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Introduction
Karl Barth’s views on the incarnation are central to his approach to Christology.  Yet in the 6m words and 9000 pages he produced in his epic theological study, Church Dogmatics, relatively few are devoted directly to the incarnation, the main section being in Volume 1 Part 2.
To Barth the Virgin Birth and the Resurrection are paired events placing Christ’s life and works at the fulcrum of his theological studies, in tandem with his belief that the self-revelation of God and the Trinitarian union gave meaning to his doctrine of actualism drawing heavily upon exegetics (Hendry 1956; Klooster 1983; McCormack 2016; Neder 2009; Webb 2011). 
Never afraid to court controversy Barth refused to accept tout court established viewpoints on the incarnation whether that be the Patristic Fathers, Lutheran, extra Calvinism or a slew of philosophers.  Whilst sympathetic as a Protestant to aspects of the Catholic stance on Mary’s role as Theotokos in particular, he had no truck with Mariology (Perry 2010).
Overall Barth has written so extensively it is impossible to do justice to all his ideas in this short essay and so in each of the twelve issues on the incarnation highlighted by O’Collins (2002) I have sought out the most germane to Barth’s reasoning in each case.
O’Collins’ twelve issues are:
(i) The particular, historical truth of the union of divinity and humanity in the one person of Jesus Christ
(ii) His personal pre-existence
(iii) The paradox in holding the Chalcedonian teaching of Jesus being truly divine and fully human
(iv) The objection that the incarnation entails unfairness on the part of God
(v) The divine and human wills and minds of Christ in their sinless harmony
(vi) The virginal conception as the way the incarnation actually happened
(vii) God’s reasons for the incarnation
(viii) Its revelatory and redemptive impact
(ix) The relationship of the incarnation to the crucifixion and resurrection
(x) The incarnation being possible only for the Word of God
(xi) The incarnation as a once and for all occurrence
(xii) The credibility of the incarnation.

(i)The particular, historical truth of the union of divinity and humanity in the one person of Jesus Christ
Barth revised the ancient notions of persons, natures and substances which surfaced throughout the conciliar debates to define the Trinity as one of different modes of being centred in the anhypostatic-enhypostatic premise (Shutts 1996).  Thus he largely accepted the doctrine of compositionism whilst not ruling out the instrumentality of Christ acting as God’s agent.  To Barth the key message of the incarnation was to recognise the ubiquity of the flesh admitting Jesus Christ’s real humanity despite him possessing divinity throughout his existence.  Whilst the hypostatic union remained a mysterious facet its reality through God’s grace and love for mankind through the incarnated Son of God became the basis of Barth’s Christology (Barth 2010 Volume 1/2; Cassidy 2017; Lang 1998; Moltmann 1993a; Sumner 2014).
In Barth’s prolegomena the particularity of Christ’s historical truth of the incarnation must also be subjected to dogmatic truth which meant that it was difficult to separate the immanent from the economic in Christological inquiry (Hensley 2008; Kirkland 2015).
In taking this direction much of Barth’s stance on the understanding was largely a compromise explained in his own unique style, though he ruled out any attempt to label him as a Modalist, Adoptionist or Subordinationist (Giles 2001; Hensley 2008; Hick 2006; Shuster 2002; Weber 1964).  In this he mirrored much of the work of Rahner (Buckley 1986; Molnar 2007; Rahner 2004).
(ii)His personal pre-existence
This is one of the most complicated theological debates deriving largely from John 1 verses 1 -18.  Barth argued for the logic of the Word’s eternity and dismissed Logos asarkos as a myth which belied any notion that there was God behind God.  Christ was divine as well as taking human form and as One with the Word the only caveat he accepted was the Logos Incarnandus (Barth 2010 Volume IV/2; Hector 2012; Hunsinger 2018; Kantzer 1958; Sumner 2014; Webb 2011).  
In taking this position Barth linked his understanding of the incarnation with Christ’s election by God making him both the object and subject of that act and his eschatological importance including Parousia, his second coming (Neder  2009; van Driel 2007).
(iii)The paradox in holding the Chalcedonian teaching of Jesus being truly divine and fully human
The debate at Chalcedon crystallised the Western Church’s support for the Trinity and the hypostatic union.  Barth acquiesced to this point of view but critically examined the implications.  He supported the idea of Anselm of Christ being Vere Deus Vere homo (2016) which stressed Christ’s divinity yet taking human form seeking to work through an accipiendo medium away from either extreme of Modernists or Traditionialists (Boersma 1990) and sought an updated Cyrillian outcome of conciliar credo (Sumner 2014).  Where Barth opened up his own terrain was with regard to the need to see the actions of God, Christ and Holy Spirit as a dynamic ontology rather than static in their mode of operation, a metaphysical trope and one that fitted his dogmatic theology (Hunsinger 2008; Mangina 2003; O’Collins 2002; Sumner 2014).  
(iv)The objection that the incarnation entails unfairness on the part of God
God’s sovereignty, sinlessness and his absolute authority and power underwrote all of Barth’s revelatory theology.  This was the basis of his treatment of Jesus Christ as God’s obedient Son brought to earth to serve the purpose of atonement for humanity’s sins.  In his exegesis Barth sought to prove that Christ was God’s equal given freedom to act and although his death was both pre-ordained and sacrificial this demonstrated his act of condescension towards mankind rather than any unfairness on his part (Boersma 1990; Neder 2009;  Sumner 2014).
The very act of sending his Only Son incarnate in to the World gave voice to God’s love for humanity and his willingness to see him suffer on the cross gave meaning to how far he was prepared to go to try to overcome human failings.  Barth’s doctrine was largely apophatic addressing dilemmas such as God’s impassibilism, the role of the Holy Spirit, his opposition to kenosis, whether Jesus was bound to be impeccable, the danger of an imperialistic outlook to the incarnation and why it was wrong to deny the importance of God’s covenant with Israel (Barth Volume 1/2; Busch 2004; Evans 2006; Neder 2009; O’Collins 2002; Shuster 2002; Thompson and Plantinga 2006).
(v)The divine and human wills and minds of Christ in their sinless harmony
Barth’s actualism was both epistemically and ontologically doctrinal and had as its core the avoidance of abstraction about Christ.  Therefore the dialectical unity of Christ with God meant that as Christ became human there must be no separation of the will or mind of Christ from either his human or divine self (Sumner 2014).  Again much of the focus of Barth’s argument revolved around the election of Christ by God, how this was only possible because of the granting of free will but that in taking corporeal flesh the threat of non passe peccare arose (Boersma 1990).  Thus Barth reveals a debt to Idealist Philosophy specifically Hegel and Feuerbach alongside his continued reference to the ideas of Plato and Kant (Bursch 2004; Moltmann 1993b; Thompson 1991; van Driel 2007).
Crucial to this whole debate was the sequencing of Christ’s life and how that was reported biblically (Barth Volume 1/1).  Some critics advocate a standpoint that Barth was insufficiently coherent in analysing the two minds quandary (Cross 2011; O’Collins 2002).


(vi)The virginal conception as the way the incarnation actually happened
Strongly opposed to psilanthropism, Barth saw the Virgin Birth and Mary as Theotokos as vital to his Christology (Sumner 2014).  Thus both methodically and exegetically he favoured the literalism of the Virgin Birth and Mary’s role whilst never succumbing to Mariology because this undermined the centrality of Christ (Klooster 1983; Perry 2010; Resch 2012).  
Rather Mary’s vocation as the sinless virgin receiver of grace from God through the agency of the Holy Spirit must be contextualised by the miracle of the Christmas story to explain Christ’s purpose and identity (Kantzer 1958; Resch 2012).  Whilst some writers such as Pannenberg (2002) feel Barth insufficiently clear in his exegesis, others point purely to his faith in God vitiating the logic of his argument.  Nevertheless Barth is convinced that the Virgin Birth did occur and can be historically justified expressing wariness at Darwinian evolutionary theory accordingly (Barth Volume 1/1; Oakes 2012).
(vii)God’s reasons for the incarnation
Barth explicitly adumbrates that the rationality behind the incarnation is God’s desire to display his eagerness for revelation, reconciliation and redemption with humankind (Sumner 2014).  This dovetailed with Barthian doctrine of the election of Christ, the root of his Christocentrism and Jesus’ munus triplex as priest, king and prophet (Cary 2015; Hector 2012; Sumner 2014).  Sending his Son met the conditions of God’s covenant with humanity, Deus pro nobis, what Barth came to call the postlegoumenon fulfilling God’s purpose.  In so doing Christ’s incarnation was the atonement for man’s sins with all the soteriological consequences of being the second Adam (McFarland 2014; Resch 2012). 
This offer of God was conducted via his free volition to allow choice to humanity, through his grace and ethical consideration.  In parallel the Holy Spirit was fundamental to the ongoing presence of the Triune God both during Christ’s human existence and subsequently.  Where Barth differed from others is in his belief that the fact of the incarnation was separate to the symbolism that accompanied this event (Hennecke 2007; Hunsinger 2008).  
(viii)Its revelatory and redemptive impact
Of all the issues associated with the incarnation Barth wrote most widely upon its revelatory and redemptive impact.  In particular he was strongly critical of the notion of Christology from above which he believed negated the true relationship between God and Son (Kantzer 1958; Moltmann 1993b; Sumner 2014).  Therefore to Barth the Old Testament was vital in outlining how that relationship would develop during Jesus’ earthly existence.  Jesus’ role as a mediator and reconciler with mankind had to correspond with his divinity rejecting any distinction between being and act (Busch 2004; Sumner 2014).  Here Barth exhibited his metaphysical tendency as a building block in his developing theological outlook whereby God had the power to reveal himself through Christ as evidence of the covenant and his role as the creator (Gunton 1998).  Therefore Barth’s historical, epidemiological and ontological standpoints are brought together in terms of God’s revelation and redemption (Kirkland 2015; McFarland 2014; Shuster 2002).
(ix)The relationship of the incarnation to the crucifixion and resurrection
As previously mentioned Barth saw the Resurrection as a paired event with the Virgin Birth.  Though he did not see himself ultimately as someone who wholly supported theopaschism neither did he rule out the fact that God suffered with his Son on the Cross.  Such as was the nature of the humiliation of God to accompany humanity’s exaltation, status duplex (Barth Volume IV/2; O’Collins 2002; Sumner 2014).  An essential element of his thinking was that the incarnation and the Crucifixion in particular justified his doctrine of actualisation (Neder 2009; Sumner 2014).  The mystery of the empty tomb and Jesus’ re-appearances could be validated by scripture and his death was not the judgment of God (Kantzer 1958; Thompson 1971).  Barth was specifically interested in what happened in the time period between his Resurrection and Ascension (Moltmann 1973).  
Criticism of Barth’s views has often been trenchant in this respect from those who felt that he was too reliant on his own reading of scripture and putting insufficient faith in Trinitarianism to explain what happened (Moltmann 1995) to those who saw the Crucifixion and Resurrection as more of a metaphor rather than being literally reality (Hicks 2006; Hunsinger 2018).
(x)The incarnation being possible only for the Word of God
Barth wrote extensively about the relationship of the Word to Jesus.  To him it was clear that Jesus identified with the Logos but he was unwilling to go as far as the Lutheran position of the communicatio idiomatum (Sumner 2014).  Nevertheless he believed that the Word had no life apart from his incarnate existence as Christ, but the Word and flesh was not necessarily synonymous, one of possibility not reality (Oakes 2012; Sumner 2014; Webb 2011).  
Barth reserved much of his dialectical argument regarding the Word’s role in the incarnation to the need to recognise that this was a dynamic and not a static event, which had a strongly noetic basis, indicative of God’s actions to show his sovereignty, his revelatory power and demand that there was no conflict between Jesus’ human and divine essence (Barth Volume I/2; Boersma 1990; Hector 2012).  Therefore every action of the Word was mediated by God, whilst accepting that neither God nor the Holy Spirit could replace the Son’s role (Brouwer 2015; Neder 2009; O’Collins 2002).

(xi)The incantation as a once and for all occurrence
God’s protological purpose in the incarnation was historical reality according to Barth but in trying to explicate how this occurred inevitably met the challenge of Christ’s human life being a temporal event, whilst God, and therefore his Son, were eternal (Sumner 2014).
It was fundamental that he addressed the issue of time and he did so by advocating that the incarnation could be both a movement as well as an event, that Jesus’ temporality could not constrain his eternity, and that this truth could confute sceptics by vindicating the idea that God’s time being different to that of humanity  (Sumner 2014; Weber 2004).  This permitted Barth to explore the notion of both pre and post temporality in terms of Jesus’ human existence (Evans 2006; Hunsinger 2018; van Driel 2007).
(xii)The credibility of the incarnation
The incarnation was crucial to Barth’s Christology tying together so many of his theological themes.  Status duplex, eschatology, Parousia, God’s impassibilism, his rejection of Natural Theology and Classical Metaphysics are deeply shaped by his exegesis and dialectical approach to the incarnation.  In supporting the literalism of the incantation Barth opposes intellectualism and any attempt to subordinate Christ’s role confirming his faith in God through the vehicle of self-revelation (O’Collins 2002; Sumner 2014; Weber 1964).  He identified how in taking this stance God’s being and act were inseparable, that the Holy Spirt remained vital to the whole story (Barth Volume 1/2; Hunsinger 2008).  As such he disagreed to the reasoning of Scheiermacher (2011) who he felt underestimated the nexus between the creation, incarnation and God’s freedom to act (Barth Volume 1/2).  In corroborating his presentation of evidence he asserted the need for theology to be treated as a science opposing those who believed otherwise (Lauber 2011; Oakes 2012; Shuster 2002).  
Conclusion
Sumner (2014) sums the incarnation up as ‘the movement of God to humanity, and humanity to God’ (p191).  Barth concurred strongly with this kerygmatic faith and used scripture and Idealism to explain Christ’s anthropology to determine how this formed the foundations of his Christological imprint.  
There are inevitably some question-marks over Barth’s direction of travel including ongoing arguments regarding whether Barth altered his suppositions over time, whether his ideas were coherent, relied too much on Johannine and Pauline exegesis, was too wedded to Protestant Scholasticism and unfairly denied kenosis (Cross 2002; Gockel 2000; Evans 2006).  Nevertheless Barth’s positioning on the incarnation remains intrinsic to any investigation of this aspect of theology and his deeply reverential style belies strong analytical cutting-edges knitting his Christology, theology, hermeneutics and ethics cleverly together (Hunsinger 2018; Moltmann 1993; Oakes 2012).  
Given the amount that Barth has contributed this essay can only provide a synopsis of his beliefs.  However it is still possible to ascertain just how important his considerations are in more fully grasping the significance of the incarnation (Sumner 2014).
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