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Throughout all the religions of the world, the representation of Jesus Christ can vary greatly.  The more traditionalist Christian religions believe in the Trinity; God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit,[footnoteRef:1] whereas some religions believe Jesus to be a separate entity to God, with many non-Christian religions considering Jesus to be a prophet.  Even within the traditionalist Christian religions, the understanding of Jesus, the role he plays, his message, and the way in which he is followed, can vary considerably.  Theologists battle out their respective ideals of how Jesus should be viewed, the study in hermeneutics argue over how scripture should be interpreted in relation to Jesus, and churches separate themselves from each other in order to follow their individual beliefs.  Modern theologians during the 19th century such as John Henry Newman[footnoteRef:2] and Søren Aabye Kierkegaard[footnoteRef:3], began looking  philosophically deeper at religion, arguably opening up religion to a wider audience, resulting in greater investigation of Jesus. Two noted modern theological scholars in opposition in their beliefs of Jesus are Albrecht Ritschl[footnoteRef:4] and Friedrich Schleiermacher,[footnoteRef:5] both of German nationality, and both promoters of liberal theology.  The following essay will discuss Jesus Christ’s function in the theologies of Schleiermacher and Ritschl, examining their different approaches in recognition of Jesus, how this fits in with different church views, and how this relates to communities and individuals. [1:  John E. Rotelle, Ed., The Trinity; The Works of St. Augustine, A Translation for the 21st Century, (New York: New City Press, 1991), pp. 92-97.]  [2:  Gerald, R. McDermott, The Great Theologians: A Brief Guide, (Illinois: InterVarsity Press, 2010), pp.153-158.]  [3:  John Lippitt & C. Stephen Evans, ‘Søren Kierkegaard’, Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy, (May 2023), Søren Kierkegaard (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy), [accessed 19 July 2026].]  [4:  Philip G. Ziegler & R. David Nelson, Eds., T&T Clark Handbook of Modern Theology, (London: Bloomsbury Publishing Plc., 2026), p. 509.]  [5:  Jerry F. Dawson, Friedrich Schleiermacher: The Evolution of a Nationalist, (Texas: University of Texas Press, 1966), pp. 6-7.] 


There are both similarities and distinctions between the work of Schleiermacher and Ritschl; both holding a somewhat modern, and liberal view upon how Christianity could be considered.  When examining their novel way of thinking, it seems important to look at their possible influences at the time.  

Schleiermacher
Schleiermacher began writing on both theology and nationalism during his time as chaplain of the Evangelical Hospital in Berlin during the late 1700s.  His literary contributions to nationalism were received well, but it was his views on theology which gained him notoriety.[footnoteRef:6] Known to have adopted views in line with romanticism, he focused upon the self, intuition and one’s personal religious experience.  He did however, later reject the principles of romanticism, but the ideas he had formed during his study of the topic would have likely indirectly influenced his philosophies.[footnoteRef:7];[footnoteRef:8] [6:  Ibid., p.6.]  [7:  Ibid., p.26.]  [8:  Asael Abelman, Ed., The Middle Way: The Emergence of Modern Religious Trends in Nineteenth-Century Judaism, Vol.2, (Massachusetts: Academic Studies Press, 2014), p.221.] 

Schleiermacher moved away from metaphysical explanations of Jesus as being both human and divine as supported by traditional Christology, [footnoteRef:9] and instead suggested that Jesus should be viewed as the embodiment of God’s divine nature.  Another area in which he deviates from traditional thinking is his view on sin, and a consideration for human nature’s role in it.  Unlike the idea of ‘original sin’, or the fall of humanity away from God’s grace, it appears that  he sees sin as a product of the choices we make which have been prompted by feelings, emotions and physical desires.  He also does not seem to adhere to the idea that Jesus’ crucifixion was to redeem our sins, but instead as a statement which helps humanity to understand the need to not forget God.  These views were in opposition to what his father had intended for him when he sent Schleiermacher to study under the brethren at United Moravian Brethren's school at Niesky.[footnoteRef:10] Schleiermacher’s way of thinking had its critics however, an example of which is discussed by Kenneth Oakes when he describes the words of Barth, ‘Schleiermacher’s theology needs to be reminded of the divinity of the Holy Spirit and the Reformation doctrine of the forgiveness of sin.’[footnoteRef:11] Interestingly however, he recognises the significance of Christ’s importance in association with redemption, the concept of which he seems to consider as being unattainable through human means alone.[footnoteRef:12]  When examining Schleiermacher’s concepts on sin, an emergence of accountability arises that may not be present when adopting the view that as humans, we are all born into sin.  Being born into sin may suggest that it is an unavoidable presence, and that the need for a saviour is something apart from our own liability in respect of sin.   [9:  Angus Slater, ‘Modern Christian Theology; Schleiermacher 2’, lecture from HPRS5905/6905, (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, June 2026), 3 - HPRS5905-6905 Modern Christian Theology - Schleiermacher 2.pdf, [accessed 26 July 2026].]  [10:  Jerry F Dawson, Friedrich Schleiermacher: The Evolution of a Nationalist, (Texas: University of Texas Press, 1966), p.14.]  [11:  Kenneth Oakes, Ed., Christian Wisdom Meets Modernity, (London: T&T Clark, 2018), p.100.]  [12:  Angus Slater, ‘Modern Christian Theology; Schleiermacher 2’, lecture from HPRS5905/6905, (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, June 2026), 3 - HPRS5905-6905 Modern Christian Theology - Schleiermacher 2.pdf, [accessed 26 July 2026].] 

In his speeches, Schleiermacher discusses how we may mistakenly attribute human characteristics such as morality, or endeavours such as philosophy, as born from religious understanding, and how we may then try to conceive of them through a religious lens.  What he suggests is that. ‘Religion never appears in a pure state. All these are only the extraneous parts that cling to it, and it should be our business to free it from them.’[footnoteRef:13] It seems that his attempt here is to try and show how God is above all these things, and that we cannot fully understand God when viewed through these human experiences.  And Jesus as a human, and as the Son of God, would possess an understanding of the bridge between these two states.  Schleiermacher also reminds us of collective, united consciousness, and that if we were to become familiar with this concept, we may be able to set a first step on that bridge.[footnoteRef:14] He also discusses how in attempting to understand religion, we may fail to recognise it through experience, and that we, ‘…start with the outside, with the opinions, dogmas and usages, in which every religion is presented.’[footnoteRef:15] This seems at first complicated, and that there is contradiction in what he says, however, it also suggests that as humans, our first instinct is to rely on operant conditioning, or learning through doing, and that the way in which religion is presented, may not match our relationship to God.  Paul Tillich describes Schleiermacher’s definition of religion as being ‘a feeling of absolute dependence’, and translates it as him meaning an ‘immediate awareness of something unconditional’, supporting Schleiermacher’s reluctance toward those dogmas of the church.[footnoteRef:16] Daniël Veldsman’s understanding of Schleiermacher’s concept in this respect, is that it is, ‘…neither knowing nor doing, but intuition.’[footnoteRef:17]  This may suggest that Schleiermacher’s concept of Jesus was that as humans, we could and should intuit the feelings which Jesus wanted us to share in. [13:  Friedrich Schleiermacher, On Religion: Speeches to Its Cultured Despisers. E-book, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 2 - Schleiermacher F - Second Speech On the Essence of Religion.pdf, p.21, [accessed 20 July 2026].]  [14:  Kitty Millet and Dorothy Figueira, Eds., Fault Lines of Modernity: The Fractures and Repairs of Religion, Ethics, and Literature, (New York: Bloomsbury Publishing Inc., 2020), p.206.]  [15:  Friedrich Schleiermacher, On Religion; Speeches To Its Cultured Despisers, (London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trubner & Co., Ltd., 1893), On religion : speeches to its cultured despisers, p.14, [accessed 15 July 2026].]  [16:  Paul Tillich, Systematic Theology, (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1951), p.41.]  [17:  Daniël P. Veldsman, ‘To feel with and for Friedrich Schleiermacher: On religious experience’, (2019), HTS Teologiese Studies/Theological Studies 75(4), a5537. https://doi.org/ 10.4102/hts.v75i4.5537, p.4.] 


Whether or not Schleiermacher’s view upon religion is considered a beneficial interpretation of religion, he remains a fore figure in liberal theology. Jerry Dawson discusses Karl Barth’s  comments on Schleiermacher’s questions, as being still not answered, and cites American Presbyterian Clyde Johnson as saying, ‘ In one quite definite sense, all contemporary Protestant theology ... is a conversation with Schleiermacher.’[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Jerry F Dawson, Friedrich Schleiermacher: The Evolution of a Nationalist, (Texas: University of Texas Press, 1966), p.6.] 



Ritschl
Following a similar path to his father who was a Bishop in the Prussian Church, Albrecht Ritschl studied theology in Tübingen.  The concept of theology he studied was heavily focused upon idealistic and historical influences.  He moved away from these concepts however, as he did not agree that there had been division within the apostles - as was being taught - arguing that it was only after the churches’ influence, that these divisions were noted,[footnoteRef:19] and moved toward a more ethically directed theology.[footnoteRef:20]  He also seemed to be in opposition to the zeitgeist of viewing Jesus in a mythological sense; a practise which had been common following the work of Strauss in 1835.[footnoteRef:21] [19:  Johannes Zachhuber, ‘Albrecht Ritschl and the Ritschl School’, (2013), Oxford History of Modern German Theology, vol. 2. ‘in press’, (99+) Albrecht Ritschl and the Ritschl School, [accessed 24 July 2026].
]  [20:  Angus Slater, ‘Modern Christian Theology; Ritschl 1’, lecture from HPRS5905/6905, (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, June 2026), 4 - HPRS5905-6905 Modern Christian Theology - Ritschl 1.pdf, [accessed 26 July 2026]. ]  [21:  J. H. W. Stuckenberg, ‘The Theology of Albrecht Ritschl’, The American Journal of Theology, (1898), Vol 2, No 2, 476825.pdf, p.270, [accessed 26 July 2026].] 

Unlike Schleiermacher, Ritschl seemed to believe that as humans, we could only be forgiven by God through Jesus’ sacrifice and that this shared understanding united humanity toward an ethical observance.[footnoteRef:22] Angus Slater states that, ‘…for Ritschl, knowledge of God is accessible only within the particular community formed by the historical revelation of Jesus Christ.’[footnoteRef:23] Furthermore, he suggests that to be of Christian faith, one must actively practice Christianity[footnoteRef:24] Although heavily influenced by Schleiermacher, this highlights one of the differences between the two theologists; Schleiermacher believing in what God’s presence holds for us internally, and Ritschl believing that God’s presence should determine how we conduct ourselves, not only individually, but as faith based communities. ‘For Ritschl, Christianity is not a religion of individual salvation or private piety, but is instead a socially and historically engaged movement towards bringing about God’s plan for the world.’[footnoteRef:25] [22:  Johannes Zachhuber, ‘Albrecht Ritschl and the Ritschl School’, Oxford History of Modern German Theology, vol. 2. ‘in press’, (99+) Albrecht Ritschl and the Ritschl School, [accessed 24 July 2026].]  [23:  Angus Slater, ‘Modern Christian Theology; Ritschl 1’, lecture from HPRS5905/6905, (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, June 2026), 4 - HPRS5905-6905 Modern Christian Theology - Ritschl 1.pdf, [accessed 26 July 2026].]  [24:  J. Zachhuber, ‘Albrecht Ritschl on theology as system: considering the structure of modern theology’, Oxford University Research Archive, (2023), https://ora.ox.ac.uk/objects/uuid:0c1f8dae-fea3-4241-a6eb-e62c093524ee/files/rfb4949266 , p.10. [accessed 22 July 2026].
]  [25:  Angus Slater, ‘Modern Christian Theology; Ritschl 1’, lecture from HPRS5905/6905, (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, June 2026), 4 - HPRS5905-6905 Modern Christian Theology - Ritschl 1.pdf, [accessed 26 July 2026].] 

Ritschl’s definition for the ‘Kingdom of God’ appears to be tied to our understanding of Jesus’ role as a kind of gatekeeper and teacher of what it is to know God, and that the Kingdom is what we are part of if we maintain our morality and love for one another.[footnoteRef:26] ‘God’s grace, in that kingdom, enables us to participate through loving relationships with others’.[footnoteRef:27]  He seems to move away from established doctrines associated with redemption, atonement and forgiveness, and suggests instead, that forgiveness of sin is an act conducted which allows us to remain within the ‘Kingdom’, free from hinderance, and is not directed toward any singular specific, individual sin; the intention of which is to reconcile humanity as a whole with God.[footnoteRef:28]  In describing Ritschl, J. Mendenhall writes, ‘The whole purpose of Ritschl was to give to the doctrines of the Bible such a form as would commend them to the human reason and yet not rob them of their essentially religious content.’[footnoteRef:29]  Interestingly, critique of Ritschl, such as that from former student Troeltsch, included an accusation of Ritschl’s failure to observe historical religious significance, which provides an indication of what Ritschl was attempting to accomplish.[footnoteRef:30] [26:  Ibid., [accessed 26 July 2026].]  [27:  J. Philip Wogaman, Ed., Christian Ethics: A Historical introduction, (Kentucky: Westminster John Knox Press, 1993), p. 175.]  [28:  Angus Slater, ‘Modern Christian Theology; Ritschl 1’, lecture from HPRS5905/6905, (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, June 2026), 5 - HPRS5905-6905 Modern Christian Theology - Ritschl 2.pdf , [accessed 26 July 2026].]  [29:  J. W. Mendenhall, Ed., Methodist Review, Vol. LXXIV, Fifth Series Vol.8, (1892), (Cincinnati: Cranston & Curts),  p.977.
]  [30:  John Clayton, Ed., Ernst Troeltsch and the Future of Theology, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1976), p.7.] 


Like Schleiermacher, Ritschl undoubtedly was influenced by, ‘…expression and interpretation of dominant factors in his age…’,[footnoteRef:31]  yet his work likewise, remains noteworthy and relevant today.  It provides a Christological view for consideration equally compelling to that of Schleiermacher, both of which appear to have grounds for validity. [31:  J. H. W. Stuckenberg, ‘The Theology of Albrecht Ritschl’, The American Journal of Theology, (1898), Vol 2, No 2, 476825.pdf, p.269, [accessed 25 July 2026].] 



The two theologies discussed share many aspects, but also diverge in the significance of Jesus.  Schleiermacher’s view of ‘absolute dependence’ and Ritschl’s belief in the moral ‘Kingdom of God’, although similar in their aim, are separated by ‘individual’, and ‘community’ participation in practices of faith; Schleiermacher’s concerns being experiential, and Ritschl’s ethical.  The separation however, may not be as stark a difference as it may seem, as the constituents of a community, or of a world, are made up of individuals, and in each case, they are striving to be accepted by God, and to live as worthy of his love as possible.  Whichever theology resonates, both offer an opportunity to realise God through Jesus Christ, and to maintain one’s faith.

















Bibliography

Abelman, Asael, Ed., The Middle Way: The Emergence of Modern Religious Trends in Nineteenth-Century Judaism, Vol.2, (Massachusetts: Academic Studies Press, 2014), p.221
Clayton, John, Ed., Ernst Troeltsch and the Future of Theology, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1976), p.7
Dawson, Jerry F., Friedrich Schleiermacher: The Evolution of a Nationalist, (Texas: University of Texas Press, 1966), pp. 6-7
Lippitt, John & C. Evans, Stephen, ‘Søren Kierkegaard’, Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy, (May 2023), Søren Kierkegaard (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy), [accessed 19 July 2026]
McDermott, Gerald, R., The Great Theologians: A Brief Guide, (Illinois: InterVarsity Press, 2010), pp.153-158
Mendenhall, J. W., Ed., Methodist Review, Vol. LXXIV, Fifth Series Vol.8, (1892), (Cincinnati: Cranston & Curts),  p.977

Millet, Kitty and Figueira, Dorothy, Eds., Fault Lines of Modernity: The Fractures and Repairs of Religion, Ethics, and Literature, (New York: Bloomsbury Publishing Inc., 2020), p.206

Oakes, Kenneth, Ed., Christian Wisdom Meets Modernity, (London: T&T Clark, 2018), p.100

Rotelle, John E., Ed., The Trinity; The Works of St. Augustine, A Translation for the 21st Century, (New York: New City Press, 1991), pp. 92-97

Schleiermacher, Friedrich, On Religion; Speeches To Its Cultured Despisers, (London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trubner & Co., Ltd., 1893), On religion : speeches to its cultured despisers, p.14, [accessed 15 July 2026]

Schleiermacher, Friedrich, On Religion: Speeches to Its Cultured Despisers. E-book, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 2 - Schleiermacher F - Second Speech On the Essence of Religion.pdf, p.21, [accessed 20 July 2026]

Slater, Angus, ‘Modern Christian Theology; Schleiermacher 2’, lecture from HPRS5905/6905, (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, June 2026), 3 - HPRS5905-6905 Modern Christian Theology - Schleiermacher 2.pdf, [accessed 26 July 2026]

Slater, Angus, ‘Modern Christian Theology; Ritschl 1’, lecture from HPRS5905/6905, (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, June 2026), 4 - HPRS5905-6905 Modern Christian Theology - Ritschl 1.pdf, [accessed 26 July 2026]

Stuckenberg, J. H. W., ‘The Theology of Albrecht Ritschl’, The American Journal of Theology, (1898), Vol 2, No 2, 476825.pdf, p.270, [accessed 26 July 2026]

Tillich, Paul, Systematic Theology, (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1951), p.41


Veldsman, Daniël P., ‘To feel with and for Friedrich Schleiermacher: On religious experience’, (2019), HTS Teologiese Studies/Theological Studies 75(4), a5537. https://doi.org/ 10.4102/hts.v75i4.5537, p.4

Wogaman, J. Philip, Ed., Christian Ethics: A Historical introduction, (Kentucky: Westminster John Knox Press, 1993), p. 175

Zachhuber, Johannes, ‘Albrecht Ritschl and the Ritschl School’, (2013), Oxford History of Modern German Theology, vol. 2. ‘in press’, (99+) Albrecht Ritschl and the Ritschl School, [accessed 24 July 2026]

Zachhuber, J., ‘Albrecht Ritschl on theology as system: considering the structure of modern theology’, Oxford University Research Archive, (2023), https://ora.ox.ac.uk/objects/uuid:0c1f8dae-fea3-4241-a6eb-e62c093524ee/files/rfb4949266, p.10. [accessed 22 July 2026]

Ziegler, Philip G. &  Nelson, David R., Eds., T&T Clark Handbook of Modern Theology, (London: Bloomsbury Publishing Plc., 2026), p. 509




  
2

