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That this word can be the event of divine forgiveness will indeed be
understood only if we set ourselves free from a commonly held modern
view-point which has had a fatal influence on historical study. This is the
habit of understanding the word only as the natural self-expression of the
speaking individual. It then makes little difference whether this individual is
seen aesthetically or idealistically as personality, character, "form" (Gestalt),
or the like; or naturalistically in the light of evolution as the exponent of a
particular historical or cultural situation. From these view-points,

a word can no longer be in the real sense an "event" for the hearer; for by
means of correct analysis he can have in view beforehand all the
possibilities of what may be said to him.
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But if we return to the real significance of "word," implying as it does a
relationship between speaker and hearer, then the word can become an
event to the hearer, because it brings him into this relationship. But this
presupposes ultimately a wholly different conception of man, namely that
the possibilities for man and humanity are not marked out from the
beginning and determined in the concrete situation by character or
circumstances; rather, that they stand open, that in every concrete
situation new possibilities appear, that human life throughout is
characterized by successive decisions. Man is constrained to decision by
the word which brings a new element into his situation, and

the word therefore becomes to him an event; for it to become an event, the
hearer is essential.
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Therefore the attestation of the truth of the word lies wholly in what takes
place between word and hearer. This can be called subjective only by him
who either has not understood or has not taken seriously the meaning of
"word." Whoever understands it and takes it seriously knows that there is
no other possibility of God’s forgiveness becoming real for man than

the word. In the word, and not otherwise, does Jesus bring forgiveness.
Whether his word is truth, whether he is sent from God -- that is the
decision to which the hearer is constrained, and the word of Jesus remains:
"Blessed is he who finds no cause of offense in me."
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New York in 1934 and 1958]
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