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Abstract

This study analyzes the Trinitarian principles of Christian education 

through the neo-orthodox theology of Karl Barth, Reinhold Niebuhr, and 

Paul Tillich in the current era of postmodernism. Both neo-orthodoxy 

and postmodernism react against the epistemological ideals of 

modernity. Postmodernism is based on a limited human point of view, 

and thus becomes a captive to its own subjectivity, producing two main 

characteristics - pluralism and relativism. Since neo-orthodoxy appeared 

as a reaction against human-centered modernity, critical analysis of 

neo-orthodox theology can give insights to cope with the challenges of 

postmodernism in Christian education today. Thus, this study bases its 

argument critically on the thoughts of neo-orthodox theologians such as 

Karl Barth, Reinhold Niebuhr, and Paul Tillich, since they responded to 

the challenges of enlightenment through rediscovering fundamental theo-

logical principles. First of all, this study examined the meaning of God’s 

creation and the fall and provided the principle of theistic relativism. 

Secondly, this study explored educational insights from Jesus’ crucifixion, 

through His work of redemption, liberation, and restoration and suggests 
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2013 by Korean Journal of Pentecostal Studies which is not the KCI (Korean 

Citation Index) accredited journal.
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an incarnated relationship building. Thirdly, the study analyzed the car-

ing and comforting work of the Holy Spirit and emphasized the power 

of the Holy Spirit that heals corrupted human reason and enables loving 

relationships.
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The theology of trinity, Principles of Christian education, 

Postmodernism, Neo-orthodoxy, Karl barth, Reinhold niebuhr, Paul 
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I. Introduction

Evangelical theologian Carl Henry(2001, 41) warned that 

postmodernism approves pluralism as a necessary and desir-

able cultural and philosophical phenomenon because, ac-

cording to postmodernism, objective truth is inaccessible 

and meaning resides in the interpreter. Indeed, post-

modernism denies absolute Truth and elevates the value of 

diverse subjective truths. Each scholar uses different terms 

such as postmodernity and postmodernism to describe cur-

rent thought. Defining postmodernism is extremely difficult 

because postmodern philosophy does not correspond to any 

unified discourse, and thus the mode of thinking under the 

postmodern category is quite different. However, in general, 

“postmodernism” is often used to describe a specific theo-

retical or academic account, whereas “postmodernity” refers 

to a broader culture. Hence, in this study, the researcher 

does not distinguish them, but rather he uses those two 
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terms with the same meaning to describe the relativistic and 

pluralistic nature of current thought.

Not only social problems such as gender issue, social strat-

ification and income inequality, ageism, but also indifference in 

the field of Christian education is getting worse in this post-

modern society which emphasizes subjectivity. Although the re-

searcher will avoid detailed characterizations of postmodernism 

because such considerations are beyond the scope of the pres-

ent study, he believes that contemporary Christian educators 

must seek to understand foundational theological perspectives 

that correspond to the challenges of postmodernism. The dif-

ference between postmodernism and Christian education is its 

basis. Postmodernism has a human-centered approach, while 

Christian education has a God-centered, theistic approach. 

Postmodernism emphasized relative truth with an emphasis in 

humanity, but it easily becomes a captive to its own sub-

jectivity since postmodernism is based on a limited human 

point of view. By contrast, Christian education, with Trinitarian 

perspectives, provides theistic relativism, theistic humanism, 

and theistic cooperation to realize its goal of restoring both 

the relationship between God and humans and the relationship 

among humans through education.

After the Enlightenment and the Industrial Revolution, mod-

ernism showed an uncritical confidence in human reason and 

its potential. However, the foundational trust for modernism 

began to shake after two world wars with fear that human 

reason could destroy human beings instead of realizing human 

potential. Thus, postmodernism emerged as a protest against 

the epistemological ideals of the Enlightenment(Jones, 2001, 

345). In the realm of theology, neo-orthodoxy criticized hu-
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man-centered modernism and claimed the centrality of God. 

Although Neo-orthodox theology still relied on humanity, 

and thus was limited, it tried to initiate a theological dia-

logue rather than a one-way authoritative argument. Hence, 

critical analysis of neo-orthodox theology can give a theistic 

insight to deal with the challenges of postmodernism to 

evangelical Christian education today.

Thus, this study examines critically the thoughts of neo- 

orthodox theologians such as Karl Barth, Reinhold Niebuhr, 

and Paul Tillich, since they responded to the challenges of 

the Enlightenment by reconsidering fundamental theological 

principles. First of all, the researcher examined the meaning 

of God’s creation and the fall of humankind and inves-

tigated theistic perspectives of Christian education derived 

from them. Secondly, he explored educational insights that 

arise from Jesus’ crucifixion, through His work of in-

carnation, redemption, and restoration. Thirdly, he analyzed 

the caring and comforting work of the Holy Spirit and how 

it facilitates the education process. Lastly, the researcher 

drew educational principles from these Trinitarian per-

spectives and, at the end of each category, discussed how a 

pedagogy of creation, crucifixion, and care helps us to deal 

with the challenges of postmodernism in this day and age.

II. Pedagogy of God: Understanding the Dual 

   Nature of Human Beings

Creation and created human nature and destiny lead us 

to an awareness of the dynamic interaction between human 
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potential as God’s image bearers and limited creatureliness 

as sinners. This awareness of interaction begins with an un-

derstanding of the crucial difference between God, who can 

create anything out of nothing, and human beings, who can 

create nothing without the help of God. Neo-orthodox theo-

logians rightly saw the dual nature of human beings but 

their argument became human-centered when they dealt 

with human destiny because of its obsession with human 

rationality. With this caution, this study examines the dual 

nature of humanity by their point of views.

1. Creation and human nature

Reinhold Niebuhr(1941) interpreted human nature as “im-

possible possibility” in that the human being is a creature 

created in the image of God, reflecting the possibility of a 

human being, while a human being is also a sinner who has 

limits as a creature that displays an aspect of impossibility. 

He emphasized the absolute contrast between the created 

world and the Creator. However, he added that the created 

world is not evil simply because the finiteness and depend-

ence of human being belong to God’s plan of creation(167).

Niebuhr(1941, 26) stated that the modern approach re-

garded the historical development of human power and free-

dom as the solution for every human perplexity. However, he 

suggested that the modern view had an uncritical confidence 

in the enlargement of human freedom, while the Christian 

view of life and history recognized the peril of human 

freedom. According to Niebuhr, vitality and form are the two 

aspects of creation. However, human existence breaks the 
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forms of nature and creates a new configuration of vitality 

within its limits.

Karl Barth(1932, 368) suggested “Tri-Unity” to explain the 

doctrine of the Trinity because he thought that both unity 

in Trinity and Trinity in unity are one-sided. Based on this 

Trinitarian understanding of God, Barth(1928, 121-124) ex-

plained that God the Creator commands us, as specific in-

dividual beings before Him, to live a good and obedient life. 

Barth criticized 19th century theology’s focus on humanity 

rather than on God. For example, Barth(1957a, 23-24) in-

dicated that theologians were more interested in our rela-

tionships to God than in God’s dealing with human beings 

in terms of theological content. This phenomenon continues 

to exist today. Postmodernism also has a human-centered 

focus. However, Barth did not negate human reason com-

pletely, but rather he argued for human rationality within 

God.

Paul Tillich’s understanding of creation is closely related 

to the existential estrangement of human beings. According 

to Tillich, a human being has freedom, but its freedom is a 

finite because a human being is finite. Tillich(1957, 31-32) 

pointed out that “human finite freedom makes the transition 

from essence to existence possible because finite freedom 

works within the framework of universal destiny”. He(40) 

claimed that human beings are responsible for the transition 

because all dimensions of reality are united in us. However, 

the transition results in personal guilt and universal tragedy 

because the state of existence is the state of estrange-

ment(44-45).
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2. Existential interpretation of human destiny

Niebuhr had a realistic understanding of Christianity and 

thus focused on the fall and the existential destiny of hu-

man beings after the fall, rather than on human nature at 

creation. Niebuhr(1941, 1) indicated human destiny after the 

fall and said, “Man has always been his own most vexing 

problem. How shall he think of himself? Every affirmation 

which he may make about his stature, virtue, or place in 

the cosmos becomes involved in contradictions when fully 

analyzed.” For Niebuhr, sin is at the very core of human 

nature, and it has to do with the unwillingness of human 

beings to recognize their finiteness.

Niebuhr’s main criticism of modernism is that it fails to 

understand the real measure of human nature. The mis-

understanding leads to the reduction of the problem of evil 

to specific historical causes, and thus fails to inquire how 

such particular causes could have arisen. According to 

Niebuhr(1937, 166), “sin is the consequence of a human be-

ing’s self-centeredness and egotism by which he or she de-

stroys the harmony of existence.” Thus, the modern notion 

of individuality makes human beings forget the limits of 

creatureliness, which they can’t transcend.

However, Niebuhr(1937, 9-12) denied original sin as an in-

herited corruption and regarded the important biblical events 

such as creation out of nothing, the fall, and the Garden of 

Eden as myths. His interpretation of the fall as myth lacks 

complete understanding of the human predicament, caused 

by the fall, and requiring God’s redemptive work.

Tillich interpreted human destiny after the fall philosophi-
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cally. Thus, he downgraded original sin into the philosoph-

ical problem of estrangement. According to Tillich, human 

beings began to struggle with anxiety and the fear of non-

being after the fall, since the threat of nonbeing implies 

eternal death(Rom. 6:23). Tillich described modern human-

ism as rejecting the idea of salvation, while human beings 

are struggling with anxiety and the threat of nonbeing. The 

core of this anxiety and threat is the anxiety of ultimate 

nonbeing and the awareness of one’s finitude(Tillich, 1952, 

36-38).

According to Tillich(1952, 39), human finitude prevents 

human beings from facing God, since God’s reality means 

facing the absolute threat of nonbeing. Hence, he(1967, 244) 

regarded the human predicament as the conflict between 

the essential goodness of human beings and their fall into 

the condition of existential estrangement.

Barth also introduced the ontological state of the human 

predicament. He examined the source of the human crisis 

and claimed that sin is the source of conflict between 

Creator and created spirit. For Barth(1948, 136), godlessness 

is an ontological impossibility for human beings, and thus 

sin itself is an ontological impossibility for humans. 

According to Barth, humans seek the inner meaning, the 

law of their conduct, and the truth about their existence. 

Barth(1957b, 136) stated that humans become aware that “they 

are responsible for that meaning, law, and truth.” 

Barth(1957b, 167) also pointed out that human beings only 

condemn themselves to death by their question of meaning 

because the only certain answer is that they are evil and 

powerless. Yet, he suggested that the solution of the human 
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problem is only through Jesus Christ, the second Adam. 

According to Barth, we can deal with our own existential 

predicament, only by participating in faith through Christ.

3. Pedagogy of creation Theistic relativism – 

   through dynamic interaction between imago Dei 

   and creatureliness

The main concern for Barth, Niebuhr, and Tillich was the 

dual nature of human beings. Thus they emphasized the ne-

cessity of interaction between Imago Dei and creatureliness. 

Despite their skewed emphasis on a human understanding 

of existential status rather than the sovereignty of God, we 

can draw theistic relativism, which is named by the re-

searcher as the meaning of God-centered rationalism, from 

their argument. They did not completely negate modernism’s 

emphasis on human reason by merely considering crea-

tureliness but simultaneously emphasized the transcending 

feature of human potential resident in the Imago Dei. 

Modernism emphasized the epistemological ideal of rational 

and objective knowledge, because it elevates science above 

anything else. By contrast, postmodernism negates absolute 

reason and strengthens individuality. Hence, postmodernism 

locks us in the subjective realm without having relationship 

or dialogue with others, while it escapes from building gen-

uine I-Thou relationship.

On the other hand, theistic relativism with its under-

standing of existential humanity emphasizes continuous ef-

forts to build a preferential relationship with God and with 

other people afterward, in spite of human finitude that pre-
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vents us from building the relationship. Hence, theistic rela-

tivism respects the dignity and potential of human beings 

created in the image of God, while it does not ignore the 

limits of creatureliness and the sinful nature of humankind.

From the dual nature of human beings, a pedagogy of 

creation draws an insight into theistic relativism and under-

stands the dual nature of both educators and learners who 

are created in the image of God while having finite abilities 

as creatures. God created the world and human beings with 

His Word(Gn. 1:1-2:3; Jn. 1:1-3) and His purpose for the cre-

ation of human beings is building a relationship and partner-

ship with God. Hence, God created human beings in His im-

age and gave them authority to govern the world. 

The fellowship that exists between God and human beings 

enables a similar fellowship between human beings(Henderlite, 

1964, 109). This suggests the value of collaborative learning in 

education, and the fact that human beings are created in the 

image of God reinforces the human potential in terms of de-

velopment and lifelong learning. Hence, John Dewey(1938, 

33-36) proposed the experiential continuum or continuity, 

which requires both growth and direction so that growth cre-

ates conditions for further growth. Dewey believed that ex-

ternal objectives and internal conditions can be reconciled 

through interaction. On the other hand, Ralph Tyler(1949) 

called for continuity, sequence, and integration, and he val-

ued the integration between the subjective experience and 

the development of the experience. Tyler(1949, 63) regarded 

the learning experience as crucial, defining that experience 

as the interaction between the learner and the external con-

ditions in the environment to which the learner can react.
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Christian educators must be aware of both the amazing 

potential of human beings and fallen human nature. With 

such an understanding of Imago Dei, educators can be hum-

ble before God and in front of learners, respecting learners 

as God’s image bearers. By faith, Christian educators will see 

the inherent capability of learners and devote themselves to 

developing the potential of learners. Christian educators must 

not overlook the transcendence of God, which is eliminated 

in a pluralized postmodern world, and the power of sin and 

evil, which relativistic postmodernism attempts to avoid. 

Considering the human finitude, Christian educators acknowl-

edge that one person can’t know everything. Thus, we realize 

that we must rely on one another, and understand that one 

can be a teacher in a certain situation, while being a learn-

er in another circumstance. Christian educators, who accept 

that ex nihilo is impossible for human beings, will focus on 

the human responsibility to stimulate and develop the po-

tential and capacity of Imago Dei.

III. Pedagogy of Christ: The Restoration of 

   Loving Relationships 

Postmodernism has a positive concern for justice because 

it criticizes the way in which social structures marginalize 

and dominate the powerless and oppressed. However, post-

modernism can’t accomplish its goal of justice because it 

holds individual learners captive to their own boundaries of 

subjective thought. 

By contrast, a pedagogy of crucifixion will enable Christian 
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educators to have a balance between subjective thought and 

objective truth and to adjust the level of their knowledge to 

that of the learners, as Jesus emptied and incarnated Himself. 

Jesus chose to die on a cross, which is the core symbol of 

the love of God, to restore our relationship with God and 

establish right relationships among us. Hence, Christian edu-

cators, who understand the value of a salvific construction 

of knowledge through loving relationships and dialogues with 

others, help and facilitate a restoring process for learners 

through incarnated education. They also liberate learners 

from the ignorance and pessimism that is caused by human 

finitude.

1. Liberation from human predicament and 

   the restoration of relationship with God

According to Tillich(1957, 86), the quest for the New Being 

is universal because the human predicament and its ambig-

uous conquest are universal. Tillich(1957, 118-119) claimed 

that “the New Being” is an essential being under the con-

ditions of existence, conquering the gap between essence and 

existence. According to Tillich(1957, 166), “the salvation of 

Jesus results in healing that unites that which is estranged 

and over comes the split between God and humans, humans 

and the world, and the human being and himself or herself.” 

He argued that only by participation in the healing power 

of the New Being do humans become genuine human be-

ings(Tillich, 1957, 167). However, we have to evaluate his 

approach with caution because Tillich’s concept of the New 

Being is a philosophical concept, and thus it does not nec-
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essarily mean the Christian Jesus.

According to Barth, the God of Christian faith is not only 

creator but also redeemer and reconciler. Barth tried to ex-

plain the crucifixion of Jesus through a Trinitarian combina-

tion because he believed that Jesus is not only the Son, but 

also God as reconciler. For Barth(1936, 26), God Himself is 

Jesus Christ, who has suffered the death of a sinner and sits 

at the right hand of the Father as our advocate. In addition, 

God Himself is the Holy Spirit, who, with groaning, makes 

intercession for us(Barth, 1936, 17). With this Trinitarian un-

derstanding of revelation, reconciliation has been accom-

plished between God and human beings. For Barth(1930, 19), 

redemption means perfect communion with God because we 

are not only reconciled to God but also redeemed by partic-

ipating in eternal life in Christ and through the Holy Spirit.

Niebuhr(1959, 141-142) interpreted this Barthian theology 

as a reaction to the subjectivism and the relativism of lib-

eral theology. He described Barth’s theology as a new kind 

of fundamentalism in the sense that it is an effort to escape 

relativism through dogmatism. While Niebuhr agreed with 

Barth in that there is nothing human beings can do to solve 

the human predicament and obtain salvation, by contrast, 

Niebuhr emphasized the centrality of God in faith and the 

word of redemption in Christ excluding the Holy Spirit. 

According to Niebuhr(1943, 67), the self-disclosure of God 

in Christ is significantly regarded by the Christian faith as 

the final Word of God, correcting falsifications that have 

been introduced into human interpretations of life’s meaning 

by human reason. Despite his lack of understanding of the 

Holy Spirit, Niebuhr(1937, 24) rightly stated that the ground 
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of our hope lies not in human capacity but in divine power 

and mercy.

2. Justice and the love of God through Christ

Niebuhr claimed that love is the basis for justice, while 

justice is something less than love. He believed that justice 

always degenerates into something less than justice because 

justice admits the claims of self-interest(Niebuhr, 1950, 27- 

28). Niebuhr(1956, 188) argued that to command love is a 

paradox because love can’t be commanded or demanded, 

since love calls for that every division in human existence is 

overcome. For Niebuhr, what matters is the human spirit 

and this needs a radical reflection on love and a trans-

formed heart that governs the temptations of self-interest 

and selfishness. Niebuhr(1934, 44) added, “men forgive their 

foes only when they feel themselves to be standing under 

God with them, and feel that under divine scrutiny all our 

righteousness is as filthy rags.” 

Barth did not address the concept of justice explicitly but 

he admitted that justice is integrated into the concept of di-

vine love, which corrects the corruption of human beings. 

Barth(1928, 454) emphasized God the reconciler, and thus 

defined love as affirming the commitment in which we are 

not lost but saved. According to Barth, love is our responsi-

bility, given by God as His commandment to us. However, 

the clarity and truth of our love stands only in divine love 

(Barth, 1928, 456-458). Barth regarded divine love as the ba-

sis of human love. He(1955, 766-783) explained that Christian 

love is the response of love based on the electing, purifying 
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and creative love of God. This means that divine love is the 

free act of God, purifying the perversion and corruption of 

human beings, and creating love that causes those who are 

loved by God to love others.

According to Barth, the Holy Spirit, as the Spirit of the 

Father and the Son, encourages us to participate in divine 

love, making our action a reflection of His eternal love 

(Barth, 1955, 778-779). Barth described this divine love as 

agape, which consists of an orientation of human nature to-

ward God, thus transcending humanity. Through agape, a 

person gives himself or herself to the other with no expect-

ation of return, even at the risk of ingratitude(Barth, 1955, 

745). In Jesus Christ, God has created a final and in-

destructible fellowship between Himself and all human 

beings. Hence, Barth(1953a, 102) claimed that Christian love 

is the human response to God’s direction and then, in the 

truth and power of the Holy Spirit’s direction or guidance, 

the human being is directed by God to an awakening and 

life in the freedom for which He has made him free.

Agape is also Tillich’s central concept. Tillich(1951, 152) 

stated that the love of Jesus, as the Christ, is the manifes-

tation of the divine love, embracing everything. Love con-

quers the curse of sin and overcomes the conflict between 

absolutism and relativism(Tillich, 1951, 153). In this sense, 

the love of God is different from the human notion of love. 

Agape is universal since it unites the lover and beloved be-

cause of the image of fulfillment(Tillich, 1951, 280). Tillich 

(1963, 137) explained that love includes the knowledge of 

the beloved, and thus it is the participating knowledge, 

which changes both the knower and the known in the very 
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act of loving knowledge.

For Tillich as well, love is more than justice and it is 

greater than faith and hope. Because God is love, love is 

the presence of God himself(Tillich, 1956, 29). Divine love 

includes justice, which acknowledges and preserves the free-

dom and the unique character of the beloved(Tillich, 1956, 

282-283). According to Tillich, justice is the divine side of 

love that affirms the independent right of object and subject 

with in the loving relationship(Tillich, 1956, 282). Tillich(1954, 

122) claimed that justice and love towards oneself are root-

ed in the justice and love we receive from that which tran-

scends us and affirms us. Either love or justice could be 

emphasized more, depending on the context, but basically 

both are the same, like two sides of a coin. In other words, 

both reflect God’s character.

3. Pedagogy of crucifixion Building an incarnated– 

  loving relationship

Postmodern justice seeks to liberate people from the bond-

age of blind dependence on reason, while it does not provide 

any alternative. By contrast, Barth, Niebuhr, and Tillich point-

ed out the redemptive divine love, which guides and con-

summates justice. A Biblical view of the purpose of Christian 

education is to understand it within the context of redemption. 

Thus, Christian educators must see their work as a means of 

participation in God’s redemptive work(Downs, 2011, 110). 

It is true that the role of the educator is that of a dis-

ruptive force or disequilibrium, as many educators currently 

argue. However, it should be done in a redemptive way. For 
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example, theology that becomes a means of inclusion or ex-

clusion would be inappropriate. Considering gospel-centered 

redemptive education, loving relationships are the core of 

the pedagogy of crucifixion. As Jesus emptied Himself and 

came down to this world to redeem us, Christian educators 

have to participate in incarnational, loving relationships 

with learners. Along with the dynamic interaction between 

Imago Dei and creatureliness, the crucifixion of Jesus, which 

crystallizes God’s love and motivation for sacrificial and lov-

ing relationships, results in our being open-minded and hum-

ble so that we may help and facilitate the learning process 

of others. This enables collaborative learning in which educa-

tors and learners cooperate to build a learning community as 

co-learners.

Thus, Henri Nouwen(1971, 12) pointed out that education 

that pays too much attention to the content of teaching 

without realizing the importance of a teaching relationship 

is competitive, unilateral, alienating, and violent. To build 

the relationship, Nouwen advised admitting our weakness as 

creatures so that students can become real students and 

teachers can become real teachers. According to Nouwen 

(1971, 26), when we are not afraid to show our weaknesses 

and when we allow ourselves to be touched by the tender 

hand of the Teacher, Jesus Christ, only then is genuine 

growth produced.

Parker Palmer(1993, 29-47) also placed utmost importance 

on the relationship, including both the relationship between 

God and human beings, and human beings with other hu-

man beings. Palmer declared that Jesus offered Himself and 

His life, and thus those who seek truth are invited into a 
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loving relationship with Him. Therefore, the teacher’s role as 

a mediator between the knower and the known, between the 

learner and the subject to be learned, is crucial. He claimed 

that the responsibility of the teacher for a mediating role 

includes a slow but steady pressure on th students’ sense of 

self and world, as well as teaching in a mode of relationship 

between “the knower and the known.” What enables educa-

tors to build this relationship is a loving concern for the 

best interests of the student(Palmer, 2007, 88).

Postmodern subjective relativism and pluralism can’t pro-

ceed into this loving relationship because they do not have 

love, which is a foundational force of Christian education. 

Moreover, this loving relationship will be fully realized when 

Jesus comes to this world for the second time. Postmodernism 

neglects this eschatological vision of the kingdom of God and 

thus may be degraded by a myopic view. Besides, post-

modernism has neither love nor a solution for the human 

predicament, while it is struggling with the ongoing ex-

istential problems of human alienation and isolation. Hence, 

the principle of a loving relationship based on a pedagogy 

of crucifixion provides crucial guidance for solving the 

problems of education that are caused by hatred instead of 

love and competition rather than liberation.

Education without practicing love is not genuine education. 

Niebuhr and Barth emphasized the meaning of agape as a 

noun. Thus, they lost the dynamic process of love as a 

verb. Tillich also did not suggest how to participate in lov-

ing knowledge because his approach was too philosophical. 

Hence his concept of love is eventually isolated from divine 

love. As Jesus Christ laid down His life, Christian educators 
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ought to lay down their lives for their brothers and sisters 

(1 Jn. 3:16). Christian education should be re-conceptualized 

with transforming work to form learners to participate in 

the crucifixion of Christ.

Love enables participation in redemptive relationships and 

the creation of a hospitable learning space. Love enables us 

to deliver incarnated knowledge, which is customized to the 

developmental levels of learners. This means that a custom-

ized education adjusts the height of the teacher’s eyes to 

those of learners and provides contextualized or situated 

education. Hence, the extent and scope of curriculum plan-

ning should depend on the context, because the determi-

nation of priorities is influenced by the context(Eisner, 1985, 

44, 137). Christian educators, equipped with agape, should 

engage in the concepts presented in the context of learners’ 

lives.

IV. Pedagogy of the Holy Spirit: Education 

    through Illumination and Comfort

Both modernism and postmodernism become a threat to 

Christianity. The former tries to negate the validity of the 

Word of God through finite human criticism, and the latter 

relegates Christianity to the realm of a private and sub-

jective experience of the divine. Yet, the partial contribution 

of postmodernism is that it indicates the confusion of hu-

man understanding of truth, caused by corrupted human 

reason. 

The work of the Holy Spirit is the key to transcend finite 
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and corrupted human reason because He works through the 

Word of God and heals human reason. Moreover, the Holy 

Spirit helps Christian educators do what they can’t do by 

their own efforts. The crucifixion of Jesus Christ brings for-

giveness of sins, while the power of the Holy Spirit over-

comes our sinful nature. Understanding the work of the 

Holy Spirit enables us to focus on the gifts of both educa-

tors and learners so that we may enhance the efficiency and 

effectiveness of Christian education.

1. Illumination of the word of God

Although Christian educators have to be cautious about 

putting too much emphasis on human initiative, both Barth 

and Tillich spoke from Trinitarian perspectives. However, 

Niebuhr appeared to be a binitarian, excluding the work of 

the Holy Spirit. The tendency of Niebuhr’s binitarian focus 

is dangerous because it tends to conceptualize the person of 

the Holy Spirit as an impersonal force or spiritual energy. 

Hence Niebuhr regarded many stories in the Bible as myths 

because he didn’t deal with the work of the Holy Spirit. 

Spiritual illumination is a common missing piece in educa-

tion that is based on the humanistic approach. Therefore, 

human-oriented education easily loses the self-attestation of 

the Word of God because its openness accepts any view-

points without verification(Charter, 1994, 109-112).

Barth(1936, 12-17) explained the Holy Spirit as God the 

creator and the revelation is God Himself. Barth(1938, 

16-27) mentioned that the revelation of God is dynamic 

“because it is coming to us, not as a fulfillment but as 
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promise, if we have taken seriously the meaning of the dei-

ty of the creator spirit.”(16) He added that, in the Holy 

Spirit, the human being hears God’s Word and exercises 

faith at the point where the scriptural proclamation of the 

revelation of God meets us and points out our way as 

creatures.

The illumination of God’s Word, through the Holy Spirit, 

focuses on the relationship between God and humans. The 

beginning point of this relationship is His Word in which 

God initiates the revelation of Himself. Hence, Barth(1940, 

10, 157) proposed that, in His Word, God becomes an ob-

ject before humans, and God makes human subjects acces-

sible to Himself by the Holy Spirit. Barth concluded that we 

are ready for God in Jesus Christ when Holy Scripture de-

scribes our participation in the person and work of Jesus 

Christ as a work of the Holy Spirit.

Hence, Barth(1936, 104-108) called for the activity of a 

witness, who expounds, explains, and interprets the truth. 

What Barth meant by a witness is an active interpreter of 

the scripture who actively follows God’s self-revealing reality. 

This is enabled only through the help of the Holy Spirit. 

That is the reason why Barth emphasized that the primary 

question for Christians as witnesses should be whether they 

have the Holy Spirit or not. Thus, for Barth, true Christianity 

enlarges the scope of the relationship between God and hu-

man beings to the relationship between humans.

Tillich(1951, 110, 117, 127) emphasized a genuine inter-

action between God and human beings. He argued that rev-

elation is the manifestation of what concerns us ultimately, 

because it is the depth of reason and ground of our being. 
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According to Tillich, revelation has revelatory power only for 

those who participate in it, who enter into the revelatory 

correlation. Thus, a personal existential encounter with 

God’s Word makes revelation genuine. The Word of God il-

luminates the divine revelation and heals corrupted human 

reason so that human beings can accept the revelation of 

God. Hence, the Word of God is the basis for God’s salva-

tion from human conflict and estrangement, and thus healed 

reason conquers the conflicts of existential reason.

2. Enlightening comfort with the loving Spirit of 

  Christ

God gives us opportunities to feel God’s grace and Jesus’ 

love, but our sinful human nature prevents us from finding 

and appreciating them. Hence, we desperately need the help 

of the Holy Spirit because Christ can’t be experienced and 

confessed as Lord without the help of the Spirit(1 Cor. 

12:3). Believers are united in the body of Christ through the 

bond of peace given by the Spirit(Eph. 4:3). The Holy Spirit 

gives enlightening comfort through the loving spirit of Jesus 

Christ.

Barth(1959, 902, 942) claimed that the Holy Spirit is the 

enlightening power that overcomes the falsehood and con-

demnation of sinful human nature. According to Barth, the 

Holy Spirit is God in the power of His eternal and incarnate 

Logos, of His Word in Jesus Christ. Thus, he is God in his 

power, which enlightens the heart of human beings, con-

victs human conscience, persuades human understanding, 

and wins human beings logically from within. 
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Barth introduced the Holy Spirit as the radical God who 

brings out the new creation. We can’t overcome our strong 

egotism that drives us to eternal death. But through the help 

of the Holy Spirit, who produces a new creation, we can be 

revived and recreated. According to Barth(1953b, 77), human 

freedom is not realized in the solitary detachment of an in-

dividual in isolation from fellow human beings. Therefore, 

human freedom that is given by God is restored in His grace 

through Christ. 

Dealing with the destructive effects of modernism, Tillich

(1945, 38-48) emphasized the existential meaning of Christia

nity. He rightly indicated that the Christian message to the 

contemporary world will be true, convincing, and trans-

forming only if it is born out of the depths of the present 

historical situation. This means that the natural responsi-

bility of theology is to reply to the challenges of the present 

world, since theology should interpret the spirit of the times 

and provide guidance for education through which human 

beings can continue to grow.

Tillich(1963, 38-45) pointed out that morality is the func-

tion of life by which the realm of the spirit comes into be-

ing, because the act in which a human being actualizes his 

or her essential centeredness is the moral act. The moral 

imperative demands that one’s self participates in the center 

of the other self and consequently accepts the particularities 

of others and this acceptance is the core of agape. Hence, 

agape is the ethical norm for human beings. The Holy Spirit 

will empower us and equip us for the ethical norm, agape 

only if one has the loving spirit of Jesus. Thus, agape is a 

creation of the spiritual presence that conquers the ambi-
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guities of all other kinds of love(137). 

3. Pedagogy of care The Holy Spirit heals human– 

  reason and enables loving relationships

What distinguishes Christian education from secular edu-

cation is the Word of God and reliance on the work of the 

Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit is a divine teacher who in-

structs, reminds, and reveals the truth to us(Jn. 14:26). The 

Holy Spirit plays a crucial role in Christian education and 

His method of education can be summarized as a pedagogy 

of care. Such a pedagogy enables the reception of truth 

through enlightenment and supports the truth. What is im-

possible by sinful nature is possible through the illumina-

tion, enlightenment, and loving comfort of the Holy Spirit.

First of all, the Holy Spirit helps us to understand the 

Word of God, which is the supreme authority in Christian 

education. Yet, the weakness of neo-orthodox theology is its 

tendency to undermine the authority of the Bible. Barth and 

Tillich believed that the Bible is not the Word of God but a 

human book containing errors. According to Barth, the Bible 

becomes the Word of God only when it speaks personally to 

the individual reader. This approach is dangerous because it 

emphasizes human initiative to participate in encountering 

God rather than God’s initiation of revelation. Furthermore, 

the work of the Holy Spirit is not to provide an opportunity 

to meet a subjective God existentially but to illuminate the 

Word of God, which is complete in itself. Therefore, Roy 

Zuck(1984, 15) warned that Christian education remains in-

effective and is little different from secular teaching if the 
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Holy Spirit is not at work through born-again instructors 

and through the written Word of God. Indeed, the Holy 

Spirit instructs, reminds, and guides us.

Secondly, the Holy Spirit enables us to practice the 

teachings of the Word of God. Since the Holy Spirit works 

by means of human beings, He transforms our minds so that 

we may practice His love in the practice of education in a 

humble and redemptive way. What enables this practice of 

Christian education is divine love. God gave us the gift of 

love through the help of the Holy Spirit to facilitate 

Christian education. We can’t practice godly love in depend-

ence on human nature but only with the help of the Holy 

Spirit.

Paulo Freire(1970, 89-90; 1974, 33) proposed that educa-

tion is an act of love, and thus “an act of courage.” Palmer 

(1993, 8) asserted that the origin of knowledge is love and 

we know and are known as members of one community in 

such knowing of love. Since the aim of Christian education 

is to recreate meaning in our lives through restoring an 

awareness of bearing the image of God, the crucial factor is 

a caring spirit. A caring spirit enables the educator to see 

the needs of learners and to develop incarnated and cus-

tomized educational curriculum for learners.

Thirdly, the Holy Spirit helps us to consider the context 

where learners live and provides situated learning opportunities. 

Christian education requires not only the content of education 

but also the context of learners. Both the knowledge of the 

text and the knowledge of learners make Christian educa-

tion genuine and fruitful. With this knowledge, the Christian 

educators can ask questions that initiate curiosity and moti-
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vate the educational desire of learners.

Just as teaching comes from the teacher’s life, teaching 

methods come from the students’ lives. Palmer(2007, 42) as-

serted that the way a teacher diagnoses his or her students’ 

condition will determine the kind of remedy a teacher offers. 

Thus, the teacher’s central task is to give an independent 

voice to learners. According to Palmer(2007), therefore, not 

only should the teacher learn to ask good questions, deflect 

answers, and connect students in dialogue, but he or she 

must also learn the skill of lifting up and reframing what 

students are saying.

V. Conclusions

Postmodernism reacts against the materialism of modern-

ism with pluralism and relativism, but it focuses on finite 

humanity to solve the problem of modernism. While neo-or-

thodox theologians tried to overcome the limit of godless 

modernism through restoring the essence of theology, their 

efforts were limited because they were inclined to focus on 

human existence, thus relying inevitably on finite humanity. 

Christian education must appeal to a broader audience, but 

the core of Christianity can’t be diluted. The fundamental 

principle of Christian education is to restore the image of 

God and recover Christian teaching, which is to love God 

and to love our neighbors(Mt. 22:37-40). The approach of 

Christian education toward this goal has to consider God’s 

will, which has been revealed in His creation. True Christian 

education can be achieved through the Christian educators 
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who are aware of fallen human nature and understands that 

the goal of Christian education is to restore the image of 

God.

Theistic relativism provides an understanding of both the 

human potential of the Imago Dei and the sinful nature of 

human beings. With an emphasis on the balance between 

the two, Christian educators have to understand post-

modernism from the long-term, macro-level point of view, 

since postmodernism focuses on the changes in thought 

over a hundred years. While it is apparent that the pattern 

and paradigm of modernism is changing, it is unclear what 

new pattern and paradigm will emerge. Emphasis on ration-

ality and human reason is still important to Christian 

education. However, the beginning point remains unchanged. 

It is both the written Word of God and the incarnated Word 

of God, who is Christ.

In postmodernism, our relationship degenerates into alien-

ation because it is based on a limited human viewpoint. 

However, Christian education is based on the Word of God 

that opens a new horizon, which transcends the capacity of 

our understanding and unites us with the new relationship 

of love. What Christian education seeks is to transform life 

by means of the Holy Spirit and the Word of God(Zuck, 

1998, 56). The transformative power of the Word of God is 

most clearly seen in the life, death, and resurrection of 

Jesus, who is the living Word of God and the One anointed 

by the Holy Spirit(Yong, 2002, 257). Jesus comes to us with 

two things: healing in one hand and across in the other 

(Shelton, 2011, 373). Following Christ requires corresponding 

struggles and sacrifices. Thus the Christian educators who 
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experience the loving spirit of God through Jesus and follows 

Christ must build an incarnated loving relationship with 

learners despite the struggles and sacrifices. This sacrificial 

love affirms humanity, and thus it is theistic humanization.

Postmodernism fails to see both the specific and the uni-

versal feature of reason inherent in human nature and be-

comes a captive to its own subjectivity. It negates everything 

but can’t restore anything. However, the Holy Spirit not only 

heals our corrupted reason and myopic subjectivity but also 

enables us to build loving relationships with others. Christian 

education needs theistic cooperation with the Holy Spirit and 

Christian educators should give ultimate authority to the Holy 

Spirit. This legitimate trust enables us to build a partnership 

with the Holy Spirit and reject tyranny and domination. This 

reflection requires the knowledge of the Word of God, the 

practice of loving relationships based on Jesus’ sacrificial 

love, and the help of the Holy Spirit.
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한글 초록

기독교교육의 삼위일체적 원리 포스트모더니즘에 – 

대한 신정통주의의 대응을 기반으로

최성훈 한세대학교 조교수( / )

본 연구는 포스트모던 시대의 기독교교육의 삼위일체적 원리를 칼 바르트, 

라인홀드 니버 폴 틸리히의 신정통주의 신학을 통해 조명하였다 신정통주의, . 

와 포스트모더니즘 양자는 모두 모더니즘의 인식론적 인식에 대항하였다 포스. 

트모더니즘이 인간의 유한한 관점에 기반함으로써 자신의 주관성에 갇혀서 다

원주의와 상대주의를 양산한 데 비하여 신정통주의는 인간중심의 모더니즘에 

대항하여 일어났기 때문에 오늘날 기독교교육이 기반으로 삼아야 할 원리에 

시사하는 바가 크다 따라서 본 연구는 그 논점을 칼 바르트 라인홀드 니버. , , 

폴 틸리히 등 기본적인 신학적 원리를 통해 모더니즘에 대항한 신정통주의 신

학자들의 의견을 비판적으로 조명하는 데에 두었다 첫째 본 연구는 하나님의 . , 

창조와 인간의 타락 사건을 유신론적 상대주의의 관점에서 조명하였고 둘째, , 

예수 그리스도의 십자가 대속을 구속 해방 회복의 관점에서 조명하여 교육의 , , 

실천에 있어서 성육화된 관계 형성으로 연계하였으며 셋째 성령의 돌봄과 위, , 

로 사역을 통해 인간 이성의 한계를 극복 치유 하고 사랑의 관계를 수립하는 ( )

가교로서 조명하였다. 

《 주제어 》

삼위일체신학 기독교교육의 원리 포스트모더니즘 신정통주의 칼 바르트 라, , , , , 

인홀드 니버 폴 틸리히, 
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