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The disappointment in the optimism of the 
Enlightenment era and the horrors of the 
last century created a vacuum, in which the 
individual became hesitant about accepting 
any kind of master narrative and established 
truth, yet searches for ways by which he can 
give meaning to his own existence. The new-
ly created forms of religious, semi-religious 
and spiritual groups and movements are the 
products of such exploration.1 In this spiritual 
renaissance, such groups offer different modes 
by which the “explorer” can discover a trans-
forming reality that can make him go beyond 
his own limitations and relate his self to the 
transcendent. In reaction to this cultural-phil-
osophical context, post-war theologies often 
tended to affirm rather than challenge or cor-
rect these tendencies. As a result, certain forms 
of liberation, mystical and spiritual theologies 
started to distance themselves from Christol-
ogy by presenting Christ only as a model for 
love or emancipation.2 This cultural-religious 
context, the individual’s search for transcend-
ence and the disturbing lack of Christologi-
cally-oriented theologies have resulted in a 
rediscovery of the ancient doctrine of theosis 
which has been preserved in the East over 
the centuries, but has received more atten-
tion from the West in the last few decades 
than ever before.3 Theologians began to look 
at major non-Eastern theologians of the past 
(from Luther through Wesley to Rahner) and 

1  Anthony Giddens and Philip W. Sutton, Sociology 
(Cambridge and Malden: Polity, 2009), 694.

2  Hans Burger, Being in Christ: A Biblical and System-
atic Investigation in a Reformed Perspective (Eugene: 
Wipf & Stock, 2009), 2–3.

3  Gösta Hallonsten, “Theosis in Recent Research: A Re-
newal of Interest and a Need for Clarity” in Partakers 
of the Divine Nature: The History and Development of 
Deification in the Christian Traditions, eds. Michael J. 
Christensen and Jeffery A. Wittung (Grand Rapids: 
Baker Academic, 2008), 281.
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discovered that the doctrine of deification was, in a sense, present in their thoughts. 
In light of the postmodern religious chaos, it has become more important than ever 
to reintroduce a Christologically-oriented theology that affirms human participation 
in the life of the Godhead.4

In the present paper, I will show how Karl Barth’s doctrine of election offers such 
much-needed theology. I will discuss Barth’s election in relation to and in dialogue 
with the Eastern Orthodox understanding of theosis, looking for the objective and 
subjective aspects of salvation as presented by these two systems of thoughts. By 
‘objective aspect’ I mean the divine act that achieved and worked salvation for hu-
manity, while by ‘subjective aspect’ I understand the way how humanity responds 
to this divine act.

The objective aspect of salvation
According to Barth the whole doctrine of election can be summed up in two basic 
statements: 

“The first is that Jesus Christ is the electing God. This statement answers the ques-
tion of the Subject of the eternal election of grace. And the second is that Jesus 
Christ is elected man. This statement answers the question of the object of the eter-
nal election of grace” (CD II/2, 145).

With this striking move, Barth cuts the Gordian knot of centuries-old theological 
debates by presenting Jesus Christ as both the subject and object of election. In fact, 
he is aware that with this courageous move, he distances himself not only from the 
Reformed tradition, but from any Christian theology having dealt with the question 
in the past (CD II/2, 147). His main intention is to demonstrate that in this doctrine 
we are dealing with “incomprehensible light” (CD II/2, 146), since it is the “sum of 
the Gospel” (CD II/2, 10) and not some kind of divine decretum absolutus which 
threatens the human being.

Though Barth’s shortcut seems extremely compelling, scholars tend to argue 
that in fact it generates more questions than actual answers regarding Trinitarian 
ontology and Christology.5 My intention is nonetheless to present its significant 
soteriological implications. 

4  Cynthia Peters Anderson, Reclaiming Participation: Christ as God’s Life for All (Minneapolis: Fortress 
Press, 2014), 2ff.

5  Geroge Hunsinger calls the two opposite sides of the interpreters of Barth’s doctrine as “traditional-
ists” who would argue that the decree of election is not prior to the Trinitarian self-generation, and the 
“revisionists” (most notably McCormack) who posits that the doctrine of election in fact generated 
the Trinity. – See George Hunsinger, “Election and the Trinity: Twenty-Five Theses on the Theology 
of Karl Barth” (Revised) in Evangelical, Catholic, and Reformed: Doctrinal Essays on Barth and Related 
Themes, ed. George Hunsinger. (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2015), 
32ff.
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In election, we are dealing with a radical “soteriological objectivism”, whereby 
Jesus Christ becomes the primary locus of salvation.6 This “Christological simulta-
neity”7 by which Christ is both the subject and the object of election allows Barth to 
use the ancient Chalcedonian definition in a radically new way.8 As the Son of God, 
and thus as an active participant of divine election, “in free obedience to His Father 
He elected to be man” (CD II/2, 105), as the Son of Man, the Jesus of Nazareth, he 
becomes the object or passive participant of election, in whom the whole of human-
ity is elected to respond positively to the Father and “might be spared the rejection 
that we deserve”.9 According to Barth, this hypostatic union of the Son did not take 
place in the womb of Mary, but already in eternity by presenting the incarnate Son 
in a “proleptic form” and the “cross in its unabridged historicity” as an event that had 
existed from the beginning in God’s decision.10 This is what he means by “purified 
Supralapsarianism” (CD II/2, 142). 

The humanity of Jesus of Nazareth, however, is not one particular human na-
ture, but “the humanity of all men and women in all times and places”11, conse-
quently the “life, death, and resurrection [of Jesus Christ], his fulfilment of the cov-
enant between God and humanity, are accomplished on behalf of humanity”12. In 
the historical death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, which is the fulfilment or the 
“play out” of the pretemporal election, the rejection of God was focused on Christ. 
This is why Barth can say with full confidence: “In so far, then, as predestination 
does contain a No, it is not a No spoken against man” (CD II/2, 166). In Christ, 
man’s portion cannot be anything else, but “the wonderful exaltation and endow-
ment … existence in covenant with Himself ” (CD II/2, 168). This is the Barthian 
understanding of salvation, the ultimate telos of humanity, not a potential possibil-
ity, but a true reality which is dependent neither on sin nor on human reception.13 
Whether or not this strong emphasis on the universality of election results in apo-
katastasis, remains an open question throughout the Church Dogmatics. Nonetheless 
it is more important for Barth to stop and to adore this dialectic mystery (CD II/2, 
147), rather than to answer it.

At first sight it might seem surprising to make a comparison between Barth and 
the Eastern Orthodox notion of theosis, since he rejects the doctrine of deification 

6  George Hunsinger, How to Read Karl Barth: The Shape of His Theology (New York and Oxford: Ox-
ford University Press, 1991), 114.

7  Tom Greggs, Barth, Origen, and Universal Salvation Restoring Particularity (Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 2009), 23.

8  John Webster, Barth (London: Continuum, 2000), 91.
9  Paul T. Nimmo, Barth: A Guide for the Perplexed (London: Bloomsbury T & T Clark, 2017), 68.
10  Hunsinger, Evangelical, 37-9.; Hans Urs Von Balthasar and Edward T. Oakes, The Theology of Karl 

Barth Exposition and Interpretation (San Francisco, CA: Ignatius Press, 1992), 118.
11  Bruce L. McCormack, “Participation in God, Yes; Deification, No” in Orthodox and Modern: Studies 

in the Theology of Karl Barth, ed. Bruce L. McCormack. (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2008), 239.
12  Adam Neder, Participation in Christ: An Entry into Karl Barth’s Church Dogmatics (Louisville: West-

minster John Knox Press, 2009), 18.
13  McCormack, Participation, 239.



62

Gyula Homoki

SároSpataki Füzetek 22   2018 – 2

as such throughout his Church Dogmatics. The Protestant resistance towards the 
doctrine in the 19th and early 20th centuries might be the result of Harnack’s influ-
ential view to see it as a Hellenistic notion which made its way to Christianity.14 To 
some extent, the question arises whether Barth’s rejection of theosis has something 
to do with Harnack’s influence.15 Undoubtedly, the concept of deification can be 
interpreted as a Christianised neo-platonism or pantheism only if it is deprived of 
its basic centre: Christ.16 

From very early on, human salvation was understood in the East as the product 
of God’s gracious love towards humanity, which was made manifest in the historical 
incarnation of Jesus Christ.17 Again – as in the case of Barth – the insistence on the 
Chalcedonian definition of the hypostatic union is characteristic of the Greek Fa-
thers. Even though the Logos Incarnate was vere Deus and vere homo and assumed a 
real, mortal humanity, it ensured the believer that Christ’s humanity was not some-
thing of superhuman (aphtartodocetist view) nature, but the human nature shared 
by all of us. However, the humanity of Christ in the Incarnation “is not only the 
humanity of a human individual, but it is also our common humanity which he 
assumed in its fallen state and glorified through his death and resurrection.”18 Yet, 
the salvation and restoration of the human race in the Incarnation is not only the 
restoration of some ideal, prelapsarian condition, but the fulfilment of God’s original 
intention for humanity.19 This idea is spelled out most thoroughly in Maximus the 
Confessor. In Maximus’ understanding, “deification was the goal for which human-
ity was created”20; it is “the human destiny that he himself [Christ] had predeter-
mined as God, and from which man had turned”21. In my view, Maximus can be 
regarded as a “purified Supralapsarianist”, since in his understanding the deification 
of man through the hypostatic union of the Incarnate Logos is the ultimate telos of 
the human being from all eternity, which is executed in history regardless of the Fall.

Given the points above, Barth’s view of election and the Orthodox understand-
ing of theosis share two important common features, regarding the objective aspect 
of human salvation. Firstly, both of them put an extremely strong emphasis on the 
representative role of the Son in whom – by the hypostatic union – the whole human 

14  John Meyendorff, Byzantine Theology: Historical Trends and Doctrinal Themes (New York: Fordham 
University Press, 1983), 2.

15  Anderson, Reclaiming Participation, 19.
16  John Meyendorff, “New Life in Christ: Salvation in Orthodox Theology.” Theological Studies 50, no. 

3 (1989): 489.
17  Anderson, Reclaiming Participation, 73.
18  Meyendorff, New Life in Christ, 492.
19  Peter Bouteneff, “Christ and Salvation.” in The Cambridge Companion to Orthodox Christian The-

ology, eds. Mary Cunningham and Elizabeth Theokritoff (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2009), 94.

20  Norman Russell, The Doctrine of Deification in the Greek Patristic Tradition (Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 2004), 294.

21  John Meyendorff, Christ in Eastern Christian Thought (Washington, D.C.: Corpus Books, 1969), 
108.
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race is included and through whom it is saved. Though the pretemporal aspect of this 
hypostatic union is primordial for Barth, a Maximian understanding of deification 
carries this notion as well. Secondly, both systems of thoughts offer a very clear tel-
eological path for humanity: in Barth, this is the exaltation of humanity, in Eastern 
Orthodoxy, this is the deification.

The subjective aspect of salvation
A shallow reading of Barth’s doctrine of election might easily result in saying that 
apart from a passive idleness, he leaves no place for human response. A more careful 
analysis, on the contrary, allows us to see that this is not the case: “The universal-
ity of God’s election of all humanity… does not obliterate the particularity of the 
community or individual human beings”.22 Already the headings of the respective 
chapters of CD II/2 prove this, where Barth, after speaking of The Election of Jesus 
Christ (§33), immediately turns to the discussion of The Election of the Community 
(§34) and The Election of the Individual (§35). Although it is true that God’s gra-
cious election and our consequential exaltation in Christ are unconditionally valid 
regardless of the human response of faith and obedience, it is exactly this “objective 
participation in Christ [that] guarantees that participation in Christ will also include 
a subjective form”.23 As Barth himself puts it:

“… God elects man in order that man may be awakened and summoned to elect 
God, and to pray that he may give himself to Him, and that in this act of electing 
and prayer he may exist in freedom before God…” (CD II/2, 180)

The answer that man can give to the divine achievement is faith, love, laud, recogni-
tion and honour (CD II/2, 126). The riddle or dark mystery which concerns Barth, 
in fact, lies not on the divine side (why would God reject some?) but on the human 
side (why would some not respond positively?).24 This obedience of faith as a positive 
response is truly the telos of every human. By responding positively to the calling of 
God’s grace, the individual human being participates in the life of God. This sharing 
and participation, however, does not in the least result in any ontological transfor-
mation.25 Rather, it becomes the fulfilment of the original covenantal partnership 
with God (CD II/2, 315). Yet this process of individual affirmation cannot take place 
except for the witnessing community, the Church. The election of the community, 
which is the only possible “middle term” by which the danger of individualistic in-
terpretation of salvation is averted, stands between the election of Jesus Christ and 
the election of the individual.26 If Jesus Christ is the primary locus of participation, 

22  Greggs, Barth, 32.
23  Neder, Participation, 18.
24  Hunsinger, How to read Karl Barth, 131.
25  Neder, Participation, 19.
26  Balthasar, The Theology of Karl Barth, 183.



64

Gyula Homoki

SároSpataki Füzetek 22   2018 – 2

as it has been pointed out above, then the Church becomes the secondary locus for 
this teleological fulfilment.27 

Even though the human participation is already and fully real in Jesus Christ28, 
yet Barth still upholds the imperative of “growth” in the obedience, since our partic-
ipation is something that belongs to the eschatological future. This is precisely the 
reason why he “never speaks directly of a participation in God in this world with re-
spect to anyone other than Jesus”.29 The tension between the present and the coming 
reality hence is confirmed by Barth regarding our exaltation, without unsignifying its 
transformational power already in the “here” and “now”.

Speaking of the subjective aspect of salvation in the doctrine of theosis in the 
Eastern Orthodox theology, it is of primary importance to put a high emphasis on 
the divine-human synergism by which the individual undergoes this transformation. 
The grace of God as it was manifested to humankind most abundantly in the Incar-
nation of the divine Logos is the basis of human salvation. Without the hypostatic 
union of Christ and the deification of his human nature, any effort for self-salvation 
or self-deification would essentially fail. Nonetheless, since our telos was fulfilled in 
Christ, we can freely respond to the participation in the life of God. Our objective 
participation thus creates – rather than guarantees – the possibility to respond sub-
jectively to this reality. The human freedom to choose to participate in Christ was 
always maintained by the Greek Fathers, which resulted in the condemnation of apo-
katastasis in 553 CE.30 Once this free choice is made, deification starts taking place. 
But how should this be understood? The terminology at this point unavoidably be-
comes ontological. Due to the hypostatic union and the resurrection of Christ, his 
humanity “in virtue of the ‘communication of idioms,’ is penetrated with divine ‘en-
ergy’” creating a “deified humanity”.31 Since the Incarnate Logos bore the humanity 
that all human beings share, this communicatio necessarily affects also those who are 
“in Christ”. Thus the “incarnate Logos calls us to share in his saved and glorified hu-
manity through a free personal decision”.32 Despite popular misinterpretations, this 
participation by no means results in change in essence. Most emphatically Gregory 
of Palamas argued that the human participates not in the very essence of God, but in 
the uncreated energies of God, thus the distinction between Creation and Creator, 
human and divine is not blurred but essentially maintained.33 Neither the human is 

27  Due to the limited space, it is impossible to present the unavoidable tension what the idea of “inner 
circle” and “outer circle” together with its soteriological consequences mean, though the point has to 
be made that precisely it is in the “inner circle” where the participation is “active for the believers” - 
Greggs, Barth, 33–4.

28  Neder, Participation, 26–8.
29  McCormack, Participation, 247.
30  Meyendorff, Byzantine theology, 163.
31  Meyendorff, Byzantine theology, 164.
32  Meyendorff, New Life, 492.
33  Georgios I. Mantzaridis, The Deification of Man: St. Gregory Palamas and the Orthodox Tradition 

(Crestwood: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1984), 104.
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dissolved into the divine essence, nor the divine into the human. Human deification 
is to be understood not in terms of transubstantiation, but rather in terms of on-go-
ing process of sanctification, which reaches its final stage only in the eschaton. 34

The practical implementation of theosis is closely bound to the ecclesiastical 
sphere. Already Pseudo-Dyonisius, who can be regarded as the first real “proponent 
of deification”, emphasises the ecclesiastical character of deification when he identi-
fies Baptism with the “divine birth” which raises the believer to union with God.35 
Following his footsteps, Maximus sees the whole course of the liturgy as a ladder 
which helps the believer to ascend to God through participation and contempla-
tion.36 Though in the writings of the theologians of the East, deification is clothed 
in highly mystical terms, it is never the privilege of a spiritual elite, but accessible 
to all who through Baptism, Eucharist and Liturgy are willing to become by grace 
everything that Christ is by nature.

As a brief conclusion, it can be noted that despite the fact that Barth and the 
Eastern theologians use different terminology to describe the human transformation 
and suggest different means by which one can participate in the divine life, both of 
them present an ecclesiastically oriented understanding by which one can come to 
respond positively to the divine grace.  

Conclusion
In this paper I was looking for the objective and subjective aspects of salvation as 
they are presented in Barth’s doctrine of election and the Eastern Orthodox concept 
of theosis. It has been pointed out that regarding the objective ground for human sal-
vation, both of them argue that the hypostatic union of Christ, in which the whole 
humanity is represented, is the key to understanding the individual’s participation 
in God as the ultimate goal of one’s existence. Even though Barth and the Greek 
Fathers offer different means by which the individual can realise this objective real-
ity, they both agree that human participation in the life of God is essentially active 
within the witnessing community of believers, i.e. the Church. In the midst of the 
postmodern spiritual chaos described in the beginning, these two systems offer a 
Christologically-grounded and ecclesiastically-oriented Christian vision for human 
participation in God’s life, through which the individual’s anxiety can finally find rest 
in the salvific grace of God.

34  Melchisedec Törönen, Union and Distinction in the Thought of St. Maximus the Confessor (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2007), 190.

35  Paul M. Collins, Partaking in Divine Nature Deification and Communion (London and New York: 
T&T Clark, 2010), 105.

36  Russel, Deification, 270.
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