Introduction

At the time of his death ﬁfry years ago, the name and work of Erik
Peterson (1890-1960) were known primarily to two sets of readers: an
aging cohort of German Catholic intellectuals who remembered him as
one of a number of brilliant Protestant and Jewish converts to Catholi-
cism in the postwar turbulence of the Weimar Republic; and academic ex-
perts in the stuc[y of Christian origins. The former group would have been
mainly acquainred with essays and articles written for a general readership
and published in leading Catholic publications like Hochland. The latter
group would have included specia[ists in the stud}r of [iturgy, asceticism,
and apocryphal Jewish and Christian literature.

Within a few years of his death, a third set of readers emergec[ in
the heated political climate of the 1960s and 1970s. They knew Peterson
through Monotheismus als Paffrisn'acs Problem, his classic study of ancient
political theology. Its rejection of “any such thing as a Christian political
rheolc-gy” was a frequenr point of departure for Christian theologians who
wanted to think that Peterson’s argument app[ied to someone else’s politi—
cal theolog‘y but not theirs.

There probably wasnt much overlap among these groups. Some-
one who happened upon collections of his papers republished in the 1950s
might not have realized that the author of the theologica[ essays in Theolo-
g.iscﬁe Traktate was the same person who wrote the erudite technical articles
in Friihkivche, Judentum, und Grosis.! Peterson’s eclectic readership reflected
fractures that marked his life and thought from beginning to end.

Peterson was born into a secularized Lutheran fam'lly in Hamburg,
but a conversion experience at the age of twenty broughr him into the
Pietist revival movement that flourished in the pre-World War I gener-
ation of German university students. In midlife, after years of agonized
hesitation, he converted to Roman Catholicism, attracted by its authori-
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tarian dimensions: the foundation in dc-gma and tradition, the cenrmliry
of canon law and magisterial authority, and even the Church’s one-time
reliance on state power to enforce orthodoxy and repress heresy. Then,
after living in Rome as an underappreciated lay scholar in a Church where
rheolc-gy was a clerical enterprise, he became openly disenchanted with
the bureaucratic centralization of the modern papacy. The man whe in
1919, sickened by the bellicose nationalism of churches and theologians,
wrote a brilliant satire of militarized Christianity (*The Heaven of the Mil-
itary Garrison Chaplain”), also defended the prc-vidential conversion of
the Roman Empire. A lifelong foe of modern Christianity’s embourgeoise-
ment who scorned not Dﬂly liberal democmcy but also paciﬁsm and social-
ism, he could still say at the age of ﬁﬁ:jheight that the sighr of Christian
mec[ic-criry was enough to induce “an existential heart acrack.™ Alrhc-ugh
he had attacked Karl Barth’s dialectical theology as a Protestant theolo-
gian, because it did not recognize Church and dogma, as a Catholic, Peter-
son wrote little that looked like dogmatic theology. His theological essays
and historical scholarship were devoted to asceticism, celibacy, and martyr-
dom, but at age forty—three, he married a youhg Italian woman and fa-
thered five children. Barth, whe knew Peterson well, rightly foresaw that
he would always be a Randgestalt, a person on the margin.5

ﬁeafagijrhf Traktate continued to find readers [c-ng after it fell out of
print. That was partly due to the revival of political theology in the 1960s.
More receﬂt[y there has been the outpouring ofscholarship on Carl Schmirt,
with whom FErik Peterson formed an intense friendship, which profound.[y
shaped both men’ thinking. Jacob Taubes, who made perceptive observa-
tions about the Peterson-Schmitt relatioﬂship, and who had his own con-
torted dealings with Schmitt, is said to have prized his copy of Emfogiscf?e
Traktate and to have carried it everywhere, along with Walter Benjamin’s
works." Peterson and Benjamin are a suggestive pairing. In his book Beyond
the Border: The German-Jewish Legacy Abroad (2007), Stephen Aschheim
refers to the “iconising” of the generation of German-Jewish intellectuals
that included Benjamin, Hannah Arendt, Gershom Scholem, Theodore
Adorno, and others. All of them hunted for a lost transcendence that they
could no longer believe in. Erik Peterson, though an ardent Christian, had
something in common with their restless dissatisfaction with the world as it
is. Like Scholem and Benjamin, in particular, he was launched on a search
in ancient texts for a world thar was not so much lost as still beyond Ls.
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Theologische Traktate has always had Protestant readers, especially
those who saw the same failings in Protestantism that he did.” Reman
Carholics respected his learnfng and were pleased to have won such a pres-
tigious convert, but were not a.iways comfortable with Peterson’s blunt
judgments, his rigorous historical scholarship, and his cieep sense of es-
chatological provisionality. Nevertheless, he found numerous sympathetic
readers, not just in Germany but also, remarkabiy for the interwar and
postwar generations, in France as well. Theoiogiaris like Yves Congar and
Jean Daniélou saw that he could be a guide for the “return to the sources”
animating theological renewal prior to the Second Vatican Council.
ﬂjough he died before the council and would proba]:)ly have had mixed
views of its work and of its implementation, his iegacy may yet offer a
means for speaking to—and against the grain of—some of the entrenched
divisions in the post—::onciiiar Church.

The time thus seems ripe for an Eﬂglish ianguage version of Eeafﬂg—
ische Traktate. Except for a 1964 translation of Das Buch von den Engeln
under the title The Angels and the Liturgy: The Status and Significance of the
Ho.:fy Arzgezif in W’Eirffﬂéb, now out of print, and a translation of Peterson’s
correspondence with Adolf von Harnack, none of the other pieces in this
collection has previously appeared in English. French and Italian editions
are also now out or about to appear. We have not only the magnificent re-
source of Barbara Nichtweifl’s intellectual biography of Peterson at our
disposai, but also the collected edition of his previousiy pubiished and also
unpubiisheci works, Arfsgewszjfre Schr{'ﬁ‘m, which is now appearing under
the energetic edirorship of Nichtweiff and a team of collaborators.”

Educartion and Career

After compiering his yourhfui education in Hamburg, Peterson stud-
ied “Evangelical” theology (in German evangelisch simply means Protes-
tant or Lutheran, not “born agaiﬂ”) at several German universities in the
years leading up to World War I. His studies were interrupted by military
service in October 1914, though he was discharged just three months later
after a total breakdown.” Foliowing his recavery, he returned to academic
work in the fall of 1916 at the University of Gottingen, where he worked
on his dissertation with the Church historian Nathanael Bonwetsch, a re-
spected patristics scholar who shared Peterson’s Pietist convictions. But he



xiv Introduction

did not avoid liberal theo[ogfans on principle, erﬂisting Whalter Bauer, for
example, as a dissertation reader. Peterson was also drawn to the Gottin-
gen Faculry’s celebrated “Hisrory of Relig‘ions School” of interpretation,
which treated ear[y Chrisrianiry, in rigorously historicist and comparative
fashion, as one among many ancient religions. He was especiaﬂy impressed
with Richard Reitzenstein, the school’s leadfng light at that time, whose
ideas and methods exerted a major influence on Peterson’s dissertation.
His preference for positivist or empirical scho[ar[y methods sat rather awl-
wardly with some of his deeper theologieal commitments. They are an-
other indication of the sp[its referred to above.

His dissertation, “Heis Theos™ Epz:gmpbfscﬁe, ﬁrmge_c:ﬁicﬁrficﬁe wnd re-
ligionsgeschichtliche Untersuchungen (" Heis Theos” [One God]: Epigraphic,
Form-Historical, and Relfgious—HI'storica.l Investigations), was completed
in 1920 and eventually published in revised and expanded form in 1926."
It studied the “One God” formula in late ancient inscriptions and texts.
Peterson concluded that the formula, which was known to have apotropaic
functions, originated in the shouted acclamations used in po[itical assem-
blies, from which secular usage a variety of ancient religions then adapted
them, for exorcism formulas, limrgica[ speech, and conciliar practices. The
dissertation, a vintage product of the History of Religions school, was no-
tably non-theological in its comparative and positivist methods. The re-
liance on key words would remain a feature of Peterson’s scho[arship. Tt
left its mark on Monotheismus als politisches Problem and led to the near-
legendary collection of citation cards that in his biographer’s estimate had
swollen to the hundreds of thousands by the time he died.” The prominent
role Peterson gave to popular acclamations anticipated—if it was not al-
ready a product of —the kinship he would enjoy with Carl Schmitt when
the two were col[eagues at Bonn."”

Heis Theos launched Peterson’s academic career. Doubling as his Habi:l-
ftation, it earned him a post at Gﬁttingen, where he served from 1920 until
1924 as Privatdozent for Church history, with lecturing responsibility also for
Christian archaeology. Of prime importance during Peterson’s four years at
Gortingen was the contentious friendship he formed with Karl Barth, who
got his first university appointment a year after Peterson’s arrival. Besides
their common debt to Seren Kierkegaard, they shared the marginaliry‘ of
those at the lower rungs of the prc-fessorial ladder, a marg'ina[ity that in both
cases was heightened by polemical temperament, high intel[igence, and
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grandiose sense of mission. [nitially, Barth was the junior partner. Peterson’s
iearning impres.seci him, whereas he himself, fresh from his years as a pastor,
was scrambiiﬂg to catch up to the university norm. But the positions would
soon be reversed as Barth’s star rose in the theological irmament.

In the winter semester of 1924, Peterson was called to Bonn as ordi-
nary professor of Church history and the New Testament. He stayed there
five years, for the last of which he was also dean of the Faculty of Evan-
geiicai Eeoiogy. During that time his iongastanciing reservations about
Protestant Christianity came to a head and impelled him to leave the Evan-
gelical Church and become a Roman Catholic. In October 1929, he re-
quested leave from his position and the fbiiowing March, he petitioned
for emeritus status. Later that year (October 1930), he was given a position
as Hanom:&bmﬁﬁsur in the Philosophy Facuiry, but he took repeated leaves.
He lost the position in 1936, and it would not be restored to him until after
the war. In a reprise of what happened with Barth at Géorttingen, at Bonn,
Peterson discovered another intimate friend with whom his intellectual
and reiigious deveic-pment would be enrangieci, ri'lough this time a Cath-
olic and a non—theoiogian, Carl Schmirt, professor of law at Bonn from
1922 until his move to Berlin in 1928: “the only reasonable man in Bonn.”"!
Peterson’s Bonn years were the most settled period of his life. He enjoyed
a rich social life, mostiy with Catholic coiieagues rather than with fellow
Protestants. None of those Catholic friendships approached the intellec-
tual ciepth and intensity of the bond he formed with Schmitt, however. The
influences were reciprocai—Peterson’s biographer speaks of a tcperme:ﬂ.‘:oie
intellectual membrane” between them—and extended to every aspect of
Peterson’s thinking on the public character [Gﬁnﬁfcﬁkeﬂ) of Christianity.
Peterson even stood as a witness to Schmitt’s second (and non-canonical)
marriage in 1926, and later lobbied on his behalf for an annulment. The
friendship deteriorated and never really recovered after Schmitt’s dalliance
with the Nazi dictatorship.

Peterson was received into the Catholic Church at St. Peter’s Basilica
in Rome on December 2223, 1930. His conversion to Catholicism meant
an abrupr derailment of his academic career. Despite the efforts of his friends
in Germany, he was not able to find another university appointment. For
a while he considered becoming a Catholic priest, and he actuaiiy beg:m a
fast-track seminary program in Munich. That pian apparenriy foundered,
because in the spring of 1932 he broke off his priestly studies. For several



xvi Introduction

years after his conversion, he alternated between ii\'ing in Munich and in
Rome. During one of his Roman stays, he met and fell in love with a young
Italian woman named Matilde Bertini (1910-1993), the daughter of an edi-
tor of L'Osservatore Rowmano, the Vatican newspaper. His biographer reports
that upon meeting her, he was so swept away that his other plans evapo-
rated. They were married on June 1, 1933. Five children quickly followed.

In Rome, Peterson experienced great frustration in trying to find an
academic position appropriate to his stature. The struggie to support his
i:arniiy left him with a bitterness he did not try to hide. Anti-clericalism,
he once said to his Benedictine friend Thomas Michels, was more iikeiy to
come from moral than from dogmatic objections. From 1937 on, he had
a precarious hold on a lectureship in the Papal Institute for Christian Ar-
chaeology, finally upgraded ten years later to an Extraordinary professor-
ship. In 1956, he received a nibil obstat to be an Ordinary professor at the
Institute, but the appointment was never realized. By that time his energies
were sapped, and he was in declining health. He died on October 26, 1960,
ina Hamburg hospitai, after a stroke foiiowing surgery for prostate cancer.
He had wished to be buried in Rome in the Campo Santo Teutonico, the
venerable German cemetery adjacent to Vatican City. In a final and em-
blematic snub, the German reiigious confraterniry to which he belonged
denied burial rights to the fainiiy."i Instead he was interred in the city cem-
etery of Rome, in the famiiy piot of his Italian in-laws.

Writings

Heis Theos is Peterson’s oniy real booi{—iengti‘l pu]:)iication, and even it
gives the impression of a mosaic of specialized studies. His pubiished work
consisted mostiy of essays in generaiainreresr journais, such as Hochland,
and speciaiized studies on aspects of ancient Christianity and related sub-
jects, dense with footnotes and untranslated Greek and Latin." Among
pos.sibie reasons for this rather crabbed production, two stand out. One
is Peterson’s iifeiong preference for close, even minute study of individual
texts. He was by nature sicepricai of big—picrure synrheses and doubted
whether “history” in the sense of a coherent narrative was even possibie.
This stemmed from his acute sensitivity to the escharoiogicai, and also from
habitual intellectual restraint. His avowal of dogrnatic rheoiogy did not in-
clude thec-iogicai systernabuiiciing, which in his view was a very different
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enterprise. “Discontinuity” is a theme in his diaries from early manhood to
old age: ““We know in part’ [1 Cor. 13] means that there is no ‘systematic’
or even comprehensive knowledge of God and his mysteries.”"" In today’s
jargon, we would say he did not believe in grand narratives.

The other Explanarion for his reticence is circumstantial. In mid-
career, he was forced to become a virtual itinerant. And the Church he
joined was not very interested in fresh theological initiatives from a lay-
man, and a convert to boot. His precarious status in Rome did not recom-
mend boldness. Whatever other benefits he got from becoming a Catholic,
encouragement and stimulation as a writer weren't among them. The un-
published writings that are now appearing enrich our appreciation of his
achievement. But they mostly come from his university lectures on the
New Testament, Christian origins, Church hisrory, and related subjects.
They precede his conversion. It is true that most of the articles translated
here were first pubh'shed in the 1930s. But even they owe a good deal of
their substance to work he did in the previous decade. When rhey were
collected and republished in 1951, Peterson had contentious negotiations
with the publisher, Kasel Verlag, over how to characterize the author’s re-
lationship to his Protestant past. By mutual agreement, the fo[lowing care-

Fl.ll].}!' WDI‘d.EC[ PI‘EE&CE was Eld.C[E.‘d.:

With the consent of the author, we present a collection of some important writ-
ings and essays of Erik Petersons, which were previously published in various
places and for the most part are now out of print. No changes in the texts were
envisioned, although the author today takes a critical view of many of his earlier
writings, especially the articles “Whar Is Theology?” and “The Church,” which
both stem from his Protestant period. We believe that the writings collected here
still have a significant role w play in contemporary theological discussion, and
thar reprinting them, in individually unchanged form, therefore appears jusrified.

The essays are presenrec[ here in the chronological order of their orig-
inal publication, covering slightly more than a decade (1925-1937). o They
make an excellent composite portrait of Peterson’s th'lnkjng duriﬂg the de-
cisive years of his career. Readers whose main interest is in Monotheisnaus
als politisches Problem (translated here as “Monotheism as a Political Prob-
lem: A Contribution to the History of Political Theology in the Roman
Empire”], and who are otherwise unfamiliar with Peterson will find the
other papers illuminating in the way they fill out the political dimension of
his rheo[ogy, for his celebrated repudiation of “;my such thing as a Chris-
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tian poiiticai theolog}r” was in no way a denial of the poiiticai character of

the Church and of Christianity.

“What Is Theology?” (1925)

The essay Was ist Theologie? is unique in Theologische Traktate in being
framed exciusiveiy in Protestant terms.'” The vocabuiar}r, the issues, and
the protagonists all belong to the years when the dialectical theology of
Karl Barth and his allies was in the ascendant. But differences in the move-
ment were already starting to emerge. Peterson recognized—even before
the principais themselves were fuiiy aware of it—that Barth and the New
Testament scholar Rudolf Bultmann disagreed about the place that philos-
ophy should pia}' in rheoiogy. In this sharpiy worded, controversial piece,
Peterson attacked the “dialectical” method by denyiﬂg that it could be
called knowledge at all."” True theological knowledge depended on the In-
carnation, not as a paradox, but as a fleshly and hence partially knowable
reaiity. The claims to “concreteness” acruaiiy avoided the concrete obedi-
ence that a concrete revelation should claim: *Dialectical reference to God
leads to the non—binding character of a mythicai narrative but not to the-
c-logy, for which obedience is required.” The ci.escription of ciogma as the
E:’ng.szmr, or extension, of the revelation of the Logc-s poinreci both to
Peterson’s concern for the objectivity of revelation and to the insigilt that
the sacraments as well were such an extension. As such they imposed “a
positive legal claim of God . . . which concretely touches every one of us™—
an assertion whose juriciica.i and coercive impiications he did not shrink
from endorsing, to the dismay of readers then and now.

Correspondence with Adolf von Harnack (1928—1929)
and an Epilogue (1932)

In the summer of 1928, Peterson exchanged a series of letters with the
Church historian Adolf von Harnack, the aging patriarch of liberal Prot-
estantism.'® The .sui:)ject was Harnacks recent assertion that the apostoiic
teaching office had relativized the authority of Scripture and thereby given
“biblicism” a healthy and needed corrective. That claim subverted a basic
axiom of traditional Protestantism, the sole suH‘iciency of Scripture (sola
Seriptura). Peterson endorsed Harnack’s thesis in order to illuminate the
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crisis that, he believed, the constitution of the Weimar Republic pc-seci for
traditional Protestantism. The Weimar Constitution derived sovereignty
not from God but from the peopie (Art. 1), a principie that contradicted
the biblical sanction for the state: “the powers that be are ordained of God”
(Rom. 13:1). The abdication of the German princes deprived the provincial
Protestant churches of the civil authorities who had been their traditional
governors (szermmi episcopi, “chief overseers”) ever since the Reformation.
This reopened the question of auti’loriry in the Church. While the new
constitution preserved many features of state support tor the established
provinciai churches, it offered similar support to every denomination and
even to non—reiigious clubs or associations devoted to a particuiar world-
view. The effect was to undercut the established churches privileged and
pubiic identification with the state and the nation. At the same time, the
prestige of theoiogy in the universities had declined since the war. A_mong
theoiogians themselves, the pre\'iousiy dominant liberal theoiogy of the
prewar period was being subjected to savage critique by the Barthian
insurgency.

Two years after Harnack's death, Peterson, by then a Catholic, se-
cured his widow's permission to pubiish the letters, with an epiiogue as
c-::on'lrnenr.:trj,.!'.19 In his arricle Peterson asserted that the new situation de-
prived Ci‘lrisrianir'},r of its pubiic character [Q?emffcfﬂi?eir, the leitmotif of
Ee&;’agiscf?e Traktate). The Church was reduced to being merely one vol-
untary society among others, while its dogmas were being dissolved i:)y
rationalism, “mysricism” both spiriruai and secular, and social activism.
Barth’s dialectical rheology was oniy a pretend solution, because it failed
to grant the Church its proper authority. In a letter to Barth, Peterson
described his epiiogue to the correspondence as an “indirect communi-
cation” (in the K.iericegaardian sense) of some of the reasons for his conver-
sion. He cc-rnpareci his pari'l to Cardinal Newman’s, in that he had taken
“the indirect way of the ‘Difficulties of Protestantism’ [quoted in English],”
that is, through the weaknesses of Protestantism’s own presupposirions.m

“The Church” (1928—1920)

This short, programmatic article originared as a lecture Peterson gave
in the Netherlands in the fall of 1928. It was an intentional bookend to
the correspondence with Harnack, for whom he said he had written it.”
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But he cerrain[y had Karl Barth in mind as well, for “The Church” served
equally well as a sequel to “What Is Theology?”:'?

“The Church” marked a decisive turning point in Peterson’s life and
career and will therefore receive a commentary out of proportion to its
brevity. Not only did it signal unambiguously to Protestants that its au-
thor was en route to Rome, but it had the simultaneous, if unintended, ef-
fect of uﬂsett[ing Catholics as well. The essay took as its point of departure
Alfred Loisy’s celebrated dictum: “Jesus prc-claimed the Kingdc-m, and it
was the Church that came.” That was the bomb that a generation ago had
set off the Modernist crisis in the Catholic Church, with Loisy’s excom-
munication as one of its consequences. In 1902, in his brilliant little book
I.’Ewmgife et [ fg:’:'se (The Gospel and the Church), Loisy, then a Catho-
lic priest and a New Testament scholar, had defended the integrity of the
Church's tradition against Harnack’s historical critique. Whereas Harnack
had tried to detach Jesus from the later beliefs and practices of the early
Christian Church, Loisy turned Harnaclk's develc-pmenral critique on its
head. Appealing to Cardinal Newman’s theory of the development of doc-
trine, I_.oisy proposed that the true meaning of the Christian revelation
could Dnly be grasped in the [ight of its full development, justas the mean-
ing of the seed could only be grasped once it had grown into a mature
tree.” Harnack’s “primitivism” privileged origins in a classically Protestant
way. But in seeking to free the historical “kernel” of the true message of
Jesus from the husk of ecclesiastical tradition, Harnack failed to see that
there was no other historical access to Jesus except tﬁr-::-ugfa the tradition,
which could not simp[y be peeled away as an accretion. “Whatever we
think, theolog‘ically, of tradition, whether we trust it or regard it with sus-
picion, we know Christ on[y by the tradition, across the tradition, and in
the tradition of the primitive Christians,” Loisy asserted.” Loisy identified
the true message of Jesus as the prc-clamation of the Kingc[c-m to Lsrael;
Jesus did not in any literal sense found the Church, which had originated
after Easter with the faith in the Resurrection.

Modern accounts of this thesis sometimes overlook the facr that
Loisy considered it to be a legitimate and necessary development of Jesus’
message, not a distortion. But after his excommunication in 1908, Loisy’s
apo[ogetic came to be regarded in retrospect as aTroj:m horse for Modern-
ism. The 1907 papal decree Lamentabili condemned as a Modernist error
the thesis that “It was foreign to the mind of Christ to establish the Church
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as a society that would last on earth throughout the long duration of the
ages; but rather that it was in the mind of Christ that the kiﬂgdom of
heaven together with the end of the world would come soon.””

Given this background it is not surprising that Peterson’s essay
aroused suspicion among some Catholic rheolog,ians and churchmen.™
Even an early admirer and sponsor like Jacques Maritain had reservations.
Yves Congar tried for years to get a French translation authorized; none
appeared until 1953. His advocacy was eventually vindicated by Cardinal
Joseph Ratzinger (now Pope Benedict XVI), who in 1991 acknowledged
that Peterson was “the first . . . to adopt [Loisy’s thesis| and take it in a
Catholic direction.”™ At the time, however, critics were troubled by the
VEry use of historical-critical methods on such a sensitive c[c-gmatic su]::-jecr
as Jesus foundation of the Church. Peterson frankly admitted there was no
direct and immediate connection berween Jesus and the Church, its offices,
and its sacraments, though the purpose of his argument was to explaiﬂ that
this did not mean there had to be a separation or a gap between them.

He was not unaware of the misgivings. In the summer of 1930, he
consulted with Catholic acquaintances in Rome about the precise mean-
ing of the propesition “Jesus Christus instituit ecclesiam” (Jesus Christ
founded a/the church). In a letter to Carl Schmitt, he reported the reassur-
ance which he had received from Reginalc[ Garrigou-Lagrange, “the most
famous Roman theologian”™: “It is supposed to mean: Jesus Christ had
the intention that there should be a Church. It is not supposed to mean
that Christ founded an association with the pope as its chairman.” The
same letter to Schmitt mentioned the possibility of a book on the Church.
Though he worked on it on and off for six years, the book never appeared,
perhaps because Peterson became skittish about slipping on the “slick ice”
of Catholic theology’. He subsequenrly avoided such dangerous dog'maric
terrain.” Despite hints that he should do s0,*" however, he never changed
what he had written in “*The Church,” saying only that he had used “a for-
mulation that ad.mitted_[y lent itself to various misunderstandings.”ﬂ

There was also uneasiness about the interpretation Peterson gave to
the Jewish people’s rejection of Jesus.” Some dogmatic theologians ob-
jected to seeming to treat the Church, and even the Crucifixion, as histori-
cal contingencies rather than necessary and intended instruments in God’s

salvific p[an. And there was criticism about the distinction Peterson made
between the Church and the Kingdom of God. The distinction was never-
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theless crucial to his argument, which posited that the continuity between
the two lay in the persons of the Twelve, called by Jesus in the flesh to be
the nucleus of a restored Israel, and called by the risen Christ and the Spirit
to be the Twelve Apostles.

Today we would say that a greater problem has to do, not with what
Peterson said about Jesus or the Church, but what he said about Judaism.
In “The Church,” the sharp cleavage between Jesus' public ministry and his
risen state (ro use Christian theoic-gicai ianguage) at least had the merit of
recognizing franidy that his ministry, and that of the Twelve, was indeed
in the first instance to Israel. The problem lay with the absoluteness of the
cieavage, which consigned Jewish Christianity, and apparentiy everything
ha\'ing to do with primitive Christianity’s Semitic origins, to historical de-
suetude and divine cancellation. In his later career, to be sure, Peterson’s
perspective changed, and Jewish Christianity became one of his favorite
areas of research.”

The other notable feature of “The Church” was its emphasis on the
poiiticai aspect of the Church as an ekklsia, a seif—designation that Peter-
son insisted should be understood in the first instance as the citizen assem-
bly of the Hellenistic polis (rather than as the Septuagint’s equivalent for the
gabezf, the reiigious congregation, of the Hebrew Bible). The assembly was
empowered to make binding decrees, which the people endorsed by accla-
mation. This stress on decision—making capabiiity is certainiy an echo of Pe-
terson’s intellectual Fr'aternizing with Carl Schmitt, but it is more than just
that: it goes to the heart of his sense of the Church asa quasi—poiitical reality:

True, the Church is not the Kingdom. But something of the Kingdom clings to the
Church, both of the political desire of the Jews for the Kingdom of God, as well
as of the claim to sovereignry of “the Twelve” in the Kingdom of God. It is true, to
be sure, that a certain ambiguicy atraches to the Church. She is not in a univocal
sense a religious-political entity such as was the messianic Kingdom of the Jews.
Bur she is also not a purely spiritual entity, in which such concepts as politics and
sovereignty may not, as such, appear, as though she were restricted to “service.”

“The Church from fews and Gentiles” (1933)

Die Kirche aus Juden und Heiden (" The Church from Jews and Gen-

tiles”) was Peterson’s first separate publication asa Catholic.” He dedicated
it to “the Roman Church, in which the blessed aposties Peter and Paul
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confirmed the caﬂing of all, both from the Jews and from the Gentiles, by
the shedding of their blood.™ His biogmpher says it was intended to ad-
vance theses first launched in “The Church” and to deflect criticisms from
the Protestant side that he was prone to a “subjective Romanticism.”* It
c-riginated as three lectures given in Sa.lzburg in the summer of 1932, which
were adapted from Peterson’s unpublished university lectures on Paul’s let-
ter to the Romans,” ::hapters 9 to 11, in which Paul considers God’s elec-
tion of Israel and the calling of the Gentiles.

With anti-Semitism on the rise, the topic was controversial. A year
later, Peterson would pubh'sh a long article in Hochland on the new na-
tional Protestant Church that had come into being in the wake of the
Third Reich.* The article deplored the new Church’s cooptation by the
radically anti-Semitic Deutsche Christen (German Christians), who were
protesting the Church’s Jewish heritage and clamoring for the Church to
recognize race and nationhood as orders of creation. At Salzburg, Peterson
argued forcefully that “Israel alone is and remains the chosen people.” No
other people could seek to play that role. At the same time, because elec-
tion was now understood in what Peterson called “es::hatologica[ time”
and not secular time, “Jews and Gentiles belong to the chosen Israel, as it
is now constituted in the Ekklesia.”

To a certain extent, then, “The Church from Jews and Gentiles” may
be admired for defendfng the integrity of the revelation to Israel, and that
is how some have regarded it.” A less complimentary reading will note
unhappy features of its attitude to Judaism and to Jews. In this piece and
in others in ]’?Jeafagirc.&f Traktate, Peterson ﬁrmly endorsed the traditional
representation of the fyndgoga cdecd, the blindfolded syhagogue, which
failed to recognize Jesus as Messiah. In his view, “the Jewish problem” (sic)
was essentiall}' ﬁ:aem'agimf and in the hands of God, and was therefore inca-
pable of politica[ and social solution, either by the neutmliry‘ of the liberal
state or by wilkisch racial theory. Anti-Jewish stereotypes crop up here and
there. That they were standard fare for the time doesn't make references to
Jewish wealth, to “a certain hysteria [that] marks the metaphysica.l charac-
ter of the Jewish people,” to “the famous Jewish cleverness,” and so on, any
less obnoxious. An article or monograph on Peterson’s theology of Judaism
would be a welcome contribution.® It would have to distiﬂguish carefully
between his speciﬁcal[y rheolc-gica[ judgments, his historical scholarship,
and his personal prejuc[ices.
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“Monotheism as a Political Problem” (1935)

"The landmark treatise Monotheismus als politisches Problem: Ein Beitrag
zur Geschichte der pafiﬂkrhm ﬂ:e-::-fagie im Imperium Romanum, a synthesis
of twao earlier articles, has had an immense and controversial influence.®
All we can do here is summarize Peterson’s purpose, mention some objec—
tions to his thesis, and provid.e some context on his re[arionship with Carl
Schmirt.”

As is well known, Peterson posited the existence of a widespread an-
cient political theology that 1ngtimated monarchical rule on earth by the
cosmic rule of one gc-c[ in heaven. His thesis was thar the rriu_mph of or-
thodox Nicene Trinitarian rheolc-gy over Arian heresy {which subordinared
the Son to the Father) spared Christianity from subjugation to such a po-
litical theology ]:)y making its ideologica.l presupposition impossib[e. Not
only that, Peterson went on to say, it thereby established that any such
rhing as a Christian polirical thec-log}r was impossible. (It is sometimes for-
gotten that his proof actually had two components, the other being the
victory of Augustine’s eschamlogy of deferral over the readiness of other
Christians, such as Fusebius of Caesarea, to see the Constantinian settle-
mentas a harbinger of the peace of the messianic age.)

Readers unfamiliar with Monotheismus als politisches Problem (“Mono-
theism as a Political Problem™) may be surprfsed to find themselves mired
in chains of quotations from ancient authors with whom rhey have litle
acquaintance. Peterson says norhing at all abour the present, aside from a
final note. But contemporaries remgﬂized that this short book was “a warn-
ing against a new Arianism,” as his friend Alois Dempf said in his Eulogy
for Peterson.™ “Arianism” was a cipher for the political theology of Chris-
tians who had been bewitched by Hitler and his regime in its early days. It
was certaiﬂly his intention, Peterson later said, “to take a poke at the Reichs-
t.fﬂm.t'agie” (theology of the Reich), particularly at the version beiﬂg propa-
gated by conservative Catholics, some of whom were his friends, for whom
National Socialism (brieﬂy] held out the hope of turning back the tide of
secularization.* Peterson shared many of their assumptions about the right
orderfng of society and state, but recognfzed immed_iately that the Nazis
were mortal enemies and could not be tamed.

Objections to the thesis are many. Some appea[ to matters of fact,
such as the long history of the Christian Church’s establishment in the
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Roman Empire, in which it was often a creature of the government. (A re-
buttal might point out that Peterson was talking about r.f?mfagy, not about
history.] Others hold that the thesis dictated the evidence. They think that
Peterson’s construction of Arianism was more fiction than historical realiry,
a temp[are on which to project contemporary conflicts. He has met even
stronger resistance to his broader rejection of Christian political theology
a[together. One school of critics has obje::ted that Peterson limited himself
to conservative po[itica] theology that legirimared the existing order, while
ignoring other po[itical theologies that served a critical function. That was
a favorite theme of leftist-oriented political theologians in the 1960s and
1970s. A different criticism, more historicist in nature, denied that a single
case study of a particular time and pl:u:e could possibly have the universal
validity Peterson claimed.

That last critique came from none other than his close friend Carl
Schmitt, who is referred to by name in the monograph’s final note, which
credits Schmitts 1922 book Politische Theologie for introducing the con-
cept into modern discourse. The note is perhaps inrentional[y vague as to
whether Peterson approved of Schmitt's work. Schmitt thought he did not
and much resented it, though he said nothing about it until ten years after
Peterson’s death, when he pub[ished a seque[ to Politische ]’Iwmfagie that was
aimed directly at Monotheismus als politisches Problem.” He argued that the
definition of what was political and what was not was itself an inescap-
ab[y Pa;’:ﬁm’f decision, the argument that he had put forward [-:Jng before
in his book Der Begriff des Politischen (1927; translated as The Concept of
the Political). There was no theological sanctuary in which Peterson could
sequester himself and preteﬂd he was immune to polftical claims and re-
alities. Furthermore, it lew in the face of human experience, and also of
Christian faith, to say that politica[ events, polirica[ structures, and the like
were somehow to be imagined as exempt from religiou.s reflection and di-
vine validation.

This is not the place to respond on Peterson’s behalf,* but this much
should be said: Schmirtt (wilf_{"ully?] misunderstood Peterson to be claiming
to inhabit an apolirical space. ‘That was not his view at all. Rather, Peterson
was asserting the superian'ryof'the re[igious to the political: the supmnatfoﬂa[
kingship of Christ admitted of no merely national rival, and genuinely im-
perial rivals had ceased to exist in the modern world. The Church’s claim to
exercise a potestas indirecta (“indirect power’ —the phrase is Cardinal Rob-
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ert Bellarmine’s) in matters polirical c[eﬁnitively separated a Christian from
a pagan conception of po[itics.”

“The Book on the Angels” (1935)

Das Buch von den Engeln (“The Book on the Angels”) is sometimes
called Peterson’s most finished theo[ogfcal work, even though, like other
treatises in this collection, it is acmaﬂy a composite of previous publica—
tions.™ It was certainly his most widely read boolk, with Italian, French,
and Spanish translations appearing during his lifetime and an English ver-
sion shortly after his death.* Tt may also have been his favorite. Accord-
ing to Heinrich Schlier, who later held Peterson’s New Testament chair at
Bonn (and who eventuall}r also followed him into the Catholic Church), it
was a book “written from his heart.”™"

The book presents itself as a contribution to ange[ology, a theologf—
cal field of srudy' that Peterson takes seriously and refuses to treat as an an-
tiquarian exercise. What his biog'rapher calls his umyrhica[” realism, his
refusal to distance himself iﬂtel[ectual[y from the spiritua[ and demonic
world of the New Testament, no doubt has several explanations, including
the influence of phenomeno[ogy on Peterson’s reading of ancient re[igious
texts.! Ultimately, perhaps, it stems from Peterson’s own relig'fc-us sensibil-
ity, which was acutely and even painﬁﬂly aware of the world as both provi-
sional and somehow transparent. For him the existence of aﬂge[s and also
demons was not open to doubt.

“The Book on the Angels” was written to explain the angels spiri-
tual function, which revealed itself most fully in worship and in mysti-
cism. An ethereal triad of angels, lfmrgy, and mysticism may seem like an
unpromising plarfc-rm from which to expc-und on the public character of
Christianity. And yet that is what Peterson does. The angels’ role in wor-
ship and prayer has a public and even a political character. The heavenly
worship of the angels—and therefore imp[icit[y of the Church on earth as
well—has, he says, an origina.l relatic-nship to the politica] world, a the-
sis he demonstrates first in his reading of chapters 4 and 5 of the book of
Revelation; then via a rich array of ancient liturgical texts; and ﬁnally, on
a cosmic scale, in mystical experience. When the hymnody of the univer-
sal Church’s earthly liturgy is joined with the hymnody of the heavenly
lirurg}g it transcends all national hymnody, an assertion in which we can
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hear an implicit rebuke of the blaring nationalistic anthems beloved of the
Nazis. And when he says that “the knowledge of the Church, which stands
behind its worship and hymnody, [is] a ‘final’ knowled_ge, because it has
subordinated every other knowledge, such as for example that derived from
Ifafpafin'm:’simarian afapmpfe [emphasis added]”, he is atrack.ing a central
thesis of the Nazified political theo[ogy of the day. Here is his peroration:

The preceding exposition has perhaps shown thart it was not arbitrary or point-
less for us to have given our arrention to the meaning of the doctrine of the
angels. There is an immediate implication for the doctrine of the holy Church:
the Church is more than just a human religious sociery, because the angels and the
saints in heaven also belong to it. Seen from this perspective, then, the Church’s
worship is never a merely human affair: no, the angels, like the entire cosmos, rake
part in it. To the Church’s singing corresponds heavenly singing, and, jusrt like the
participation in the heavenly singing, so too is the Church’s inner life linked. The
angels demonstrate that the Church’s worship is a public worship thart is offered
to God, and because the angels possess a relationship to the religio-political world
in heaven, through them the Church’s worship also acquires a necessary relation-
ship to the political sphere. Lastly, the angels in their singing are linked with the
Church not only in those “like the angels™ and in the “people,” they are also at the
same time the awakeners of the mystical life in the Church, which only finds its
fulfillment when humaniry, joined with the choirs of angels, begins to praise God
from the depths of its creatureliness.

Peterson’s political reading of the liturgy ironically put him in bad
odor at Maria Laach Abbey, the center of the lirurgical renewal movement,
whose chief theoretician was the Benedictine scholar Odo Casel.™ He and
Peterson fell out over Casel’s account of the Christian sacraments as an-
swers to the pagan mysteries. Casel bridled at Peterson’s emphasis on the
Q?&mffcﬁéfi: of the sacraments and their [egal{ulric character. For his part,
Peterson (trained, remember, in the History ofReligions School, but ]:)y the
mid-1920s skeptical of Reitzenstein) insisted that the Christian sacraments
could on[y be understood in eschatological terms, as the ﬁguml breaking
in of the New Age, which would not be ful[y realized until the End. They
were not a persoﬂal experience of salvation in Christ but its proleptic real-
ization. (It should be noted that Peterson’s difficulties with Maria Laach

may also have had to do with his critique of the Ref.:fﬂﬁ:amfagif, which was
favored by the abbot, [ldefons Hemegen.)
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“Christ as Imperator” (1936)

“Christus als imperator,” a dense little gem of an article on ancient
ruler cult, first appeareci in a Catholic 1:;eric;ciiveal.33 Ayear later, it was tacked
onto Zeuge der Wabrbeit (“Withess to the Truth”) when that was first pub-
lished in 1937, and then reprinted in Theologische Traktate. They share simi-
lar themes and were written in the same circumstance: the rightening grip
of the National Socialist eiictarc-rship. Within its schoiariy carapace, “Christ
as fmpcmmr” (T am ieaving the I'mperial title untranslated) leaves no doubt
about its contemporary relevance as a critique of absolute power and a call to
Christian resistance. When Peterson quotes Vergil's famous line “imperium
sine fine dedi” (I have given empire without end,” Aeneid 1.278£), and then
shows how Christians adapted it to mean that the imperium Christi was the
real empire without end, the allusion to the thousanci—year Reich is unmis-
takable. When he says of the oath taken in the imperial cult that it raised
the question of whether a Christian could recoghize an un-Christian histori-
cal and poiiticai “worldview” (the Nazis were aiways vaunting their Weltan-
scﬁ.fmmsg], he is J:'eminriiﬂg readers of the ioyairy plebiscite and the army and
civil service oaths of 1934. His analysis of the political and religious situation
that gave rise to the imperia.i cult mirrored Peterson’s view of how the situa-
tion in Germany enabled the d_ictatorship: local institutions had withered in
the face of imperial expansion, the masses were uﬂgovernable without an ab-
solute ruler, and traditional relig'ic-ri was in decline. As a result, he says of Au-
gustus and his successors, “the princeps, the leader, had to unilcy all power in
himself.” This was precisely what Peterson thought was happening in Ger-
many, where Nazi Gfe;'chscﬁaﬂtung (regimentation) was cru.shing compet-
ing institutions, a new ruler cult was being created, and secularization was
holiowing out the nation’s Christian heritage. In such an extreme situation,
early Christian eschatological urgency was once again relevant:

Then we shall understand how Christ can be praised in hymn as king of the
world to come, but how even now [emphasis in original] majesty and power are
ascribed to him in the acclamations of the Church, how the historical and political
world-picture of this Aeon, which makes the princeps the execuror of Tjehé [For-
tune] is overcome in bloody conflict by the martyrs, how the Eucharistic banquer
that the Church celebrates is not only a mysteriwm but already has something of
the escharological banquer in it, which the Lord will celebrate with his own upon
his rerurn (Luke 19:30).
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“Witness to the Truth” (1937)

“Witness to the Truth” (Zeugf der Wahrbeit) makes a ﬁtting coda to
the collection, steeped as it is in themes of witness, eschatoiogicai division,
sui:f'ering, and ultimate triumph.ﬁ Once again we are cieaiing with a com-
posite work assembled from previous essays. Familiar biblical texts domi-
nate. From the gospels we have both Jesus' preaching of the Kingdom in
Matthew (the Sermon on the Mount, the commissioning of the ciiscipies]
and the trial scene with Pontius Pilate in John. Above all we again meet
the book of Revelation, which held an enduring not to say obsessive fas-
cination for Erik Peterson, and about which he recalls a vivid childhood
memory. Liturgicai references abound, including the new feast of Christ
the King, established by Pope Pius XI in 1925. And the title is taken from
Seren Kierkegaard, who appears here less as ioneiy i{night of faith and
more as a Savonarola to a complacent Christianity: “If there is anything
that is the opposite of the spirit of bourgeois comfort, it is primitive Chris-
tianity, which in the mouth of the martyr in Revelation blasts us like some
fiery breath.”

Martyrdom, Peterson tells his readers, is not justa historical memory
but once again a real possibiiity‘, indeed, a mark of the Church: “A Church
that does not suffer is not the apostoiic Church.” The martyr’s witness is
emphaticaiiy pubiic: “The martyr demonstrates the pubiic claim of the
Church of Jesus Christ.” In the eschatoiogicai age inaugumtec[ by Christ,
?zeurmiity is no fangr:r pas:ib:’e and a decision, ﬁ?r oF dgainst, wmust be made.
That is the message of “Witness to the Truth.” It has consequehces both in
the intellectual and the political sphere. Just as one cannot escape the ne-
cessity to decide by hiding behind the shield of (alleged) scientific objectiv-
ity, so the political order can't c[odge it by su.spenci.ing jucig'ment on matters
metaphysiea_i. “Because human thinking is never independent of the bic et
nuncof a political order of some kind, it inevitably stands either under the
power of the Antichrist or the power of Christ.”

That is a very strong claim. Peterson is not only saying that the re-
gime of the Antichrist forces a decision on us, one that may require us to
pay in blood. Any regime that does not recognize Christ is ipso facto in
the service of Christs enemy. Behind that claim is a critique of “pluralism”
iong popuiar with Christian conservarives hostile to the fragmentation im-
posed i:)y modernity (popuiar sovereignty, capitaiism, social emancipation,
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specializatic-n of knowledee, etc.). Peterson ratchets up the urgency of the
critique by framing it eschatologically in the phenomenon of martyrdom:
“For the revelation of Christ also makes visible for the martyr the meta-
pbys:'mf disorientation that marks the ﬁziw: pm’iﬁmf order [emphasis added]:
the politica[, whose p[ane of activity is in the world of plura[ism, is always
tempted to abandon the ultimate metaphysfcal orientation and to seek its
gods in the world of the pluralistic.”

By orienting Ais critique to the coming New Age rather than to a
disappearing and irretrievable past, Peterson freed himself from the temp-
tation of nosta[gfc Catholic conservatives to seek a mpprochement with
the National Socialists, whom he saw with the mask stripped away: “[The
marryrs] must conquer because the Antichrist wages war against the saints,
because he forces a decision on them by mafeirzg the pm’irimf jymbm’ @ cultic
object [emphasis added].” In 1937, the relevance of that was clear for those
who had eyes to see.

What it has to say to those of us who live today, with midd.[ing con-
tentment, in the shambling structures of liberal democmcy is less clear.
“Witness to the Truth” is certainly a powerful summons to resistance. But
who will its audience be? Radical Christians living on the edge of a soci-
ety they think has lost its soul? Conservative if not reactionary Christians
obsessed with the so-called culture of death? Melancholy contemplatives?
What is the prospect for a Christian politics that appears to regard as il-
legitimate “every po[itica.l system that does not let itself be limited by the
kingship of Christ™

Although unsure of the answer to that, I am pleased to present this
collection of Erik Peterson’s essays, as the provocative legacy of a gifted and
idiosyﬂc.mtic critic of the spirit of the age, someone who fmnkly described
himself in St. Paul’s pungent phrase “as one born out of due time” (1 Cor.
15:8).;i The Greek word St. Paul uses of himself here, ektroma, litemﬂy
means a premature birth, a miscarriage, or even an aborted fetus. In keep—
ing with Erik Peterson’s own refusal to seek closure before its time, let us
leave it to the future to decide whether he was born too early—or too late.

Michael Hollerich
St. Paul, Minn.



