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Anthropology and 

Christology?1 
 

An Anthropological Approach to Christology (Raymond Panikkar) 
The Christology of most of the Indian theologians can be called a cosmic Christol-
ogy.2 Strongly inspired by the prologue of the Gospel of John, they preferably 
speak about Christ as the divine light that permeates whole the earth and every 
individual human person. In this Christological approach Christ as the Logos of 
God is seen not only as the logos of every individual person but also as the logos of 
the whole universe.3 Of this Christology Raymond Panikkar is an excellent example.  

I am inclined to label his approach as an anthropological one.4 That is a quite 
unusual qualification. Often only a Christological approach ‘from below’ is quali-
fied as ‘anthropological’. Meant is then an approach of the meaning of Christ 
based on the concrete life of the human person Jesus of Nazareth. The way he was 
fulfilled by the Holy Spirit shows his nearness to God and is an indication of his 
divine sonship. So, this approach begins with Jesus earthly life. Hence, it is called a 
Christology ‘from below’.5 This Christology has the benefit that it can fully account 
for the meaning of Jesus’ earthly existence. Its drawback is, however, that can cre-
ate the impression that Jesus’ divine sonship is dependent upon his earthly existen-
ce. That existence is indispensable and decisive for the way Jesus reveals God (see 
further on), but I would hesitate to make his divine sonship fully dependent upon 
it. His divine sonship is God’s, not Jesus’ decision. In this contribution on the rela-
tion of anthropology and Christology I do not focus on a Christology ‘from below’ 
because it is too obvious that anthropological categories play here a huge role. 

                                                 
1 This article contains the text of a lecture delivered on Friday, November 18, 2011 at the Reformed 

Theological Seminary of Sárospatak. 
2 J.P. Schouten, Jesus as Guru: The Image of Christ among Hindus and Christians in India (Currents of En-

counter 36) (Amsterdam-New York: Rodopi, 2008), 264-265 and 277-279. Cf. also M. Amaladoss, 
“Jesus Christ in the Midst of Religions: An Indian Perspective” in T. Merrigan and J. Haers (eds), The 
Myriad Christ: Plurality and the Quest for Unity in Contemporary Christology (Leuven: Peeters, 2000), 219-233.  

3 Cf. J. Pelikan, Jesus Christ Through the Centuries: His Place in the History of Culture (New Haven – Lon-
don: Yale University Press, 1985 (repr. 1999), 57-70 (‘The Cosmic Christ’). 

4 M.E.Brinkman, The Non-Western Jesus: Jesus as Bodhisattva, Avatara, Guru,Prophet, Ancestor or Healer? 
(London: Equinox, 2009), 261-262 and 149-154. 

5 A good example of this approach is the Christology developed in H. Berkhof, Christian Faith: An In-
troduction to the Study of Faith (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans 2005). 
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How these categories are transformed, is here, however, the main problem.  That is 
easier to show in a Christology ‘from above’. Hence, I focus upon the latter.   

In contrast to the former approach we are in theology also used to speak about 
a Christology ‘from above’. Such a Christology begins with Jesus’ divine descent 
from heaven, literally ‘from above’ and emphasizes that he connects heaven and 
earth. In this approach especially his divine character is underscored. In this contri-
bution, however, I shall show that even a Christology ‘from above’ like that of Pa-
nikkar presumes already existing anthropological categories. Hence, I call it an an-
thropological approach.  

In Panikkar’s Christology the Christ beyond us (extra nos) is considered to be 
the Christ in us (in nobis) as well. This idea is based upon the patristic (and among 
Asian theologians popular) idea that the macro-cosmos, the world  beyond us, mir-
rors itself in the micro-cosmos, in the mind,  of every individual human person. 
Cosmology, the world order, and anthropology, our human constitution, are here 
closely connected.   

According to Panikkar, Christ is the symbol of the mediation between the rela-
tive (the human) and the absolute (the divine), a di-unity that he considers charac-
teristic of each religion. He represents the position that Christ is not only the Jesus 
of Christianity but above all the symbol of theandric (often also called cosmotheandric) 
human existence.6 As such, this Christ transcends Christianity and the adherents of 
other religions do not need to refer to him necessarily by a name derived from 
Christianity. That is not necessary because not only can be said that brahman, the 
soul of the world, is the ‘unknown Christ’ of Hinduism, but also that Christ is the 
‘unknown brahman’ of Christianity. In both cases, at issue is a reality whose full 
weight the individual religions can articulate only gropingly.7 

So, Pannikkar interprets Christ as a model for the connectedness of the relative 
and absolute in all religions. In this way he can speak of the ‘universal Christ’ and 
of the ‘christic principle’ that lies at the foundation of the whole of reality. Each li-
ving creature is called in him and by him into existence and exists in and participa-
tes in the Son; each living creature is thus essentially a Christophany.8 He states that 
Jesus is an epiphany (appearance) of Christ but underscores that this statement is 
only partially true. This Christ of the Christophany is not exhausted in Jesus.  

Panikkar does not deny the historicity of Jesus’ life and the reality of the divine 
incarnation in him, but he puts it in a larger context. The historicity of Jesus’ life 
and belief in God’s incarnation in him is necessary to come to faith in Christ. But 
the appearance (epiphany) of Christ is not limited to Jesus. For him, Jesus’ unique-
ness is not at issue because he characterizes the concept of uniqueness as a qualita-
tive concept. Thus, there can be other epiphanies of Christ – such as, for example, 
in Hindu avataras or Buddhist bodhisattvas – but no single one surpasses the epiph-

                                                 
6 See for the patristic (a.o. Pseudo-Dionysius, 5th cent., and Maximus the Confessor, 6th-7th cent.) 

background of  the reference to  a micro- and macro-cosmos  and to the adjective ‘theandric’, e.g. 
L. Thunberg, Man and the Cosmos: The Vision of St Maximus The Confessor (Crestwood: St. Vladimir’s 
Seminary Press, 1985). ‘Theandric’ is a contraction of ‘theos’(God) and ‘anèr’(man).  

7 R. Panikkar, The Unknown Christ of Hinduism: Towards an Ecumenical Christophany (Maryknoll: Orbis 
Book, 1981), 92. 

8 R. Panikkar, Trinity and the Religious Experience of Man (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 1973), 54 and 68.   
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any that Jesus embodies. So, the historical Jesus plays an essential role, but he does 
not exhaust the meaning of the transhistorical Christ.9 

This is an insight that is repeatedly emphasized by Asian theologians and artists 
– not only in a Hindu context but also in a Buddhist one. In a certain sense, one 
can agree with this insight – Christ is more than the historical Jesus (John 1:1-4; 
Ephesians 1:9-10 and Colossians 1:15-20) –, but if it is placed too emphatically in 
the foreground, it will inevitably lead to the trivialization of the importance of Je-
sus’ earthly life. For Panikkar, historical mediators are more or less arbitrary mani-
festations of the second person of the Trinity who represents the (ontic) relation 
between the humane and the divine. They are important as appearances but not es-
sential for the relation in question.  

One could, however, critically ask if the identification of the divine (the Father) 
with the concrete life of Jesus of Nazareth is not so strong in the Gospels that the 
medium (his life, his humanity) is in fact the most authentic expression of the mes-
sage (divine nearness). And one could also ask if it is not precisely this identifica-
tion that also challenges us to become aware of the divine presence within the con-
straints of our own historical existence. In other words, is human confidence in the 
historical concrete not precisely the characteristic of the human answer to God’s 
desire to make his ‘dwelling among us’ (John 1:14)?10 It was always the intention of 
the Christian tradition to show that Jesus’ earthly existence was essential (and not 
accidental) for the way in which he was connected with the divine. If his earthly 
life had been more like that of Stalin, Hitler, Hirohito, Idi Amin or Pol Pot, then 
the way in which he could have been brought into connection with the divine 
would also have been different. So, his earthly life matters. It is as concrete human 
existence revelation.  

It was especially the Dutch Roman Catholic theologian Piet Schoonenberg 
(1911-1999) who struggled his whole life long to underscore the importance of Je-
sus’ earthly life for the way in which he embodied God as Word (divine Logos). 
He did that by showing how Word as focus of a Christology ‘from above’ and Spi-
rit as focus of a Christology ‘from below’ presuppose each other in Jesus’ life. He 
speaks about Jesus who in his whole human existence was ‘supported by the Word 
and driven by the Spirit’. ‘Both make Jesus the Son of God, so that Word and Spi-
rit Christology have the same rights as explanation of Jesus’ divine sonship’.11 
Here, the Spirit represents the divine power that inspired Jesus to his concrete life 
choices and the Word represents everything that he heard from the Law (Torah) 
and Prophets as coming from God. Without Jesus’ concrete life driven by the Spi-

                                                 
9 R. Panikkar, Trinity and the Religious Experience of Man, 53-55. 
10 W. Strolz, ‘Panikkar’s Encounter with Hinduism’ in: J.D. Gort et al. (eds), Dialogue and Syncretism: 

An Interdisciplinary Approach  (Currents of Encounter, Vol.I) (Amsterdam-Grand Rapids: Rodopi-
Eerdmans 1989) 151 (146-152); V. Ramachandra, The Recovery of Mission: Beyond the Pluralist Paradigm 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), 87 and A. Karokaran, ‘Raymond Panikkar’s Theology of Relig-
ions: A Critique,’ Vidyajyoti 59 (1994) 670 (663-672). 

11 P. Schoonenberg, De Geest, het Woord en de Zoon. Theologische overdenkingen over Geest-christologie(The Spi-
rit, the Word and the Son: Theological Reflections on Spirit Christology) (Averbode-Kampen: Altiora-Kok, 
1991), 134: “In zijn hele menselijke werkelijkheid wordt Jezus door het Woord gedragen en door 
de Geest gedreven. Beide maken Jezus tot Zoon van God, zodat Woord- en Geest-christologie 
beide gelijke rechten hebben als uitleg van Jezus’ goddelijk zoonschap.”  
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rit, that Word would be a dead letter and without that Word, Jesus’ concrete life 
could be applied to anything and could be subject to the wildest interpretations.12 

One could say that Schoonenberg thought thoroughly about the perichoresis of 
which Panikkar also speaks. The term is derived from the Greek verb chorein and 
means ‘to stride’ or ‘to dance’. Both aspects of Jesus (Word and Spirit) ‘dance’ 
through each other. They penetrate each other without damage or loss and enrich 
each in what is unique to both. In Jesus the Word is ‘completely divine in a human 
way’ and in Jesus is also the human, led by the Holy Spirit, ‘completely human in a 
divine way’.13 Or, to state it more simply: Jesus’ earthly life belongs inseparably to 
the way in which we know God. And the converse applies as well: God reveals 
himself only in Jesus’ earthly existence.  

It is striking that it is precisely in the dalits’ (the untouchable’s) view of Jesus 
that the importance of the historical concreteness of God’s presence among us re-
ceives major attention in current Indian theology. If God wants to be present in Je-
sus’ earthly life, with the ‘impure’ family tree containing two prostitutes (the real 
prostitute Rahab and the pseudo prostitute Tamar), four ‘foreign’ women (Rebec-
ca, Rachel, Rahab (Egypt) and Ruth), someone who committed adultery (Bathshe-
ba), a mother who had a child out of wedlock (Mary), a father belonging to the 
working class (Joseph), whereas Jesus himself led a life full of ‘impure’ contacts 
with Samaritans, adulterous women and tax collectors, he would all the more want 
to be present among the dalits.14 This presence reveals how he wants to be divine.  

His earthly existence is not just illustration, it’s revelation. In line with this em-
phasis on Jesus’ earthly life and his suffering and crucifixion and as interpretation 
of the way in which the Word became flesh, the Indian theologian Thomas Than-
garaj speaks of the ‘crucified guru’.15  Here Word and Spirit come together and in 
Jesus happens indeed what Schoonenberg had in mind when he spoke about the 
perichoresis of Word and Spirit. In this perichoresis existing anthropological concepts 
like substitution, forgiveness, sacrifice, hope, righteousness, love, etc. are indeed 
transformed and obtain a new meaning.   

It will be difficult to state that Panikkar’s Christology creates its own anthropo-
logical concepts. His Christology fits quite well into existing Hindu philosophical-anthropolo-
gical approaches. For Panikkar the macro-cosmos and the micro-cosmos are so close-
ly related, that neither can be given priority. Cosmology and anthropology are 
universal phenomena, only illustrated by the different religions. These are just eye-
openers to an already existing universal order. Also Christology has its place in this 

                                                 
12 P. Schoonenberg, De Geest, het Woord en de Zoon, 133: “Woord zonder Geest kan dode letter worden, 

maar Geest zonder Woord kan tot verwildering leiden, …..”. 
13 P. Schoonenberg, De Geest, het Woord en de Zoon, 167: “Het Woord is in Christus op menselijke wijze 

volledig goddelijk (….) en de mens is op goddelijke wijze volledig menselijk (….).” 
14 M.E. Prabhakar, ‘Christology in Dalit Perspective’ in: V. Devasahayam (ed.), Frontiers of Dalit Theol-

ogy (New Delhi: Indian Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, 1997), 414-417 (402-432) and 
G. Robinson, ‘Jesus Christ, the Open Way and the Fellow-Struggler: A Look into the Christologies 
in India’, Asia Journal of Theology 3/2 (1989) 411-413 (403-415). 

15 M.T. Thangaraj, The Crucified Guru: An Experiment in Crosscultural Christology (Nashville: Abingdon, 
1994) and M.T. Thangaraj, “The Word Made Flesh: The Crucified Guru” in M.A. Oduyoye and 
H.M. Vroom (eds), One Gospel – Many Cultures:  Case Studies and Reflection on Cross-Cultural Theology 
(Currents of Encounter Vol. 21) (Amsterdam-New York: Rodopi, 2003), 107-127.   
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order. With its emphasis on kenosis it fits smoothly into the Hindu anthropology 
with its emphasis on self-emptiness.  

His approach is an anthropological approach in which it is difficult to account 
for the revelatory character of Jesus’ earthly existence. His earthly existence is just 
an illustration–even if it may be the best one–of an already existing ontological or-
der. So, what the Swedish Lutheran theologian Lars Thunberg was saying about 
the anthropology of Maximus the Confessor holds true for Panikkar as well, name-
ly that “man’s microcosmic constitution” can be interpreted “as an anticipatory 
sign of God’s incarnation” so that “the created constitution of man” can be consi-
dered “as an ontological preparation for the eschatological mystery of thean-
drism”.16 Therefore, one of the main conclusions that can be drawn from the 
above-mentioned example of Panikkar’s Christology is that also a Christology 
‘from above’ often presupposes an anthropology as well.  

Hence, point of discussion needs not to be the relation Christology-anthropo-
logy as such. That relation is usually uncontested in Christian theology. Point of dis-
cussion must be the question where the priority lies: in Christology or in anthropology? Is Christ 
the eye-opener to who we are as human beings? Or is what Christ can be for us, al-
ready conditioned by who we are as humans?  Of course, any Christology needs 
anthropological concepts to explain the impact of Christ upon human life. So, out 
of soteriological reasons, an anthropological focus is indispensable. But the ques-
tion is in how far these anthropological ‘tools’ determine already fully the content 
of our Christology. Is there still any space left for creative transformation because 
of the revealing character of God’s presence in Jesus’ life?  Let us turn to Karl 
Barth’s anthropology. He is walking the other way around and takes his starting 
point for his anthropology immediately in Christology. Would that be a more ade-
quate approach?  

  
A Christological Approach to Anthropology (Karl Barth) 
It is clear that in Christ it became impossible to divide his human nature from his 
divine nature and vice versa. The negation of a strict division does, however, ac-
cording to Chalcedon not imply a confusion of natures. Therefore, we are not 
expected to declare the humane divine – the risk of an approach ‘from below’ – or 
the divine humane – the risk of an approach ‘from above’. The only solution out 
of this dilemma seems to be to concentrate on what kind of anthropology has to 
be involved when we reflect upon the salvific meaning of Jesus’ life.   

That will be an anthropology in which cannot be spoken about God without reference to men 
and in which cannot be spoken about men without reference to God. The knowledge of God 
cannot be separated from the knowledge of man, and vice versa like Calvin already 
endorsed in the first sentences of his Institutes (I.1.1): ‘Nearly all the wisdom we 
posses, that is to say, true and sound wisdom, consists of two parts: the knowledge 
of God and ourselves. But, while joined by many bonds, which one precedes and 
brings forth the other, is not easy to discern.’17  

                                                 
16 L. Thunsberg, Man and the Cosmos, 73. 
17 Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, I.1.1 (transl. F.L. Battles) (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 

1960, reissued Loiusville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2006), Vol. I, 35. 
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This connectedness is already given in the fact that humans are created in the 
image of God. We are theomorphic. In that fact our inviolability – and that means si-
multaneously: our equality – is founded like God promised after the Flood: ‘He 
that sheds the blood of a man, for that man his blood shall be shed; for in the 
image of God has God made man’ (Gen. 9: 6). Therefore, our humanity (inviolabi-
lity and equality) has a transcendent basis. Another convincing basis for these funda-
mental human rights (inviolability and equality) is not presented so far.18  

Hence, the Canadian philosopher Charles Taylor could–dealing with the sources 
of our ‘Self’–speak about ‘the given ontology of the human’.19 So, our Self has al-
ready a creational basis as image of God. But what it fully means to be created in 
the image of God is only revealed in Christology. That implies that not only all our anthro-
pological but also all our Christological talk has a circular character as to the relation God-man. 
The reciprocal conditioning of the concepts of God and human nature is indeed the 
methodological premise of every sound Christology. Therefore, this virtuous circle is 
not defective, but sound. It concerns here a real mutual understanding.20 Karl Barth’s 
Christology and anthropology can here be an excellent case in point.   

Karl Barth articulates in his doctrine of creation the following circular state-
ment about human persons as image of God: ‘He would not be man if he were not 
the image of God. He is the image of God in the fact that he is man.’21 God and 
man are here so closely related because of the ontological consequences of the re-
conciliation in Christ. Barth argues, later on in his doctrine of reconciliation, that 
ontologically speaking, it is impossible to call even the ‘fallen’, sinful human person 
a person without God, because it is impossible to speak of God as God without 
human beings.22   

The German Lutheran theologian Eberhard Jüngel dedicated two thought pro-
voking articles to the elaboration of the impact of these words of Karl Barth. Their 
titles are a good indication of their content: ‘Humanity in correspondence to God. 
Remarks on the image of God as basic concept in theological anthropology’ and 
‘No God without man. Barth’s theology in-between theism and atheism’23. Jüngel’s 

                                                 
18 See for an anthropological elaboration of the idea of the ‘image of God’, M.E. Brinkman, The 

Tragedy of Human Freedom. The Failure and Promise of the Christian Concept of Freedom in Western Culture 
(Currents of Encounter 20) (Amsterdam-New York, 2003), 28 and 35 (27-36 (‘Humankind as the 
Counterpart of God’). Cf. also A. Lacocque, ‘Cracks in the Wall’ in: A. LaCocque and P. Ricoeur, 
Thinking Biblically: Exegetical and Hermeneutical Studies Chicago – London: The University of Chicago 
Press, 1998), 9: ‘So, if God is anthropomorphic, man is theomorphic’ (3-29). 

19 Ch. Taylor, Sources of the Self: The Making of Modern identity (Cambridge MA: Harvard University 
Press, 1989), 5. 

20 W. Pannenberg, Systematische Theoogie, Bd. II (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht 1991), 329 (316-
336: “Die Methode der Christologie”). Engl. transl. Systematic Theology, Vol. II (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1994), 290 (278-297: “The Method of Christology”).  

21 K. Barth, Church Dogmatics, III/1 (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1958), 184. 
22 K. Barth, Church Dogmatics IV/1 (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1956), 534. 
23 E. Jüngel, ‘Humanity in correspondence to God. Remarks on the image of God as basic concept in 

theological anthropology’ in: E. Jüngel, Theological Essays, Vol.I (Edinburgh: Clark 1989), 124-153 
(in German: ‘Der Gott entsprechende Mensch. Bemerkungen zur Gottebenbildlichkeit des Men-
schen als Grundfigur theologischer Anthropologie’, in: E. Jüngel, Entsprechungen: Gott – Wahrheit – 
Mensch (München: Kaiser Verlag 1980), 290-317) and E. Jüngel, ‘…keine Menschenlosigkeit Got-
tes…Zur Theologie Karl Barths zwischen Theismus und Atheismus’ in: E. Jüngel, Barth-Studien 
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well-documented interpretation of Barth makes clear that Barth indeed paradoxi-
cally – in spite of (or better: thanks to) his emphasis on the totally other-character 
of God – can be read as the twentieth century theologian who in his Christology  
and consequently in his anthropology stricter than any other theologian of his time 
related the divine to the humane.   

Barth’s anthropological insights have nothing to do with a phenomenological 
analysis of the basic conditions of human existence, but are predominantly based 
upon his interpretation of God’s revelation in Christ. In Christ the God-given po-
tentialities of humankind are revealed. When Barth, therefore, speaks about the 
‘humanity of God’, he applies not a ‘foreign’ or external idea to God, but he points 
to what belongs to the kernel of God’s revelation in Christ. So, speaking about the 
‘humanity of God’ is tautological talk.   

The main characteristics of God’s humanity are the same as those of his di-
vineness, but we cannot argue the other way around. His divineness is decisive for 
his humanity.24In spite of their connectedness we cannot declare God and human 
identical. Then we wouldn’t say anything new by referring to their relationship. 
The God-human relation presupposes always otherness. Therefore, we have to 
keep God and human distinct.  

Nonetheless, at the question of Augustine in his Confessions ‘What is therefore 
my God? Or what can any man say when he speaks of thee?’(I, 4) and ‘What now 
do I love, when I love thee?’ (X, 6),25 we can– according to Barth–only give the 
answer that we in Christ have to seek the true human in God and the true God in a 
human person. Or to say the same in the paradoxical words of the Norwegian Lu-
theran theologian Jan-Olav Henriksen: “In Jesus, we realize who God is when and 
if God is a human.”26 Jesus as Son of God reveals what it is to be human and God 
is defined by his presence in the life and work of this human person.    

Unfortunately, however, Barth didn’t elaborate his Christological-anthropolo-
gical insights in clear-cut anthropological concepts or ideas. One of the reasons of 
that omission might be his lack of involvement into an intense dialogue with other 
representatives of the humanities. That could have been a creative dialogue in 
which Barth might have been able to convince his dialogue partners of the ade-
quate anthropological character of his Christological insights. But that didn’t hap-
                                                                                                                        

(Ökumenische Theologie, Bd.9) (Zürich-Köln-Gütersloh: Benziger Verlag-Gütersloher Verlags-
haus Gerd Mohn,1982), 332-347.  

24 In four brochures, all of them published in the fifties, Barth elaborated his Christological-anthro-
pological insights. Three of them are published in English as well. Cf. K.Barth, Humanismus (Theo-
logische Studien 28) (Zürich: Zollikon 1950), Engl. transl. K.Barth, God,here and now (Religious Per-
spectives 9) (London: Routledge, 1964), 94-108; K.Barth, Die Wirklichkeit des neuen Menschen (Theo-
logische Studien 27) (Zürich: Zollikon 1950); K. Barth, Christus und Adam nach Röm.5 (Theologi-
sche Studien 35) (Zürich: Zollikon 1952), Engl. transl K. Barth, Christ and Adam: Man and Humanity 
in Romans 5 (London: Oliver & Boyd, 1956) and K.Barth, Die Menschlichkeit Gottes (Theologische 
Studien 48) (Zürich: Zollikon 1956), Engl. transl. K.Barth, The Humanity of God (Richmond: John 
Knox Press, 1960), 35-65. 

25 Augustine, Confessions (transl. W. Watts) (Cambridge MA – London: Harvard University Press – 
Heinemann, 1968 and 1970), Vol. I, 9 and Vol. II, 87.  

26 J.-O. Henriksen, Desire, Gift, and Recognition: Christology and Postmodern Philosophy (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2009, 208 and 333 where Henriksen paraphrases his own words as following: “As the 
Son of God, Jesus is what God is like when God is a human”. 
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pen. Barth was more concerned to emphasize that Christology and anthropology 
are closely related than to show how they are related. And, of course, his reluctance 
had everything to do with the historical setting of the genesis of his theology (the 
rise of Nazism).  

The content of his theology is historically determined by his refusal to integrate 
‘foreign’ (in the sense of not rooted in God’s revelation) elements into his theologi-
cal reflection, scared as he was that these elements would overrule God’s own 
authentic Word. Anthropology like philosophy or psychology was considered to be 
such ‘foreign’ element. Hence, it was for him impossible to account methodologi-
cally for the also for him indispensable use of existing anthropological concepts. 
Of course, he had out of soteriological reasons to use them,  but he never used 
these concepts deliberately according to an explicit theological method.  

My point would be that nowadays things are changed considerably. Barth 
needed an antagonistic attitude over against existing (idealistic, Marxist, existential-
ist, etc.) anthropologies to be able to claim the necessary freedom for his own 
search for the authentic roots of Christian anthropology. In our secular times, 
however, theology is put into isolation and runs the risk to become ghetto theol-
ogy. Current theology needs the dialogue with other sciences and these sciences 
show often the preparedness to be engaged in such a dialogue because of their own 
search for meaning. So, they have a common interest. Theology and anthropology 
(like philosophy and psychology) cannot anymore be considered as separated areas.27  

 
Evaluation 
The experience in the humanities to be only in a limited way self-constitutive cre-
ates the main condition for the recognition that all our ideas of what humanity is, 
have to be transcended: our ideas of forgiveness, sacrifice, substitution, hope, 
righteousness and love. All these concepts receive their richest meaning only in 
Christology. They refer to a specific history, the history of Jesus of Nazareth, that 
reveals our divine destiny. By opening up the immanence of our earthly existence, 
philosophers like Jean-Luc Marion, Charles Taylor and Paul Ricoeur transcend the 
more or less classic boundaries between anthropology and theology. They do not 
offer a kind of ‘anthropological proof of God’, but show how theology, and in this 
case Christology, can help to disentangle and clarify anthropological aporia’s.28  

A good example has been given by the South-African novelist J.M. Coetzee in 
an impressive essay about the role of secular autobiographical confessions. In this 
extended essay of 42 pages he analyses the confessions in the work of Tolstoy, 
Rousseau and Dostoevsky. He concludes – following Dostoevsky – that true con-
fession does not come from the sterile monologue of the self, from introspection, 
but from faith and grace. Dostoevsky explores the impasses of secular confessions, 

                                                 
27 Cf. T. Waap, Gottebenbildlichkeit und Identität: Zum Verhältnis von theologischer Anthropologie und Human-

wissenschaft bei Karl Barth und Wolfhart Pannenberg (Image of God and Identity: The relation of theological an-
thropology and the humanities with Karl Barth and Wolfhart Pannenberg) (Forschungen zum systematischen 
und ökumenischen Theologie, Bd.121) (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2008), 473-490, 
who characterizes the anthropological concepts of both as too abstract, not recognizing the open 
character of many, modern anthropological concepts.  

28 Cf. P. Ricoeur, ‘Thinking Creation’ in: A. LaCocque and P. Ricoeur, Thinking Biblically, 31-67. 
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pointing finally to the sacrament of penitence as the only road to self-knowledge.  
So, he speaks about the intervention of grace in the world.29 Coetzee applies this 
insight to the current political situation in South Africa as well, especially to the 
work of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission. A Christological issue, in this 
case forgiveness, is here applied to the humanities, to the world of the social scien-
ces and politics. It is a clear indication that Christological ideas can change existing 
anthropological concepts.   

I am inclined to conclude that a Christological approach of anthropology more 
than an anthropological approach of Christology is able to account for the trans-
formation that anthropological ideas undergo when applied Christologically. Partly 
it can even be said that Christology produces its own anthropological categories. It 
turned out that the risk of imposing existing anthropological categories upon 
Christology can be avoided because of the transforming power of Jesus’ life, culmi-
nating in his cross and resurrection. Of course, every Christological approach has 
to include existing anthropological categories. Otherwise human communication 
would be impossible. Salvation in Christ concerns humans (not only) and has, 
therefore, to be explained in a terminology that touches the central questions of 
human life. So, as soteriology Christology has to deal with anthropological issues.  

These issues are–and that’s here the crucial point–, however, only partly 
known to our mind. Their real meaning has to be revealed. It’s the merit of the 
above-mentioned modern philosophers like Jean-Luc Marion, Paul Ricoeur and 
Charles Taylor to have shown that human core experiences themselves require a 
clear(er) insight into the limited role of the self-constitutive character of the human 
‘I’. Just anthropologically arguing, it can be showed that these issues are longing for 
a salvific breakthrough. Many modern films like – among many – Babette’s Feast 
(1987) and As it is in Heaven (2004) are excellent indications of that desire.30  

In sum, I would conclude that a Christological approach of anthropology is in 
the end more convincing than an anthropological approach of Christology because 
it leaves more space for the transformative character of God’s presence in Jesus’ 
life. In order to show that it really concerns relevant anthropology and not just 
Christology or theology, the link between Christology and anthropology needs to be 
explicitly object of an intense dialogue between theology and the humanities. With-
out that dialogue the Christological presuppositions remain just pretensions, untested 
assertions. I consider the example of J.M. Coetzee’s use of the Christological idea of 
forgiveness as a good example of such an application of Christological insights to a 
concrete, political situation.  It shows our limited insight in the impact of our own 
guilt and our inability to overcome serious guilt without help from ‘elsewhere’.   

 
                                                 
29 Cf. C.M. Coetzee, ‘Confession and Double Thoughts: Tolstoy, Rousseau, Dostoevsky (1985)’ in: 

D. Attwell (ed.), J.M.Coetzee – Doubling the Point: Essays and Interviews, Cambridge-London: Harvard 
University Press 1992, 251-193, esp. 291. See also in this volume the text of the interview of Att-
well with Coetzee about this essay, 243-250, esp. 249. 

30 Babette’s Feast is a film of the Danish producer Gabriel Axel, based upon the longish tale ‘Babette’s 
Feast’ (1950) of the Danish female writer Karen Blixen (Isak Dinesen). Cf. W.M. Wright, ‘ Babette’s 
Feast: A Religious Film’, Journal of Religion and Film 1/2   (1997), 1-28. As it is in Heaven is a Swedish 
film of Kay Pollak. In both films the breakthrough in decades long fixed circumstances comes 
from elsewhere and is focused upon the transformation of existing values.  
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Final Conclusion 
My main conclusion as to the relation Christology-anthropology is, that it is Chris-
tology that gives anthropology its specific character and not the other way around. 
The reciprocal relation between Christology and anthropology is of a special kind 
in which Christology transforms the applied anthropological categories. The real 
meaning of these categories (suffering, sacrifice, substitution, forgiveness, right-
eousness, hope and love) can only be explained with the help of the history of Je-
sus of Nazareth as embodiment of God’s descent to us.  This Christological app-
roach of anthropology implies that humans must primarily be called christomorphic. 
 This, however, has to be shown. It is not just a claim or a pretension. It has to 
be object of a modest and careful dialogue with the other sciences in our universi-
ties, academies, etc. In that dialogue we have to bring into the dialogue no abstract 
ideas, but concepts derived from Jesus’ earthly life and his cross and resurrection. 
Systematic theology needs here the input of the New Testament scholars to articu-
late thorough-going insights into the meaning of Jesus’ words and deeds. There-
fore, the Christian claim to be able to play a role in societal discussions is not a 
apriori claim. It is not a claim articulated in advance. It is by Christians just hoped 
for as the outcome of a serious and fair academic debate.  So, it might only be a 
aposteriori conclusion. 

 
 

Abstract 

 

It is common sense in Christian theology to affirm that Christ’s unique human 
existence is also decisive for human existence in general. Christ shows us what hu-
man existence really is. To explain, however, the meaning of salvation in Christ, we 
need concepts derived from our human existence. We call the concepts that articu-
late the salvific role of Christ soteriological concepts. These soteriological concepts 
presume already a certain anthropology, an idea of what important is in human life. 
They constitute the link between our ideas about Jesus Christ and human beings. 
So, does explaining the meaning of Christ already presuppose an idea of what the 
essence of human existence is? A certain anthropology? Or does – the other way 
around – Christology create its own anthropological concepts?   

In this article, it will be stated that Christology indeed partly creates its own an-
thropological ideas (substitution, forgiveness, sacrifice, hope, righteousness, love, 
etc.). When applied to Christ, these existing anthropological concepts are transfor-
med. Only that fact enables us to speak about the reciprocal relation between an-
thropology and Christology. We shall discuss the specific character of that relation.    

The interconnectedness of Christology and anthropology will be illustrated 
first in the Christology of the Indian theologian Raymond Panikkar and second in 
Barth’s Christology. The approach of Panikkar illustrates an anthropological ap-
proach of Christology and the approach of Barth illustrates a Christological ap-
proach of anthropology. Both approaches are examples of a so-called Christology 
‘from above’. In my conclusion I shall give a sketch of my own position. 

 


