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Enlisting Religion 

Franz C. Overbeck’s Criticism of the Socialist and Na-
tionalist Mythmaking on Jesus and Early Christianity 

Emiliano Rubens Urciuoli 

1. Foreword 

Both the ‘real Jesus’ and the ‘true Christianity’ are in the eye of the beholder but some be-
holders are more beholders than others. This playful connection between the famous saying 
about beauty attributed to Margaret Wolfe Hungerford – ‘The Duchess’ – and the famed dic-
tum of the Animal Farm’s Stalin-styled leader, the pig Napoleon, may sum up the insightful 
viewpoint of Franz C. Overbeck (1837–1905) on the late nineteenth-century German ‘myth-
making’ on Jesus and early Christianity. More specifically, this largely unknown Russian-
born, German theologian and Church historian, who was a close friend and life-long admirer 
of Friedrich Nietzsche,1 will provide my observation point on the public-political use of the 
early Christian past in a critical space-time for the history of two most influential ‘secular 
ideologies’ of the century: socialism and nationalism. 

From Gabriel Tarde onwards,2 we have been constantly taught that collective reveries 
are all true for socially mesmerized people. Yet they rarely share the same cultural influence, 
social impact, and material power. Instantiated by social organizations and movements, pro-
pelled by parliaments, academic bodies, and ecclesiastical structures, massaged and channeled 
via communication medias, politically-loaded forms of mythmaking generally have a running 
start on other candidates in the cultural struggle of ideas. Mythmaking on ‘who was Jesus?’ 
and ‘what is Christianity?’ in Germany during the Wilhelmine era is no exception. Both so-
cialists and nationalists, the two prime players in the Ideenkampf staged and fought in Over-
beck’s time, lingered on such issues for the sake of their political agenda. They were contend-
ing for the same royalties on the same lucrative icons. 

In order to stockpile their mythical capital, Western nationalists have never stopped 
pillaging the Christian past as well as counting Jesus the Founder among their most valuable 
iconological assets. After all, it is not by chance that, if Soviet congresses were never decked 
with Jesus’ flags, no towering Nazi brown-shirt ever dared to push his anti-Christian biases 
over the edge of the public denial of Jesus throughout the period in which many Christian 

 

1 Overbeck and Nietzsche were even fellow tenants for about five years (from April 1870 to August 1875) 

and it was Overbeck who went to Nietzsche’s assistance in Turin in early January 1889. On the Hausgenossen-

schaft in the so-called ‘Baumannshöhle’ in Basel, see already Carl A. Bernoulli, Franz Overbeck und Friedrich 

Nietzsche. Eine Freundschaft (Jena: Diederichs, 1908), vol. I, pp. 59–63. On the intellectual exchanges in gene-

ral, see more recently Andreas U. Sommer, Der Geist der Historie und das Ende des Christentums. Zur ‘Waffen-
genossenschaft’ von Friedrich Nietzsche und Franz Overbeck  (Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 1997). An independ-

ent-minded person, Overbeck did not spare his criticism on his more gifted friend: see Franz Overbeck, Erin-

nerungen an Friedrich Nietzsche. Mit Briefen an Heinrich Köselitz und mit einem Essay von Heinrich Detering  

(Berlin: Berenberg, 2011), passim. 
2 Gabriel Tarde, Les lois de l’imitation. Étude sociologique (Paris: Félix Alcan, 1890). 
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altars willingly wore swastikas.3 Retrospectively, then, one might be surprised to find out that 
mid- and late nineteenth-century German socialists were no less eager than the nationalists to 
bring Jesus and early Christianity straight into their own time without letting them go.4 De-
spite Feuerbach’s ‘projection theory’ and Marx’s ‘opiate theory’5 of religion, influential so-
cialist thinkers and agitators such as Wilhelm Weitling (1808–1871) were keen to appeal to 
the ambiguous social ethics of whom Mikhail Gorbachev will call the ‘First socialist’.6 By the 
same token, activists and militants set out to model their associations and communes aftera 
first-century Palestinian sect of believers: a short-lived, historically dubious organizational 
experiment that pre-Marxist and Marxist socialist theorists nonetheless insisted to portray as 
the first communist community. 

However combinatory its logic may be, history of mythmaking has its own ‘laws’. 
Such laws, of course, are historically contingent and operated in a quite interesting way in 
Overbeck’s days, at the close of the nineteenth century, when both nationalists and socialists 
of various tendencies engaged to define themselves at once through and vis-à-vis Christianity. 
Before addressing the question of Overbeck’s assessment of the two symmetrical enterprises 
of the socialists’ and nationalists’ mythmaking on Jesus and early Christianity, two prelimi-
nary aspects should be discussed. First, what I mean here with ‘socialists’ and ‘nationalists’. 
Second, why Overbeck. 

To begin with the ‘socialists’, Overbeck himself provides a viable, concise definition 
when he refers to ‘the complex of theories and trends aimed at the revocation of the private 
property’. There is no reason, continues Overbeck, to restrict socialism to Marx and Engels’ 
specific doctrine, since its preponderance among the socialist galaxy of theories and practices 
still remains to be proven.7 Moreover, the kind of socialist appropriation of early Christianity 
Overbeck focuses upon is not the hyper-critical approach of the co-founding father of histori-
cal materialism, Friedrich Engels.8 Nor can it be the much deeper and sympathetic interest 
shown three years after his death by a towering figures of contemporary Marxism like Karl 
Kautsky (1854–1938).9 What catches Overbeck’s attention is rather the kind of politically 
organized mythmaking theorized and practiced by the so-called German ‘Christian socialists’ 

 

3 On this issue see Susannah Heschel, The Aryan Jesus: Christian Theologians and the Bible in Nazi Ger-
many (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2008). 

4 I am echoing a famous sentence of Albert Schweitzer that features in the conclusive pages of his seminal 

Geschichte der Leben-Jesu-Forschung. The 1910 first English edition reads as follows: ‘The study of the Life of 

Jesus has had a curious history. It set out in quest of the historical Jesus, believing that when it had found Him it 

could bring Him straight into our time as a Teacher and a Saviour. It loosed the bands by which He had been 
riveted for centuries to the stony rocks of ecclesiastical doctrine, and rejoiced to see life and movement coming 

into the figure once more, and the historical Jesus advancing as it seemed, to meet it. But He does not stay; He 

passes by our time and returns to His own. What surprised and dismayed the theology of the last forty years was 

that, despite all forced and arbitrary interpretations, it could not keep Him in our time, but had to let Him go. He 
returned to His own time, not owing to the application of any historical ingenuity, but by the same inevitable 

necessity by which the liberated pendulum returns to its original position’ (Albert Schweitzer, The Quest of the 

Historical Jesus: A Critical Study of its Progress from Reimarus to Wrede  [London: A. and C. Black, 1911; ed. 

or. 1906], p. 397). 
5 For a thorough analysis of the meaning of the analogy (religion/opium) in the nineteenth -century Europe 

see Andrew M. McKinnon, ‘Opium as Dialectics of Religion: Metaphor, Expression and Protest’, in Marx, Crit-

ical Theory, and Religion: A Critique of Rational Choice, ed. by Warren S. Goldstein (Leiden, Boston: Brilll, 

2006), pp. 11–29. 
6 ‘Jesus was the first socialist, the first to seek a better life for mankind’ (as quoted in The Sunday Inde-

pendent, June 21 1992, p. 12). 
7 Franz Overbeck, ‘Socialismus (Allgemeines)’, in Id., Kirchenlexikon Texte. Ausgewählte Artikel J–Z, in 

Franz Overbeck: Werke und Nachlaß, ed. by Barbara von Reibnitz (Stuttgart, Weimar: Metzler, 1995), vol. 5, 

p. 450. Unless stated differently, all the English translations are mine. I  am very grateful to Johanna Streit for her 
help. 

8 Friedrich Engels, ‘On the History of Earliest Christianity (1894–1895)’, in Karl Marx and Friedrich En-

gels, Collected Works Volume 27, Engels: 1890–95 (London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1990), pp. 447–69. 
9 Karl Kautsky, Der Ursprung des Christentums. Eine historische Untersuchung  (1908) (Berlin: Dietz, 

1977), pp. 338–73. 
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(or ‘socialist Christians’). A suitable reason for this restrictive focus will be provided later. 
For the time being, it is worth pointing out that Overbeck was a theologian whose attention, 
interests, and critiques seem to be first and foremost directed to what his colleagues had to say 
on a given topic. 

I take into account as ‘nationalists’ all those academic scholars and non-academic 
writers and publicists who, in the Second Reich German society (1871–1919), believed and 
contended, at the same time, that a) the German state was the dazzling peak of human history, 
and b) Christianity for German people must either be German or replaced by a more appropri-
ate ‘national religion’. At the level of individual authors, the understanding of the (meta)-
historical relationship between Christentum and Deutschtum could significantly vary from 
identification and simultaneous rise to incompatibility and mutual exclusion, passing through 
the accomplishment or restoration of a long-time warped ideal.10 Justified by Overbeck’s spe-
cific concerns about the dramatic impact of ‘Nationalismus’ and ‘Nationalität’ on contempo-
rary Christianity, this rather narrow definition of nationalist mythmakers encompasses several 
positions criticized by Overbeck. What characterizes them is their almost convergent focus on 
the Germanic/Aryan Jesus as well as on the kind of Christianity supposed to be suitable for, or 
repugnant to, the German/ic peoples past and present.11 

My choice has fallen on Overbeck for different reasons. Born in the Czarist Russia 
(St Petersburg, 1837–1905), Overbeck was a German-speaking and German-schooled theolo-
gian who moved to Basel (Switzerland) in 1870. There he taught New Testament and early 
Church History for almost thirty years. He retired in 1897 and died eight years later. Geo-
graphically severed, he divorced from the ‘Tübingen School’ of biblical criticism he had ini-
tially – and, so to say, ‘allegorically’ –12 belonged to. He came to believe that the confessional 
biases of the New Testament criticism approach initiated by Ferdinand Christian Baur (1792–
1860) fell shorts of the scientific claims, undermined the merits, and stood in the way of the 
critically appraised ‘profane history of Church (profane Kirchengeschichte)’13 he unsuccess-

 

10 See, e.g., Uriel Tal, Christians and Jews in Germany: Religion, Politics, and Ideology in the Second 

Reich, 1870–1914 (Ithaca, London: Cornell University press, 1975); Alan T. Davies, ‘The Aryan Christ: A Motif 

in Christian Anti-Semitism’, Journal of Ecumenical Studies, 12 (1975), 569–79; Id., ‘Racism and German 
Protestant Theology: A Prelude to the Holocaust’, The Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social 

Science, 450 (1980), 20–34; Rainer Lächele, ‘Germanisierung des Christentums – Heroisierung Christi. Arthur 

Bonus – Max Bewer – Julius Bode’, in Völkische Religion und Krisen der Moderne. Entwürfe ‘arteigener’ 

Glaubenssysteme seit der Jahrhundertwende, ed. by Stefanie v. Schnurbein and Justus H. Ulbricht (Würzburg: 

Könighausen & Neumann, 2001), pp. 165–83; Christopher Koenig, ‘Germanisation of Christianity. Early Medi-
eval Conversion History and the Search for German National Identity, 1890 –1940’, in Paradigms, Poetics and 

Politics of Conversion’, ed. by Jan N. Bremmer, Wout J. van Bekkum, and Arie L. Molendijk (Leuven: Peeters, 

2006), pp. 149–64; Heschel, The Aryan Jesus, pp. 26–66. 
11 For a much broader, historical-discursive take on the nineteenth-century relationship between national 

imagination and Jesus scholarship, as represented by four authors belonging to different European political, 

cultural, and religious contexts (Friedrich Schleiermacher, David Friedrich Strauss, Ernest Renan, George Adam 

Smith), see Halvor Moxnes, Jesus and the Rise of Nationalism: A New Quest for the Nineteenth-Century Histor-

ical Jesus (London, New York: Tauris, 2012). 
12 Allegorically (‘in einer so zu sagen nur allegorischen Sinne’) in the sense that, as he himself makes 

clear, Overbeck was no student of Baur – he never happened to meet him actually – and did not share the Hege-

lian framework of Baur’s philosophical-religious approach. See Franz Overbeck, Über die Christlichkeit unserer 

heutigen Theologie, 2nd edn (Leipzig: Fritzsch, 1903), p. 3. For Overbeck’s rejection of Bauer’s Hegelianism in 
favor of a Nietzschean-like idea of history as ‘unsponsored by any transcendent force’, see Martin Dominic Hen-

ry, ‘Franz Overbeck: A Review of Recent Literature (Part 2)’, Irish Theological Quarterly, 73 (2008), 174–91 

(pp. 180–6). 
13 Overbeck, Über die Christlichkeit, p. 7. On the failure to accomplish such a carreer-long task, see Franz 

Overbeck, ‘Zu Meinen Aufzeichnungen über meine Basler Professur’, in Id., ‘Autobiographisches’ Mich selbst 
betreffend’, in Franz Overbeck: Werke und Nachlaß , ed. by Barbara von Reibnitz and Marianne Stauffacher-

Schaub (Stuttgart, Weimar: Metzler, 2002), vol. 7/1, p. 244. For the ‘mutual influence and stimulation’ between 

Overbeck and Nietzsche in this understanding of history, in general, and history of Christianity, in particular, 

see, e.g., Martin Henry, Franz Overbeck: Theologian? Religion and History in the Thought of Franz Overbeck  
(Frankfurt am Main: Lang, 1995), pp. 130–38; Andreas U. Sommer, ‘On the Genealogy of the Genealogical 
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fully devoted himself to. Overbeck did not join any other ‘school’ and rapidly became a theo-
logical ‘outsider’. 

Both academically and culturally speaking, Overbeck remained an extremely marginal 
figure – ‘a failed scholar’, as he himself recognized in a private note,14 whose more extended 
influence ‘outside the theological guild’ has partly compensated for his minimal theological 
legacy.15 His career-long lost struggle against theology tout court was motivated by the gen-
eral conviction that the more declining a religion is the more thriving its theological discourse 
appears.For the more apparent theologians’ practical efforts are to keep it artificially alive. 
Somehow paradigmatic of the impossible rescue mission of all theologies, contemporary 
Protestant liberal theology was by far the privileged target of Overbeck’s radical crit icism. He 
considered this dominantstrand of scholarship, typified by Adolf von Harnack, as an episte-
mologically bankrupted body of knowledge that vainly (and hypocritically) aspires to recon-
cile the religiously indifferent modern Western world with its moribund Christian tradition via 
a trivial falsification of both human existence and authentic Christianity.16 

Overbeck’s fringe theological position was supplemented by a particular kind of so-
cio-existential estrangement. For most of his life, indeed, he experienced the sort of Gnostic-
like despair and ascetic17 discomfort that only an unbelieving theologian who considered tra-
ditional Christianity a historically exhausted worldview, and yet spent his life in a Lutheran-
dominated disciplinary field of the German-speaking academia, could probably feel. The re-
sult is that, although he wrote ‘an enormous amount’, he published very little..18 Lastly, apart 
from obsessively detesting liberal theologians, Overbeck was both irritated by the nationalists 
and repelled by the socialists, thereby preventing himself from finding possible allies, spon-
sors, publishers, and pulpits outside academia. An ‘apolitical’ by nature, he credited Christi-
anity with the very same original character.19 Healways resisted the idea to debase and popu-
larize his scholarly thought by politicizing it in order to court and cater to public attention.20 

All this considered, my paper aims to show that the very reasons that determined 
Overbeck’s public-academic failure also positioned him in an exceptional vantage point for 
seeing and pinpointing the political stakes that fueled the academic, sub-academic, and extra-

 

Method. Overbeck, Nietzsche and the Search for Origins’, Bulletin of the Institute of Classical Studies. Supple-
ment 79 (2003), 87–103. 

14 The note is dated 29 May 1899. See Antonia Pellegrino, ‘Scrivere per un “pubblico limitato”. Le strat e-

gie di pubblicazione di Franz Overbeck’, Humanitas, 64.4–5 (2009), 702–31 (p. 704). For general studies on 

Overbeck’s life and work, see, e.g., Niklaus Peter, Im Schatten der Modernität; Franz Overbecks weg zur 

‘Christlichkeit unserer heutigen Theologie’ (Stuttgart: Metzler, 1992); Henry, Franz Overbeck; Antonia Pelle-
grino, La città piena di idoli (Pisa: Edizioni ETS, 2005). 

15 On this issue, see Martin Dominic Henry, ‘Franz Overbeck: A Review of Recent Literature (Part 1)’, 

Irish Theological Quarterly, 72 (2007), 391–404 (pp. 393–95). 
16 This twofold argument encapsulates the polemical content of the main body of Overbeck’s theological 

manifesto, Über die Christlichkeit unserer heutigen Theologie , 2nd edn (Leipzig: Fritzsch, 1903). The first edi-

tion dates back to 1873. The thesis of this ‘little tract’, which almost escaped notice, is that Christianity was 

neither viable nor defensible any longer in the modern world. 
17 On Overbeck’s ‘gnostic sympathies’, see Henry, Franz Overbeck, p. 48, note 44. Maybe it is not by 

chance that Overbeck’s public debut as a theologian was a conference held in Jena on 6 February 1867 on the 

rise of monasticism: see Franz Overbeck, Über die Anfänge des Mönchtums, in Franz Overbeck, Schriften bis 

1873, in Franz Overbeck: Werke und Nachlaß , ed. by Ekkehard W. Stegemann and Niklaus Peter (Stuttgart, 

Weimar: Metzler, 1994), vol. 1, pp. 13–37. On Overbeck’s theory of asceticism, see Emiliano R. Urciuoli, ‘“A 
More Refined Device”: Franz Overbeck’s Ascetological Foundations’, in Norm and Exercise: Christian Asceti-

cism between 350–800 CE, ed. by Roberto Alciati (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner, 2018), pp. 53–75. 
18 Henry, Franz Overbeck, p. 4 and pp. 24–7; Pellegrino, ‘Scrivere per un “pubblico limitato”’, pp. 702–31. 

Of these few published items six were reprinted by the Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft in Darmstadt between 

1963 and 1968. Started in 1994 and counting elevenvolumes, the Metzler critical edition has now surpassed all 
the previous publishing enterprises. It covers both material Overbeck himself published, posthumously published 

works, and hitherto unpublished material from Overbeck’s enormous Nachlass in Basel. 
19 On his own apolitical nature, see a letter to Heinrich von Treitschke quoted by Henry, Franz Overbeck, 

p. 6, note 18; on the apolitical essence of Christianity, see e.g. Overbeck, Über die Christlichkeit, p. 60. 
20 Henry, Franz Overbeck, pp. 6–7. 
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academic quest for the ‘real Jesus’ and ‘true Christianity’. Almost all the documentation 
needed for this enterprise derives from Overbeck’s dense and sometimes hardly decipherable 
private streams of thought as contained in a gigantic collection of notes and reflections he 
himself called Kirchenlexicon. Only about five per cent of this material has been selected out, 
critically edited, and published in two thick volumes of Overbeck’s Werke und Nachlass.21 

2. Socialist Mythmaking 

In the late nineteenth-century Germany, Jesus of Nazareth was probably not the main model 
for both Christian and non-Christian individuals and groups looking for past proletarian 
movements and socialist/communist experiences. Neither the ‘Christ of the Barricades’, the 
subversive icon of the radical factions of the ‘Bourgeois Revolutions’ (1789; 1830; 1848),22 
nor the ‘Communist Jesus’ molded into more or less pacifist shapes by some ‘utopian’ com-
munists (Henri-Alphonse Esquiros, Wilhelm Weitling, Étienne Cabet)23 were heroes for all 
seasons. Too pathetic and French were these Nazarenes; too vague, as already Proudhon said, 
were their socio-economic agendas.24 According to the most philologically concerned observ-
ers, their reinterpreted lives and deeds hardly lived up to ‘serious’ biblical criticism.25 

Moreover, one could argue that when it came to construct socialism on earth, Jesus’ 
Cynic-styled nomadic habits and indifference to labor26 became at odds with the practical 
attempts to territorialize ‘new Jerusalems’ among the urban working class, update political 
patronage of subaltern interests, and contrast pseudo-socialist imposters and parasites spong-

 

21 Far from being a private encyclopedia devoted to specifically ecclesiastical matters, the Kirchenlexikon 

consists of an immense collection of biographical and critical notes on various specific topics that Overbeck 

compiled during most of his academic career and continued to enlarge after the retirement. The ‘articles’ are 
entered in alphabetic order. A critically edited selection of these notes from this unfinished Privatencyclopädie is 

now published in Franz Overbeck, Kirchenlexikon Texte. Ausgewählte Artikel A–I, in Franz Overbeck: Werke 

und Nachlaß, ed. by Barbara von Reibnitz (Stuttgart, Weimar: Metzler, 1995), vol. 4 (hereafter: OWN 4); Id., 

Kirchenlexikon Texte. Ausgewählte Artikel J–Z, in Franz Overbeck: Werke und Nachlaß, ed. by Barbara von 
Reibnitz (Stuttgart, Weimar: Metzler, 1995), vol. 5 (hereafter: OWN 5). Andreas Urs Sommer defines the Lexi-

con as the ‘terminological arsenal in alphabetic order’ of Overbeck’s (retrospectively lifelong) project: the ‘pro-

fane history of the Church (profane Kirchengeschichte)’: see Andreas U. Sommer, Der Geist der Historie und 

das Ende des Christentums. Zur ‘Waffengenossenschaft’ von Friedrich Nietzsche und Franz Overbeck (Berlin: 

De Gruyter, 1997), p. 10. 
22 Frank Paul Bowman, Le Christ des barricades, 1789–1848 (Paris: Cerf, 1987). See also Daniele Menoz-

zi, Letture politiche di Gesù. Dall’Ancien Régime alla Rivoluzione  (Brescia: Paideia, 1979). 
23 See Emanuele Pinelli, La scoperta dei vangeli socialisti. L’ispirazione cristiana nei primi decenni del 

movimento operaio e le Vite di Gesù scritte dai suoi primi leader (Mimesis: Sesto San Giovanni [MI], 2016); On 
Cabet and the Icarians see already C. Johnson, Utopian Communism in France: Cabet and the Icarians (Ithaca: 

Cornell University Press, 1974). On the treatment of Jesus in the pre-1848 socialist theorists, see Bowman, 

pp. 167–229; Gian Mario Bravo, ‘Letture e interpretazioni dei vangeli nel socialismo ottocentesco’, Humanitas, 

3 (2012), 464–75. In general, on the religious foundations of pre-1848 French socialist doctrines (both Saint-
Simonian and Fourierist currents), as well as on Marx and Engels’ successful concealment of this un-secular 

genealogy, see Julian Strube, ‘Socialist Religion and the Emergence of Occultism: a Genealogical Approach to 

Socialism and Secularization in 19th-century France’, Religion, 46/3 (2016), 359–88 (pp. 362–9; on further bib-

liography on the topic: p. 360). 
24 Bowman, p. 279. 
25 See Cabet’s unshakeable faith in the miracle narratives and his commitment to a literal interpretation of 

the New Testament in Étienne Cabet, Le Vrai Christianisme suivant Jésus-Christ (Paris: Bureau du Populaire, 

1846). Yet on the exegetical criteria of Weitling’s gospel and his thorough engagement with Strauss’s Leben 

Jesu (1835), see Pinelli, pp. 129–30. 
26 The most famous pieces of modern scholarship on Jesus as Cynic are F. Gerald Downing, Christ and the 

Cynics: Jesus and Other Radical Preachers in First-Century Tradition (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 

1988); Burton L. Mack, A Myth of Innocence: Mark and Christian Origins (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1988). 

For a Marxist-materialist critique of these positions see James G. Crossley, Jesus in an Age of Neoliberalism: 
Quests, Scholarship, and Ideology (London: Routledge, 2016), pp. 85–101. 
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ing off the generosity of the brothers/comrades. Identifying himself with Lucian, the ‘Voltaire 
of classic antiquity’, Engels himself reported ‘dozens’ of Peregrinus-like wandering prophets 
who, tapping into a ‘half-biblical’ and ‘most vulgar sentimental nonsense’, used to free-ride 
on communist communities in Switzerland and ‘literally plunder’ them for several years dur-
ing the so-called utopian phase of the working-class movement.27 Such ‘gullibility’, explains 
Engels, derives from the catch-all enthusiasm and fanatic exaltation that characterize any 
emancipationist experiment at its very beginnings. ‘Today’, that is, in 1894, scientific social-
ism has finally wiped out the religious fervor of its unmethodical antecessors and ‘such ex-
treme cases, at least in the large centers, have become impossible’.28 

However, at the time of Overbeck’s writings the analogies with contemporary social 
experiments were less triggered by the figure of Jesus himself than inspired by his earliest 
followers. The social complexion, the egalitarian nature, the sectarian feature, the confronta-
tional identity, the determined resistance and growth in the face of persecutions, and the mil-
lenarian hope of the post-Jesuanic groups were all aspects that attired socialists’ interest and 
lauds, prompted their enthusiasm, and inspired mimicries. In this sense, the authentic magnet 
of socialists’ social imagination was still the ‘apostolic community’ depicted in Acts 2. 44–45 
and 4. 32 (‘All who believed were together and had all things in common; they would sell 
their possessions and goods to all, as any had need’; ‘Now the whole group of those who be-
lieved were one of one heart and soul, and no one claimed private ownership of any posses-
sions, but everything they owned was held in common’). Periodically inspiring ‘written utopi-
as’,29 this Bible communism was tried out time and again by several popular movements 
‘clothed in religion’30 throughout the pre-industrial phase of the class war-oriented history. 
Utopian communists’ social ideals and practical experiments, like Weitling’s egalitarian 
communities and Cabet’s Icarian settlements, drew heavily on this myth. Prominent Marxists 
were not immune either: in his 1908 essay on the Foundations of Christianity, Karl Kautsky 
tried to seal the prototype of the Jerusalemite ‘urchristliche Gemeinde’ with the stamp of the 
Marxist orthodoxy.31 

All things considered, this theoretical and practical mythmaking could suggest – and, 
in fact, has suggested – three potentially correlated ideas. First, early Christianity was socialist 
in itself. Second, modern socialism is a legacy of Christianity – ‘unthinkable without’, a ‘re-
discovery/accomplishment/upgrade of’, etc. Third, since it is perfectly possible to be at once a 
Christian and a socialist, nothing prevents from effectively setting up Christian-socialist par-
ties, movements, and associations. It is precisely at this point, namely where the theoretical 
question on the nature of the two ideological formations intersects with their matter-of-fact 
connection at an organizational level, that Overbeck, for whom socialism is a revolting hypoc-
risy and unwise Barbarei, steps in to solve the riddle: 

It is reasonable to talk of a Christian socialism only where Christianity and socialism stand vis 
à vis as two closed doctrines or systems which can come together or stay separate, or where it 
is a matter of lively efforts rising from either the religious interests of Christianity or the socio-
political interests of the system of property. Therefore, it is absurd to talk of a Christian social-
ism (or socialist Christianity) already within the primitive Christianity, as well as to make the 
history of Christian socialism or socialist Christianity begin with it. For, at that time, Christi-

 

27 Engels, ‘On the History’. Peregrinus is the mid second-century Christian convert and petty religious en-
trepreneur sarcastically portrayed as a charlatan and skillful imposter by Lucian of Samosata in The Death of 

Peregrinus. Engels quotes extensively from this work. 
28 Engels, ‘On the History’, p. 451. 
29 For this category see Jean Séguy, ‘Les sociétés imaginées: Monachisme et utopie’, Annales. Économies, 

Sociétés, Civilisations, 26/2 (1971), 328–54. 
30 Engels, ‘On the History’, p. 448. See most recently Roland Boer, Red Theology: On the Christian Com-

munist Tradition (Leiden, Boston: Brill, 2016), pp. 10–27. 
31 Kautsky, Der Ursprung, pp. 338–73. On the post-Engels/Kautsky Marxist tradition see P. Kowaliński, 

‘The Genesis of Christianity in the Views of Contemporary Marxist Specialists of Religion’, Antonianum, 47 
(1972), pp. 541–75. 
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anity has still originally in itself what can be called socialism about it. […]. Christian social-
ism and socialist Christianity can only exist since these connections start to be a matter of con-
flict, that is, when beside a Christian socialism also a kind of socialism exists that is complete-
ly foreign to Christianity (even opposed to it in some circumstances), as well as when beside a 
social Christianity also a kind of Christianity exists that cuts itself off against all types of so-
cialism. Socialism, in primitive Christianity, is something completely other from the Christian 
socialism or social Christianity of the later times and thus should not be aligned historically 
with these later entities. […]. Therefore, it is clear that Christianity and socialism in them-
selves and for themselves have nothing to do with each other and can establish all-changing 
connections only by chance.33 

This sophisticated passage demandsexegetical care. Here Overbeck is not interested in sharp-
ening analogies by, for instance, introducing like Kautsky the distinction between the ‘com-
munism of distribution and consumption’ of the early Christian groups and  the ‘communism 
of production’ of contemporary socialist social engineers.34 Rather, he wants to deny analo-
gies, or better, to dispel false analogies. By tapping into his chronotypical dichotomy between 
Urchristentum – i.e., the originating and still unselfconscious open field of historical possibili-
ties whose unnecessary outcome was Christianity as we know it –35 and Christentum – i.e., 
the unanticipated and self-reflective historical development of an originally anti-historical 
proclamation – Overbeck contends that the Christian socialism promoted by emerging parties 
and movements is a fully contemporary and hybrid phenomenon. It could only appear long 
after the twilight of primitive Christianity in that  it had to await the rise of the modern, in-
creasingly machinery-based, and fundamentally irreligious36 socialism. The appearance of 
Christian socialist parties, so Overbeck, has required a specific sequence of historical condi-
tions: 1) the independent formation of Christianity and – much later – socialism, 2) the stag-
ing of their mutual otherness and opposition within areligiously unconcerned modern socie-
ty,37 3) the creation of a non-denominational political field crisscrossed by the conflicting 
stakes and the concordant agendas of different representatives of the two doctrinal systems. In 
order for socialism to rise, one of the inchoate possibilities stored in the Urchristentum, name-
ly the communist-like organization of the groups, must be rejected and marginalized by the 
historical and worldly development of Christianity. Socio-ontologically and ideologically 
speaking, socialism as political movement has nothing to do with the religious-cultural tradi-

 

33 Overbeck, ‘Christentum und Socialismus. Geschichte der Verbindung’, in Id., OWN 4, pp. 260–1 (my 
translation). See also Id., ‘Christentum und Socialismus. Allgemeines’, p. 255: ‘Neither is all Christianity socia l-

ist, nor is all socialism Christian; rather, they are two discrete entities that sometimes fight against each another, 

sometimes become friend with one another, like all realities living side by side in history’. 
34 Kautsky, Der Ursprung, p. 363. For the ‘communist of consumption’ practiced by the first Christians, 

see also Rosa Luxemburg, ‘Socialism and the Churches’ (1905), in Rosa Luxemburg Speaks, ed. by Mary-Alice 

Waters (New York: Pathfinder Press, 1970), pp. 131–52. On this see Boer, pp. 28–43. 
35 See this distinction in Overbeck, ‘Über die Anfänge der patristischen Literatur’, Historische Zeitschrift, 

48, 417–72. The duality maps onto that between Urgeschichte and Geschichte: see Overbeck, Kirchenlexikon 
Materialen. Christentum und Kultur. Gedanken und Anmerkungen zur modernen Theo logie, in Franz Overbeck: 

Werke und Nachlaß, ed. by Barbara von Reibnitz, vol. 6/1 (Stuttgart, Weimar: Metzler, 1996), pp. 52–60. For a 

reconstruction of Urgeschichte before and beyond Overbeck, see Giorgio Agamben, The Signature of All Things. 

On Method (New York: Zone Books, 2009 [ed. or. 2008]), pp. 84–95; Cornelia Zumbusch, ‘Urgeschichte. Er-
zählungen vom Vorvergangenen bei Herder, Engels, Freud und Benjamin’, in Urworte. Zur Geschichte und 

Funktion erstbegründender Begriffe, ed. by Tobias Döring and Michael Ott (München: Fink, 2012), pp. 137–53. 

On the Romantic character – and thus questionable scientific quality – of all the conceptual couples stemming 

from this qualitative opposition (Urgeschichte/Geschichte; Urchristentum/Christentum; Urliteratur/Literatur), 

see Henry, Franz Overbeck, 153–203; also Id., ‘É possible un futuro per la teologia nel mondo moderno?’, Hu-
manitas, 64.4–5 (2009), 589–605 (p. 602). Philipp Vielhauer has emphasized the ‘uniqueness’ of such a concep-

tualization in Overbeck’s present-day theology: see Philipp Vielhauer, ‘Franz Overbeck und die neutestament-

liche Wissenschaft’, in Id., Aufsätze zum Neuen Testament (Munich: Kaiser, 1965), pp. 235–52 (p. 250). 
36 On this see Overbeck, ‘Socialismus und Religion. Allgemeines’, in Id., OWN 5, p. 454. 
37 Overbeck, ‘Socialismus und Religion. Allgemeines’, in Id., OWN 5, p. 454. 
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tion of Christianity;genealogically, they are foreign to each other.38 Nevertheless, ‘countless’ 
theoretical efforts have proved that mutual incompatibility must not be generalized.The reality 
on the ground shows that socialists can be occasionally Christians – and vice versa.39 

At a conceptual level, Overbeck’s position is somehow midway between Engels’ ideas 
and the utopian communists’ views on this issue, and, at the same time, contrary to both. 
While these latter affirmed the formal identity between communism and Christianity as won-
drously displayed by Jesus’ ethics and behavior, Engels clearly stated that communism is a 
‘theory of liberation’ enabled by the most recent technological advancements of the capitalist 
societies. As such, it was  ‘not possible for the slaves, the serfs, or the handicraftsmen, but 
only for the proletarians and hence it belongs of necessity to the 19th century and was not 
possible in any earlier period’.40 Moreover, while Weitling & co. in general despised athe-
ism41 and, most importantly, enlisted religion (i.e., Christianity) in the fight for human libera-
tion, his materialist theory of religion led Engels to see religiously motivated uprisings of op-
pressed people as nothing else but economy-based and -driven conflicts in disguise, as well as 
to explain communism as ‘that stage of historical development which makes all existing reli-
gions superfluous and supersedes them’.42 

Neither ‘utopian’ nor ‘scientific’, a-religious but anti-socialist, Overbeck takes his own 
side in the quarrel. On the one hand, contrary to Engels, he does not divorce past phenomena 
such as the community of property and the related organizational aspects of the first Christ-
believing small groups from the history of communism writ large; on the other, contrary to 
the utopian communists, he does not consider the situational and tactical connections that 
make Christian-socialist organizations possible in contemporary post-Christian and capitalist 
Europe as natural sprouts of Christianity. 

Anyway, as adumbrated by the last sentence of the above-quoted text (‘it is clear that 
Christianity and socialism […] can establish mutual and all-changing connections only by 
chance’), Overbeck is not specifically interested in the socio-ontological and, eventually, ab-
stract relationship between socialism and Christianity. He is rather concerned with (1) the 
hermeneutical difficulties arisen from the occasional entanglements of socio-economical and 
religious interests and motivations throughout history, and (2) with the concrete implica-
tionsof the practical compatibility of socialism and Christianity in his present-day society. He 
tackles questions such as: how to conceivably decide if we are dealing with an actual Chris-
tian socialist association or with a Christian sect whose religious principles have led to an 
egalitarian organization?43 How and to what extent socialism and Christianity can effectively 

 

38 Overbeck, ‘Christenthum und Socialismus. Allgemeines’, in OWN 4, p. 252. 
39 Overbeck, ‘Socialismus und Religion. Allgemeines’, in Id., OWN 5, p. 454, pp. 251–2. 
40 Engels, Draft of a Communist Confession of Faith  (1847), art. 13. On this incompatibility see also Karl 

Diehl, ‘Ueber christlichen Socialismus’, Deutsche Rundschau, 99 (1899), 199–222. Diehl’s critical positions on 

Christian socialism are frequently quoted by Overbeck. 
41 Wilhelm C. Weitling, Gerechtigkeit. Ein Studium in 500 Tagen. Bilder der Wirklichkeit und Betrachtun-

gen des Gefangenen (Kiel: Mühlau, 1929), p. 100. 
42 Engels, Draft, art. 22. 
43 Overbeck, ‘Christenthum und Socialismus. Allgemeines’, pp. 252–53. Overbeck considers this question 

as hermeneutically analogous to that as to how to reasonably assess whether an Anabaptist movement in the age 

of Reformation was of a ‘socio-political’ or a ‘religious type’ and ‘to what extent it was both’ (Overbeck, ‘Chris-
tenthum und Socialismus. Allgemeines’, p. 253). For Engels, as widely known, these kinds of movements were 

justdisguised forms of class struggle: ‘These risings, like all mass movements of the Middle Ages, were bound to 

wear the mask of religion and appeared as the restoration of early Christianity from sprea ding degeneration; but 

behind the religious exaltation there was every time a very tangible world interest’ (Engels, On the History, 

p. 448). The idea that radical popular religious movement could have been both things at once (i.e., class strug-
gles and religious wars) belongs, for instance, to Bourdieu’s amendment of the Marxist vulgate on religion based 

on both Weber’s sociology of power and Durkheim’s sociology of knowledge: ‘In brief, religious wars are nei-

ther the “violent theological quarrels” that they are most often taken to be nor the conflicts of “material class 

interests” that Engels discovers in them; they are both things at once because the categories of theological think-
ing make it impossible to think and conduct the class struggle as such insofar as they permit thinking it and con-
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and lastingly coexist within a Christian-socialist individual or association/party? Unpacking, 
gauging, and ranking ‘the two elements of the Christian-social mix’44 is, for Overbeck, no idle 
intellectual pastime. These questions are of prime importance insofar as the issue of the prac-
ticability of ‘an evangelically grounded theory of proletarian socialism’ intersects with one of 
Overbeck’s overriding concerns and most deep-seated convictions: the ‘impotence’ of Chris-
tianity ‘to dominate contemporary social and political life’ despite all the efforts made by the 
liberal Protestants to reassess its existential and moral significance for modern Western hu-
man beings.45 

For Overbeck, there is no doubt that in late nineteenth-century Germany, socialism is 
by far the strongest partner of the strange couple. Contemporary Christianity – in all its con-
fessions and denominations, starting with Lutheranism – is a compromise-prone cultural 
mummy.Socialism, instead, is a dominant social doctrine.46 The scale almost inevitably tips 
towards the latter. What happens, then, is that 

Only Christian sects with an originally socialist organization have managed to give a durable 
form to the socialism they represented, while, when it comes to socialist associations with a 
Christian interest, either their existence was very ephemeral, or, if they have managed to assert 
themselves and, in this respect, to survive historically, they could not help but change their na-
ture and abandon their Christian interest as bedrock of their existence. 47 

At the practical-organizational level, the German experimentations withthis structurally un-
balanced and ‘disharmonious’ combination of Christianity and socialism reveal themselves as 
precarious attempts.48 Led by two pastors, Friedrich Naumann and Paul Göhre, the most re-
cent transformation of the non-conservative fraction of the Christlich-Soziale Bewegung (the 
so-called jüngere Christlich-Sozialen) into the Nationalsozialer Verein (1896)49 stands out as 
a clear example of how and to what extent the two components of the mix can struggle to the 
point that the one casts out the other. On the one hand, the name of the new party attests that 
the Christian principles have been eventually dropped out of the program. On the other, first 
the inner contrasts betweenthe nationalist-liberal and the radical-socialist factions of the Na-
tionalsozialer Verein and then Göhre’s decision to withdraw and join the statutorily unchris-
tian SPD (1899) document that the conflict formerly running under the Christian-socialist 
banner was actually about ‘the right political representation of social aspirations in the Ger-
man party competition’.50 Christianity has necessarily slid into the background. From these 
recent developments Overbeck infers the same verdict he gave of ‘modern Christianity’ in 
general: Christianity has become nothing else but an idle ‘wordplay’ (‘Wortkram’) from 
which ‘rhetoricians who are only passionate about words can create enthusiasm, be it as rep-

 

ducting it as a religious war’ (Pierre Bourdieu, ‘Genesis and Structure of the Religious Field’ [1971], Compara-

tive Social Research, 13 [1991], 1–44, [p. 15]). 
44 Overbeck, ‘Christenthum und Socialismus. Allgemeines’, p. 253. 
45 Overbeck, ‘Christenthum und Socialismus. Allgemeines’, p. 255. 
46 Overbeck’s published and unpublished work is replete with considerations about the death of Christian i-

ty as religious-cultural tradition: for an overview, see Henry, Franz Overbeck, pp. 10–13. On the socio-cultural 

vigor and influence of socialism, see Overbeck, ‘Socialismus (Allgemeines)’, p. 450. For a very recent portrait of 
Overbeck focusing on his idea of the end of Christianity, see Hans-Martin, ‘Finis christianismi? Franz Camille 

Overbeck im Kontext gegenwärtiger Religions- und Christentumskritik’, Theologische Zeitschrift, 75/2 (2019), 

144–58. 
47 Overbeck, ‘Christenthum und Socialismus. Allgemeines’, p. 254. 
48 Overbeck, ‘Christentum und Socialismus. Deutschland’, in OWN 4, p. 258 and p. 256. See also 

Overbeck, ‘Christenthum und Socialismus. Allgemeines’, p. 252. 
49 On this, see Dieter Düding, Der Nationalsoziale Verein, 1896–1903. Der gescheiterte Versuch einer par-

teipolitischen Synthese von Nationalismus, Sozialismus und Liberalismus  (München, Wien: R. Oldenburg, 

1972). 
50 Overbeck, ‘Christentum und Socialismus. Deutschland’, p. 259. 
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resentatives of a conservative (aristocratic) or a democratic society (of farmers, of the work-
ing class)’.51 

The case of the evangelic theologian and pastor Paul Göhre is particularly telling. Be-
fore rapidly analyzing Overbeck’s own evaluation of it, it is worth reporting how he explains 
Göhre’s biographical turn: 

As a pastor, Göhre is a sincere Christian. Yet, in the Christian-social association, the goals of 
socialism, too, have become important to him. Therefore, he returns to the radical separation 
between Christian goals and Socialist aims, which generally and from the beginning stood in 
the way of their amalgamation among the Germans.52 Having realized that, in Christian social-
ism, Christianity is an obstacle to socialism, and vice versa, he makes his decision [for social-
ism] – a choice that represents the best and most welcome development that an ambiguous en-
tity such as Christian socialism can ever undergo.53 

Overbeck refers to the ‘choice’ that Göhre himself describes in his 1900 pamphlet ‘Wie ein 
Pfarre Sozialdemokrat wurde’ (‘How a pastor became social democrat’).54 Göhre’s separation 
from the Christian-social movement was due to the fact that, according to him, the ‘proletari-
an-socialist interests’ still represented in the Nationalsozialer Verein had been subdued and 
trumped by the bourgeois-friendly agenda of its nationalist-liberal members.55 Although, for 
Overbeck, the ‘Christian interests’ of the association were doomed from the outset – for the 
Christian label was, in fact, nothing but a smoke-and-mirrors way to smuggle the socialist 
agenda into German middle class –56 Göhre’s belated evaluation of the situation was correct 
(‘mit Recht’). 

It may surprise that an adamantine anti-socialist like Overbeck could define Göhre’s 
choice to join the SPD as ‘the most welcome development’ (‘der erfreulichste Entwick-
lungsgang’) of this story.57 Note that, for Overbeck, who tends to address socialism in a Nie-
tzschean, vitriolic way,58 the socialist optimistic anthropology is a revolting hypocrisy, the 
socialist indifference to individual liberty is Barbarei, and the socialist political eschatology is 
a foolish leap in the dark.59 Nevertheless, Göhre’s choice to desert the Christian camp and join 
the barbarian ranks is a decision to be praised. 

 

51 Overbeck, ‘Socialismus und Christenthum. Gegenwart’, in OWN 5, p. 452. The expressions here used – 

‘Rethorenchristenthum’, ‘Wortchristenthum’ – recall the phrase ‘Scheinchristentum’ which Overbeck employs 

to designate the Modern Theologians’ rendition of Christianity: see Overbeck, ‘Christenthum (Asketischer 

Charakter). Allgemeines’, OWN 4, p. 168. 
52 As far as I can see, Overbeck does not explain why, according to him, the German way to Christian so-

cialism has been more unsuccessful than analogous experiments in England and France: see, e.g., Overbeck, 

‘Christenthum und Socialismus. Deutschland’, pp. 256–58; ‘Christenthum und Socialismus. Geschichte der 

Verbindung’, p. 260. 
53 Overbeck, ‘Christenthum und Socialismus. Deutschland’, p. 257. 
54 Paul Göhre, Wie ein Pfarrer Sozialdemokrat wurde (Berlin: Theodor Glocke, 1900). Overbeck refers a l-

so to Göhre, ‘Meine Trennung von den Nationalsozialen’, Die Zukunft, 22 (1899), 281–95 and 432–33. He men-

tions also Paul Göhre’s former essay Drei Monate Fabrikarbeiter und Handwerksbursche. Eine praktische Stu-
die (Leipzig: Grunow, 1891). 

55 Göhre, Drei Monate Fabrikarbeiter, p. 259. 
56 Göhre, Drei Monate Fabrikarbeiter, p. 258. 
57 Far less surprising is the extremely harsh judgment which Overbeck passes on Friedrich Neumann, the 

co-founder and herald of the Nazionalsozialer Verein, who, contrary to Göhre, pursues his ‘monstrous’ and 

hopeless experiment of marshaling religion for the sake of national politics and the interests of the German mid-

dle class: see Overbeck, ‘Christentum und Socialismus. Deutschland’, p. 258; also ‘Naumann (Fr.) Vermischtes’, 

in OWN 5, pp. 195–96. 
58 See Overbeck, ‘Socialismus und Christenthum. Gegenwart’, pp. 451–52 (quotations from Nietzsche’s 

Wille zur Macht). 
59 Overbeck, ‘Socialismus (Allgemeines)’, p. 450 (this inherent hypocritical aspect consists in its ‘optimist 

understanding of the altruistic nature of mankind’ and ‘strident criticism of the egoism of society’) and Id., ‘So-

cialismus und Anarchismus. Vergleichung’, p. 451 (the barbaric element is the ‘indifference’ to individual free-
dom), respectively. 
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At least Göhre managed to extricate himself from the modern desperate war of clerics over 
Christianity, insofar as he only wants to know something about Christianity, while having 
broken with every church or every historical form of Christianity. […] He stepped out of the 
herd [i.e., church organization] and he shall see how far he gets. Or,  perhaps more properly, he 
took side with the proletarians, which is any case the more/most Christian option. In Russia, 
the count Tolstoy did the same, just in Russia and as a grand seigneur.60 

Despite the logical cracks of his social analysis and the puerility of his ecclesiological diagno-
sis,61 Göhre’s decision to leave both the Christian-Social association and the Church is twice 
consistent. First, his choice to champion the interests of the proletarians from within the work-
ing-class movement resonates with Jesus’ egalitarian preaching of unconditioned altruism 
(‘Nächstenliebe’) as well as with the genuine proto-Christian concern for the lower strata of 
society. Overbeck’s statement that, for people like Göhre, to join the socialist ranks is ‘more 
Christian’ (‘das Christlichere’) than whatever church-sponsored social attitude can be illumi-
nated by Göhre’s own words: ‘For the sake of my Christianity I had to become a Social Dem-
ocrat’.62 Second, bypassing the cross-class platforms and complexions of the national Chris-
tian churches, parties, and organizations, Göhre refuses to compromise the social power of the 
worldwide working-class movement by hybridizing it with the unrevolutionary Christian no-
tions of charity and solidarity. Despite its more radical tendencies, in fact, Christian-based 
social programs do not really aim to overcome capitalism: ‘Social democracy’, so Göhre, 
‘does not only aim to solidarity of all as a genuine and enlightened Christian; it also has all 
the characteristics that are necessary and suitable for finally achieving this goal’.63 

In conclusion, contrary to both Christian socialists and modern theologians, the ‘Chris-
tian Social Democrat’ Göhre, a comrade among many others in a party where religion is statu-
torily a ‘private thing’,64 chooses to act seriously. Unfortunately, the outstanding ‘irreligious-
ness’ of German socialism, along with its fixation with religion as its ‘worst enemy’ and ha-
tred towards Church organizations as the ‘most solid supporters’ of the civil-bourgeois socie-
ty, provides modern theologians with an illusory social function: they can relentlessly ‘poke 
the fire’ of the ‘quarrel’ between socialism and the civil-bourgeois society by pretending to 
represent the Christian backbone of the civilized Europe. This permits them to keep on ad-
dressing the social question with their ‘obscure and fruitless chitchat’.65 

 

60 Overbeck ‘Goehre (Paul). Characteristik’, OWN 4, p. 413. My interpretation of this passage differs sig-

nificantly from Henry, Franz Overbeck, p. 226, according to whom Göhre’s move to socialism ‘is presented by 

Overbeck as almost an act of desperation’. 
61 Overbeck methodically demolishes the ‘confuse Zukunftsträumereien’ contained in Göhre’s militant e s-

say Die Kirche im 19. Jahrhundert (Berlin: Aufkläung, 1902): see Overbeck, ‘Goehre (Paul). Characteristik’, 

pp. 410–12. 
62 Göhre, Wie ein Pfarrer, p. 5. 
63 Göhre, Wie ein Pfarrer, p. 6. 
64 Göhre, Wie ein Pfarrer, p. 4. The following passage is straightforward: ‘I see in the Social Democratic 

Party only a political party. Who wants to work in it has to do sosomehow as a politician: so I also  want and can 

only act politically in it. Of course, this does not exclude the possibility of occasionally speaking of my religious 

views. But I will do it only under two conditions: either, when they are attacked, to defend them, or, when I am 
directly asked, to explain them. Otherwise, they remain my personal property’ (Göhre, Wie ein Pfarrer, p. 4). 

65 Overbeck, ‘Socialismus und Religion. Allgemeines’, p. 454. The very fact that German socialism is ‘the 

most un-Christian and irreligious of all’ is, for Overbeck, a ‘particularly telling sign’ of the current cultural dis-

tance between the Germans and Christianity: thus Overbeck, ‘Christenthum (deutsches). Allgemeines’, in OWN 
4, p. 179. 
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3. Nationalist Mythmaking 

The ‘Aryan Jesus’ is quite as old as his socialist counterpart. Although scholarly literature on 
the subject started in the’70s and then boomed in the early 2000s,66 near the end of the nine-
teenth century Albert Schweitzer had already reported the rise of the ‘Germanic Jesus’ in New 
Testament theology in his milestone study on the Geschichte der Leben-Jesu-Forschung. 
Since the 1860s, says Schweitzer, historical criticism had become ‘a secret struggle to recon-
cile the Germanic religious spirit with the Spirit of Jesus of Nazareth’; the result was that, at 
the turn of the century, ‘the liberal Jesus has given place to the Germanic Jesus’.67 From the 
idealist philosopher and cherished father of German nationalism, Johann Gottlieb Fichte, to 
the director of the ‘Institute for the Study and Eradication of Jewish Influence on German 
Church Life’, Walter Grundmann (1906-1976), passing through the Trimurti of the racial-
racist mythmaking on Jesus (Ernest Renan,68 Paul Anton de Lagarde, Houston Stewart Cham-
berlain),69 the manifold genealogy of this toxic myth has been extensively scrutinized. Much 
less known is that Jesus’ figure could be clothed in socialist and Aryan dresses at the same 
time: inspired by Marx’s stereotyping of Judaism in Zur Judenfrage, Belgian socialist Ed-
mond Picard (1836–1924) maintained that Jesus’ antipathy to capitalism could not have been 
derived from the Jews, the parasitic mercantile race for excellence, the initiators, propagators, 
and virtuosos of financial speculation, the supposed prime bearers of capitalism’s acquisitive-
exploitative principle of production in modern European societies.70 Jesus, concludes Picard, 

 

66 E.g., Davies, ‘The Aryan Christ’; Tal, pp. 206–16; Alan Davies, Infected Christianity: A Study of Mod-

ern Racism (Kingston and Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1988), pp. 27–54; Shawn Kelley, Racial-

izing Jesus: Race, Ideology, and the Formation of Modern Biblical Scholarship (Routledge: London, 2002); 

Colin Kidd, The Forging of Races: Race and Scripture in the Protestant  Atlantic World, 1600–2000 (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), pp. 168–202; Heschel, The Aryan Jesus. 

67 Schweitzer, p. 310 and p. 307. For a critical assessment of Schweitzer’s momentous verdict on Jesus 

scholarship in the nineteenth century, see Moxnes, Jesus and the Rise of Nationalism, pp. 4–8. 
68 The published parts of Overbeck’s Kirchenlexicon include individual notes on de Lagarde and Chamber-

lain but not on Renan. 
69 Renan neither insisted on a biological-physiological difference between Aryans and Semites nor ascribed 

to Jesus an Aryan identity. Yet most recent literature on Renan confirms that his philologically grounded tende n-

cy to ‘extrapolate cultural differences from linguistic ones, and then ossify them further with the language of 

race’, ended up producing ‘racial generalizations on the Semites’ that became prominent in later discourse. See 
Robert Priest, The Gospel According to Renan: Reading, Writing, and Religion in Nineteenth -Century France 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press), p. 44; thus already Susannah Heschel, Abraham Geiger and the Jewish Jesus 

(Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1998), pp. 154–58; Edward W. Said, Orientalism (New York: Random 

House, 1978), pp. 141–42. A prime consequence of Renan’s non eminently biological, but mostly geographical 
and linguistic, determinist take on race is that ‘he did permit a degree of racial mutability’ which in extreme 

circumstances can go as far as ‘the complete eradication of racial characteristics’ (Priest, p. 45). This mainly 

explains why an ‘incomparable man’ like the Galilean Jesus managed to break free from the ‘Semitic straitjack-

et’ (Priest, p. 46); for the centrality of the landscape of Galilee, but with a clearest focus on Renan’s orientalist 
hermeneutics and more emphasis on his statements on the ‘non-race of Jesus’, see also Moxnes, Jesus and the 

Rise of Nationalism, p. 133. Racial-racialist arguments about the Galilean (= Aryan) origins of Jesus will be 

especially developed by both Lagarde and Chamberlain. For the diverse politically -loaded ‘constructions’ of 

Galilee by nineteenth-century Jesus scholars, see Halvor Moxnes, ‘The construction of Galilee as a place for the 
historical Jesus’, Biblical Theology Bulletin, 31/1 (2001), 26–37 (part I) and 31/2 (2001), 64–77 (part II). 

70 Davies, The Aryan Christ, p. 575, references Edmond Picard, L’Aryano-Sémitisme (Bruxelles: 

Lacomblez, 1898). On Picard’s attempt to synthesize socialism and anti-Semitism and its legacy see Edmund 

Silberner, ‘Two Studies on Modern Anti-Semitism, Historia Judaica, 14/2 (1952), 93–118. Although, according 

to Davies, Picard thought to have borrowed the idea from Marx’s Judenfrage, his treatment of the Jewish ques-
tion takes up some standard arguments of the anti-Semites of his time (thus Silberner, p. 114). His emphasis on 

capitalism’s ‘Jewishness’ resonates with the famous later thesis of Werner Sombart, Die Juden und das 

Wirtschaftsleben (Leipzig: Duncker & Humblot, 1911). On the cultural milieu of Sombart’s genealogical narra-

tive, see Yuri Slezkine, The Jewish Century (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004). For a most recent 
evaluation of Marx’s typification of Judaism as ‘excessive and misplaced attention on the accumulation of the 
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was an Aryan born by chance in Judea.71 The modern history of ideas repeatedly shows that 
anti-Semitism, the ‘socialism of fools’, may align with, or bepremised on, socialism and radi-
cal leftist thinking tout court.72 However, it is undeniable that the purging of Jesus and Chris-
tianity from Jewish roots was, if not a prerogative, the obsessive task of the widely popular-
ized ‘racialized discourse’73 of German nationalist and aryanist thinkers. 

Surrounded by what he defines as the environmental, ‘innate’ anti-Semitism of his 
age, Overbeck had no specific ‘sympathy’ for anti-Semitic thinking. He ‘never took [it] seri-
ously’.74 Contrary to his friend Nietzsche, Overbeck’sradical criticism of historical and con-
temporary Christianity has no anti-Semitic bases.75 Moreover, contrary to many contemporary 
conservative Christians, there is no evidence that his contempt for anti-Semitic thinking was 
either tactically restricted to the so-called ‘rubble-rousing anti-Semitism (Radauantisemitis-
mus)’ of some political agitators or morally confined to its political-racial version . In general, 
as the absence of a dedicated note in his Kirchenlexicon attests, he was little sensitive to the 
issue. 

On the contrary, Overbeck was extremely attentive to nationalism. He was especially 
over-scrupulous about its intellectually dishonest, though popular, exploitation of Christiani-
ty77. Overbeck makes clear that nationality and religion (= Christianity = the Church) are al-
ternative, and even competitive, ‘totalities’ within which individuals can find shelter, security, 
and reasons for overestimation. Moreover, he recognizes and stresses the historical and, there-
fore, potentially transient character of both as mass coping strategies to face human precari-
ousness/vulnerability/finitude/etc.78 

More precisely, for Overbeck, the rise of nationalisms is another symptomatic effect of 
the decrepitude of Christianity, which, without being able to ‘spare’ Europe their menace, has 
rather outsourced to them its ‘vital instincts’.79 In this crisis-laden context Christianity is any-
thing but the apoliticalmessianic-ascetic faith that it was originally, when it claimed to over-
come national boundaries and deactivate ethnic identities.80 Nor does it function any longer as 
the hyper-political ‘unifying principle’ (‘Einigungsprincip’) of different nations that it became 
historically, that is, ever since it was established as the official religion of the transnational 
Roman empire. Rather, Christianity has ‘degenerate[d]’ into a further political element of 
‘divisiveness among peoples’.81 

To borrow from Walter Benjamin’s famous image, it is as if the ‘hunchbacked dwarf’ 
of modern Christianity agreed to serve the ‘puppet’ of secular nationalism in order to keep up 

 

signs, tokens, and objects of exchange’, see David Nirenberg, Anti-Judaism: The Western Tradition  (New York 
and London: Norton & Co., 2013), pp. 430–39. 

71 Thus Silberner, p. 108. 
72 See William I. Brustein and Louisa Roberts, The Socialism of Fools? Leftist Origins of Modern  Anti-

Semitism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), pp. 48–109 (on Sombart: pp. 61–67). 
73 In the Foucauldian sense, see Kelley, p. 18: ‘racialized discourse signif[ies] the discursive field out of 

which racism emerges and the discursive statements that have been infused with the category of race’. As far as 

the heralds of the ‘Aryan Jesus’ are concerned, Kelley’s distinction between ‘racist intentions’ and ‘racialized 

discourse’ (Kelley, p. 155) is unnecessary. 
74 Overbeck, ‘Nietzsche (Antisemitismus)’, in Id., Autobiographisches, Meine Freunde Treitschke, Nietz-

sche und Rohde, in Franz Overbeck: Werke und Nachlaß , ed. by Barbara von Reibnitz and Marianne Stauffa-

cher-Schaub (Stuttgart, Weimar: Metzler, 1999), vol. 7/2, p. 32 and p. 33. 
75 For Overbeck’s criticism of both Nietzsche’s and Schopenhauer’s positions on the Urchristentum, see 

Overbeck, Kirchenlexikon Materialen. Christentum und Kultur. in Franz Overbeck: Werke und Nachlaß , ed. by 

Barbara von Reibnitz, vol. 6/1 (Stuttgart, Weimar: Metzler, 1996), p. 65. On this issue, see Urciuoli, pp. 64–65. 
77 See already his evaluation of Bismarck’s use of Christianity as a mere instrumentum regni in Overbeck, 

‘Bismarck und Christenthum’, in OWN 4, pp. 75–83. 
78 Overbeck, ‘Nationalismus (Allgemeines)’, in OWN 5, pp. 178–79. 
79 Overbeck, ‘Christenthum Alter absolut’, in OWN 4, p. 149. See also ‘Christenthum und Nationalität. 

Vermischtes’, in OWN 4, p. 245; ‘Nationalismus (Gegenwart). Christenthum’, in OWN 5, p. 188. 
80 See, e.g., Overbeck, Über die Christlichkeit, p. 62, where the Pauline Aufhebung of nationalities (see 

Romans 1. 16; Galatians 3. 28) is said to be ‘one of the most basic convictions of Christianity’. 
81 Overbeck, ‘Christenthum und Nationalität. Vermischtes’, p. 244 and p. 245. 
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with the times and hide how ‘wizened’ it has become.82 Yet, since Christianityis almost mori-
bund now and thus rather maneuvered by nationalism, this strategy results in self-deception 
and eventually self-killing: it is a ‘further step to the grave’ that the contemporary ‘nationalist 
theology’ is actively digging.83 Eager to compromise on the identity of Christianity with the 
social forces credited with the Zeitgeist,84 the reaction of the ‘official’ theologians to both the 
racialization of Christian origins and the nationalization of modern Christianity is feeble and 
submissively ambivalent. This non-belligerent and rather opportunistic attitude attests to their 
cultural weakness. The most conservative amongthem, argues Overbeck, are clearly at the 
service of the rampant nationalism insofar as they press nationalists to rebut ‘certain excesses’ 
– like the anti-Christian racial anti-Semitism or the pagan cult of Wotan – ‘for the sake of the 
race itself’.85 As for the liberal Protestants, their responsibility is said to rest on the vacuity of 
their theological system more than on the similarity of their views with those of the heralds of 
a German (way to) Christianity.86 

Infecting the air with its ‘medieval and pseudo-patriotic reveries’, this overflowing ra-
cialized and largely anti-Semite nationalism is a true cultural ‘plague’ (‘Seuche’)87 whose 
rhetorical trademark is an acute trivialization of the arguments. Just to give an example, in his 
notes on Houston Stewart Chamberlain (1855–1927), Overbeck contends that the ‘race theo-
ry’ (‘Rassentheorie’) of theGrundlagen des neunzehnten Jahrhunderts (1899) is ‘inflated like 
a turkey’.88 Although in a self-defensive article Chamberlain tried to take distance from Ar-
thur de Gobineau’s racism and thus accepted no responsibility for the crass misrepresentations 
of the Grundlagen as a text preaching a ‘Germanic Jesus’, Overbeck maintains that these vi-
brant protests are pointless. Chamberlain, in fact, either wanted to be misunderstood, and then 
he can hardly complain about the full-fledged racist interpretations of his work, or he is an 
irresponsible thinker who, while writing the book, had really no idea of the danger but, once 
the text published, ‘as if awakening for a bad dream, started behaving like a little furious 
Ajax’. Either way, Overbeck holds him accountable for trumpeting the most disgracefully 
popular ideas in a cultural market already over-saturated by nationalism.89 

Overbeck does not simply sniff at cultural coarsenesses. Like with the socialists’ ex-
ploitation of Christianity, what really seems to disquiet him is less the crass motif of a ‘Ger-
manic/Aryan Jesus’ than the more subtle collective enterprises of mythmaking, and espe-
ciallyu the academically respectable, though absurd, idea of the ‘Germans’ peculiar 

 

82 Walter Benjamin, ‘Theses on the Philosophy of History’ (1942), in Id., Illuminations, ed. by Hannah Ar-

endt (New York: Schocken Books, 1969), p. 253. 
83 Overbeck, ‘Christenthum und Nationalität. Vermischtes’, p. 244 and p. 245. 
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mann (Leiden, Boston: Brill, 2009). 
87 Overbeck, ‘Christenthum (deutsches). Allgemeines’, p. 180. For the use of the epidemic-calamitous im-
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(pre)disposition to Christianity’ in all its multifaceted versions.90 Not only were anti-Semitic 
papers propelling fatuous thoughts according to which ‘German people would be Christians 
even if Christ had never lived’,91 but even court preachers and Reich theologians like Wilhelm 
Hoffmann (1806–1873) had contributed to spread among the Wilhelminian bourgeoisie the 
absurd ‘Chauvinistic conviction’ that (true) ‘Germandom’ fits (true) Christendom, and 
vice versa.92 Religious reformers and pamphleteers were filling the gulf between amateur con-
structions and more sophisticated scholarly endeavors, thereby raising and welding together 
common expectations about the spiritual superiority of Deutschtum. Albeit aware of the great 
perils of a nationalist arrogance boosted by recent political-military successes,93 what Over-
beck could not foresee is that the Nazi regime would have later packaged and channeled all 
these mythological materials into an imperialist agenda of racial-political domination. 

In a nutshell, this Germanization vulgate portraits the late nineteenth-century Germans 
as the genuine heirs of the Germanic tribes of yore, that is, of thepre-Christian Teutons very 
often ‘grafted onto’ the first Aryans.94 Such a well-pedigreed people could only be said to be 
outstandingly predisposed to Christianity if ‘Christianity’ meant something not only com-
pletely drained of Jewishness but also radically de-catholicized through the eradication of 
intellectualism and dogmatic speculation (de-Hellenization), on the one hand, and removal of 
legalism and church structures (de-Romanization), on the other. This liberated German/ic 
form of Christianity is replete with chauvinistic imageries of the Germans as the ‘best Chris-
tians’ and the ‘saviors of Christianity’, ‘one of the crassest aberrations’ that Overbeck dates as 
back as the Reformation.95 According to its manifolds and contradictory renditions, this pris-
tine German/ic Christian piety sometimes resonates and overlaps with the völkisch ideal of a 
German national religion. At times, it corresponds to the national Arianism of the Goths’ con-
version period. In same cases it only demands to be accomplished, in others it wants to be 
reestablished, sometimes it needs to be created ex novo.96 After all, Overbeck scattered treat-
ment of the issue reflects the utter historical and philological chaos reigning in the Germani-
zation publishing arena – a circumstance that makes the situation excellent for mythmaking. 

The author of the phrase ‘Germanisation of Christianity’ is the influential publicist Ar-
thur Bonus (1864–1941), a former pastor who studied under Harnack in Berlin and became a 
herald of the ‘accomplishment thesis’. Carefully avoiding any scrupulous historical analysis 
of the Germans’ conversion period, he established and popularized such a catch-all pseudo-
concept as nationalist characterization for German identity through a series of articles pub-
lished in the liberal Protestant periodical Die christliche Welt.97 Considering the body of un-
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founded and vague theses on the Germanization of Christianity ‘purely trivial and non-
sense’,98 Overbeck’s arguments for dismantling them are representative of his general ap-
proach to nationalist/Germanizing agendas in general. He stresses in particular four aspects. 

First, the alleged ‘kinship’ between Deutschtum and Christentum is manifestly contra-
dicted by the ‘extraordinary amount of complete misunderstandings’ of Christian doctrines 
that the increasing knowledge of the fragments from old German biblical translations and 
commentaries was disclosing at Overbeck’s time. The blatant ignorance of the Christian belief 
system on the part of the Christianized Teutons contradicts the idea of a special affinity as 
presupposed by the Germanization vulgate.99 

Second, the Germanic folks’ encounter with Christianity was mediated by the late an-
tique Roman environmental culture to such extent that it should be interpreted as an unexcep-
tional ‘process of adaptation and integration into the late Roman civilization’.100 Far from 
being a perfect wedding between kindred pristine spirits (Germandom and Christendom) op-
pressed and alienated by maleficent forces (whatever non-German national culture), the 
Christianization of the Germans was from the start  a three-sided process that presupposed the 
synchronous encounter of the tribes with both Christianity and the Roman culture.101 The re-
ligion to which these tribes converted was that ‘of the cultivated and dominant elites of the 
society and hardly that of the original inhabitants [“Ureinwohner”]’ of the Roman provinces 
of Gaul and Germany.102 ‘The converters of the Germans’, reminds Overbeck, ‘were not the 
apostles but rather the bishops of the Catholic Church. These latter achieved what the former 
had accomplished among pagan Greeks and Romans’.103 A late antique hybrid civilization 
was the soil that nourished the German-Christian plant. No pure fruits could have grown up 
there to be tainted afterwards. 

Third, not only would have the Germanic folks never bothered to convert to Christi-
anity, if this latter had not conserved ‘a bit of the ancient [non-Christian] culture’, but the 
most striking character of this conversion process is the ‘little resistance’ opposed by the 
German pagan religion. Contrary to the resilient piety of the Jews, the Germans dismissed 
their traditional beliefs ‘like an old skirt’.104 Yet this is not to be readas Christianity’sfierce 
seizure of Germanic hearts. Far from being a spiritually fruitful and even innovative galvani-
zation of the gospel, the ‘so-called conversion of the Germans’ was actually a ‘formal’ act: an 
‘empty and sterile’ surrender to the pagan facets of late antique Christianity that eventually 
resulted in a ‘new Paganism in relation to the previous Paganism’. It is no coincidence, Over-
beck continues, that the non-pagan material that still ‘remained attached to Christianity once 
the Greco-Roman populations had converted from their old paganism is precisely what trou-
bled the Germanic pagans in their acceptance of this Christianity’.105 
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Fourth, Overbeck also dismantles the academically propelled myth of Arianism as the 
Germanic national denomination. According to this theory, this simpler Christological creed, 
which was named after the early fourth-century Alexandrine priest Arius and denied the con-
substantial nature of the Father and the Son by clearly subordinating the latter to the former, 
fitted the unspeculative religiosity of the Germanic folks. Its acceptance would attest the orig-
inal ‘spiritual isolation’ (‘Geistesabgeschlossenheit’) of the German faith from the theology-
laden, clerical Roman Catholicism. For Overbeck, however, the acceptance of Arianism is 
neither an evidence of affinity nor an act inspired by Religionspolitik but rather a historical 
event determined by the chronology of mass migrations and the balkanized cond ition of the 
Church at that time.106 Therefore, any chauvinistic emotionalism emphasizing this historical 
event for the sake of national pride is misleading. On the contrary, the rather declining popu-
larity of German Arianism throughout the empire after the fourth century CE evidences that 
the Roman state’s support was crucial for its previous prosperity. Once the emperors rejected 
Arianism for turning to Catholicism, the Goths clung to the former, which became nearly the 
exclusive religious domain of the non-Frankish Germanic kingdoms. As such, so Overbeck, 
Arianism started to decay, since the bad quality of the ‘German soil’ was only able to ‘save its 
life but not its glory’.107 After all, the option for Arianism was a ‘big mistake’ that proves pre-
cisely the opposite of what German nationalist Christians claim, that is, a substantial indispo-
sition of the Germanic tribes toChristianity.108 

Such a scattered, though complete , destruction of the building-blocks of the national-
ists’ appropriationof Christianity leads to the following conclusion: whereas the Christianiza-
tion of the Germanic peoples was a pretty unremarkable historical event and a rather superf i-
cial process, the Germanization of (Western) Christianity is a myth. Pertaining to the linguis-
tic-rhetorical domain of an un-Christian and post-Christian ideological agenda, it is the mis-
leading formula that obfuscates a far less exceptional national past: namely, that of the Ger-
manic peoples’ pragmatic absorption and – indeed – revitalization of the late antique Roman 
culture.109 Pace Bonus & co., the magnet for the Germanic Volkstum was Rome, not Christ. 

This sharp verdict could be supplemented by a final observation. In a note on ‘Nation-
alism’, Overbeck tackles the subject of the rising nationalization of everything (elites and 
masses, fine arts, and popular culture) from a broader, different perspective, that of the alli-
ance between the two engendering and catalyzing forces of political modernity, nationalism 
and the market economy. Two conceptual devices fosters this joint-venture: a1 the transfor-
mation of the idea of the nation from a ‘concept’ (‘Gedankending’) into a human-like person-
alized entity that can possess things such as art pieces, commodities, and religions and claim 
them as national ‘properties’ (‘Besitzthümer’); 2) the representation of cultural goods as 
‘means of subsistence for the nation’ (‘Existenzmittel der Nation’), which enables the private 
mass consumption of such items to increase the standing of Germany among and over other 
nations, that is, eventually, its ‘competitiveness on the world market’. A ‘plebby vision’, 
German nationalism spreads over several fields (religion, science, art), confiscates the field-
specific goods from the hands of their respective producers (artists, scientists, scholars) and 
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traditional consumers, and speculates with them: it morphscultural-spiritual products into col-
lective goods that uncultivated, ‘philistine’ consumers can buy for the sake of the grandeur of 
their nation.110 In the‘mercantilist spirit of modern nationalism’ normative acquisitive impuls-
es (‘Enrichissez vous!’) are supposed to serve the interests of a country. Commodification and 
nationalization go hand in hand: 

Since religion, science, and art are just national wealth and therefore means of subsistence for 
the whole German people, then this latter does not depend on its priests, scholars, and artists, 
but ratheron its ‘indigenous consumers’ of religion, art, and science, who maintain the nation's 
ability to compete on the world market . What are only priests, only scholars, only artists to us? 
– a people does not live on them, but rather on us philistines who consume all those nice 
things and grant international importance to the German people in order to properly assert our-
selves as business magnates on the world market. Yet, if the worldview of the plebs can tri-
umph more brilliantly, then so also does its specific ‘Sancho Pança-like’ cunning, which feels 
wonderful and great when it beats to death the hen to which it owes the golden eggs. For, as a 
matter of fact, nationalism has the same relation with the German culture. It is a mere barbari-
an who only rolls its eyes in the cult of culture and considers itself terribly ‘historically culti-
vated’, while he has forgotten that even trade only came into existence because merchants em-
braced the idea that behind the mountains and over the sea other people lived. He knows 
something about national inbreeding of spiritual resources but nothing at all about human his-
tory.111 

Nationalist mythmaking on pure products, warns Overbeck, is an ignorant and foolish delu-
sion, and yet a highly performative one whose effects on collective emotions should neverthe-
less be attentively monitored.112 The subsequent vicissitudes of German nationalism will 
prove how crazy these very pure products can go. 

4. Conclusion 

Overbeck’s criticisms of socialists’ and nationalists’ mythmaking on Jesus and early Christi-
anity not only lay bare the unscientific character of both undertakings. Avoiding a simple 
‘neither… nor…’ approach, Overbeck dissects their respective arguments and evaluates them 
according to the rigorous yardstick of his critical appraisal of history, in general, and his ‘pro-
fane’ understanding of church history, in particular. In so doing, some significant differences 
in the historical reliability and practicability of these mythmaking strategies come to the fore. 

On the one side, the Urchristentum did contain in itself what the labor movement in 
contemporary secular societies calls socialism. Yet contemporary socially-minded Christian 
activists, who try to ally socialist ideals with Christianity in eventually untenable organiza-
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tional experiments, are doomed to fail as long as they seek to join together what history has 
irreversibly divided. As shown by the case of Paul Göhre, a clear option for socialism implies 
a definite break with ecclesiastical Christianity and represents at least a more intellectually 
honest resolution than the prospect of pursuing impossible agreements. On the other side, 
married to nationalism, Christianity can only degenerate into a chauvinistic element of separa-
tion that serves a nation’s supremacy, thereby reneging on its original character of a ‘hyper-
nationalist’ principle unifying all nations.113 Contrary to the Christian-socialist undertakings, 
however, the nationalists’ takeover of Christianity is a winning aberration, a successful cul-
tural fraud that has largely succeeded in capitalizing on the historical transformations (or bet-
ter: deformations) occurred to Christianity. The new century will substantially validate such 
differential verdicts. 

Having said that, there remains a fundamental question about the current state of the 
bone of contention, that is, Christianity. This paper cannot end without making clear that, for 
Overbeck, the most historically problematic and equivocal element of this ideological triad 
(Socialism, Nationalism, Christianity) is Christianity itself. The earliest Christians’ apocalyp-
tic faith in the imminent return of Christ was not supposed to survive history, because the 
world must have come to an end. The kind of Christianity that has immediately followed the 
failure of the prophecy was a life-negating and world-renouncing doctrine increasingly freed 
from intense expectations of an impending world collapse. Nurtured within small circles of 
believers, this ‘wisdom of death’ (‘Todesweisheit’)114 was engineered to survive eschatologi-
cal disappointments, but not to take hold and seize the world. The real step-up needed, at the 
same time, a complete betrayal and a full awareness of the origins. 

In Overbeck’s conception of history, Christianity pretty soon (i.e., around the begin-
ning of the second century CE) turned away from the creative, un-self-reflective, and literarily 
unfiltered experiences of faith that characterized the Urliteratur of the Jewish-related Urchris-
tentum.115 It became fully conscious of the historical process it was engaged in. It expanded 
geographically and socially, professionalized literarily, triumphed politically, and eventually 
enjoyed planetary spread and success but at the cost of continuously giving in to life-
affirming cultural traditions and worldly socio-political forces. Ultimately rooted in the hu-
man beings’ ‘ascetic drive’ (‘asketischer Trieb’), the ‘overly ascetic’ (‘excessiv asketisch’) 
character of the original Christian worldview and lifestyle116 cannot be erased and reversed by 
appealing to the personal opinion of Jesus, that is, to the popular mystification of the ‘Christi-
anity of Christ’.117 In order to become the life-sustaining and worldly doctrine cherished by 

 

113 Overbeck, ‘Christenthum und Nationalität. Vermischtes’, p. 245. See also Über die Christlichkeit, p. 62. 
114 Overbeck, ‘Christentum (Eschatologie) Allgemeines’, in OWN 4, p. 183. See also Über die Christlich-

keit, p. 87 (‘Todesgedanke’). 
115 Paradigmatic of Gentile Christianity’s religious inauthenticity, lack of originality, and structural misu n-

derstanding of the Jewish original sense of Pauline universalism are, for Overbeck, the Acts of the Apostles and 

the work of Justin Martyr. See Overbeck, ‘Ueber das Verhältniss Justins des Märtyrers zur Apostelgeschichte 

(1872)’, in Id., ‘Werke und Nachlaß. Schriften bis 1873’, in Franz Overbeck: Werke und Nachlaß , ed. by 

Edward W. Stegemann and Niklaus Peter, (Stuttgart, Weimar: Metzler, 1994), vol. 1, pp. 115–54. For the con-
cept of Urliteratur, see especially Overbeck, ‘Über die Anfänge der patristischen Literatur (1882)’, in Id., ‘Wer-

ke und Nachlaß. Schriften bis 1898 und Rezensionen’, in Franz Overbeck: Werke und Nachlaß , ed. by Hubert 

Cancik and Hildegard Cancik-Lindemaier (Stuttgart, Weimar: Metzler, 2010), vol. 3, pp. 33–90. 
116 Overbeck, ‘Christenthum (Asketischer Charakter) Allgemeines’, p. 168 and p. 167. 
117 Or, more straightforwardly, to the ‘religion of Christ’, a  formula that, for Overbeck, has at least the mer-

it of clearly putting such a faith outside Christianity. See Overbeck, Über die Christlichkeit, pp. 74–5. Overbeck 

criticizes also Nietzsche for eventually subscribing to this ‘hyper-protestant tendency’ to separate asceticism 

from the essence of Christianity by considering the former ‘not specifically Christian’, but rather something 

quintessentially Jewish that ‘ma[de] inroads into Christianity’. See Overbeck, Werke und Nachlaß. Kirchenlexi-
con Materialen, Christentum und Kultur, in Franz Overbeck: Werke und Nachlaß , ed. by Barbara von Reibnitz 

(Stuttgart, Weimar: Metzler, 1996), vol. 6/1, pp. 64–5, with regard to Friedrich Nietzsche, Der Wille zur Macht 

(Frankfurt am Main, Leipzig: Insel, 1992), p. 138. On the difference between Jesus’ life-affirming gospel and the 

‘pessimism’ of Christianity as ‘arbitrarily interpreted’ by ‘weak, inferior, suffering, oppressed’ believers ste m-
ming from the Jewish diaspora, see Nietzsche, Der Wille, pp. 15–51. 
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the liberal theologians, Christianity did not need to go back to Jesus, but rather forget his 
apocalyptic hopes and radical ethics (see Matthew 19:12) and ‘accommodate itself’ to non-
Christian forces, starting with the Greco-Roman surrounding culture.118 Yet the older and the 
more spurious Christianity becomes the weaker and more derivative is its impact on the world 
shaped by those forces. 

In Overbeck’s organicist understanding of cultural entities, the historical endurance 
and inevitable ‘mundanization’ (‘Verweltlichung’)119 of Christianity is a millennia-long in-
ventive degeneration that now, in the post-Enlightenment societies, has entered its final and 
totally unfertile stage of decay. In total agreement with Nietzsche, Overbeck maintains that 
Christianity is neither credible nor viable for modern humans whose critically nurtured ration-
ality and historical knowledge have proved fatal to religion in general. This is the reason why 
rampant secular world- and life-thoughts like socialism and nationalism can superficially co-
opt such a senile and spent Christianity by adorning their juvenile strength with its still pres-
tigious cloak. Yet, compared to Christianity’s past takes and claims on human existence as a 
whole, both movements are like donkeys in the lion’s skin. They can appropriate and mimic 
Christianity but not replace it. While denying the plausibility and desirability of a restoration 
of Christianity, Overbeck was also extremelyskeptical – though not entirely hopeless – about 
the possibility to find a proper substitute for it as the new European spiritual and civilizational 
backbone: 

Just like the present age has separated itself from Christianity, so it did with antiquity. Where 
does this rupture lead? To barbarism or to a higher culture? The future will show it. 120 

 

118 Overbeck, Über die Christlichkeit, pp. 88–91. For ‘accommodation’ as main hermeneutic category of 

Overbeck’s understanding of the history of Christianity and the church, see, e.g., Über die Christlichkeit, p. 81. 
119 Overbeck, Über die Anfänge des Mönchtums, p. 15. 
120 This is an unpublished note from the Kirchenlexicon (article: ‘Christentum und Alterthum Allge-

meines’) reported by Henry, Franz Overbeck, p. 79 n. 53. 
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