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Abstract
Christian theology has responded in a variety of ways to the challenges of
the modern world and its emerging problems. These responses have ranged
from open conflict and sharp criticism to efforts at empathy and mutual
understanding. Among these challenges, the issue of secularization stands
out as one of the most complex phenomena the Church has encountered. It
took several centuries for the Christian Church to come to terms with
secularization and to accept the processes of differentiation, institutional
separation, and the reduction of its traditional social roles. Initially,
secularization was met with strong resistance and rejection by many
Christian theologians, who viewed it as a serious threat. However, over time,
a number of theologians reconsidered their positions and retreated from their
earlier critiques. In confronting this challenge, they began to articulate
interpretations from within the Christian tradition that resonate more closely
with the perspectives of scholars in the humanities and with the findings of
empirical research in this field.
This study seeks to examine the works and views of Friedrich Gogarten in
relation to this issue. The findings suggest that the roots of secularization
can, in fact, be traced back to the Bible itself. Furthermore, it becomes
evident that Gogarten, in his effort to preserve Christianity while fostering
as much harmony as possible between modernity and secularization,
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develops a distinct theological framework—one that may appropriately be
described as a theology of secularization.
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Introduction

The terms secularism and secularization are often used interchangeably—
particularly in Persian academic discourse—but this usage overlooks an
important conceptual distinction. Although the two concepts are related at
certain points, their differences are significant and should not be ignored.
Secularism primarily refers to an intellectual or ideological position. It
encompasses efforts to replace religious explanations with non-religious or
customary ones and to articulate theoretical justifications for separating
religious institutions from political authority. Secularization, by contrast,
refers to a historical process. It describes the gradual transformation through
which the Church has relinquished many of its traditional social functions
and accepted a differentiation of roles within society. For this reason,
theologians have often criticized scholars in the humanities, viewing them as
advocates of secularism and supporters of secularization. Nevertheless,
within theological circles—particularly among Protestant thinkers—there
have always been individuals whose perspectives align more closely with
those of humanities scholars and with empirical findings. In some cases, their
theological reflections can even be understood as providing a foundation for
the very process of secularization.

The height of this intellectual convergence between theologians and
humanities scholars can be traced to the period leading up to the mid-
twentieth century. During this time, figures such as Gogarten, Bonhoeffer,
Cox, and others advanced the provocative claim that not only is
secularization compatible with Christianity, but that its very foundations can
be found within the Bible itself. To support their arguments, they frequently
revisited the writings of the early Church Fathers and drew on their
theological insights. In this sense, the modern era may be understood as a
period marked by increasing reconciliation between Christian theology and
the realities of secularization. Building on this background, the present study
aims to demonstrate that Gogarten’s theological thought represents a
significant development in this field. By seeking to establish a meaningful
harmony between modernity and secularization, Gogarten articulates a new
form of theology—one that may be described as a theology attentive to, and
engaged with, secular phenomena.
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The term secular itself may be understood as expressing humanity’s
persistent and, in many ways, inevitable striving toward the realization of its
own capacities and potential. From a theological perspective, one might trace
the origins of this secular impulse back to the biblical narrative of the Garden
of Eden. In that primordial setting, human curiosity awakened a desire for
knowledge in Adam and Eve. With the loss of immediate access to divine
life and the onset of hardship—manifested in suffering, natural disasters, and
disease—human beings were nevertheless granted the possibility of survival
through divine generosity. At the same time, responsibility for earthly
existence was entrusted to humanity itself. In this way, a kind of implicit
covenant emerged: human beings were granted a sphere of worldly
responsibility and agency. Accordingly, by engaging thoughtfully with their
environment, they are able to sustain life and make purposeful use of the
world. From this perspective, it can be said that it was God’s will for
humanity to assume responsibility for life on earth. Historically, Christian
theological reflection—from its earliest beginnings through the Middle
Ages—was primarily centered on God and the divine attributes. However,
with the advent of the Enlightenment and the rise of modernity, new
intellectual movements such as humanism and rationalism began to shift the
focus of theological inquiry. Increasingly, attention turned toward the human
being—toward human capacities, talents, and possibilities. This shift
contributed to the emergence of new forms of theology beginning in the
nineteenth century. Importantly, this development did not entail the rejection
of God or the elimination of religion from human life. Rather, it involved an
effort to reinterpret the relationship between the divine and the human by
exploring how divine attributes might be reflected or mediated through
natural and empirical processes. As a result, human beings came to be seen
as possessing the capacity to confront and resolve their own problems.
From Gogarten’s perspective, secularization carries multiple meanings.
First, it signifies the desacralization of the world. In this process, belief in
multiple gods, spirits, and demonic forces diminishes, and the world itself is
no longer regarded as a sacred, divine cosmos encompassing humanity.
Gogarten interprets the Apostle Paul’s discussion of meat offered to idols as
an early example of this desacralization and as an expression of emerging
Christian freedom. However, he emphasizes that desacralization is not an
unqualified good; rather, it must be guided and limited by the broader
demands of Christian faith, with its appropriate meaning discerned within
specific contexts.
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The second meaning of secularization concerns the differentiation of the
sphere of faith, a concept closely linked to the idea of adoption (or adopted
sonship). This notion highlights that the individual stands before God as a
responsible agent—accountable both to God and to the world. Consequently,
human activity in areas such as science, art, politics, and family life must
proceed according to the principles of human reason.
Conclusion
Gogarten draws a clear distinction between secularization and secularism. In
his view, secularism represents a form of submission to an overarching
ideological system, much like religion itself. Secularization, by contrast, is
understood as an ongoing human endeavor aimed at achieving integration
between the individual and the social world. From this perspective,
secularism entails the loss of genuine independence, whereas secularization
serves to preserve it. One important implication of this distinction is the
recognition of two distinct yet non-interfering spheres: faith and reason.
These domains do not encroach upon one another; rather, the influence of
faith upon reason is indirect, shaping the manner in which actions are carried
out rather than dictating their content. Another significant implication is that
God is encountered not through external structures, but within the depth of
human awareness—specifically, in the sense of responsibility toward the
world. In this light, Gogarten’s project can be understood as an effort to
safeguard Christianity while engaging constructively with the process of
secularization. His work not only reflects a deep sympathy for the insights
of humanities scholarship and empirical research, but also advances a more
ambitious claim: that the roots of secularization are embedded within the
Bible itself. Consequently, even God and Jesus Christ may be seen as
participating in this historical and theological process.
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