.

In addition, Schleiermacher questioned why the Moravians were isolating
themselves from the world, f'earful of culture, prohibiting a natural ancl liee
expression of one's faculties when, at the same time, religi<-ln was supposecl to be a
positive expression of existence.2r Hence, Schleiennacher acknowledgecl tlrat a
credibility gap had opened between the dogmas of the church ancl the ourlook of the
classical scientific world.sa Classical science had had a deep influence on theology
in terms of its content.2'5 Taking his bearings strictly lionr the stanclpoint of the
Clturclt's faith, Schleiennacher set about rectifying this situation. I-lis dogrnatic task
was not Inerely to set dogmas aside but to understancl :rncl irnprove tlreln.

SCHLEIEIII\{ACTI ER'S'INTUITIVB PEITIOD'
During thi.s pcriod in thc clevcloprncnt ol'schlcicrrnachcr's tlrouglrt, his cclnccrn

tbr Rcligion wils lttitgnil'icd by il concern lbr the doctrines of tlrc Clrristiln church.
For Scltleierntacher, tlreology bccarnc an exarnple of a historicnl science.2('
Schleierrnacher's concept of reason lrnd begun to change. He saw reilson ls lraving
not only a fbrrnal structure, as Kant rvould have it, but nlso a positivc ancl creative
function. Schleierrnaclter's concept of person during this periocl presupposecl the
unity of a person's spirit and nature, reason and sensuous experience, active ancl
passive natures.?7

Consequently Sclrleiermacher concerned hirnself with facts ancl plrenotnena,
with real live religion, not simply with God as a philosophical construcr. He
understood Christian theology to be "empirical" not "speculative".28 In lris 1799
Address on Religion (Reden Uber die Religiort)2e. Schleierlnacher argues that
doctrines are not the essence of religion but simply the result of. reflection about
religious feeling. He seeks an admission frorn the educated people to whorn he is
speaking, that religion is the highest value in life and something which is real ancl
necessary beside science.3(l Schleiermacherrr insists:

"You must transport yourself into the interior of a pious soul ancl seek to understand its
inlpiration ... otherrvisc you learn nothing of religion".
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J'ltcsc spcecltcs constiluted the revolutionary rnanit'esto frorn rvhich thc birth ol'
the new era in theology is commonly dated.32 'l'heology shifted its tbcus to the
historical critical methocl. Honner3r argues that this paradiern 'uvas inspirecl rnore by
Sclrleierrnaclrer tltan by anybody else and that Schleiernracher's decisions were
intluenced, albeit in a negative manner, by the use of classical science ancl tlre
success of experirnental method. Rather than leave theology in a ghetto of faith,
Schleiermacher souglrt to give it an ernpirical base.

Gerrishra believes the cardinal point which begins to emerge here fiom
Schleierrnacher's second speech is the contrast he rnakes between feeling and
intellect, not as antagonistic but as correlative, like f'emale and male. For
Schleiermacher'ls f'eeling is defined as a sense and taste for the infinite. This 'f'eeling',
Sclrleiermacher's basic rnode of religious experience, is not mere emotion but
irnrnediate consciousness - the most fundamental fbrm of human consciousness at a
level prior to that at which it is diversified into intellect, enlotion and will.36 Such
was the unusual degree to which Schleiermacher combined depth of feeling with
acuteness of intellect.3T Schleiermacher was now more interested in rvhat the
experience revealed (its intuition) than its subjective aspecr.-ls Religion was about to
be seen as the inspiration of science.3e

SCHLEIERMACHER'S'CRITICAL PBRIOD'
The closest Schleierrnacher ever came to writing the novel one of his friends

proposed to lrirn is his apparently less momentous piece The Celebration of
Clristntas: A Cotrversation (1805). Gerrish describes it as'perhaps the most pleasant
and painless introduction to the t'undamental theological shift rhat he
(Schleiermacher) brought about.ao It gives clear eviclence of a fresh approach to
traditional Christian beliets, taking its point of departure not fiom dogma, nor fiom
the biblical story but fiorn the firct of the existence of the Christian cornmunity and
its experience of redernption.al

This change in Schleierrnacher's overall position is reflectecl by cornparing his
del'inition ol'Religion given in his Atklre:;s on Religion (1799) with that in his 1806
edition. In the earlier edition Shleiertnacher defines religion as the action of the
Inl'initc rrraking itself known on the I'inite.42 However, according to the Arldress ott
Ileligiott (ltt06) there were three factors which bel<lnged to Religion: the Self, God
ancl the World. God was the original force which created the World and Religion
was 'the itnrnediate and original being of God in us through feeling'ar. Thus religion
was an intrnedinte experience of God. The unity of the infinite, the eternal, the
unchanging and tlre finite and the changing was experienced in feeling.

Sclrleiermacher's Celebration of Christnros, was also an important dialogue for
his Christology.ot With 'flesh', 'Word', and the 'Incarnation' being defined here it was
then possible to detennine the meaning of Christ's birth. These rvere then related to
the historical and empirical life of Christ. A person's need for salvation had its basis
in the incongruity which existed between the ideal person and the empirical person.
Salvation was effected only when individuals found themselves in their
individuality, that is, when the individual considered himself in relationship to the
Infinite'.4s Schleiermacher's Christian beliefs were now coming frorn the Christian
comrnunity using the science of experience, rather than from dogrna.
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'l'lre concept ol'llcligion hud bc'conre, by the tirne'. tlte nrosl lun(littncttlal elctttent

in SchlcierrnAcher's entire theol<lgical systcln.{{'In the 1'eitrs 1t309-ltl34, apart l'ronr

being in Berlin once again, he wrs at tlre he ight ol'his cilrccr. According to BarthrT,

he was as lnuch at horne in the Acaderny of Sciences as in his pulpit in the Church

of the Holy Trinity.By now the scientific status of theology was secure.aE

The great work ol' Sclrleiernracher's maturity The Christian Fuitlt (l'ull title: ?"fts

Christian Fuitlt, pre.sented svstcmaticelll' accorelirtg to the busic propo.silitttts of tlrc
Evangelical Church) was flrst published in l82ll1822 ancl then in revised lbrnr in
1830/1831.4e Here, Galloways(l believes, Schleiernraclrer gave solne precision to

what, in the Speeches, he had expressed witlr rhetorical abandon. Schleiermacher

proposed that theology become a positive science based on historical criticism.'5r He

defined this positive science as:52

An assemblage of scientillc elements which belong together not bccause they form a

constituent part ol'the organisation ol'the scicnccs, as though by somc necessity arising

out ol'the notion of science itselt. but only insolar as they are requisite lbr carrying out a
practical task.

For Schleierntacher, then, theology , as a positive science was a specific
realisation of the 'Religion of Infinity' or Christianity. He saw science as an

'objective science', a practical science in the service of the Clrurch.5r Consequently
Schleierrnacher saved the scientific cluality of theology by ref'erence to the rornantic
concept of history. He attenrpted to denronstrate the necessary relationship which
existed between theology as a science and every other science. Nevertlteless, lte
rnaintained that every indication of the historical realisation ol' the Religion ol
infinity was imperfect and therefore lirnited.5l

Schleierntacher included historical theology rvithin ths historical scicrtccs.

Historical theology becarne the knowledgc ol' the beginrrings ol' Christianity and

denlt with 'the idea of doctrine'.55 Tlrus dognurtics bccarnc a lirct ol' lristorical
theology. Dogrnatic theology was not tlrc nrcans by rvlrich ortltodoxy was prcscrvctl

or an ancicnt tklctrine lnaintained. Dogrnatic thcology lrld to bc ltctcroclox in thc

sense that it wils opcn to cvcry ncw lorrn ancl rcprc.scntatiun ol' tlrc 'csscttce ol'
Christianity'. Doctrinc had to exprcss that which wlrs pcnnancnt antl fixetl rvithin thc

Christirn tnith. For Schleierrnacher tltcn:s('

Thcology is a positivc sciencc, 
"vhcrc 

parts join into a cohcsivc rvholc only through tltcir
common relation to a particular modcotfaith. that is a prrticular way ol'trcing conscious

of God.

Niebuhr5T believes that Schleiermacher in his classic text Tltc Chri.stian Faitlt
aimed to be empirical to such a degree that his data be accessible not only to his
professional colleagues and to scholars but also to every person upon whom tlte
communication of the gospel has rvorked. The material of theology, for
Schleierrnacher, is simply that which is at hand for everyone who has believing
experience.

In this 'Glaubenslehre', therefore, Schleiermacher developed the doctrines of
creation and redemption, in which he made the pioneering effort to produce a
genuinely modern reconstruction of Christian belief.sx Schleierrnacher resisted any
curtailnrent of the stirtLrs of creation faith because of his f'ear tlrat the prodigious



25

growth ol'nitturill science woultl clestroy all lirith in Clotl as creutor. unlcss the
doctrine wils so rcstatecl :ts to show tlrat it involvccl no conl'lict with such science.
Schleierrnacher did not propose to build his theology of crelrion on the fbundations
of any materials taken from natural science althou-ch. according to Niebuhr,
Schleiermaclrer 'could no more entirely free his mind of the unconscious influence
of current natural science''5e than could any person.

Here, then, Schleiermacher seeks to formulate principles that are prior to any and
every specific procedure in the natural sciences and that can be considered as

conf'licting only with alien theologies but not with the imniediate premises and
results of researclr. Schleiermacher believed that unless such a task rvere undertaken,
the alternative would be to retreat into biblical literalisnt rhat is inimical from
contemporary culture.'Shall the knots of history come asunder in this way'he asked,
'Christianity with barbarism and science with unbelief?'60

Schleiermacher, in particular, rejected the Newtonian notion of miracle as an
event running counter to the laws of nature. Any event fbr Schleiernracher was a
niiracle in so far rs it heightens a person's consciousness of the relation of all
creation to the Eternal, the Infinite, the Divine. To the trul1, pious, Sclrleiermacher
saw the whole of nature as a miracle.

For him the rniracle stories of the New Testament should be treated as symbols
rather than as factual reporting.6r Such is the systematic way in which
Schleierrnrcher helped translate religious aff'ections to propositions, with classical
science providing the constructions.

CONCLUSION
Schleiern'racher62 then, in the rnaturity of his life, saw the task of Protestant

theology as the creation of an eternal covenant betrveen livin_e Christian faith and an
independent and fieely working science, a covenant in which science is not hindered
ancl laith not excluded. Such was the irnpact of classical science on the theology of
Frieclriclr Schleierrnitclter. In seeing the human person as a living personal whole
Schlciennucher also suw irr this wholeness the living spirit.6r Perhaps he too has

explaincd lor us thc words of the Lord to Ezekiel: 'And I shall put my spirit in you,
and you will live, and I shall resettle you on yourown soil'(Ez.37:13).
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