Karl Lowith and Eric Voegelin

on Christianity and History
Henrik Syse

QUESTIONS ABOUT THE relationship of moder-
nity to Christianity are frequently raised,
not least by conservatives of theological
aswellas political varieties. Does a Chris-
tian view of history and society demand
anegative appraisal ofthe modernworld?
Or should a Christian be at peace with
the world, be it modern, postmodern, or
of some other classification? A debate
which was opened up 50 years ago may
offer an enlightening inroad to under-
standing and answering such questions.

Around 1950 two books appeared that
were destined to create a stir among
historians and philosophers alike. Both
books questioned in a most basic way
what came to be called the legitimacy of
the entiremodern age. These books, Karl
Lowith’s Meaning in History (1949) and
Eric Voegelin’'s New Science of Politics
(1952), are complex yet concise and im-
mensely readable works by two German
thinkers whose thought was profoundly
affected by the rise of Nazism in their
native country. In both Lowith and
Voegelin we find an attempt to return to
classical and Christian sources of politi-
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cal thought in order to counteract the
totalitarian tendencies of the twentieth
century. What this attempt amounts toin
Lowith as well as in Voegelin is a strong
condemnation of modernity: The roots
of modern totalitarianism are not to be
found in the madness of a few disturbed
individuals; nor are totalitarianism and
modernbarbarism simply a “recurrence”
of non-iberal streams of ancient and
medieval thought. Rather, totalitarian-
ism is a distinctly modern phenomenon,
the result of a way of thought that builds
on a Christian foundation, but that at the
same time has forgotten crucial insights
best articulated by thinkers associated
with Greek and early Christian thought.
On the basis of this, Léwith and Voegelin
have often been characterized as secu-
larization theorists in the sense that they
are thinkers who believe that modern
thought has taken over important traits
from Christianity, while at the same time
adopting a thoroughly this-worldly on-
tology. Or, to put it differently, Lowith
and Voegelin are thinkers who believe
that the modern age builds on distinc-
tively Christian elements, has maintained
many of Christianity’s most important
features, but has left out the most impor-
tant element of it: belief in a transcen-
dent God.!

This essay will attempt to re-focus our
attention on certain key points in Lowith’s
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and Voegelin’s critique of modernity. The
two certainly have their internal differ-
ences. Overall, Lowith seems harder to
place as athinker. He has beendescribed
as an Augustinian, an Aristotelian, and a
Stoic.? Voegelin also defies easy classifi-
cation as a thinker, but it seems fair to
say that there exists an Aristotelian
grounding for his political philosophy,
and Voegelin is often thought of as a
more explicitly Christian thinker than
Lowith, even though Voegelin’s personal
as well as philosophical relationship to
Christianity has been hotly debated.*For
the limited purpose of this article, how-
ever, it is legitimate to treat Lowith and
Voegelin together, since their aim in the
two books under consideration is much
the same. Indeed, Lowith’s book was an
important source of inspiration to
Voegelin during the latter’s work on the
New Science of Politics.

In order to place these two thinkers in
a fruitful and challenging context, [ will
draw on some perspectives from a fa-
mous critic of Lowith and Voegelin, Hans
Blumenberg, who on a broadly Cartesian
and Kantian basis has tried to revise and
eventually discard the theory of secular-
ization found in Lowith and Voegelin.
Finally, I will revisit two contemporary
Christian thinkers, the evangelical theo-
logian Wolfhart Pannenberg and the
Catholic historian of ideas Francis Oakley,
who have both put forward an alterna-
tive to what we can call the Lowith-
Voegelin thesis, as well as Blumenberg’s
“self-assertion” theory. All these think-
ers make an important contribution to a
debate which is neither dead nor irrel-
evant as we stand at the dawn of the third
Christian millennium: the Querrelle des
Anciens et des Modernes.

According to Voegelin, partly building
on Karl Léwith, the essence of modernity
is its immanentism. This can be con-
trasted with St. Augustine’s model for a
Christian view of history, whichaccorded
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real meaning only to transcendent his-
tory.* With the term “transcendent his-
tory” must be understood the history of
the civitas Dei, i.e., the history of
eschatological fulfillment. This is a his-
tory that is certainly also reflected in life
on earth; in the sacred history of the Old
Testament, in the appearance of Christ,
and in the earthly pilgrimage of the
Church. But it is not a history which
foresees anyimminent, this-worldly reso-
lution to profane life and its many prob-
lems. It is a history which after the resur-
rection of Christ has entered its last and
“old” age (the senescens saeculum)—
which, according to the Augustinian
scheme, is the sixth and final age, in
which the world must patiently await the
pax coelestis, the heavenly peace. The
rise and the fall of empires in this final
age point to no coming earthly paradise
toward which human beings can work
and strive. Man must “merely” be patient
and hopeful .

This is not the cyclic history of the
Greeks; it is a conception of a history
with abeginning andan end. But both the
beginning and the end are in the hands of
a God whose ultimate purpose is known
only to Him. It is, in Léwith’s words, not
a “philosophy of history,” but only “a
scheme of redemption through Christ.”®
It is impatience with this defeatism with
regard to the mundane sphere of exist-
ence that in due course produced a new
kind of eschatology, according to Loéwith
and Voegelin. With Joachim of Fiore (1131-
1202) we see a first attempt at an
“immanentization” of historical meaning,
still fairly closely connected to a Chris-
tian worldview, but nonetheless contain-
ing a detailed speculation about profane
history, which is clearly non-Augustin-
ian. When this develops even further—
into what Voegelin calls the “second
phase” of immanentization, or the pro-
cess “from humanism to enlighten-
ment”’—meaning in history has become
completely this-worldly, and we have
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reached the stage of secularization.

This brief summary of the road from
Augustinian Christianity to seculariza-
tion describes traits we find in both
Lowith and Voegelin. But Voegelin fa-
mously adds to this picture by describ-
ing the modern view of history as a new
version of an ancient heresy, Gnosticism.?
Gnosticism, in all its varieties, deals es-
sentially with the escape from the world.
In its original forms this “escape” or “de-
liverance” was the work of a hidden,
mysterious God who was juxtaposed to
the force of evil that had created the
chaotic world in which we live. In mod-
ern Gnosticism the deliveranceis seen to
be an event in profane history through,
for instance, the dialectical process envi-
sioned by Communism (Marx), or the
assumption of a will of nature which
transforms man into “Superman”
(Nietzsche).®

In Léwith, the major element of the
emergence of modernity is not Gnosti-
cism specifically, as it is in Voegelin’s
New Science of Politics, but more gener-
ally a revolt against the Christian view of
history. In Lowith’s view, the original
Christian understanding of history, with
roots going back to St. Augustine and to
the New Testament itself, gives to mun-
dane events no transcendent meaning.
According to this view, history is mean-
ingful onlyinsofar as it pertains to salvific
history. Only the revealed acts of God,
most significantly the incarnation of God
through Christ, are truly meaningful in
the proper sense of the term. The incar-
nation is the “central event” that gives
meaning both backwards and forwards
in history. There is thus no “Christian
interpretation of history” that can be
seen apart from the incarnation.!

This is what is lost so thoroughly,
according to Lowith, in the philosophies
of history of thinkers such as Voltaire,
Comte, Hegel, and Marx. The central event
of Christianity—the incarnation of God
through Jesus Christ—is dismissed as
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either insignificant or as part of a “larger”
meaning; in either case, profane history
is made the focal point and purveyor of
meaning, the here and now is made the
scene of the unfolding of the deliverance
from hardship and evil; the patient wait-
ing for a promise of transcendent bliss is
exchanged for an “activist” and
“immanentist” view of history.
BothLowith’s and Voegelin’s accounts
of this movement in history are rich and
many-faceted. Here, however, 1 will con-
centrate on the one aspect which makes
theirtheories secularizationtheories, and
which thus says something about the
relationship between Christianity and
modernity. According to these thinkers,
modernity has its origins “in Christianity
itself,” to quote Voegelin.!' The modern
historical consciousness is “as Christian
by derivation as it is non-Christian by
consequence, because it lacks the belief
that Christ is the beginning of an end and
his life and death the final answer to an
otherwise insoluble question,” writes
Lowith.'? In other words, the typically
modern this-worldliness that has given
risetoliberal democracy and totalitarian
speculation is inconceivable without the
Christian view of a linear history with a
meaning, in itself a departure from the
Greek, cyclic view of history. But, on the
other hand, what secularization amounts
to is the forgetting of the indispensable
presupposition for any Christian view of
history: the transcendent God and His
incarnation through Jesus Christ.
According to this point of view, mo-
dernity is somehow illegitimate. It has
taken a uniquely Christian view of man
and history and perverted it by subtract-
ing the element most important to all
truly Christian thought: the transcendent
God. It follows from this that the illegiti-
macy thesis of Lowith and Voegelin can-
not be reduced to a simple “copyright”
problem. Lowith and Voegelin are not
merely out totrace the origins of modern
ideas and then point to a seeming incon-

255



sistency between modernity’s self-under-
standing on the one hand and its origins
on the other.”® The point is that man’s
view of reality has become skewed. This
comes out most clearly in Voegelin." Ina
number of essays, especially in Anamne-
sis, modern immanentism is portrayed
as a revolt against essential humanity.
Voegelin claims that man historically has
understood himself as existing in a
metaxy, in the tension between the di-
vine and the merely profane. Once the
divine is locked out, no longer taken into
consideration—and, as an extension of
this, when history is considered as ex-
pressing a progress that is meaningful
without any reference to a transcendent
“beyond” that structures and limits this
meaningfulness—man is deprived of “his
specific humanity,” according to
Voegelin.?

Wherein lies the importance of the phi-
losophy of history with which we are
presented in Meaning in History and New
Science of Politics? Why does it deserve
our attention now, more than fifty years
after the end of the Nazi horror, which so
decisively influenced its formulation?
An answer can be fashioned along the
following lines: It seems that Christianity
is in more need than ever of understand-
ingitsrelationto historyandto progress,
since the latter seem to be moving at an
ever-faster pace, requiring serious deci-
sions, not least of a moral kind, as tech-
nological advances suggest newand hith-
erto unknown possibilities and chal-
lenges. Lowith and Voegelin manage to
fashion an Augustinian response to the
predicaments of this modern—or, as
some now prefer to call it, post-mod-
ern—world. Along Augustinian lines we
are firmly reminded that we live in the
final age, the age in which the meaning of
history has been shown to us through
the resurrection of Christ, and where the
waiting for His return—whether it is to
last one, one hundred, one thousand, or
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hundreds of thousands of years—consti-
tutes an historical phase that has no
intrinsic meaning apart from that wait-
ing. Empires will come and go, suffering
and poverty will persist, the good will be
admixed with the bad, and the Christian
can do nothing but offer charity and
compassion and try to ensure that the
moral and religious life of the Christian
can be led by as many as possible. The
grand schemes, the revolutionary ide-
ologies, the cry for final solutions, and
the untempered belief in technological
advance constitute antitheses tothis view
of history.'®

To many, such as Reinhold Niebuhr,
an Augustinian approach to political phi-
losophy implies a Christian realism of
sorts, in which all attempts at establish-
ing worldly order are seen as fragile,
albeit necessary so as to stem the tide of
sin. For Niebuhr this led to a strong repu-
diation of pacifism as well as an attack on
idealistic, liberalinternationalism.'” Thus,
Christianity must represent a realistic
voice emphasizing order, tranquility, and
moderation. Much of the same attitude
can be gleaned from the philosophy of
history advocated in the books under
consideration by Karl Lowith and Eric
Voegelin. First of all, the argument is
clearly based on strong opposition to
totalitarian government. But that is not
all. As Voegelin emphasizes towards the
end of the New Science of Politics, it is
important to uphold strong institutional
traditions, and to avoid the scientific
splitting of peoples into different classes,
castes, and races through “economic
materialism, racist biology, corrupt psy-
chology, scientism, and technological
ruthlessness.”’® We find here a strong
warning against millennial ideology and
secularized absolutism. But there is at
the same time an emphasis on preserv-
ing a sort of institutional unity that can
infuse order into the unrestrained tech-
nological and scientific hubris of modern
man. This demands a moderate view of

Summer 2000



government, not an unreflective call for
“less government” nor an unrestrained
belief in “big government.” Government
must not become an instrument of op-
pression, but neither can governmental
institutions be jettisoned. We are here
speculating, of course; I am not claiming
that the Augustinian philosophy of his-
tory and politics presented in Lowith’s
and in Voegelin’s works implies any defi-
nite view of political regimes and institu-
tions. But we can, at the very least, say
that there is to be found in these thinkers
astrong warning against all extremism in
politics and against all attempts at
absolutizing and divinizing the political
realm. From this perspective it seems
that the more fervent forms of religious
conservatism of the so-called religious
right, as well as the more extreme ver-
sions of economic liberalism that com-
prise part of the political right, should be
viewed with skepticism and watchful-
ness by conservatives, not least due to
their absolute character as well as their
anti-institutionalism.

Not only on a political, but also on a
metaphysical level, the Augustinian re-
minders of Lowith and Voegelin give
cause for afterthought. The problem of
the existence of evilin aworld created by
agood God is a deep-seated one in Chris-
tian thought. And in a world where Chris-
tians are becoming ever more aware of
the pluralism of beliefs and of the exist-
ence of an immense variety of political
and ideological evils, the question
emerges again: Wherein lies the meaning
of all this? Basing our argument on a
Voegelinian approach, we should at least
be aware of two pitfalis to avoid. The one
is the immanentization of the spiritual,
where all events and movements of the
world, in something like the original Cal-
vinist fashion, must be understood and
judged as parts of God’s pre-ordained
plan. There is a strong call in Voegelin’s
thought to withhold spiritual judgment
of events in secular history. Certainly, a
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Christian must believe that God rules the
world, but the Voegelinian approach
warns against human attempts to under-
stand and to judge all the events of the
world—and thus find hidden meanings
that should lead to political action. The
eternal truth of Christianity cannot be
given any representation in the power
organizations of this world simply be-
cause it is a truth which is not of this
world.

But against this, the danger of the
other pitfall must also be emphasized,
namely, that ofinactive indifference. With-
drawal from the world is equally as much
a Gnostic temptation as that of violently
transforming it. Indifference to suffering,
as well as to radically nationalist and
isolationist ideologies that scornfully ig-
nore the fates of people because they
belong to some other culture, “race,” or
nation, represents an attitude very much
in conflict with the reconciliation with
and love for this world found in the Chris-
tian Gospel.

Hans Blumenberg is probably the most
famous of those theorists who have tried
to defend modernity against the secular-
ization charges of Lowith and Voegelin.
In his book Die Legitimitdt der Neuzeit
(1966) he attempts to show how moder-
nity represents an overcoming of prob-
lems that occurred within Christianity,
but to which Christian thought in its
medieval form had no ready answer.
Interestingly, Blumenberg, like
Voegelin, takes Gnosticism as one of his
points of departure. While the first part
of his bookis ageneral answer to Lowith’s
thesis, the second part is in essence an
attempt at confronting Voegelin’s Gnos-
ticism thesis. However, Blumenberg, in
his own words, interprets the relation-
ship between Gnosticism and modernity
in the reverse sense from Voegelin—as
the overcoming of Gnosticism.!
Blumenberg contends that the secu-
larization thesis of Lowith is highly im-
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probable. There is no continuity between
the eschatological expectations and
Messianism of Christianity on the one
hand and the modern view of progress
on the other, according to Blumenberg.
The older theological view came to be a
hindrance to the realization of man’s
possibilities and the satisfaction of his
needs.” Therefore man had to take con-
trol by asserting his ownwill and respon-
sibility. Modernity thus signifies a break
and not a mere transformation.

It is probably right to say that
Blumenberg to a certain degree misrep-
resents Lowith and Voegelin, and, to-
gether with them, a host of seculariza-
tion theorists, such as Jacob Talmon and
others. As David Walsh rightly points
out, it would be hard to find among any of
these thinkers “any assertion that the
salvation-history model was the only in-
fluence in shaping the secular philoso-
phies of history.”® Yet it is easy to mis-
represent Blumenberg's case, too, by
stressing that modernity is “unique” and
represents an “epochal break.” After all,
Blumenberg is careful to note that the
modern age, as reflected in the thought
of, for instance, Descartes, Bacon, Kant,
and Nietzsche, clearly is unthinkable
without the Christian background. The
point for Blumenberg is that modernity
does not merely represent a transforma-
tion of the Christian view of history, but
is a new answer to the problems posed
by Christianity. And this is where Gnosti-
cism comes in. The Gnostic heresy had
confronted the problem of evil in its most
basic form, and it had answered it by
positing a God who was not all good.?? To
Christian thought this Gnostic idea of the
world as a prison and as the creation of
an evil God stood as a serious affront to
the teaching of the love of God for all of
His creation.

One of the most influential Christian
thinkers to try to confront the Gnostic
challenge was St. Augustine, himself a
Gnostic (Manichee) in his youth. By com-
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bining a neo-Platonic view of the nature
of evil with his understanding of Adam’s
sin(based onareading of St. Paul’s Epistle
to the Romans, especially chs. 5, 7, and
9), Augustine came to accentuate man’s
own responsibility, going back to the
first man, Adam, and transmitted from
him through the procreative act—that
is, the teaching of “original sin.”?

As Blumenberg sees it, Augustine’s
solution tothe problem, while immensely
influential, was not successful in solving
the basic problem. If man’s freedom had
led to evil, why had God created man to
be free? Did not God, in some sense, have
to shoulder the responsibility? Or, at the
very least, must we not admit that ratio-
nality breaks down in the ultimate at-
tempt at understanding the relationship
between God’s omnipotence, man’s free
will, and the existence of evil? In the face
of Aristotelian scholasticism, which tried
to erect a coherent understanding of
these questions through a synthesis of
Aristotelian, neo-Platonic, and Christian
elements, the Gnostic question resur-
faced, and late medieval voluntarism and
nominalism tried to give the question its
definitive answer. As Blumenberg putsiit,
the evil demiurge of the Gnostics became
transposed into the “hidden God” of late
medieval nominalism and His absolute
sovereignty. Man was confronted, once
again, with the terror of standing face to
facewithacreator whomaynot be good.*

Blumenberg concludes that the self-
assertion of reason that is so character-
istic of modernity is man’s entirely legiti-
mate self-defense against a God who is
terrifying because essentially unknowable
as well as omnipotent. Modernity repre-
sents the second overcoming of Gnosti-
cism, the first one, that of St. Augustine,
having been unsuccessful. The alterna-
tive that is gradually carved out by the
moderns is “the immanent self-assertion
of reason through the mastery and alter-
ation of reality.”” However, Blumenberg
stresses that the questions which man
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strives to answer are not in themselves
new. We are faced with what we may call
re-occupations—new positions are taken
on centuries-old problems.? For in-
stance, the idea of progress (in the sci-
ences, in technology, etc.) takes on the
role that theodicy, the attempt to under-
stand and justify the relationship be-
tween the good God and the existence of
evil, had originally played. This “re-oc-
cupation” thesis can also be taken to
mean that totalitarian ideologies, which
for Lowith and Voegelin (as well as for
Leo Strauss, Hannah Arendt, Alasdair
Maclntyre, Zygmunt Bauman, and oth-
ers) must be viewed as essential signs of
modernity’s failure, can be seen by
Blumenberg’s thesis as “unsuccessful re-
occupations,” or even as recurrences of
ancient and medieval solutions that have
not yet been replaced by the self-asser-
tion of man.

To be fair it must be noted—which,
alas, has not often been—that the Léwith-
Voegelin-Blumenberg debate on a cer-
tain score is a debate at cross-purposes,
simply because the focus is on different
thinkers in Blumenberg as compared to
Loéwith and Voegelin. Blumenberg con-
centrates on the late Middle Ages and
the Reformation, especially the nominal-
ism of the Ockhamists. This is a period
not at all dealt with by Lowith in Meaning
in History, and only barely by Voegelin in
the New Science of Politics. And, con-
versely, Joachim of Fiore, the central
medieval figure for Léwith and Voegelin,
is not mentioned in Blumenberg’s book.
This does not mean that the debate is
illusory. We are certainly confronted with
radically different understandings of the
origins of modernity. But the fact re-
mains that Blumenberg’s thesis hinges
not on an understanding of the Joachitic
philosophy of history, but rather on an
interpretation of Christian solutions to
the problem of evil in general, and the
solutions presented by the nominalists
and voluntarists of the late Middle Ages
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in particular. If it can be shown that there
are serious problems with his interpreta-
tion of these traditions and positions, we
may also be able to see more clearly the
strengths and weaknesses of his ap-
proach.

Instead of observing secularization as
somehow a movement away from Chris-
tianity, it can certainly be contended, as
many have done, that Christianity con-
tains within itself secularizing tenden-
cies.” Wolfhart Pannenberg, partly build-
ing on Friedrich Gogarten, has tried to
expand on this line of thought in a direct
answer to Blumenberg’'s book.? In
Pannen-berg’s view, Blumenberg over-
emphasizes the role of the problem of
evil and theodicy within medieval Chris-
tianity:
Christianity came to terms in a decisive
way with the evil and wickedness in the
world not by removing responsibility for
the world from the creator, but by belief in
the reconciliation of the world by the God
who took upon himself the burden of its
guilt and misery and so set men free from
it. It is strange that in Blumenberg’s book
this central Christian theme is scarcely
mentioned.?

AccordingtoPannenberg, Blumenberg
and others have over-dramatized the ef-
fects on Christian thought of the delay of
the parousia (Second Coming). It is true
that early Christians lived in an immedi-
ate expectation of the return of Christ
and the final judgment, but the affirma-
tion of the present world that Christ ef-
fected through the incarnation made a
positive acceptance of the present world
possible, Pannenberg maintains. In the
light of this, he claims that theological
absolutism, and its accompanying dread
of a terrifying God, was neither the logi-
cal nor the actual outcome of scholasti-
cism, as Blumenberg contends. Rather,
the prevailing element of scholasticism,
which lived on into the late Middle Ages
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and the Renaissance, was the affirmation
ofthe worth of man within the scheme of
creation. To make an extreme version of
Augustinian predestination theory the
hallmark of medieval, including late me-
dieval, Christianity, is for Pannenberg a
“perverse” rendering of scholastic
thought.%

Pannenberg also points out that the
emphasis on God’s will in voluntarists
such as Duns Scotus did not lead to a
denigration of man’s will. Rather, the
oppositebecame the case; as voluntarism
was stressed ever more in theology, so
the emphasis on the importance of hu-
man will became more central in anthro-
pology and ethics.

Francis Oakley also accentuates cer-
tain important points of continuity be-
tween medieval and modern thought on
politics and ethics.?! Oakley’s point is
that many elements which later came to
constitute central tenets within European
thought on constitutionalism, the rule of
law, and popular consent, had their basis
in the nominalist controversy of the four-
teenth century. However, while
Blumenberg sees the nominalists as es-
sentially unsuccessful in maintaining a
picture of a loving and trustworthy God,
and the following century as breaking
away from Christian thought, Oakley
believes that the nominalists (or, to be
more exact, the voluntarists) did not fare
that badly. Specifically, he claims that
the doctrine of the two powers of God—
the potentia absoluta (absolute power)
and the potentia ordinata (ordained
power)—actually managed to preserve
and bring central tenets of the natural-
law realism of High Scholasticism into
the divine voluntarism of the Scotists
and the Ockhamists. This so-called vol-
untarist framework in turn came to con-
stitute the root of what Oakley calls “the
covenantal tradition,” with clear affini-
ties to later social contract theories. The
important point for our purpose is that
this covenantal tradition, which empha-
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sizes the absolute freedom of God, does
not lead to a view of God, man, and
nature in which God becomes a terrify-
ing tyrant. Rather, both Duns Scotus and
Ockham, as thoroughgoing voluntarists,*
emphasize God’s love as the constant
which nothing can overturn.

It is a fact, furthermore, that the em-
phasis on God’s will as the lawmaker of
the world leads to parallel thinking about
man’s will—i.e., as the fountainhead of
the laws of this world (a point alluded to
above). For Blumenberg, the ideal of
God'’s self-binding through his potentia
ordinata comes across as a somewhat
lame and unfruitful attempt at saving the
goodness and constancy of God. Accord-
ing to Oakley, the distinction between
the potentiae of God created a powerful
and influential alternative to the hierar-
chical ontology that had been dominant
since St. Augustine and the Pseudo-
Dionysius—an alternative that managed
to preserve the idea of constancy and a
natural moral law in spite of the critique
of scholasticism and realism, while also
facilitating a greater stress on consent as
an important element in political phi-
losophy.

Thinkers such as Pannenberg and
Oakley stress the Christian reconcilia-
tion between God and man. Their em-
phasis is on God’s love and mercy rather
than on His incomprehensibility and the
terror He generates. What they both de-
lineate is a view which challenges
Blumenberg's influential portrayal of the
high and late Middle Ages as a period
that created insoluble problems for Chris-
tianity, and that in the end separated
worldly man from the omnipotent, tran-
scendent God in so radical a fashion that
man had to re-assert his own dignity in
order to escape from the terrifying abso-
lutism of God. On the other hand,
Pannenberg and Oakley also, albeit indi-
rectly, challenge L6with’s and Voegelin's
views. For Pannenberg and Oakley, mo-
dernity does not, or at least not merely,
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represent falsifications and illegitimate
expropriations of previous Christian po-
sitions. Rather, they point to a (legiti-
mate) continuity that the so-called secu-
larization theorists have underestimated.

In this brief summary of the discussion
onmodernity andits disputed legitimacy,
I have taken as my point of departure
works by Karl Lowith, Eric Voegelin, Hans
Blumenberg, Wolfhart Pannenberg, and
Francis Oakley. Thereby we have been
able to delineate two different positions
on modernity as a project: either as “le-
gitimate” or as “illegitimate.” The basic
question remains, of course, what is ac-
tually meant by these terms. From my
reading of the texts under consideration,
| take the legitimacy question to be cen-
tered around two major issues: self-un-
derstanding and a truthful approach to
“the human condition.”¥The first has to
do with whether modernity is as mod-
ern—that is, as progressive and as en-
lightened—as it claims to be. The second
deals with whether it accurately diag-
noses—and thus properly recommends
the right handling of—the place of man
in the world and in the cosmos. As far as
I can see, the Loéwith-Voegelin-
Blumenberg debate takes both of these

[Author’s Note: An earlier version of this article
was presented at the annual meeting of the Eric
Voegelin Society in San Francisco in September
1996.]

1. Afine discussion of the various ways in which the
term “secularization” has been put to use in the
20th century debate can be found in Peter Berger,
The Sacred Canopy (New York, [1967]1990), 106. 2.
Cf. Berthold P. Riesterer, Karl Lowith’s View of
History (The Hague, 1969), 11. A useful discussion
of Léwith's thought and its relationship to Chris-
tianity can be found in Arnold Levison, “Introduc-
tion,” in Karl Léwith, Nature, History, and Existen-
tialism (Evanston, 1966). 3. Cf. Frederick
Wilhelmsen, Christianity and Political Philosophy
(Athens, Ga., 1978) for one of the strongest attacks
on Voegelin’s depiction of Christianity. For a more

Modern Age

points into consideration, which is ex-
actly why it comes across as so meaning-
ful and so important.

It would be a drastic misinterpreta-
tion of a complexand many-faceted twen-
tieth-century debate to claim that all the
possibleviewshavebeen presented here.
The protagonists are many and the nu-
ances are no fewer. But the scholars
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7. 34. I have not touched on Leo Strauss in this
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political rule, 35. After Ideology, 1.

Summer 2000



