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This novel is grounded in fact, but it moves toward truth.

Karl Barth (1886–1968) was the greatest Protestant theologian of the twentieth century. Yet this book is not a theological textbook. It is the story of a human being — a man who doubted, loved, resisted, failed, and nonetheless refused to release his grip on faith.

Three great rivers flowed through his life. The first was theology. The second was history. The third was love. These three rivers ran alongside one another throughout his years — colliding, merging, and at times threatening to swallow one another whole.

I have imagined his interior voice. Following his letters, lectures, sermons, and the testimonies of those who knew him, I have tried to call forth the human Barth who lived in the white space between the words. Many of the dialogues are grounded in historical record; much of the interior life is theological imagination — what I believe he might have thought, given everything he wrote and everything he endured.

Every person must live out their own legend. Karl Barth's legend was this: to stand before God. That was everything. That was enough.
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It was three o'clock in the morning.

Cold fog rose from the Rhine and settled on the windows of the house on the Bruderholz hill. The old man could not sleep. That had grown familiar with age — sleep moved further away with each passing year, and in its place came thoughts through the darkness. Old thoughts. Old faces. Conversations that had never quite reached their end.

He reached for the lamp on the bedside table. Eighty-two-year-old hands moved slowly, searching for his glasses. On the desk lay a manuscript. Church Dogmatics, Volume IV, Part 4. The chapter on baptism. He had meant to finish it. For decades he had been building that great theological edifice, and he had wanted to lay the final stone. But his hand stopped.

Not yet, he thought. Not yet — no. No longer.

He set down the manuscript and walked to the window. His cane struck the floorboards and the sound filled the quiet house. Basel lay sleeping beyond the glass. Far below, the Rhine moved through the December darkness without a sound. He had known this river his whole life. As a child he had walked its banks holding his father's hand. As a young man he had watched it flow while Europe burned. As an old man he stood at this window and tallied what he had written and what he had not.

He thought: my life has been a single question.

Who is God?

Everything had begun there. In his father's study. In the pulpit of a Swiss mountain village. In German lecture halls. In a conference room in Barmen. In Charlotte's eyes. In Nelly's silence. At every point, that one question had been present.

He smiled.

It was a strange thing. After eighty years of living, thousands of pages written, hundreds of lectures given, dozens of debates fought — he still stood before that question as he had stood before it at the beginning. Perhaps that was theology's honesty. Perhaps that was faith's honesty.

He left the window and returned to his desk. He opened a drawer. Inside lay a bundle of old letters — his father's letters, Thurneysen's letters, and Charlotte's letters. He touched them lightly with his fingertips. He did not unfold them. He knew them already. Every word.

Instead he took out a record. Mozart. Clarinet Concerto in A Major. He placed it slowly on the turntable. The needle descended. The first note sounded.

The room filled with music.

The old man closed his eyes. And traveled back to the beginning of his life. To Basel in 1886. To the house of Pastor Fritz Barth. To the sound of his father's voice as he prayed over the evening table.

It had all begun there.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Part One: The Son of His Father (1886–1904)

[image: ]


"Every theologian is first of all someone's child."
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