Body, Soul, and (Holy) Spirit:
Karl Barth’s Theological Framework for Understanding Human Ontology
ABSTRACT: Interpretations of Karl Barth’s anthropological ontology are often
characterized by significant disagreement as to whether it is best understood in essentially
dualist or monist terms. Such arguments are misguided in that they miss the thrust of
Barth’s argument. This article will show that Barth’s Christological understanding of the
mind/body relationship generates a number of important ontological implications, which
can in turn serve as a basis for developing a Christologically adequate mind/body theory,
but that it does not provide the actual development of such a theory.

As one of the three main focuses in the constructive development of Barth’s
theological anthropology (relationality, ontology, and temporality), Barth clearly believes that
ontology has decisive importance for understanding the human person. He therefore treats
this issue at great length in §46 of III/2 as he presents an account of human ontology that is
grounded in Christology, pneumatology, and the covenantal relationship between God and
human persons. 1 According to Barth, the ontological constitution of human persons is best
understood as a properly ordered and unified duality of body and soul that is created,
preserved, and regenerated by the Holy Spirit and so constituted as God’s covenantal partner.
Thus, as body and soul, the human person is ‘wholly and simultaneously both, in ineffaceable
difference, inseparable unity, and indestructible order’. 2
But what exactly does such language indicate about the nature of Barth’s ontology?
From one perspective, Barth’s ontology is clearly monistic. As we will see, he rejects any
notion that the human person comprises two distinct substances but affirms instead the
holistic union of body and soul in one person. Barth’s view, then, can be properly described
as ‘concrete monism’. 3 On the very next page, however, he asserts that his view could also be
understood as ‘the concrete and Christian dualism of soul and body’. 4 What kind of ontology
does Barth think he is offering that can be adequately described, in some way, as both dualist
and monist?
Barth’s interpreters seem divided over this very issue. Many interpreters affirm
Barth’s accent on the wholeness of the human person as it stands in contrast to the substance
dualism of much traditional Christian theology.5 But these interpreters fail to acknowledge,
or possibly fail to realize, that holistic language of this nature does not resolve the body/soul
question. They appear to think that identifying Barth as a ‘holist’ is sufficient to distinguish
him from other ontological approaches (e.g., reductive monism or substance dualism). But,
holistic language merely provides a different, though possibly better, language for discussing
human ontology rather than an actual answer to the problem of the body/soul relation. 6 Other
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interpreters, however, take a different approach. Noting Barth’s use of the traditional
body/soul language and his equally strong emphasis on the duality inherent in human nature,
they conclude that his ontology at least implicitly affirms some form of dualism. 7
As we take a closer look at Barth’s ontology, we will see that the reason this question
can be so difficult is because it is the wrong question. Or, rather, the question approaches the
issue from the wrong direction. Focusing on the ‘problem’ of human nature, Barth’s
interpreters expect to see a ‘solution’ that can provide an adequate theory of the body/soul
relation. Barth’s focus, however is on understanding the implications that the person and
work of Jesus Christ as the true human and the covenantal relationship in which all humans
have been summoned to participate have for understanding human nature. In other words,
given the reality of the incarnation, the atonement, and the covenantal relationship between
God and all human persons, what must we believe about the ontology of the human person?
In the course of our study, we will see that this methodology leads Barth to develop a
particular picture of human nature—a pneumatologically grounded unity, duality, and
order—that has implications for developing a theoretical account of the body/soul
relationship but does not itself constitute such a theory.
Understanding the precise nature of this pre-theoretical presentation and the
theological commitments upon which it is established will require two things. First, we will
need to address what comprises the human person, how this ontological constitution is
maintained, why the human person is constituted in this way, and, most importantly, who
manifests true human ontology. Having answered these questions, we will also need to
understand the theoretical implications of this ontology. We will see that Barth’s
anthropological ontology can be understood as a model of human nature generated by his
christological paradigm, which has implications for formulating more precise theories of the
body/soul relationship. 8
1. The What, How, and Why of Barth’s Concrete Ontology
1.1. The Significance of the ‘Who?’ Question for Human Ontology
Although Barth is sensitive to the phenomena of human existence, he denies that any
‘purely’ phenomenological depiction of humanity is adequate for establishing a firm
foundation upon which to develop an understanding of human ontology. In keeping with his
well-known dislike of abstractions in theology, then, Barth maintains that theological
anthropology must begin with the ‘concrete reality’ of Jesus Christ. 9 Thus, Barth contends
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that basic questions of human ontology cannot be answered in abstraction from the ‘who’
upon whom their answers are firmly established. 10 Failing to proceed christologically at this
point ‘would be intolerable, would have the most fatal consequences, and would give free
entrance to the most varied ambiguities and errors’. 11
1.2. What Are We? Wholeness, Duality, and Order in Human Nature
According to Barth, then, an anthropological ontology must begin from the
perspective provided by the person and work of Jesus Christ and the covenantal relationship
to which all human persons have been summoned in him.
1.2.1. ‘One Whole Man’: The Holistic Starting Point
The narratival presentation of Jesus Christ in the Bible, according to Barth, reveals
that any suggestion of a discontinuous duality implied in his adoption of body/soul language
is simply inadequate when applied to the person and work of Jesus. 12 Looking at the biblical
portrayal of Jesus’s person and work, Barth sees a person in whom there is no conflict or
tension between the inner and outer dimensions of his existence. 13 Instead, all of his deeds,
particularly his atoning sacrifice, 14 manifest ‘the unity of two realms or aspects’. 15 Both are
essential, but their unity is the focus of the biblical portrayal. Barth even finds this holistic
emphasis in the death and resurrection narratives. Although there is ‘a transformation’ that
takes place between Jesus’ death and resurrection there is no change in his body/soul relation
such that there is ‘division’ or ‘subtraction’. 16 Rather, ‘As the same whole man, soul and
body, He rises as He died, and sits at the right hand of God, and will come again’. 17 Thus,
against all docetic interpretations of the resurrection the Bible portrays the resurrected Christ
as a whole body/soul entity 18 who exists in continuous identity with the pre-resurrection
Jesus. 19 For Barth, then, only a holistic presentation of human ontology presents an adequate
understanding of Jesus’ person and work. An anthropological ontology that begins from the
perspective of this concrete reality must, therefore, take the whole person as its point of
departure.
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1.2.2. Two Distinct Moments: The Duality of the Human Person
This does not mean, however, that such a holistic perspective exhausts the reality of
human nature. According to Barth, this christological picture presents the wholeness of the
human person so clearly that one might easily miss the important distinctions that must be
drawn. 20 Despite his holistic emphasis, Barth consistently maintains a duality within the
human person. Body and soul, though integrally united and interdependent, are neither
identical nor reducible to one another. 21 They are the ‘two moments’ of the one human
person and are always distinguishable aspects of human nature. 22 Consequently, we can only
keep ourselves from ‘prejudice, abstraction and one-sidedness’ 23 by realizing that, although
Jesus presents the human person as ‘wholly and simultaneously’ both soul and body, there is
still an ‘inner differentiation’. 24 For Barth, then, body and soul are distinguishable
determinations of human persons that are neither identical nor reducible. 25 There can be no
effective accounting of the human person without an equal emphasis on both soul and body
in their ‘interconnexion’ and their ‘particularity’. 26 As soon as any attempt is made to address
the nature of the human person, ‘we are confronted by the remarkable fact that…we have to
do with a whole, but with a whole in which there is antithesis, and therefore with a duality’. 27
It will help at this point to define more clearly how Barth uses the terms body and
soul. First, he understands a person’s body to be her ‘material body’, 28 which as such is
‘visible, outward, earthly’. 29 The body, therefore, is ‘sensuous,’ ‘empirical,’ and available to
study in ways that the soul is not. 30 For Barth, then, the body represents the objective aspect
of human nature. Barth further associates body with the being of a creature as that which
determines the ‘manner’ and ‘nature’ of its existence. 31 Although all earthly entities are
material bodies of this sort, they are not all merely material bodies. Some material bodies can
become ‘besouled’ and thus transcend their mere materiality as ‘organic bodies’—material
entities that have soul and are therefore alive. 32 An organic body is, therefore, understood as
‘an object in relation to a subject,’ i.e., the soul. 33
Soul, on the other hand, is understood primarily as the subjective life of a material
organism: 34
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Soul is life, self-contained life, the independent life of a corporeal being. Life
in general means capacity for action, self-movement, self-activity, selfdetermination. Independent life is present…where there is a specific living
subject. 35
For Barth, then, the human person is characterized by a distinct duality: the objective
and subjective moments of human existence. The first moment, the soul, involves the human
being’s subjective and conscious life. The body, the second moment, denotes that which
executes the decisions of the soul, displays the attitudes developed by the soul, and represents
outwardly the interiority of the subjective self. 36
Having established body and soul as the duality of human existence, we must reaffirm
the wholeness and unity that was so important to Barth. Body and soul, in Barth’s
anthropology, seem inseparable. 37 The very notions of soul and (organic) body are, for Barth,
incoherent independent of one another. 38 You can no more have life apart from that which is
made alive than you can have an organic body without its subjective life. Barth thus contends
that every human action and experience demonstrates this unity. The human person never
experiences her self ‘as a dual but only as a single subject, as soul identical with his body and
as body identical with his soul’. 39 Every action of the human subject, even the apparently
simple act of knowing, is impossible apart from the inseparable operation of both body and
soul. 40
For Barth, then, the human person is an inseparable union of body and soul. This
union, though, cannot be understood in terms of ‘interchangeability’, or ‘the union of two
parts’. 41 Rather than such language with its implicit substance dualism, Barth affirms the two
moments of the human person in inseparable unity and irreducible differentiation: ‘Soul
would not be soul, if it were not bodily; and body would not be body, if it were not besouled.
We are not free to make abstractions here, either on one side or the other’. 42 Barth thus
contends that a human being is a duality of body and soul existing in differentiated unity.
1.2.3. One Proper Order: The ‘Rationality’ of Body and Soul
According to Barth, though, noting the unity and duality of the human person is
inadequate; we must also consider the ‘indestructible order’ that obtains in the body/soul
35
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relation. Again, looking first to the person of Jesus Christ, Barth argues that the biblical
narratives consistently demonstrate that his life manifests the priority of the soul as the
director of personal life over the body as that which is directed. 43 Rather than a ‘chaos’ in
which there is no order to the body/soul relationship, Jesus’ nature is a ‘cosmos’—a ‘formed
and ordered totality’ in which there is ‘a higher and a lower, a first and a second, a
dominating and a dominated’. 44 The order among the two moments, then, is that the soul
leads, commands, and controls while the body follows, obeys, and is controlled.45 Barth
insists that the biblical narratives clearly portray Jesus as one who performed all of his deeds,
particularly the atonement, knowingly, freely, and actively. 46 Affirming the priority of Jesus’
subjective life over any biological determinants is, therefore, of ‘decisive importance…in the
anthropology of Jesus’. 47 Any view of the human person, on Barth’s account, that gave
primacy to the body in the activity of the person, would, therefore, undermine the biblical
account of Jesus’ person and work.
Two things must be kept in mind, however, with respect to this anthropological
cosmology in Jesus. First, the unity of the two moments is not dissolved by the hierarchy.
Despite the essential ordering of the body/soul relationship, there can be no thought of a
division or separation between the two moments of Jesus’ human existence. And second,
there can be no valuing of the soul at the expense of the body—both alike are necessary and
valued aspects of a human life. 48 The dignity of these two moments is not precluded by the
hierarchy but is actually established by that order as each is provided its unique status and
dignity through its relation to the other. 49
This hierarchical relation, is likewise manifest in human nature generally. Barth thus
defines the human person as ‘a rational being’. 50 Barth is not here referring to humanity’s
intellectual capacities but rather to the ‘meaningful order’ of human nature such that ‘it is
proper to his nature to be in rational order of the two moments of soul and body’. 51 Thus, in
such key human activities, as perceiving, thinking, willing, desiring, and acting, 52 we are
faced with an ordered unity that transcends the notions of ‘simple distribution’ or
‘cooperation’ 53 but always involves ‘the primacy of the soul’. 54 Unlike Jesus, however, this
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rational ordering of the two moments in human persons generally is not obvious, but is,
instead, hidden in the tensions and contradictions of human life. 55
1.3. The Pneumatological How: The Holy Spirit and Human Ontology
This last point raises an important question, if there can be tensions and contradictions
with respect to the body/soul relation, how is their unity maintained? With that question we
have arrived at the third, and decisive, term in Barth’s anthropological ontology, spirit. 56
Any consideration of Jesus’ life must acknowledge the ‘unique relation’ he shared
with the Holy Spirit as the Messiah and the Son of God. 57 Indeed, Jesus owes his very
existence to the Holy Spirit. 58 As the ‘new man’ who reveals the ‘true nature of man’, Jesus
thereby demonstrates the close connection between anthropology and pneumatology,
especially as regards human ontology. 59
This connection is played out with respect to humans in general on three different
levels. First, the Spirit is involved in the creation of the human person. Since, according to
Barth, a material being is merely ‘a spatio-material system of relations’, no merely material
body inherently possesses independent life. 60 If, then, a material being actually becomes a
living being and therefore subject of a personal life it can only be because of ‘an event over
whose occurrence he has no control’. 61 For Barth, this is the ‘event’ by which the human
person, as a union of body and soul and thus as both subjective life and objective
corporeality, is an expressly pneumatological event. 62 The Spirit is ‘the fundamental
determination’ 63 of human nature as ‘the principle which makes man into a subject’. 64
The Spirit has a preserving role in human ontology. For humans in general, the Spirit
is a ‘transcendent determination’; 65 human life as a body/soul union is not a fixed possession
but is something that must be continually established by God through the agency of the
Spirit. 66 This pneumatological event ‘must be continually repeated’ for humans to be
human. 67
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Finally, we must also recognize the Spirit’s work of regeneration. Though God
graciously maintains the ontological connection between himself and human persons, the
intimate relation between God and his covenant-partner has been lost through human
unfaithfulness. 68 Although the Spirit constitutes all human persons as body/soul unities in his
work as creator and preserver, this unity is not experienced as such by human persons. On the
contrary, humans in general live in the flesh (sarko,j), which Barth understands as ‘the
condition of man in contradiction, in disorder and in consequent sickness’. 69 In the
incarnation, Jesus took up this fleshly existence and transformed it into something that is
‘quickening and living and meaningful’. 70 This renewed human reality, however, cannot
become a reality for individuals until they become aware of it and begin to take responsibility
for its expression in their lives. 71 Thus, although Barth sees the ontological union of body and
soul as universally realized through the creative work of the Spirit, he views the experience
and expression of this union as an ongoing task. 72
1.4. Covenentally Constituted: The Why of Human Ontology
Barth offers the pneumatological constitution of the human person, however, not just
as an explanation of the creation, preservation, and regeneration of the body/soul relation but
also as an explanation of why such an ontological constitution is so important. Humans must
be understood as a pneumatologically grounded and rationally ordered relation of body and
soul because, for Barth, the pneumatological event is primarily a covenantal event: ‘Spirit in
His fundamental significance is the element in virtue of which man is actively and passively
introduced as a partner in the covenant of grace, in which he is installed in his position as
God’s partner in the particular stages and decisions of the history of this covenant and in
which he is equipped for his function as such’. 73 The pneumatological event, by which
human persons are constituted as body/soul entities, is also the event in which human
capacity for covenantal relationship is grounded.
For Barth, then, human persons would have no capacity for being God’s covenantal
co-partners apart from their pneumatologically grounded dual constitution. 74 For a human
person to function as ‘a subject to whom God can entrust and from whom He can expect this
partnership in intercourse with him’, 75 according to Barth, entails that she has the
pneumatologically constituted capacities for perception and action.76 The human person
cannot exercise either set of capacities, however, except as a body/soul entity since each
requires the involvement of both soul and body. 77 This psychophysical action, though, is
always under the direction of the soul. Thus, Barth argues that God’s address to humanity
‘treats him as a being who can rule himself and serve himself’ and thus presupposes that God
has already created him as ‘a rational being’ who has the capacities of perception and action
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necessary for responding to that address. 78 In this way, Barth has developed what may rightly
be called a covenantal ontology. 79
2. Christology and Ontology: A Christological Framework for a Theoretical Ontology
2.1. Framing a Theoretical Ontology
Having developed a clearer understanding of what Barth understands human ontology
to be, how that ontological constitution is maintained, and why this particular ontology is
necessary, 80 we still have not established whether his ontology is best understood in dualist or
physicalist terms. Barth makes this task even more difficult by offering explicit criticisms of
both approaches. Thus, he critiques ‘monistic materialism’ 81 for reducing the human person
to mere corporeality and denying the real existence of the inner life of human persons. Since
monistic materialism views everything as ‘corporeal, spatial, physical and material’, anything
that does not fit these categories must be rejected as illusory and ‘epiphenomenal’. 82 Such a
view is clearly unsupportable given Barth’s christological approach. But he also denies the
validity of any theory that construes the duality of the human person in terms of two
substances. 83 According to Barth, dualism understands the human person as comprising two
substances that are ‘self-contained and qualitatively different in relation to the other’. 84 These
two substances are seen to be so different that they are only tentatively united, resulting in an
ultimate identification of the human person with the soul alone. 85 Even those theories that
seek to mediate the relationship between the two substances (e.g., interactionism and
parallelism), Barth argues, fall far short of the holistic unity of the person required by
Christology and covenantal relationship. 86
Rather than viewing Barth’s ontology as a specific ontological theory, then, it may be
more useful to think of it as a general picture, or model, determined by his overall
christological paradigm, within which any particular theory must be constructed. 87 We could
thus think of Barth’s anthropological ontology as a way of conceptualizing the human person
that seeks to integrate two important perspectives (inner and outer) and a way of speaking
about human nature with an emphasis on holistic language. Although such an account does
not provide a specific theory of human nature, it can serve to limit the range of legitimate
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options for such a theory. Barth’s approach, then, is best understood as providing the
paradigmatic framework within which an anthropological ontology must function without
providing the actual execution of such an ontology.
2.2. The Ontological Implications of Barth’s Paradigmatic Framework
To understand how this christological framework may help delineate the mind/body
debate, we must briefly survey some of the ontological implications of Barth’s
anthropological ontology. While Barth’s anthropology may have other implications for
understanding the mind/body relation, it seems clear that the following eight categories are
particularly significant.
(1) Selfhood. Any attempt to understand the ontological implications of Barth’s
christological anthropology, according to Webster, must begin with the fact that it clearly
requires a ‘rather robust sense of human selfhood’. 88 Barth’s particular view of what it means
to be a human self, though, differs markedly from many contemporary portraits.
According to E. J. Lowe, self can be defined broadly as
a subject of consciousness, a being capable of thought and experience and able
to engage in deliberative action. More crucially, a self must have a capacity
for self-consciousness….a self is a being that is able to entertain first-person
thoughts. 89
This definition usefully captures the importance of the self as subject that plays such an
important role for Barth. 90 Though Barth never clearly defines the term subject, it involves, at
least, acknowledging the human person as an independent individual who can be identified
with certain actions and experiences. 91
The usefulness of Lowe’s definition for describing Barth’s anthropology, however, is
limited for at least three reasons. First, Barth is not interested in understanding selfhood
primarily in terms of capacities. Though we have seen that Barth is perfectly willing to argue
from relationship to capacity (e.g., from the reality of the covenantal relationship to the
capacity for perception and action), he resists the reverse approach (e.g., from the capacity for
thought to selfhood). He thus refuses to speculate on the possibility that other creatures, with
notably differing sets of capacities, might also experience inner lives as the souls of their
bodies. 92 Second, although Lowe mentions ‘deliberative action’ at the end of his definition,
the overt emphasis falls on the interiority of the human person. 93 While Barth’s theology of
the self certainly affirms the importance of such interiority, it calls for a much broader
perspective. 94 Finally, Lowe’s definition places too much emphasis on the individual. Barth’s
approach, on the other hand, prioritizes the relational constitution of humanity. Although
most of §46 focuses on the ontological constitution of the human individual, it is clearly
grounded in her determinative relation with God. We must also not lose sight of the important
88
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discussions in the previous paragraphs of III/2 on the constitutive nature of intra-human
relationships. For Barth, then, a properly formulated concept of selfhood must address the
human person as a subject constituted by particular relationships.
(2) Consciousness. Though closely related to selfhood, we can also affirm that
Barth’s anthropological ontology requires a real and vital subjective consciousness.
Consciousness, though used in a number of different ways, 95 refers most commonly to
‘phenomenal awareness’ (i.e., experiences or subjective feels) of a given subject. 96 That
conscious experience so understood is a requisite element of Barth’s anthropological
ontology seems without question. 97 Barth clearly affirms that the human person must be
regarded as a self-conscious entity capable of knowing itself and its experiences through an
‘inner experience’ of itself. 98 Additionally, these self-conscious experiences must be
understood to have a certain ‘feel’ for the human subject—i.e., there must be something that
it is like to have undergone that particular experience. Barth’s depiction of the vital ‘inner
life’ of Jesus 99 and of humans in general 100 would be incomprehensible without some notion
that there is a distinctive phenomenal quality to such experiences. The same holds for Barth’s
understanding of perceptual awareness. Barth argues that the very idea of a covenantal
relationship requires the capacity for a self-conscious experience whereby the human
becomes aware of some other being. 101 Any attempt to construe such awareness in such a
manner as to eliminate, or even unduly minimize, the qualitative experience of the encounter
would seem antithetical to Barth’s covenantal ontology. 102
(3) Continuous Personal Identity. Given Barth’s emphasis on the human person as an
individual subject, it is unsurprising that his ontology also addresses the question of identity
in both its synchronic (identity at a given time) and diachronic (identity through time) forms.
Although he associates synchronic identity more closely with a person’s conscious life, he
maintains that it necessarily involves the body as well; the human person is an identifiable
subject only as an embodied soul. 103 Barth also argues that the human person is a fully
temporal being; indeed, he considers it one of the defining aspects of the human person. 104
Together, though, these two concepts (identity and temporality) raise the issue of diachronic
identity. For Barth, however, the continuous identity of the human person is quite clear.
Looking to the person of Christ, he notes that Jesus is the ‘same whole man, soul and body’
both before and after his resurrection. 105 Continuous identity through death and resurrection
thus applies also to humans in general as they await their promised resurrection. 106
Continuous identity would also seem to be required by the self-responsibility and
accountability necessitated by his covenantal framework. Indeed, the very nature of a
covenant would seem to presuppose the relatively stable identities of the individuals
involved. Barth’s view of the continuity of human identity, then, is grounded more on the
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covenantal faithfulness of God than on arguments related to psychological and/or somatic
continuity. 107
(4) Agency. Agency can be loosely defined as the capacity of some particular being
for developing ‘intentions’ that are causally related to the production of actions. 108
Understood in this way, Barth’s ontology certainly entails agency. Barth’s presentation of the
atonement as the freely chosen and intended act of Jesus suggests a necessary and strong
view of personal agency. So too his emphasis on self-responsibility 109 and the human person
as a volitional being. 110 Indeed, his entire account of human nature as a rationally ordered
being envisions the soul as the agent that directs the intentional actions of the person. Thus,
for Barth, the very nature of human life involves the agential ‘capacity for action, selfmovement, self-activity, self-determination’. 111
(5) Mental Causation. Closely related to agency, Barth’s ontology seems firmly
committed to the stance that a person’s mental life has causal powers and can exercise causal
influence on extra-mental realities. For Barth’s account of the soul’s agency to have any real
meaning, this inner reality must have causal powers. Indeed, in language very similar to that
used in contemporary philosophy, Barth argues for the ‘downward’ causal influence of the
soul 112 as it controls the body. 113 Barth thus explicitly rejects any ‘epiphenomenal’
understanding of mental causation. 114
(6) Freedom. Related to, though distinct from, his account of mental causation, Barth
emphasizes the divinely constituted freedom of the human person. Barth’s view of Jesus as
the obedient son and atoning sacrifice in particular mandates a strong view of human
freedom. 115 And, again, Barth’s understanding of the rational order of human being necessary
for maintaining covenantal relationality entails that human persons are determined for
freedom by the self-determination of God and not merely by cultural or biological
influences. 116 Indeed, for Barth, ‘The soul is itself the freedom of man’. 117
(7) Embodiment. Barth’s understanding of Christology and the concrete reality of
human existence as well as the embodied nature of human agency and personal identity, all
suggest that any adequate anthropology must include an emphasis on personal embodiment as
part of human existence. Along with Barth’s emphasis on the resurrection, these things also
suggest that embodiment is an important part of the future reality of human beings as well.
An adequate anthropology must, therefore, include at least the hope of resurrected
embodiment as part of its picture.
(8) Contingent Personhood. As we have seen, Barth’s pneumatological framework
requires that any adequate anthropology will understand humans to be persons only
contingently as they are constituted as soul/body entities through the work of the Holy Spirit.
Barth, therefore, strongly opposes any move to understand some portion of the human person
107

Thus, Barth argues, ‘even in death God watches over him’ and remains faithful to the human person
(p. 371). Similarly, Barth argues in CD IV.2 that the continuous personal identity of the human person is
maintained only by her covenantal participation in the eschatological eternality of Jesus (pp. 315-316).
108
Cf. Joshua Knobe, ‘Intentional Action’, in Chris Eliasmith, ed., Dictionary of the Philosophy of
Mind, cited 15 May 2005, http://artsci.wustl.edu/~philos/MindDict/ intentionalaction.html.
109
pp. 396-397.
110
pp. 406-409.
111
p. 374.
112
p. 339.
113
pp. 339, 368.
114
p. 382.
115
CD IV/1, pp. 157-210.
116
See esp. CD III/4, pp. 565-685; cf. also John Webster’s Barth’s Ethics of Reconciliation
(Cambridge: CUP, 1995) and, idem., Barth’s Moral Theology: Human Action in Barth’s Thought (Edinburgh:
T&T Clark, 1998).
117
p. 418.

to be inherently immortal. 118 Human persons exist only and continuously as they are
maintained as such by the Spirit for God’s glory.
That these eight ontological implications are entailed by Barth’s christological
ontology seems clear. They also indicate the nature of Barth’s opposition to reductive
physicalism and substance dualism. The former is very difficult to reconcile with the robust
selfhood, phenomenal experiences, personal agency, and freedom Barth’s Christology
requires; while the latter has tended to struggle mightily with questions revolving around
mental causation, embodiment, and the contingency of human personhood. Barth’s
ontological framework, though, does not establish that all forms of physicalism and dualism
are christologically inadequate. Indeed a number of mind/body theories have recently been
offered from both perspectives that seek to address many of these issues. 119 Consequently, it
would seem that Barth’s ontology is not designed to provide a detailed theory of the
mind/body relationship, so much as to affirm the fundamental ontological commitments that
a christologically valid anthropological ontology must maintain.
3. Conclusion
We can now see that the question with which we began our discussion, ‘Is Barth a
physicalist or a dualist?’, misses the point. Depending on what we want to emphasize, we
might answer neither, or both. Or, more appropriately, we could simply correct the question.
From Barth’s perspective, the correct question is, ‘What must we believe about the human
person in light of the incarnation?’
Given this christological paradigm, Barth constructs a picture that depicts human
persons as body/soul unities existing in differentiated hierarchy. Although this picture is not
itself a precise theory of human ontology, it does bring with it a number of ontological
implications for an understanding of human nature—particularly selfhood, consciousness,
continuous personal identity, agency, mental causation, freedom, embodiment, and
contingent personhood. This would seem to indicate that we must deem certain physicalist
and dualist theories to be christologically inadequate. To the extent that more nuanced
versions are able to coherently affirm each of these criteria, however, they may be considered
viable candidates for a christologically adequate theory of human nature. In this way, we can
understand Barth’s anthropological ontology as a model of human nature, determined by a
christological paradigm, which provides a framework within which more specific theories
must operate.
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