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Foreword

Martin Luther’s struggle with God drove and defined his whole life. The
question, How can I find a gracious God? plagued him constantly. He found
the gracious God in the gospel of Jesus Christ. »True theology and the know -
ledge of God are in the crucified Christ« (Heidelberg Disputation).

In 2017, Catholic and Lutheran Christians will most fittingly look back
on events that occurred 500 years earlier by putting the gospel of Jesus Christ
at the center. The gospel should be celebrated and communicated to the peo -
ple of our time so that the world may believe that God gives Himself to human
beings and calls us into communion with Himself and His church. Herein lies
the basis for our joy in our common faith.

To this joy also belongs a discerning, self-critical look at ourselves, not
only in our history, but also today. We Christians have certainly not always
been faithful to the gospel; all too often we have conformed ourselves to the
thought and behavioral patterns of the surrounding world. Repeatedly, we
have stood in the way of the good news of the mercy of God.

Both as individuals and as a community of believers, we all constantly
 require repentance and reform – encouraged and led by the Holy Spirit.
»When our Lord and Master, Jesus Christ, said ›Repent,‹ He called for the
 entire life of believers to be one of repentance.« Thus reads the opening state-
ment of Luther’s 95 Theses from 1517, which triggered the Reformation
movement.

Although this thesis is anything but self-evident today, we Lutheran
and Catholic Christians want to take it seriously by directing our critical
glance first at ourselves and not at each other. We take as our guiding rule
the doctrine of justification, which expresses the message of the gospel
and therefore »constantly serves to orient all the teaching and practice of
our churches to Christ« (Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification).

The true unity of the church can only exist as unity in the truth of the
gospel of Jesus Christ. The fact that the struggle for this truth in the sixteenth
century led to the loss of unity in Western Christendom belongs to the dark
pages of church history. In 2017, we must confess openly that we have been
guilty before Christ of damaging the unity of the church. This commemora-
tive year presents us with two challenges: the purification and healing of
memories, and the restoration of Christian unity in accordance with the truth
of the gospel of Jesus Christ (Eph 4:4–6).



The following text describes a way »from conflict to communion« – a way
whose goal we have not yet reached. Nevertheless, the Lutheran–Roman
Catholic Commission on Unity has taken seriously the words of Pope John
XXIII, »The things that unite us are greater than those that divide us.«

We invite all Christians to study the report of our Commission both open-
mindedly and critically, and to come with us along the way to a deeper com-
munion of all Christians.

Karlheinz Diez Eero Huovinen
Auxiliary Bishop of Fulda Bishop Emeritus of Helsinki
(on behalf of the Catholic co-chair) Lutheran co-chair
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Introduction

1.      In 2017, Lutheran and Catholic Christians will commemorate together
the 500th anniversary of the beginning of the Reformation. Lutherans
and Catholics today enjoy a growth in mutual understanding, coopera-
tion, and respect. They have come to acknowledge that more unites
than divides them: above all, common faith in the Triune God and the
revelation in Jesus Christ, as well as recognition of the basic truths of
the doctrine of justification.

2.      Already the 450th anniversary of the Augsburg Confession in 1980 of-
fered both Lutherans and Catholics the opportunity to develop a com-
mon understanding of the foundational truths of the faith by pointing
to Jesus Christ as the living center of our Christian faith.1 On the 500th

anniversary of Martin Luther’s birth in 1983, the international dia-
logue between Roman Catholics and Lutherans jointly affirmed a num-
ber of Luther’s essential concerns. The Commission’s report designated
him »Witness to Jesus Christ« and declared, »Christians, whether Protes-
tant or Catholic, cannot disregard the person and the message of this
man.«2

3.      The upcoming year of 2017 challenges Catholics and Lutherans to
discuss in dialogue the issues and consequences of the Wittenberg Refor -
mation, which centered on the person and thought of Martin Luther, and
to develop perspectives for the remembrance and appropriation of the
Reformation today. Luther’s reforming agenda poses a spiritual and
theological challenge for both contemporary Catholics and Lutherans.

1      Roman Catholic / Lutheran Joint Commission, »All Under One Christ: Statement on
the Augsburg Confession 1980,« in Harding Meyer and Lucas Visher (eds), Growth in
Agreement I: Reports and Agreed Statements of Ecumenical Conversations on a World Level,
1972–1982 (Geneva: World Council of Churches, 1984), 241–47.
2          Roman Catholic / Lutheran Joint Commission, »Martin Luther: Witness to Jesus
Christ« I.1, in Jeffrey Gros, FSC, Harding Meyer and William G. Rusch (eds), Growth in
Agreement II: Reports and Agreed Statements of Ecumenical Conversations on a World Level,
1982–1998 (Geneva: WCC Publications, 2000), 438.





Chapter I

Commemorating the Reformation in 

an Ecumenical and Global Age

4.      Every commemoration has its own context. Today, the context includes
three main challenges, which present both opportunities and obliga-
tions: (1) It is the first commemoration to take place during the ecu-
menical age. Therefore, the common commemoration is an occasion to
deepen communion between Catholics and Lutherans. (2) It is the first
commemoration in the age of globalization. Therefore, the common
commemoration must incorporate the experiences and perspectives of
Christians from South and North, East and West. (3) It is the first com-
memoration that must deal with the necessity of a new evangelization
in a time marked by both the proliferation of new religious movements
and, at the same time, the growth of secularization in many places.
Therefore, the common commemoration has the opportunity and obli-
gation to be a common witness of faith.

The character of previous commemorations

5.      Relatively early, 31 October 1517 became a symbol of the sixteenth-cen -
tury Protestant Reformation. Still today, many Lutheran churches re -
member each year on 31 October the event known as »the Reformation.«
The centennial celebrations of the Reformation have been lavish and
festive. The opposing viewpoints of the different confessional groups
have been especially visible at these events. For Lutherans, these
commemorative days and centennials were occasions for telling once
again the story of the beginning of the characteristic – »evangelical« –
form of their church in order to justify their distinctive existence. This
was naturally tied to a critique of the Roman Catholic Church. On the



other side, Catholics took such commemorative events as opportunities
to accuse Lutherans of an unjustifiable division from the true church
and a rejection of the gospel of Christ.

6.      Political and church-political agendas frequently shaped these earlier
centenary commemorations. In 1617, for example, the observance of the
100th anniversary helped to stabilize and revitalize the common Refor-
mation identity of Lutherans and Reformed at their joint commemora-
tive celebrations. Lutherans and Reformed demonstrated their solidarity
through strong polemics against the Roman Catholic Church. Together
they celebrated Luther as the liberator from the Roman yoke. Much
later, in 1917, amidst the First World War, Luther was portrayed as a
German national hero.

The first ecumenical commemoration

7.      The year 2017 will see the first centennial commemoration of the Ref-
ormation to take place during the ecumenical age. It will also mark
fifty years of Lutheran-Roman Catholic dialogue. As part of the ecu-
menical movement, praying together, worshipping together, and serving
their communities together have enriched Catholics and Lutherans.
They also face political, social, and economic challenges together. The
spirituality evident in interconfessional marriages has brought forth
new insights and questions. Lutherans and Catholics have been able to
reinterpret their theological traditions and practices, recognizing the
influences they have had on each other. Therefore, they long to com-
memorate 2017 together.

8.      These changes demand a new approach. It is no longer adequate simply
to repeat earlier accounts of the Reformation period, which presented
Lutheran and Catholic perspectives separately and often in opposition
to one another. Historical remembrance always selects from among a
great abundance of historical moments and assimilates the selected el-
ements into a meaningful whole. Because these accounts of the past
were mostly oppositional, they not infrequently intensified the conflict
between the confessions and sometimes led to open hostility.
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9.      The historical remembrance has had material consequences for the re-
lationship of the confessions to each other. For this reason, a common
ecumenical remembrance of the Lutheran Reformation is both so im-
portant and at the same time so difficult. Even today, many Catholics
associate the word »Reformation« first of all with the division of the
church, while many Lutheran Christians associate the word »Reforma-
tion« chiefly with the rediscovery of the gospel, certainty of faith and
freedom. It will be necessary to take both points of departure seriously
in order to relate the two perspectives to each other and bring them into
dialogue.

Commemoration in a new global and 

secular context

10.    In the last century, Christianity has become increasingly global. There
are today Christians of various confessions throughout the whole world;
the number of Christians in the South is growing, while the number of
Christians in the North is shrinking. The churches of the South are con -
tinually assuming a greater importance within worldwide Christianity.
These churches do not easily see the confessional conflicts of the six -
teenth century as their own conflicts, even if they are connected to the
churches of Europe and North America through various Christian world
communions and share with them a common doctrinal basis. With re -
gard to the year 2017, it will be very important to take seriously the con -
tributions, questions, and perspectives of these churches.

11.    In lands where Christianity has already been at home for many cen-
turies, many people have left the churches in recent times or have for-
gotten their ecclesial traditions. In these traditions, churches have
handed on from generation to generation what they had received from
their encounter with the Holy Scripture: an understanding of God, hu-
manity, and the world in response to the revelation of God in Jesus
Christ; the wisdom developed over the course of generations from the
experience of lifelong engagement of Christians with God; and the trea -
sury of liturgical forms, hymns and prayers, catechetical practices, and
diaconal services. As a result of this forgetting, much of what divided
the church in the past is virtually unknown today.

Commemoration in a new global and secular context 13



12.    Ecumenism, however, cannot base itself on forgetfulness of tradition.
But how, then, will the history of the Reformation be remembered in
2017? What of that which the two confessions fought over in the six-
teenth century deserves to be preserved? Our fathers and mothers in
the faith were convinced that there was something worth fighting for,
something that was necessary for a life with God. How can the often for -
gotten traditions be handed on to our contemporaries so as not to remain
objects of antiquarian interest only, but rather support a vibrant Chris-
tian existence? How can the traditions be passed on in such a way that
they do not dig new trenches between Christians of different confes-
sions?

New challenges for the 2017 commemoration

13.    Over the centuries, church and culture often have been interwoven in
the most intimate way possible. Much that has belonged to the life of the
church has, over the course of centuries, also found a place in the cul -
tures of those countries and plays a role in them even to this day, even
at times independently of the churches. The preparations for 2017 will
need to identify these various elements of the tradition now present in
the culture, to interpret them, and to lead a conversation between church
and culture in light of these different aspects.

14.    For more than a hundred years, Pentecostal and other charismatic move -
ments have become very widespread across the globe. These powerful
movements have put forward new emphases that have made many of
the old confessional controversies seem obsolete. The Pentecostal move -
ment is present in many other churches in the form of the charismatic
movement, creating new commonalities and communities across con -
fessional boundaries. Thus, this movement opens up new ecumenical
opportunities while, at the same time, creating additional challenges
that will play a significant role in the observance of the Reformation in
2017.

15.    While the previous Reformation anniversaries took place in confes -
sionally homogenous lands, or lands at least where a majority of the
population was Christian, today Christians live worldwide in multi-
 religious environments. This pluralism poses a new challenge for ecu-
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menism, making ecumenism not superfluous but, on the contrary, all
the more urgent, since the animosity of confessional oppositions harms
Christian credibility. How Christians deal with differences among them-
selves can reveal something about their faith to people of other reli-
gions. Because the question of how to handle inner-Christian conflict is
especially acute on the occasion of remembering the beginning of the
Reformation, this aspect of the changed situation deserves special at-
tention in our reflections on the year 2017.

New challenges for the 2017 commemoration 15



Chapter II

New Perspectives on Martin Luther

and the Reformation

16.    What happened in the past cannot be changed, but what is remem-
bered of the past and how it is remembered can, with the passage of
time, indeed change. Remembrance makes the past present. While the
past itself is unalterable, the presence of the past in the present is al-
terable. In view of 2017, the point is not to tell a different history, but
to tell that history differently.

17.    Lutherans and Catholics have many reasons to retell their history in
new ways. They have been brought closer together through family re -
lations, through their service to the larger world mission, and through
their common resistance to tyrannies in many places. These deepened
contacts have changed mutual perceptions, bringing new urgency for
e cumenical dialogue and further research. The ecumenical movement
has altered the orientation of the churches’ perceptions of the Refor-
mation: ecumenical theologians have decided not to pursue their con-
fessional self-assertions at the expense of their dialogue partners but
rather to search for that which is common within the differences, even
within the oppositions, and thus work toward overcoming church-
dividing differences.

Contributions of research on the Middle Ages

18.    Research has contributed much to changing the perception of the past
in a number of ways. In the case of the Reformation, these include the
Protestant as well as the Catholic accounts of church history, which
have been able to correct previous confessional depictions of history
through strict methodological guidelines and reflection on the conditions



of their own points of view and presuppositions. On the Catholic side
that applies especially to the newer research on Luther and Reformation
and, on the Protestant side, to an altered picture of medieval theology
and to a broader and more differentiated treatment of the late Middle
Ages. In current depictions of the Reformation period, there is also new
attention to a vast number of non-theological factors – political, economic,
social, and cultural. The paradigm of »confessionalization« has made
important corrections to the previous historiography of the period.

19.    The late Middle Ages are no longer seen as total darkness, as often
 portrayed by Protestants, nor are they perceived as entirely light, as in
older Catholic depictions. This age appears today as a time of great
opposi tions – of external piety and deep interiority; of works-oriented
theology in the sense of do ut des (»I give you so that you give me«) and
conviction of one’s total dependence on the grace of God; of indifference
toward religious obligations, even the obligations of office, and serious
reforms, as in some of the monastic orders.

20.    The church was anything but a monolithic entity; the corpus christianum
encompassed very diverse theologies, lifestyles, and conceptions of the
church. Historians say that the fifteenth century was an especially
pious time in the church. During this period, more and more lay people
received a good education and so were eager to hear better preaching
and a theology that would help them to lead Christian lives. Luther
picked up on such streams of theology and piety and developed them
further.

Twentieth-century Catholic research on Luther

21.    Twentieth-century Catholic research on Luther built upon a Catholic
interest in Reformation history that awakened in the second half of the
nineteenth century. These theologians followed the efforts of the
Catholic population in the Protestant-dominated German empire to free
themselves from a one-sided, anti-Roman, Protestant historiography.
The breakthrough for Catholic scholarship came with the thesis that
Luther overcame within himself a Catholicism that was not fully
Catholic. According to this view, the life and teaching of the church in
the late Middle Ages served mainly as a negative foil for the Reforma-
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tion; the crisis in Catholicism made Luther’s religious protest quite
convincing to some.

22.    In a new way, Luther was portrayed as an earnest religious person and
conscientious man of prayer. Painstaking and detailed historical re-
search has demonstrated that Catholic literature on Luther over the
previous four centuries right up through modernity had been signifi-
cantly shaped by the commentaries of Johannes Cochaleus, a contem-
porary opponent of Luther and advisor to Duke George of Saxony.
Cochaleus had characterized Luther as an apostatized monk, a destroyer
of Christendom, a corrupter of morals, and a heretic. The achievement
of this first period of critical, but sympathetic, engagement with
Luther’s character was the freeing of Catholic research from the one-
sided approach of such polemical works on Luther. Sober historical
analyses by other Catholic theologians showed that it was not the core
concerns of the Reformation, such as the doctrine of justification, which
led to the division of the church but, rather, Luther’s criticisms of the
condition of the church at his time that sprang from these concerns.

23.    The next step for Catholic research on Luther was to uncover analogous
contents embedded in different theological thought structures and sys-
tems, carried out especially by a systematic comparison between the
exemplary theologians of the two confessions, Thomas Aquinas and
Martin Luther. This work allowed theologians to understand Luther’s
theology within its own framework. At the same time, Catholic research
examined the meaning of the doctrine of justification within the Augs-
burg Confession. Here Luther’s reforming concerns could be set within
the broader context of the composition of the Lutheran confessions,
with the result that the intention of the Augsburg Confession could be
seen as expressing fundamental reforming concerns as well as pre-
serving the unity of the church.

Ecumenical projects preparing the way 

for consensus

24.    These efforts led directly to the ecumenical project, begun in 1980 by
Lutheran and Catholic theologians in Germany on the occasion of the
450th anniversary of the presentation of the Augsburg Confession, of a
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Catholic recognition of the Augsburg Confession. The extensive achieve-
ments of a later ecumenical working group of Protestant and Catholic
theologians, tracing its roots back to this project of Catholic research on
Luther, resulted in the study The Condemnations of the Reformation Era:
Do They Still Divide?3

25.    The Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification,4 signed by both
the Lutheran World Federation and the Roman Catholic Church in 1999,
built on this groundwork as well as on the work of the US dialogue Jus-
tification by Faith,5 and affirmed a consensus in the basic truths of the
doctrine of justification between Lutherans and Catholics.

Catholic developments

26.    The Second Vatican Council, responding to the scriptural, liturgical,
and patristic revival of the preceding decades, dealt with such themes
as esteem and reverence for the Holy Scripture in the life of the church,
the rediscovery of the common priesthood of all the baptized, the need
for continual purification and reform of the church, the understanding
of church office as service, and the importance of the freedom and re-
sponsibility of human beings, including the recognition of religious
freedom.

27.    The Council also affirmed elements of sanctification and truth even out -
side the structures of the Roman Catholic Church. It asserted, »some
and even very many of the significant elements and endowments which
together go to build up and give life to the Church itself, can exist out -
side the visible boundaries of the Catholic Church,« and it named these
elements »the written word of God; the life of grace; faith, hope and char -

Ecumenical projects preparing the way for consensus 19

3          Karl Lehmann and Wolfhart Pannenberg (eds), Condemnations of the Reformation
Era: Do They Still Divide? tr. Margaret Kohl (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 1990).
4          The Lutheran World Federation and the Roman Catholic Church, Joint Declaration on
the Doctrine of Justification (Grand Rapids, Michigan/Cambridge, U. K.: William B. Eerd-
mans, 2000). Originally published as Gemeinsame Erklärung zur Rechtfertigungslehre
(Frankfurt am Main: Verlag Otto Lembeck / Paderborn: Bonifatius-Verlag, 1999).
5          H. George Anderson, T. Austin Murphy, Joseph A. Burgess (eds), Justification by Faith,
Lutherans and Catholics in Dialogue VII (Minneapolis, MN: Augsburg Publishing House,
1985).



ity, with the other interior gifts of the Holy Spirit, and visible elements
too« (UR 3).6 The Council also spoke of the »many liturgical actions of
the Christian religion« that are used by the divided »brethren« and said,
»these most certainly can truly engender a life of grace in ways that
vary according to the condition of each Church or Community. These
liturgical actions must be regarded as capable of giving access to the
community of salvation« (UR 3). The acknowledgement extended not
only to the individual elements and actions in these communities, but
also to the »divided churches and communities« themselves. »For the
Spirit of Christ has not refrained from using them as means of salvation«
(UR 1.3).

28.    In light of the renewal of Catholic theology evident in the Second Vati-
can Council, Catholics today can appreciate Martin Luther’s reforming
concerns and regard them with more openness than seemed possible
earlier.

29.    Implicit rapprochement with Luther’s concerns has led to a new evalu-
ation of his catholicity, which took place in the context of recognizing
that his intention was to reform, not to divide, the church. This is evi-
dent in the statements of Johannes Cardinal Willebrands and Pope John
Paul II.7 The rediscovery of these two central characteristics of his per-
son and theology led to a new ecumenical understanding of Luther as
a »witness to the gospel.«

30.    Pope Benedict also recognized the ways in which the person and theo -
logy of Martin Luther pose a spiritual and theological challenge to
Catholic theology today when, in 2011, he visited the Augustinian Fri-
ary in Erfurt where Luther had lived as a friar for about six years. Pope
Benedict commented, »What constantly exercised [Luther] was the ques-
tion of God, the deep passion and driving force of his whole life’s jour-
ney. ›How do I find a gracious God?‹ – this question struck him in the
heart and lay at the foundation of all his theological searching and in -
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ner struggle. For him, theology was no mere academic pursuit, but the
struggle for oneself, which in turn was a struggle for and with God. ›How
do I find a gracious God?‹ The fact that this question was the driving
force of his whole life never ceases to make an impression on me. For
who is actually concerned about this today – even among Christians?
What does the question of God mean in our lives? In our preaching?
Most people today, even Christians, set out from the presupposition
that God is not fundamentally interested in our sins and virtues.«8

Lutheran developments

31.    Lutheran research on Luther and the Reformation also underwent con -
siderable development. The experiences of two world wars broke down
assumptions about the progress of history and the relationship between
Christianity and Western culture, while the rise of kerygmatic theology
opened a new avenue for thinking about Luther. Dialogue with historians
helped to integrate historical and social factors into descriptions of
Reformation movements. Lutheran theologians recognized the entan-
glements of theological insights and political interests not only on the
part of Catholics, but also on their own side. Dialogue with Catholic
theologians helped them to overcome one-sided confessional approaches
and to become more self-critical about aspects of their own traditions.

The importance of ecumenical dialogues

32.    The dialogue partners are committed to the doctrines of their respective
churches, which, according to their own convictions, express the truth
of the faith. The doctrines demonstrate great commonalities but may
 differ, or even be opposed, in their formulations. Because of the former,
dialogue is possible; because of the latter, dialogue is necessary.

33.    Dialogue demonstrates that the partners speak different languages and
understand the meanings of words differently; they make different dis-
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tinctions and think in different thought forms. However, what appears
to be an opposition in expression is not always an opposition in sub-
stance. In order to determine the exact relationship between respective
articles of doctrine, texts must be interpreted in the light of the histor-
ical context in which they arose. That allows one to see where a differ-
ence or opposition truly exists and where it does not.

34.    Ecumenical dialogue means being converted from patterns of thought
that arise from and emphasize the differences between the confessions.
Instead, in dialogue the partners look first for what they have in common
and only then weigh the significance of their differences. These dif -
ferences, however, are not overlooked or treated casually, for ecumenical
dialogue is the common search for the truth of the Christian faith.
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Chapter III

A Historical Sketch of the

Lutheran Reformation and the

Catholic Response

35.    Today we are able to tell the story of the Lutheran Reformation together.
Even though Lutherans and Catholics have different points of view, be-
cause of ecumenical dialogue they are able to overcome traditional anti-
Protestant and anti-Catholic hermeneutics in order to find a common
way of remembering past events. The following chapter is not a full
 description of the entire history and all the disputed theological points.
It highlights only some of the most important historical situations and
theological issues of the Reformation in the sixteenth century.

What does reformation mean?

36.    In antiquity, the Latin noun reformatio referred to the idea of changing
a bad present situation by returning to the good and better times of the
past. In the Middle Ages, the concept of reformatio was very often used
in the context of monastic reform. The monastic orders engaged in ref-
ormation in order to overcome the decline of discipline and religious
lifestyle. One of the greatest reform movements originated in the tenth
century in the Abbey of Cluny.

37.    In the late Middle Ages, the concept of the necessity of reform was ap -
plied to the whole church. The church councils and nearly every diet of
the Holy Roman Empire were concerned with reformatio. The Council of
Constance (1414–1418) regarded the reform of the church »in head and
members« as necessary.9 A widely disseminated reform document en -

9          Council of Constance, session 3, 26 March 1415.



titled »Reformacion keyser Sigmunds« called for the restoration of right
order in almost every area of life. At the end of the fifteenth century, the
idea of reformation also spread to the government and university.10

38.    Luther himself seldom used the concept of »reformation.« In his »Ex-
planations of the Ninety-Five Theses,« Luther states, »The church needs
a reformation which is not the work of man, namely the pope, or of
many men, namely the cardinals, both of which the most recent council
has demonstrated, but it is the work of the whole world, indeed it is the
work of God alone. However, only God who has created time knows the
time for this reformation.«11 Sometimes Luther used the word »ref -
ormation« in order to describe improvements of order, for example of
the universities. In his reform treatise »Address to the Christian Nobil-
ity« of 1520, he called for »a just, free council« that would allow the
pro posals for reform to be debated.12

39.    The term »Reformation« came to be used as a designation for the com-
plex of historical events that, in the narrower sense, encompass the
years 1517 to 1555, thus from the time of the spread of Martin Luther’s
»Ninety-five Theses« up until the Peace of Augsburg. The theological
and ecclesiastical controversy that Luther’s theology had triggered
quickly became entangled with politics, the economy, and culture, due
to the situation at the time. What is designated by the term »Reforma-
tion« thus reaches far beyond what Luther himself taught and intended.
The concept of »Reformation« as a designation of an entire epoch comes
from Leopold von Ranke who, in the nineteenth century, popularized
the custom of speaking of an »age of Reformation.«
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Reformation flashpoint: 

controversy over indulgences

40.    On October 31, 1517, Luther sent his »Ninety-five Theses,« titled, »Dis-
putation on the Efficacy and Power of Indulgences,« as an appendix to
a letter to Archbishop Albrecht of Mainz. In this letter, Luther expressed
serious concerns about preaching and the practice of indulgences oc-
curring under the responsibility of the Archbishop and urged him to
make changes. On the same day, he wrote another letter to his Diocesan
Bishop Hieronymus of Brandenburg. When Luther sent his theses to a
few colleagues and most likely posted them on the door of the castle
church in Wittenberg, he wished to inaugurate an academic disputation
on open and unresolved questions regarding the theory and practice of
indulgences.

41.    Indulgences played an important role in the piety of the time. An in -
dulgence was understood as a remission of temporal punishment due to
sins whose guilt had already been forgiven. Christians could receive an
indulgence under certain prescribed conditions – such as prayer, acts
of charity, and almsgiving – through the action of the church, which
was thought to dispense and apply the treasury of the satisfactions of
Christ and the saints to penitents.

42.    In Luther’s opinion, the practice of indulgences damaged Christian
spirituality. He questioned whether indulgences could free the penitents
from penalties imposed by God; whether any penalties imposed by
priests would be transferred into purgatory; whether the medicinal and
purifying purpose of penalties meant that a sincere penitent would pre-
fer to suffer the penalties instead of being liberated from them; and
whether the money given for indulgences should instead be given to
the poor. He also wondered about the nature of the treasury of the
church out of which the pope offered indulgences.

Luther on trial

43.    Luther’s »Ninety-five Theses« spread very swiftly throughout Germany
and caused a great sensation while also doing serious damage to the
 indulgence campaigns. Soon it was rumored that Luther would be
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accused of heresy. Already in December 1517, the Archbishop of Mainz
had sent the »Ninety-five Theses« to Rome together with some additional
material for an examination of Luther’s theology.

44.    Luther was surprised by the reaction to his theses, as he had not
planned a public event but rather an academic disputation. He feared
that the theses would be easily misunderstood if read by a wider audi-
ence. Thus, in late March 1518, he published a vernacular sermon, »On
Indulgence and Grace« (»Sermo von Ablass und Gnade«). It was an ex-
traordinarily successful pamphlet that quickly made Luther a figure
well known to the German public. Luther repeatedly insisted that, apart
from the first four propositions, the theses were not his own definitive
assertions but rather propositions written for disputation.

45.    Rome was concerned that Luther’s teaching undermined the doctrine
of the church and the authority of the pope. Thus, Luther was called to
Rome in order to answer to the curial court for his theology. However,
upon the request of the Electoral Prince of Saxony, Frederick the Wise,
the trial was transferred to Germany, to the Imperial Diet at Augsburg,
where Cardinal Cajetan was given the mandate to interrogate Luther.
The papal mandate said that either Luther was to recant or, in the event
that Luther refused, the Cardinal had the power to ban Luther imme -
diately or to arrest him and bring him to Rome. After the meeting, Ca-
jetan drafted a statement for the magisterium, and the pope promul-
gated it soon after the interrogation in Augsburg without any response
to Luther’s arguments.13

46.    A fundamental ambivalence persisted throughout the whole process
leading up to Luther’s excommunication. Luther offered questions for
disputation and put forward arguments. He and the public, informed
through many pamphlets and publications about his position and the
ongoing process, expected an exchange of arguments. Luther was prom-
ised a fair trial. Nevertheless, although he was assured that he would
be heard, he repeatedly received the message that he either had to recant
or be proclaimed a heretic.
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47.    On 13 October 1518, in a solemn protestatio, Luther claimed that he was
in agreement with the Holy Roman Church and that he could not recant
unless he were convinced that he was wrong. On 22 October, he again
insisted that he thought and taught within the scope of the Roman
Church’s teaching.

Failed encounters

48.    Before his encounter with Luther, Cardinal Cajetan had studied the
Wittenberg professor’s writings very carefully and had even written
treatises on them. But Cajetan interpreted Luther within his own con-
ceptual framework and thus misunderstood him on the assurance of
faith, even while correctly representing the details of his position. For
his part, Luther was not familiar with the cardinal’s theology, and the
interrogation, which allowed only for limited discussion, pressured
Luther to recant. It did not provide an opportunity for Luther to under-
stand the cardinal’s position. It is a tragedy that two of the most out-
standing theologians of the sixteenth century encountered one another
in a trial of heresy.

49.    In the following years, Luther’s theology developed rapidly, giving rise
to new topics of controversy. The accused theologian worked to defend
his position and to gain allies in the struggle with those who were
about to declare him a heretic. Many publications both for and against
Luther appeared, but there was only one disputation, in 1519, in Leipzig
between Andreas Bodenstein von Karlstadt and Luther on the one side,
and Johannes Eck, on the other.

The condemnation of Martin Luther

50.    Meanwhile, in Rome, the process against Luther continued and, even -
tually, Pope Leo X decided to act. To fulfill his »pastoral office,« Pope Leo
X felt obliged to protect the »orthodox faith« from those who »twist and
adulterate the Scriptures« so that they are »no longer the Gospel of
Christ.«14 Thus the pope issued the bull Exsurge Domine (15 June 1520),
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which condemned forty-one propositions drawn from various publica -
tions by Luther. Although they can all be found in Luther’s writings and
are quoted correctly, they are taken out of their respective contexts. Ex -
surge Domine describes these propositions as »heretical or scandalous,
or false, or offensive to pious ears, or dangerous to simple minds, or
subversive to catholic truth,«15 without specifying which qualification
applies to which proposition. At the end of the bull, the pope expressed
frustration that Luther had failed to respond to any of his overtures for
discussion, although he remained hopeful that Luther would experience
conversion of heart and turn away from his errors. Pope Leo gave Luther
sixty days either to recant his »errors« or face excommunication.

51.    Eck and Aleander, who publicized Exsurge Domine in Germany, called
for Luther’s works to be burned. In response, on 10 December 1520,
some Wittenberg theologians burned some books, equivalent to what
would later be known as »canon law« books, along with some books of
Luther’s opponents, and Luther put the papal bull into the fire. Thus, it
was clear that Luther was not prepared to recant. Luther was excom-
municated by the bull Decet Romanum Pontificem on 3 January 1521.

The authority of Scripture

52.    The conflict concerning indulgences quickly developed into a conflict
concerning authority. For Luther, the Roman curia had lost its authority
by insisting only formally on its own authority instead of arguing bib-
lically. At the beginning of the struggle, the theological authorities of
Scripture, the church fathers, and the canonical tradition represented
a unity for Luther. In the course of the conflict, this unity broke apart
when Luther concluded that the canons as interpreted by Roman offi-
cials conflicted with Scripture. From the Catholic side, the argument
was not so much about the supremacy of Scripture, with which
Catholics agreed, but rather the proper interpretation of Scripture.
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53.    When Luther did not see a biblical basis in Rome’s statements, or
thought that they even contradicted the biblical message, he began to
think of the pope as the Antichrist. By this, admittedly shocking, accu-
sation, Luther meant that the pope did not allow Christ to say what
Christ wanted to say and that the pope had put himself above the Bible
rather than submitting to its authority. The pope claimed that his office
was instituted iure divino (»by divine right«), while Luther could not
find biblical evidence for this claim.

Luther in Worms

54.    According to the laws of the Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation,
a person who was excommunicated also had to be put under imperial
ban. Nevertheless, the members of the Diet of Worms required that an
independent authority interrogate Luther. Thus, Luther was called to
Worms and the Emperor offered Luther, now a declared heretic, a safe
passage to the city. Luther had expected a disputation at the Diet, but
was only asked whether he had written certain books on a table in
front of him, and whether he was prepared to recant.

55.    Luther responded to this invitation to recant with the famous words:
»Unless I am convinced by the testimony of the Scriptures or by clear
reason (for I do not trust either in the pope or in councils alone, since
it is well known that they have often erred and contradicted them-
selves), I am bound by the Scriptures I have quoted, and my conscience
is captive to the Words of God. I cannot and I will not retract anything,
since it is neither safe nor right to go against conscience. May God help
me. Amen.«16

56.    In response, Emperor Charles V delivered a remarkable speech in which
he set forth his intentions. The emperor noted that he had descended
from a long line of sovereigns who had had always considered it their
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duty to defend the Catholic faith »for the salvation of souls« and that he
had the same duty. The emperor argued that a single friar erred when
his opinion was in opposition to all of Christianity for the last thousand
years.17

57.    The Diet of Worms made Luther an outlaw who had to be arrested or
even killed and commanded the rulers to suppress the »Lutheran
heresy« by any means. Since Luther’s argument was convincing to
many of the princes and towns, they did not carry out the mandate.

Beginnings of the Reformation movement

58.    Luther’s understanding of the gospel was persuasive to an increasing
number of priests, monks, and preachers who tried to incorporate this
understanding into their preaching. Visible signs of the changes taking
place were that lay people received communion under both species,
some priests and monks were marrying, certain rules of fasting were
no longer observed, and disrespect was at times shown to images and
relics.

59.    Luther had no intention of establishing a new church, but was part of a
broad and many-faceted desire for reform. He played an increasingly
active role, attempting to contribute to a reform of practices and doctrines
that seemed to be based on human authority alone and to be in tension
with or contradiction to the Scriptures. In his treatise »To the German
Nobility« (1520), Luther argued for the priesthood of all baptized and
thus for an active role of the laity in church reform. Lay people played
an important role in the Reformation movement, either as princes,
magistrates, or ordinary people.

Need for oversight

60.    Since there was no central plan and no central agency for organizing the
reforms, the situation differed from town to town and village to village.
A need arose to organize church visitations. As this required the authority
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of princes or magistrates, the reformers asked the Electoral Prince of
Saxony to establish and authorize a visitation commission in 1527. Its
tasks were not only to evaluate the preaching and the whole service and
life of the ministers, but also to ensure that they received resources for
their personal sustenance.

61.    The commission installed something like a church government. The
superintendents were charged with the task of overseeing the ministers
of a certain region and supervising their doctrine and way of life. The
commission also examined the orders of service and oversaw the unity
of these orders. In 1528, a ministers’ handbook was published that ad-
dressed all their major doctrinal and practical problems. It played an
important role in the history of the Lutheran doctrinal confessions.

Bringing the Scripture to the people

62.    Luther, together with colleagues at the University of Wittenberg, trans-
lated the Bible into German so that more people were able to read it for
themselves and, among other uses, to engage in spiritual and theologi -
cal discernment for their life in the church. For that reason, Lutheran
reformers established schools for both boys and girls and made serious
efforts to convince parents to send their children to school.

Catechisms and hymns

63.    In order to improve the poor knowledge of the Christian faith among
ministers and lay people, Luther wrote his Small Catechism for a gen-
eral audience and the Large Catechism for pastors and well-educated
laity. The catechisms explained the Ten Commandments, the Lord’s
Prayer, and the creeds, and included sections on the sacraments of
Holy baptism and the Holy Supper. The Small Catechism, Luther’s most
influential book, greatly enhanced the knowledge of faith among ordi-
nary people.

64.    These catechisms were intended to help people live a Christian life and
to gain the capacity for theological and spiritual discernment. The cat-
echisms illustrate the fact that, for the reformers, faith meant not only
trusting in Christ and his promise, but also affirming the propositional
content of faith that can and must be learned.
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65.    To promote lay participation in the services, the reformers wrote hymns
and published hymnbooks. These played an enduring role in Lutheran
spirituality and became part of the treasured heritage of the whole
church.

Ministers for the parishes

66.    Now that the Lutheran parishes had the Scriptures in the vernacular,
the catechism, hymns, a church order, and orders of service, a major
problem remained, namely how to provide ministers for the parishes.
During the first years of the Reformation, many priests and monks
 became Lutheran ministers, so that enough pastors were available. 
But this method of recruiting ministers eventually proved to be insuffi-
cient.

67.    It is remarkable that the reformers waited until 1535 before they or-
ganized their own ordinations in Wittenberg. In the Augsburg Confes-
sion (1530), the reformers declared that they were prepared to obey
the bishops if the bishops themselves would allow the preaching of the
gospel according to Reformation beliefs. Since this did not happen, the
reformers had to choose between maintaining the traditional way of or-
daining priests by bishops, thereby giving up Reformation preaching,
or keeping Reformation preaching, but ordaining pastors by other pas-
tors. The reformers chose the second solution, reclaiming a tradition of
interpreting the Pastoral Epistles that went back to Jerome in the early
church.

68.    Members of the Wittenberg theological faculty, acting on behalf of the
church, examined both the doctrine and the lives of the candidates. Or -
dinations took place in Wittenberg rather than in the parishes of the or -
dinands, since the ministers were ordained to the ministry of the entire
church. The ordination testimonies emphasized the ordinands’ doctrinal
agreement with the catholic church. The ordination rite consisted in the
laying on of hands and prayer to the Holy Spirit.

Chapter III32



Theological attempts to overcome the 

religious conflict

69.    The Augsburg Confession (1530) attempted to settle the religious conflict
of the Lutheran Reformation. Its first part (articles 1–21) presents
Lutheran teaching held to be in agreement with the doctrine of »the
catholic church, or from the Roman church«18; its second part deals
with changes that the reformers initiated to correct certain practices
un derstood as »misuses« (articles 22–28), giving reasons for changing
these practices. The end of part 1 reads, »This is a nearly complete
summary of the teaching among us. As can be seen, there is nothing
here that departs from the Scriptures or the catholic church, or from the
Roman church, insofar as we can tell from its writers. Because this is so,
those who claim that our people are to be regarded as heretics judge too
harshly.«19

70.    The Augsburg Confession is a strong testimony to the Lutheran re -
formers’ resolve to maintain the unity of the church and remain within
one visible church. In explicitly presenting the difference as of only
minor significance, it is similar to what we today would call a differenti -
ating consensus.

71.    Immediately, some Catholic theologians saw the need to respond to the
Augsburg Confession and quickly produced the Confutation of the Augs -
burg Confession. This Confutation closely followed the text and argu -
ments of the Confession. The Confutation was able to affirm along with
the Augsburg Confession a number of core Christian teachings such as
the doctrines of the Trinity, Christ, and baptism. The Confutation, how -
ever, rejected a number of Lutheran teachings on the doctrines of the
church and sacraments on the basis of biblical and patristic texts. Since
Lutherans could not be persuaded by the Confutation’s arguments, an
official dialogue was initiated in late August 1530 in order to reconcile
the differences between the Confession and the Confutation. This dia -
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logue, however, was unable to resolve the remaining ecclesiological and
sacramental problems.

72.    Another attempt to overcome the religious conflict was the so-called
 Religionsgespräche or Colloquies (Speyer/Hagenau [1540], Worms
[1540–1], Regensburg [1541–1546]). The Emperor or his brother, King
Ferdinand, convened the conversations, which took place under the
leadership of an imperial representative. The goal was to persuade the
Lutherans to return to the convictions of their opponents. Tactics, in-
trigues, and political pressure played an important role in them.

73.    The negotiators achieved a remarkable text on the doctrine of justifica-
tion in the Regensburger Buch (1541), but the conflict concerning the
doctrine of the eucharist seemed to be insurmountable. In the end,
both Rome and Luther rejected the results, leading to the ultimate fail-
ure of these negotiations.

Religious war and the Peace of Augsburg

74.    The Smalcald War (1546–1547) of Emperor Charles V against the
Lutheran territories aimed at defeating the princes and forcing them
to revoke all changes. In the beginning the Emperor was successful. He
won the war (20 July 1547). His troops were soon in Wittenberg where
the Emperor hindered the soldiers from exhuming Luther’s body and
burning it.

75.    At the Diet in Augsburg (1547–1548), the Emperor imposed the so-
called Augsburg Interim on the Lutherans, leading to endless conflicts
in Lutheran territories. This document explained justification mainly
as grace that stimulates love. It emphasized subordination under the
bishops and the pope. However, it also permitted the marriage of priests
and communion under both species.

76.    In 1552, after a conspiracy of princes, a new war against the Emperor
began that forced him to flee from Austria. This led to a peace treaty
 between Lutheran princes and King Ferdinand. Thus, the attempt to
eradicate »the Lutheran heresy« through military means ultimately
failed.
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77.    The war ended with the Peace of Augsburg in 1555. This treaty was an
attempt to find ways for people of different religious convictions to live
together in one country. Territories and towns that adhered to the Augs-
burg Confession as well as Catholic territories were recognized in the
German Empire, but not people of other beliefs, such as the Reformed
and the Anabaptists. The princes and magistrates had the right to de-
termine the religion of their subjects. If the prince changed his religion,
the people living in the territory would also have to change theirs, ex-
cept in the areas where bishops were princes (geistliche Fürstentümer).
The subjects had the right to emigrate if they did not agree with the re-
ligion of the prince.

The Council of Trent

78.    The Council of Trent (1545–1563), convened a generation after Luther’s
reform, began before the Smalcald War (1546–1547) and ended after
the Peace of Augsburg (1555). The bull Laetare Jerusalem (19 November
1544) set three orders of business for the Council: healing of the con-
fessional split, reforming the church, and establishing peace so that a
defense against the Ottomans could be elaborated.

79.    The Council decided that at each session there would be a dogmatic de -
cree, affirming the faith of the church, and a disciplinary decree helping
to reform the church. For the most part, the dogmatic decrees did not
present a comprehensive theological account of the faith, but rather
concentrated on those doctrines disputed by the reformers in a way that
emphasized points of difference.

Scripture and tradition

80.    The Council, wishing to preserve the »purity of the gospel purged of all
errors,« approved its decree on the sources of revelation on 8 April
1546. Without explicitly naming it, the Council rejected the principle
of sola scriptura by arguing against the isolation of Scripture from tradi -
tion. The Council decreed that the gospel, »the source of the whole
truth of salvation and rule of conduct,« was preserved »in written books
and unwritten traditions,« without, however, resolving the relationship
between Scripture and tradition. Moreover, it taught that the apostolic
traditions concerning faith and morals were »preserved in unbroken
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sequence in the Catholic Church.« Scripture and tradition were to be
accepted »with a like feeling of piety and reverence.«20

81.    The decree published a list of the canonical books of the Old and New
Testaments.21 The Council insisted that the sacred Scriptures can nei-
ther be interpreted contrary to the teaching of the church nor contrary
to the »unanimous teaching of the Fathers« of the church. Finally, the
Council declared that the old Latin vulgate edition of the Bible was an
»authentic« text for use in the church.22

Justification

82.    Regarding justification, the Council explicitly rejected both the Pelagian
doctrine of works righteousness and the doctrine of justification by
faith alone (sola fide), while understanding faith primarily as assent to
revealed doctrine. The Council affirmed the Christological basis of jus -
tification by affirming that human beings are grafted into Christ and
that the grace of Christ is necessary for the entire process of justifica-
tion, although the process does not exclude dispositions for grace or the
collaboration of free will. It declared the essence of justification to be
not the remission of sins alone, but also the »sanctification and renovation
of the inner man« by supernatural charity.23 The formal cause of justi -
fication is »the justice of God, not that by which He Himself is just, but
that by which He makes us just,« and the final cause of justification 
is »the glory of God and of Christ and life everlasting.«24 Faith was
 affirmed as the »beginning, foundation and root« of justification.25 

The grace of justification can be lost by mortal sin and not only by the 
loss of faith, although it can be regained through the sacrament of 
penance.26 The Council affirmed that eternal life is a grace, not merely
a reward.27
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The sacraments

83.    At its seventh session, the Council presented the sacraments as the or-
dinary means by which »all true justice either begins, or once received
gains strength, or, if lost, is restored.«28 The Council decreed that Christ
instituted seven sacraments and defined them as efficacious signs caus-
ing grace by the rite itself (ex opere operato) and not simply by reason
of the recipient’s faith.

84.    The debate on communion under both species expressed the doctrine
that under either species the whole and undivided Christ is received.29

After the conclusion of the Council (16 April 1565), the pope authorized
the chalice for the laity under certain conditions for several ecclesias-
tical provinces of Germany and the hereditary territories of the Habs-
burgs.

85.     In response to the reformers’ critique of the sacrificial character of the
Mass, the Council affirmed the Mass as a propitiatory sacrifice that
made present the sacrifice of the cross. The Council taught that, since
in the Mass Christ the priest offers the same sacrificial gifts as on the
cross, but in a different way, the Mass is not a repetition of the once-
for-all sacrifice of Calvary. The Council defined that the Mass may be
offered in honor of the saints and for the faithful, living and dead.30

86.    The decree on holy orders defined the sacramental character of ordi -
nation and the existence of an ecclesiastical hierarchy based on divine
ordinance.31

Pastoral reforms

87.    The Council also initiated pastoral reforms. Its reform decrees promoted
a more effective proclamation of the Word of God through the estab -
lishment of seminaries for the better training of priests and through the
requirement of preaching on Sundays and holy days. Bishops and pas-
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tors were obliged to reside in their dioceses and parishes. The Council
eliminated some abuses in matters of jurisdiction, ordination, patron-
age, benefices, and indulgences at the same time that it expanded epis -
copal powers. Bishops were empowered to make visitations of exempt
parochial benefices and oversee the pastoral work of exempt orders and
chapters. It provided for provincial and diocesan synods. In order better
to communicate the faith, the Council encouraged the emerging practice
of writing catechisms, such as those of Peter of Canisius, and made
provision for the Roman Catechism.

Consequences

88.    The Council of Trent, although to a large extent a response to the Protes-
tant Reformation, did not condemn individuals or communities but spe-
cific doctrinal positions. Because the doctrinal decrees of the Council
were largely in response to what it perceived to be Protestant errors, it
shaped a polemical environment between Protestants and Catholics
that tended to define Catholicism over and against Protestantism. In
this approach, it mirrored many of the Lutheran confessional writings,
which also defined Lutheran positions by opposition. The decisions of
the Council of Trent laid the basis for the formation of Catholic identity
up to the Second Vatican Council.

89.    By the end of the third gathering of the Council of Trent, it had to be
soberly acknowledged that the unity of the church in the Western world
had been shattered. New church structures developed in the Lutheran
territories. The Peace of Augsburg of 1555 at first secured stable polit-
ical relationships, but it could not prevent the great European conflict
of the seventeenth century, the Thirty Years’ War (1618–1648). The es-
tablishment of secular nation-states with strong confessionalistic de-
lineations remained a burden inherited from the Reformation period.

The Second Vatican Council

90.    While the Council of Trent largely defined Catholic relations with
Lutherans for several centuries, its legacy must now be viewed through
the lens of the actions of the Second Vatican Council (1962–1965). This
Council made it possible for the Catholic Church to enter the ecumeni-
cal movement and leave behind the charged polemic atmosphere of the
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post-Reformation era. The Dogmatic Constitution on the Church (Lumen
Gentium), the Decree on Ecumenism (Unitatis Redintegratio), the Dec -
laration on Religious Freedom (Dignitate Humanae), and the Dogmatic
Constitution on Divine Revelation (Dei Verbum) are foundational docu-
ments for Catholic ecumenism. Vatican II, while affirming that the
Church of Christ subsists in the Catholic Church, also acknowledged,
»many elements of sanctification and of truth are found outside of its
visible structure. These elements, as gifts belonging to the Church of
Christ, are forces impelling toward catholic unity« (LG 8). There was a
positive appreciation of what Catholics share with other Christian
churches such as the creeds, baptism, and the Scriptures. A theology
of ecclesial communion affirmed that Catholics are in a real, if imperfect,
communion with all who confess Jesus Christ and are baptized (UR 2).
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Chapter IV

Basic Themes of Martin Luther’s

 Theology in Light of the Lutheran–

Roman Catholic Dialogues

91.    Since the sixteenth century, basic convictions of both Martin Luther
and Lutheran theology have been a matter of controversy between
Catholics and Lutherans. Ecumenical dialogues and academic research
have analyzed these controversies and attempted to overcome them by
identifying the different terminologies, different thought structures,
and different concerns that do not necessarily exclude each other.

92.    In this chapter, Catholics and Lutherans jointly present some of the
main theological affirmations developed by Martin Luther. This com-
mon description does not mean that Catholics agree with everything
that Martin Luther said as presented here. An ongoing need for ecu-
menical dialogue and mutual understanding remains. Nevertheless, we
have reached a stage in our ecumenical journey that enables us to give
this common account.

93.    It is important to distinguish between Luther’s theology and Lutheran
theology and, above all, between Luther’s theology and the doctrine of
the Lutheran churches as expressed in their confessional writings. This
doctrine is the primary reference point for the ecumenical dialogues.
Still, it is appropriate here to concentrate on Luther’s theology because
of the anniversary commemoration of 31 October 1517.

Structure of this chapter

94.    This chapter focuses on only four topics within Luther’s theology: jus-
tification, eucharist, ministry, and Scripture and tradition. Because of
their importance in the life of the church, and on account of the con -



troversies they occasioned for centuries, they have been extensively
treated in the Catholic–Lutheran dialogues. The following presentation
harvests the results of these dialogues.

95.    The discussion of each topic proceeds in three steps. Luther’s perspec-
tive on each of the four theological themes is presented first, followed
by a short description of Catholic concerns regarding that topic. A sum-
mary then shows how Luther’s theology has been brought into con -
versation with Catholic doctrine in ecumenical dialogue. This section
highlights what has been jointly affirmed and identifies remaining dif-
ferences.

96.    An important topic for further discussion is how we can deepen our
convergence on those issues where we still have different emphases,
especially with respect to the doctrine of the church.

97.    It is important to note that not all dialogue statements between Lutherans
and Catholics carry the same weight of consensus, nor have they all
been equally received by Catholics and Lutherans. The highest level of
authority lies with the Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification,
signed by representatives of the Lutheran World Federation and the
 Roman Catholic Church in Augsburg, Germany, on 31 October 1999 and
affirmed by the World Methodist Council in 2006. The sponsoring bod -
ies have received other international and national dialogue commis-
sion reports, but these reports vary in their impact on the theology and
life of Lutheran and Catholic communities. Church leaders now share
the ongoing responsibility for appreciating and receiving the accom-
plishments of ecumenical dialogues.

Martin Luther’s medieval heritage

98.    Martin Luther was deeply embedded in the late Middle Ages. He could
be all at once receptive to, critically distant from, or in the process of
moving beyond its theologies. In 1505, he became a brother of the order
of Augustinian hermits in Erfurt and, in 1512, a professor of sacred
theology in Wittenberg. In this position, he focused his theological work
primarily on the interpretation of biblical Scriptures. This emphasis on
Holy Scripture was fully in line with what the rules of the order of the
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Augustinian Hermits expected a friar to do, namely to study and medi-
tate on the Bible not only for his own personal benefit, but also for the
spiritual benefit of others. The church fathers, especially Augustine,
played a vital role in the development and final shape of Luther’s theo -
logy. »Our theology and St. Augustine are making progress,«32 he wrote
in 1517, and in the »Heidelberg Disputation« (1518) he refers to St. Au-
gustine as »the most faithful interpreter«33 of the apostle Paul. Thus,
Luther was very deeply rooted in the patristic tradition.

Monastic and mystical theology

99.    While Luther had a predominantly critical attitude toward scholastic
theologians, as an Augustinian hermit for twenty years, he lived,
thought, and did theology in the tradition of monastic theology. One of
the most influential monastic theologians was Bernard of Clairvaux,
whom Luther highly appreciated. Luther’s way of interpreting Scripture
as the place of encounter between God and human beings shows clear
parallels with Bernard’s interpretation of Scripture.

100.  Luther was also deeply rooted in the mystical tradition of the late me-
dieval period. He found help in, and felt understood by, the German
sermons of John Tauler (d. 1361). In addition, Luther himself published
the mystical text, Theologia deutsch (»German Theology,« 1518), which
had been written by an unknown author. This text became widespread
and well known through Luther’s publication of it.

101.  Throughout his whole life, Luther was very grateful to the superior of
his order, John of Staupitz, and his Christ-centered theology, which con -
soled Luther in his afflictions. Staupitz was a representative of nuptial
mysticism. Luther repeatedly acknowledged his helpful influence, say-
ing, »Staupitz started this doctrine«34and praising him for »first of all
 being my father in this doctrine, and having given birth [to me] in
Christ.«35 In the late Middle Ages, a theology was developed for the laity.

Chapter IV

32        Luther, »Letter to John Lang, Wittenberg, May 18, 1517,« tr. Gottfried Krodel, in LW
48:44; WAB 1; 99, 8.
33        Luther, ‘Heidelberg Disputation,« tr. Harold J. Grimm, in LW 31:39; WA 1; 353, 14.
34        WA TR 1; 245, 12.

42



This theology (Frömmigskeitstheologie) reflected upon the Christian life
in practical terms and was oriented to the practice of piety. Luther was
stimulated by this theology to write treatises of his own for the laity. He
took up many of the same topics but gave them his own distinct treat-
ment.

Justification

Luther’s understanding of justification

102.  Luther gained one of his basic Reformation insights from reflecting on
the sacrament of penance, especially in relation to Matthew 16:19. In
his late medieval education, he was trained to understand that God
would forgive a person who was contrite for his or her sin by perform-
ing an act of loving God above all things, to which God would respond
according to God’s covenant (pactum) by granting anew God’s grace
and forgiveness (facienti quod in se est deus non denegat gratiam),36 so
that the priest could only declare that God had already forgiven the
penitent’s sin. Luther concluded that Matthew 16 said just the opposite,
namely that the priest declared the penitent righteous, and by this act
on behalf of God, the sinner actually became righteous.

Word of God as promise

103.  Luther understood the words of God as words that create what they say
and as having the character of promise (promissio). Such a word of
promise is said in a particular place and time, by a particular person,
and is directed to a particular person. A divine promise is directed to-
ward a person’s faith. Faith in turn grasps what is promised as promised
to the believer personally. Luther insisted that such faith is the only
appropriate response to a word of divine promise. A human being is
called to look away from him or herself and to look only at the word of
God’s promise and trust fully in it. Since faith grounds us in Christ’s
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promise, it grants the believer full assurance of salvation. Not to trust
in this word would make God a liar or one on whose word one could not
ultimately rely. Thus, in Luther’s view, unbelief is the greatest sin
against God.

104.  In addition to structuring the dynamic between God and the penitent
within the sacrament of penance, the relationship of promise and trust
also shapes the relationship between God and human beings in the
proclamation of the Word. God wishes to deal with human beings by giv -
ing them words of promise – sacraments are also such words of prom-
ise – that show God’s saving will towards them. Human beings, on the
other hand, should deal with God only by trusting in his promises. Faith
is totally dependent on God’s promises; it cannot create the object in
which human beings put their trust.

105.  Nevertheless, trusting God’s promise is not a matter of human decision;
rather, the Holy Spirit reveals this promise as trustworthy and thus cre -
ates faith in a person. Divine promise and human belief in that promise
belong together. Both aspects need to be stressed, the »objectivity« of
the promise and the »subjectivity« of faith. According to Luther, God not
only reveals divine realities as information with which the intellect
must agree; God’s revelation also always has a soteriological purpose
directed towards the faith and salvation of believers who receive the
promises that God gives »for you« as words of God »for me« or »for us«
(pro me, pro nobis).

106.  God’s own initiative establishes a saving relation to the human being;
thus salvation happens by grace. The gift of grace can only be received,
and since this gift is mediated by a divine promise, it cannot be received
except by faith, and not by works. Salvation takes place by grace alone.
Nevertheless, Luther constantly emphasized that the justified person
would do good works in the Spirit.

By Christ alone

107.  God’s love for human beings is centered, rooted, and embodied in Jesus
Christ. Thus, »by grace alone« is always to be explained by »by Christ
alone.« Luther describes the relationship of human persons with Christ
by using the image of a spiritual marriage. The soul is the bride; Christ
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is the bridegroom; faith is the wedding ring. According to the laws of
marriage, the properties of the bridegroom (righteousness) become the
properties of the bride, and the properties of the bride (sin) become the
properties of the bridegroom. This »joyful exchange« is the forgiveness
of sins and salvation.

108.  The image shows that something external, namely Christ’s righteous-
ness, becomes something internal. It becomes the property of the soul,
but only in union with Christ through trust in his promises, not in sep-
aration from him. Luther insists that our righteousness is totally exter-
nal because it is Christ’s righteousness, but it has to become totally in-
ternal by faith in Christ. Only if both sides are equally emphasized is
the reality of salvation properly understood. Luther states, »It is precisely
in faith that Christ is present.«37 Christ is »for us« (pro nobis) and in us
(in nobis), and we are in Christ (in Christo).

Significance of the law

109.  Luther also perceived human reality, with respect to the law in its the-
ological or spiritual meaning, from the perspective of what God requires
from us. Jesus expresses God’s will by saying, »You shall love the Lord
your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your
mind« (Mt 22:37). That means that God’s commandments are fulfilled
only by total dedication to God. This includes not only the will and the
corresponding outward actions, but also all aspects of the human soul
and heart such as emotions, longing, and human striving, that is, those
aspects and movements of the soul either not under the control of the
will or only indirectly and partially under the control of the will through
the virtues.

110.  In the legal and moral spheres, there exists an old rule, intuitively evi-
dent, that nobody can be obliged to do more than he or she is able to do
(ultra posse nemo obligatur). Thus, in the Middle Ages, many theologians
were convinced that this commandment to love God must be limited to
the will. According to this understanding, the commandment to love
God does not require that all motions of the soul should be directed
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and dedicated to God. Rather, it would be enough that the will loves
(i. e., wills) God above all (diligere deum super omnia).

111.  Luther argued, however, that there is a difference between a legal and a
moral understanding of the law, on the one hand, and a theological un -
derstanding of it, on the other. God has not adapted God’s command-
ments to the conditions of the fallen human being. Instead, theologically
understood, the commandment to love God shows the situation and the
misery of human beings. As Luther wrote in the »Disputation against
Scholastic Theology,« »Spiritually that person [only] does not kill, does
not do evil, does not become enraged when he neither becomes angry
nor lusts.«38 In this respect, divine law is not primarily fulfilled by
external actions or acts or the will but by the wholehearted dedication
of the whole person to the will of God.

Participation in Christ’s righteousness

112.  Luther’s position, that God requires wholehearted dedication in fulfill-
ing God’s law, explains why Luther emphasized so strongly that we to-
tally depend on Christ’s righteousness. Christ is the only person who
totally fulfilled God’s will, and all other human beings can only become
righteous in a strict, i. e., theological sense, if we participate in Christ’s
righteousness. Thus, our righteousness is external insofar as it is
Christ’s righteousness, but it must become our righteousness, that is,
internal, by faith in Christ’s promise. Only by participation in Christ’s
wholehearted dedication to God can we become wholly righteous.

113.  Since the gospel promises us, »Here is Christ and his Spirit,« partici -
pation in Christ’s righteousness is never realized without being under
the power of the Holy Spirit who renews us. Thus, becoming righteous
and being renewed are intimately and inseparably connected. Luther
did not criticize fellow theologians such as Gabriel Biel for too strong
an emphasis on the transforming power of grace; on the contrary, he
objected that they did not emphasize it strongly enough as being funda -
mental to any real change in the believer.

Chapter IV46

38        Luther, »Disputation against Scholastic Theology (1517),« tr. Harold J. Grimm, LW
31:13; WA 1, 227, 17–18.



Law and gospel

114.  According to Luther, this renewal will never come to fulfillment as long
as we live. Therefore, another model of explaining human salvation,
taken from the Apostle Paul, became important for Luther. In Romans
4:3, Paul refers to Abraham in Genesis 15:6 (»Abraham believed God,
and it was reckoned to him as righteousness«) and concludes, »To one
who without works trusts him who justifies the ungodly, such faith is
reckoned as righteousness« (Rom 4:5).

115.  This text from Romans incorporates the forensic imagery of someone
in a courtroom being declared righteous. If God declares someone right-
eous, this changes his or her situation and creates a new reality. God’s
judgment does not remain »outside« the human being. Luther often
uses this Pauline model in order to emphasize that the whole person is
accepted by God and saved, even though the process of the inner re-
newal of the justified into a person wholly dedicated to God will not
come to an end in this earthly life.

116.  As believers who are in the process of being renewed by the Holy Spirit,
we still do not completely fulfill the divine commandment to love God
wholeheartedly and do not meet God’s demand. Thus the law will accuse
us and identify us as sinners. With respect to the law, theologically un-
derstood, we believe that we are still sinners. But, with respect to the
gospel that promises us »Here is Christ’s righteousness,« we are right-
eous and justified since we believe in the gospel’s promise. This is
Luther’s understanding of the Christian believer who is at the same
time justified and yet a sinner (simul iustus et peccator).

117.  This is no contradiction since we must distinguish two relations of the
believer to the Word of God: the relation to the Word of God as the law
of God insofar as it judges the sinner, and the relation to the Word of
God as the gospel of God insofar as Christ redeems. With respect to the
first relation we are sinners; with respect to the second relation we are
righteous and justified. This latter is the predominant relationship.
That means that Christ involves us in a process of continuous renewal
as we trust in his promise that we are eternally saved.

118.  This is why Luther emphasized the freedom of a Christian so strongly:
the freedom of being accepted by God by grace alone and by faith alone

Justification 47



in Christ’s promises, the freedom from the accusation of the law by the
forgiveness of sins, and the freedom to serve one’s neighbor sponta-
neously without seeking merits in doing so. The justified person is, of
course, obligated to fulfill God’s commandments, and will do so under
the motivation of the Holy Spirit. As Luther declared in the Small Cat-
echism: »We are to fear and love God, so that we . . .,« after which follow
his explanations of the Ten Commandments.39

Catholic concerns regarding justification

119.  Even in the sixteenth century, there was a significant convergence be-
tween Lutheran and Catholic positions concerning the need for God’s
mercy and humans’ inability to attain salvation by their own efforts.
The Council of Trent clearly taught that the sinner cannot be justified
either by the law or by human effort, anathematizing anyone who said
that »man can be justified before God by his own works which are done
either by his own natural powers, or through the teaching of the Law,
and without divine grace through Christ Jesus.«40

120.  Catholics, however, had found some of Luther’s positions troubling.
Some of Luther’s language caused Catholics to worry whether he denied
personal responsibility for one’s actions. This explains why the Coun-
cil of Trent emphasized the human person’s responsibility and capacity
to cooperate with God’s grace. Catholics stressed that the justified
should be involved in the unfolding of grace in their lives. Thus, for the
justified, human efforts contribute to a more intense growth in grace
and communion with God.

121.  Furthermore, according to the Catholic reading, Luther’s doctrine of
»forensic imputation« seemed to deny the creative power of God’s grace
to overcome sin and transform the justified. Catholics wished to em-
phasize not only the forgiveness of sins but also the sanctification of
the sinner. Thus, in sanctification the Christian receives that »justice
of God« whereby God makes us just.
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Lutheran–Roman Catholic dialogue on justification

122.  Luther and the other reformers understood the doctrine of the justifi-
cation of sinners as the »first and chief article,«41 the »guide and judge
over all parts of Christian doctrine.«42 That is why a division on this
point was so grave and the work to overcome this division became a
matter of highest priority for Catholic–Lutheran relations. In the second
half of the twentieth century, this controversy was the subject of ex -
tensive investigations by individual theologians and a number of na-
tional and international dialogues.

123.  The results of these investigations and dialogues are summarized in the
Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification and were, in 1999, offi -
cially received by the Roman Catholic Church and the Lutheran World
Federation. The following account is based on this Declaration, which
offers a differentiating consensus comprised of common statements
along with different emphases of each side, with the claim that these
differences do not invalidate the commonalities. It is thus a consensus
that does not eliminate differences, but rather explicitly includes them.

By grace alone

124.  Together Catholics and Lutherans confess: »By grace alone, in faith in
Christ’s saving work and not because of any merit on our part, we are
accepted by God and receive the Holy Spirit, who renews our hearts
while equipping and calling us to good works« (JDDJ 15). The phrase »by
grace alone« is further explained in this way: »the message of justifica-
tion . . . tells us that as sinners our new life is solely due to the forgiving
and renewing mercy that God imparts as a gift and we receive in faith,
and never can merit in any way« (JDDJ 17).43

125.  It is within this framework that the limits and the dignity of human free -
dom can be identified. The phrase »by grace alone,« in regard to a hu -
man being’s movement toward salvation, is interpreted in this way: »We
confess together that all persons depend completely on the saving grace
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of God for their salvation. The freedom they possess in relation to per -
sons and the things of this world is no freedom in relation to salvation«
( JDDJ 19).

126.  When Lutherans insist that a person can only receive justification, they
mean, however, thereby »to exclude any possibility of contributing to
one’s own justification, but do not deny that believers are fully involved
personally in their faith, which is effected by God’s Word« ( JDDJ 21).

127.  When Catholics speak of preparation for grace in terms of »coopera-
tion,« they mean thereby a »personal consent« of the human being that
is »itself an effect of grace, not an action arising from innate human
abilities« ( JDDJ 20). Thus, they do not invalidate the common expression
that sinners are »incapable of turning by themselves to God to seek de-
liverance, of meriting their justification before God, or of attaining sal-
vation by their own abilities. Justification takes place solely by God’s
grace« (JDDJ 19).

128.  Since faith is understood not only as affirmative knowledge, but also as
the trust of the heart that bases itself on the Word of God, it can further
be said jointly: »Justification takes place ›by grace alone‹ ( JD nos 15 and
16), by faith alone; the person is justified ›apart from works‹ (Rom 3:28,
cf. JD no. 25)« ( JDDJ, Annex 2C).44

129.  What was often torn apart and attributed to one or the other confession
but not to both is now understood in an organic coherence: »When per-
sons come by faith to share in Christ, God no longer imputes to them
their sin and through the Holy Spirit effects in them an active love.
These two aspects of God’s gracious action are not to be separated«
( JDDJ 22).

Faith and good works

130.  It is important that Lutherans and Catholics have a common view of how
the coherence of faith and works is seen: believers »place their trust in
God’s gracious promise by justifying faith, which includes hope in God

Chapter IV

44        Ibid., 45.

50



and love for him. Such a faith is active in love and thus the Christian
cannot and should not remain without works ( JDDJ 25).« Therefore,
Lutherans also confess the creative power of God’s grace which »affects
all dimensions of the person and leads to a life in hope and love« ( JDDJ
26). »Justification by faith alone« and »renewal« must be distinguished
but not separated.

131.  At the same time, »whatever in the justified precedes or follows the
free gift of faith is neither the basis of justification nor merits it« ( JDDJ
25). That is why the creative effect Catholics attribute to justifying
grace is not meant to be a quality without relation to God, or a »human
possession to which one could appeal over against God« ( JDDJ 27).
Rather, this view takes into account that within the new relationship
with God the righteous are transformed and made children of God who
live in new communion with Christ: »This new personal relation to God
is grounded totally on God’s graciousness and remains constantly
 dependent on the salvific and creative working of the gracious God,
who remains true to himself, so that one can rely upon him« ( JDDJ 27).

132.  To the question of good works, Catholics and Lutherans state together:
»We also confess that God’s commandments retain their validity for the
justified« ( JDDJ 31). Jesus himself, as well as the apostolic Scriptures,
»admonish[es] Christians to bring forth the works of love« which »follow
justification and are its fruits« ( JDDJ 37). So that the binding claim of
the commandments might not be misunderstood, it is said: »When
Catholics emphasize that the righteous are bound to observe God’s
commandments, they do not thereby deny that through Jesus Christ 
God has mercifully promised to his children the grace of eternal life«
( JDDJ 33).

133.  Both Lutherans and Catholics can recognize the value of good works in
view of a deepening of the communion with Christ (cf. JDDJ 38f.), even
if Lutherans emphasize that righteousness, as acceptance by God and
sharing in the righteousness of Christ, is always complete. The contro-
versial concept of merit is explained thus: »When Catholics affirm the
›meritorious‹ character of good works, they wish to say that, according
to the biblical witness, a reward in heaven is promised to these works.
Their intention is to emphasize the responsibility of persons for their
actions, not to contest the character of those works as gifts, or far less
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to deny that justification always remains the unmerited gift of grace«
( JDDJ 38).

134.  To the much discussed question of the cooperation of human beings, a
quotation from the Lutheran Confessions is taken in the Appendix to
the Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification as a common posi-
tion in the most remarkable way: »The working of God’s grace does not
exclude human action: God effects everything, the willing and the
achievement, therefore, we are called to strive (cf. Phil 2:12ff.). ›As
soon as the Holy Spirit has initiated his work of regeneration and re-
newal in us through the Word and the holy sacraments, it is certain
that we can and must cooperate by the power of the Holy Spirit . . .‹«45

Simul iustus et peccator

135.  In the debate over the differences in saying that a Christian is »simul-
taneously justified and a sinner,« it was shown that each side does not
understand exactly the same thing by the words »sin,« »concupiscence,«
and »righteousness.« It is necessary to concentrate not only on the for-
mulation but also on the content in order to arrive at a consensus. With
Romans 6:12 and 2 Corinthians 5:17, Catholics and Lutherans say that,
in Christians, sin must not and should not reign. They further declare
with 1 John 1:8–10 that Christians are not without sin. They speak of
the »contradiction to God within the selfish desires of the old Adam«
also in the justified, which makes a »lifelong struggle« against it nec -
essary ( JDDJ 28).

136.  This tendency does not correspond to »God’s original design for hu -
manity,« and it is »objectively in contradiction to God« ( JDDJ 30), as
Catholics say. Because, for them, sin has the character of an act, 
Catholics do not speak here of sin, while Lutherans see in this God-con -
tradicting tendency a refusal to give oneself wholly to God and therefore
call it sin. But both emphasize that this God-contradicting tendency
does not divide the justified from God.
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137.  Under the presuppositions of his own theological system and after
studying Luther’s writings, Cardinal Cajetan concluded, that Luther’s
understanding of the assurance of faith implied establishing a new
church. Catholic–Lutheran dialogue has identified the different thought
forms of Cajetan and Luther that led to their mutual misunderstanding.
Today, it can be said: »Catholics can share the concern of the Reformers
to ground faith in the objective reality of Christ’s promise, to look away
from one’s own experience, and to trust in Christ’s forgiving word alone
(cf. Mt 16:19; 18:18)« ( JDDJ 36).

138.  Lutherans and Catholics have each condemned the other confession’s
teachings. Therefore, the differentiating consensus as represented in
the Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification contains a double
aspect. On the one hand, the Declaration claims that the mutual rejections
of Catholic and Lutheran teaching as depicted there do not apply to the
other confession. On the other, the Declaration positively affirms a con -
sensus in the basic truths of the doctrine of justification: »The under-
standing of the doctrine of justification set forth in this Declaration
shows that a consensus in basic truths of the doctrine of justification
ex ists between Lutherans and Catholics« ( JDDJ 40).

139.  »In light of this consensus the remaining differences of language, theo -
logical elaboration, and emphasis in the understanding of justification
are acceptable. Therefore the Lutheran and the Catholic explications of
justification are in their differences open to one another and do not de-
stroy the consensus regarding the basic truths« ( JDDJ 40). »Thus the
doctrinal condemnations of the sixteenth century, in so far as they re-
late to the doctrine of justification, appear in a new light: The teaching
of the Lutheran churches presented in this Declaration does not fall
under the condemnations from the Council of Trent. The condemnations
in the Lutheran Confessions do not apply to the teaching of the Roman
Catholic Church presented in this Declaration« ( JDDJ 41). This is a
highly remarkable response to the conflicts over this doctrine that
lasted for nearly half a millennium.
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Eucharist

Luther’s understanding of the Lord’s Supper

140.  For Lutherans as well as Catholics the Lord’s Supper is a precious gift
in which Christians find nourishment and consolation for themselves,
and where the church is ever anew gathered and built up. Hence the
controversies about the sacrament cause pain.

141.  Luther understood the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper as a testamentum,
the promise of someone who is about to die, as is evident from the
Latin version of the words of institution. At first, Luther perceived
Christ’s promise (testamentum) as promising grace and forgiveness of
sins but, in the debate with Huldrych Zwingli, he emphasized his belief
that Christ gives himself, his body and blood, that are really present.
Faith does not make Christ present; it is Christ who gives himself, his
body and blood, to communicants, whether or not they believe this.
Thus, Luther’s opposition to the contemporary doctrine was not that
he denied the real presence of Jesus Christ, but rather concerned how
to understand the »change« in the Lord’s Supper.

Real presence of Christ

142.  The Fourth Lateran Council (1215) used the verb transubstantiare,
which implies a distinction between substance and accidents.46 Al-
though this was for Luther a possible explanation of what happens in
the Lord’s Supper, he could not see how this philosophical explanation
could be binding for all Christians. In any case, Luther himself strongly
emphasized the real presence of Christ in the sacrament.

143.  Luther understood Christ’s body and blood to be present »in, with, and
under« the species of bread and wine. There is an exchange of proper-
ties (communicatio idiomatum) between Christ’s body and blood and
the bread and wine. This creates a sacramental union between bread
and Christ’s body, and the wine and Christ’s blood. This new type of
union, formed by the sharing of properties, is analogous to the union
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of the divine and human natures in Christ. Luther also compared this
sacramental union to the union of iron and fire in a fiery iron.

144.  As a consequence of his understanding of the words of institution
(»Drink of it, all of you,« Mt 26:27), Luther criticized the practice of
forbidding lay people to receive communion under both species, bread
and wine. He did not argue that lay people would then only receive half
of Christ, but affirmed that they would indeed receive the whole or full
Christ in either species. Luther, however, denied that the church was
entitled to withdraw the species of the wine from the laity since the
words of institution are very clear about this. Catholics remind Lutherans
that pastoral reasons were the principal motivation for introducing the
practice of communion under one species.

145.  Luther understood the Lord’s Supper also as a communal event, a real
meal, where the blessed elements are meant to be consumed, not pre-
served, after the celebration. He urged the consumption of all the ele-
ments so that the question about the duration of Christ’s presence
would not come up at all.47

Eucharistic sacrifice

146.  Luther’s main objection to Catholic eucharistic doctrine was directed
against an understanding of the Mass as a sacrifice. The theology of the
eucharist as real remembrance (anamnesis, Realgedächtnis), in which
the unique and once-for-all sufficient sacrifice of Christ (Heb 9:1–10:18)
makes itself present for the participation of the faithful, was no longer
fully understood in late medieval times. Thus, many took the celebration
of the Mass to be another sacrifice in addition to the one sacrifice of
Christ. According to a theory stemming from Duns Scotus, the multi -
plication of Masses was thought to effect a multiplication of grace and
to apply this grace to individual persons. That is why at Luther’s time,
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47        Luther had instructed the Lutheran pastor Simon Wolferinus not to mix leftover con-
secrated eucharistic elements with consecrated ones. Luther told him to »do what we do
here [i. e., in Wittenberg], namely, to eat and drink the remains of the Sacrament with the
communicants so that it is not necessary to raise the scandalous and dangerous questions
about when the action of the Sacrament ends« (WAB 10, 348f.).
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for example, thousands of private masses were said every year at the
castle church of Wittenberg.

147.  Luther insisted that, according to the words of institution, Christ gives
himself in the Lord’s Supper to those who receive him and that, as a gift,
Christ could only be received in faith but not offered. If Christ were
offered to God, the inner structure and direction of the eucharist would
be inverted. In Luther’s eyes, understanding the eucharist as sacrifice
would mean that it was a good work that we perform and offer to God.
But he argued that just as we cannot be baptized in place of someone
else, we cannot participate in the eucharist on behalf of and for the
benefit of someone else. Instead of receiving the most precious gift that
Christ himself is and offers to us, we would be attempting to offer
something to God, thereby transforming a divine gift into a good work.

148.  Nevertheless, Luther could see a sacrificial element in the Mass, the
sacrifice of thanksgiving and praise. It is indeed a sacrifice in that by
giving thanks a person acknowledges that he or she is in need of the
gift and that his or her situation will change only by receiving the gift.
Thus, true receiving in faith contains an active dimension that is not to
be underestimated.

Catholic concerns regarding the eucharist

149.  On the Catholic side, Luther’s rejection of the concept of »transubstan-
tiation« raised doubts whether the doctrine of the real presence of Christ
had been fully affirmed in his theology. Although the Council of Trent
admitted that we can hardly express with words the manner of his
presence and distinguished the doctrine of the conversion of elements
from its technical explanation, it however declared, »the holy Catholic
Church has suitably and properly called this change transubstantia -
tion.«48 This concept seemed, in the Catholic view, to be the best guar-
antee for maintaining the real presence of Jesus Christ in the species of
bread and wine and for assuring that the full reality of Jesus Christ is
present in each of the species. When Catholics insist on a transforma-
tion of the created elements themselves, they want to highlight God’s
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creative power, which brings about the new creation in the midst the
old creation.

150.  While the Council of Trent defended the practice of adoration of the
Blessed Sacrament, it took as its starting point that the primary purpose
of the eucharist is the communion of the faithful. The eucharist was in-
stituted by Christ to be consumed as spiritual food.49

151.  As a result of the loss of an integrative concept of commemoration,
Catholics were faced with the difficulty of the lack of adequate cate-
gories with which to express the sacrificial character of the eucharist.
Committed to a tradition going back to patristic times, Catholics did
not want to abandon the identification of the eucharist as a real sacrifice
even while they struggled to affirm the identity of this eucharistic sac-
rifice with the unique sacrifice of Christ. The renewal of sacramental
and liturgical theology as articulated in the Second Vatican Council
was needed to revitalize the concept of commemoration (anamnesis) 
(SC 47; LG 3).

152.  In their ecumenical dialogue, Lutherans and Catholics could both ben-
efit from insights of the liturgical movement and new theological in-
sights. Through the retrieval of the notion of anamnesis, both have been
led to a better understanding of how the sacrament of the eucharist as
a memorial effectively makes present the events of salvation and, in
particular, the sacrifice of Christ. Catholics could appreciate the many
forms of Christ’s presence within the liturgy of the eucharist, such as
his presence in his word and in the assembly (SC 7). In light of the in-
effability of the mystery of eucharist, Catholics have learned to reeval-
uate diverse expressions of faith in the real presence of Jesus Christ in
the sacrament. Lutherans gained a new awareness of the reasons to
deal respectfully with the blessed elements after the celebration.

Lutheran–Roman Catholic dialogue on the eucharist

153.  The question of the reality of the presence of Jesus Christ in the Lord’s
Supper is not a matter of controversy between Catholics and Lutherans.

Eucharist

49        Ibid., Chapter II.

57



The Lutheran–Roman Catholic dialogue on the eucharist was able to
state: »The Lutheran tradition affirms the Catholic tradition that the
consecrated elements do not simply remain bread and wine but rather
by the power of the creative word are given as the body and blood of
Christ. In this sense Lutherans also could occasionally speak, as does
the Greek tradition, of a change« (Eucharist 51).50 Both Catholics and
Lutherans »have in common a rejection of a spatial or natural manner
of presence, and a rejection of an understanding of the sacrament as
only commemorative or figurative« (Eucharist 16).51

Common understanding of the real presence of Christ

154.  Lutherans and Catholics can together affirm the real presence of Jesus
Christ in the Lord’s Supper: »In the Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper Je-
sus Christ true God and true man, is present wholly and entirely, in his
Body and Blood, under the signs of bread and wine« (Eucharist 16).
This common statement affirms all the essential elements of faith in
the eucharistic presence of Jesus Christ without adopting the conceptual
terminology of transubstantiation. Thus Catholics and Lutherans un-
derstand that »the exalted Lord is present in the Lord’s Supper in the
body and blood he gave with his divinity and his humanity through the
word of promise in the gifts of bread and wine in the power of the Holy
Spirit for reception through the congregation.«52

155.  To the question of the real presence of Jesus Christ and its theological
understanding is joined the question of the duration of this presence
and with it the question of the adoration of Christ present in the sacra-
ment also after the celebration. »Differences related to the duration of
the eucharistic presence appear also in liturgical practice. Catholic and
Lutheran Christians together confess that the eucharistic presence of
the Lord Jesus Christ is directed toward believing reception, that it ne -
vertheless is not confined only to the moment of reception, and that it
does not depend on the faith of the receiver, however closely related to
it this might be« (Eucharist 52).
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156.  The document The Eucharist requested that Lutherans deal respectfully
with the eucharistic elements that are left over after the celebration of
the Supper. At the same time, it cautioned Catholics to take care that
the practice of eucharistic adoration »does not contradict the common
conviction about the meal-character of the Eucharist« (Eucharist 55).53

Convergence in understanding eucharistic sacrifice

157.  With regard to the issue that was of the greatest importance for the
reformers, the eucharistic sacrifice, the Catholic–Lutheran dialogue stated
as a basic principle: »Catholic and Lutheran Christians together recog-
nize that in the Lord’s Supper Jesus Christ ›is present as the Crucified
who died for our sins and who rose again for our justification, as the
once-for-all sacrifice for the sins of the world.‹ This sacrifice can be nei -
ther continued, nor repeated, nor replaced, nor complemented; but
rather it can and should become ever effective anew in the midst of the
congregation. There are different interpretations among us regarding
the nature and extent of this effectiveness« (Eucharist 56).

158.  The concept of anamnesis has helped to resolve the controversial ques-
tion of how one sets the once-for-all sufficient sacrifice of Jesus Christ
in right relationship to the Lord’s Supper: »Through the remembrance
in worship of God’s saving acts, these acts themselves become present
in the power of the Spirit, and the celebrating congregation is linked
with the men and women who earlier experienced the saving acts them-
selves. This is the sense in which Christ’s command at the Lord’s Sup-
per is meant: in the proclamation, in his own words, of his saving death,
and in the repetition of his own acts at the Supper, the ›remembrance‹
comes into being in which Jesus’ word and saving work themselves be-
come present.«54

159.  The decisive achievement was to overcome the separation of sacrifi-
cium (the sacrifice of Jesus Christ) from sacramentum (the sacrament).
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If Jesus Christ is really present in the Lord’s Supper, then his life, suf-
fering, death, and resurrection are also truly present together with his
body, so that the Lord’s Supper is »the true making present of the event
on the cross.«55 Not only the effect of the event on the cross but also
the event itself is present in the Lord’s Supper without the meal being
a repetition or completion of the cross event. The one event is present
in a sacramental modality. The liturgical form of the holy meal must,
however, exclude everything that could give the impression of repetition
or completion of the sacrifice on the cross. If the understanding of the
Lord’s Supper as a real remembrance is consistently taken seriously,
the differences in understanding the eucharistic sacrifice are tolerable
for Catholics and Lutherans.

Communion in both kinds and the office of eucharistic ministry

160.  Since the time of the Reformation, reception of the cup by the laity has
been a characteristic practice of Lutheran worship services. Thus, for a
long time this practice visibly distinguished the Lutheran Lord’s Supper
from the Catholic practice of offering communion to the laity only under
the species of bread. Today the principle can be stated: »Catholics and
Lutherans are at one in the conviction that bread and wine belong to
the complete form of the Eucharist« (Eucharist 64). Nevertheless, dif-
ferences remain in the practice of the Lord’s Supper.

161.  Since the question of the presidency of the eucharistic celebration is
ecumenically of great importance, the necessity of a church-appointed
minister is a significant commonality identified by the dialogue:
»Catholic and Lutheran Christians are of the conviction that the cele-
bration of the Eucharist involves the leadership of a minister appointed
by the church« (Eucharist 65). Nevertheless, Catholics and Lutherans
still understand the office of ministry differently.
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Ministry

Luther’s understanding of the common priesthood of 

the baptized and ordained office

162.  In the New Testament, the word hiereus (priest; Latin, sacerdos) did not
designate an office in the Christian congregation, even though Paul de-
scribes his apostolic ministry as that of a priest (Rom 15:16). Christ is
the high priest. Luther understands the relationship of the believers to
Christ as a »joyful exchange,« in which the believer takes part in the
properties of Christ, and thus also in his priesthood. »Now just as Christ
by his birthright obtained these two prerogatives, so he imparts to them
and shares them with everyone who believes in him according to the
law of the above-mentioned marriage, according to which the wife owns
whatever belongs to the husband. Hence all of us who believe in Christ
are priests and kings in Christ, as 1 Peter 2[:9] says: ›You are a chosen
race, God’s own people, a royal priesthood, a priestly kingdom.‹«56 »[W]e
are all consecrated priests through baptism.«57

163.  Even though in Luther’s understanding all Christians are priests, he
does not regard them all as ministers. »It is true that all Christians are
priests, but not all are pastors. For to be a pastor one must be not only a
Christian and a priest but must have an office and a field of work com -
mitted to him. This call and command make pastors and preachers.«58

164.  Luther’s theological notion that all Christians are priests contradicted
the ordering of society that had become widespread in the Middle Ages.
According to Gratian, there were two types of Christians, clerics and
the laity.59 With his doctrine of the common priesthood, Luther intended
to abolish the basis for this division. What a Christian is as a priest
arises from participation in the priesthood of Christ. He or she brings
the concerns of the people in prayer before God and the concerns of
God to others through the transmission of the gospel.
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31:354; WA 7; 56, 35–57,1.
57        Luther, »Christian Nobility,« in LW 44:127; WA 6; 407, 22f. 
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165.  Luther understood the office of the ordained to be a public service for
the whole church. Pastors are ministri (servants). This office is not in
competition with the common priesthood of all the baptized but, rather,
it serves them so that all Christian people can be priests to one another.

Divine institution of the ministry

166.  For more than 150 years, one of the debates in Lutheran theology has
been whether the ordained ministry depends on divine institution or hu -
 man delegation. However, Luther speaks of »the office of pastor, which
God has established, which must rule over the congregation with ser-
mons and sacraments.«60 Luther sees this office rooted in Christ’s suf -
fering and death: »I hope, indeed, that believers, those who want to be
called Christians, know very well that the spiritual estate has been es -
tablished and instituted by God, not with gold or silver but with the pre -
cious blood and bitter death of his only Son, our Lord Jesus Christ [1 Pet
1:18–19]. From his wounds indeed flow the sacraments [. . .] He paid
dearly that men might everywhere have this office of preaching, bap-
tizing, loosing, binding, giving the sacrament, comforting, warning, 
and exhorting with God’s word, and whatever else belongs to the pas-
toral office [. . .] The estate I am thinking of is rather one which has the
office of preaching and the service of the word and sacraments and
which imparts the Spirit and salvation.«61 Clearly, then, for Luther, God
has established the office of minister.

167.  No one, Luther believed, can establish himself in the office; one must be
called to it. Starting in 1535, ordinations were performed in Wittenberg.
They took place after an examination of the doctrine and life of the can -
didates and if there had been a call to a congregation. But the ordination
was not carried out in the calling congregation but centrally in Witten-
berg, since ordination was ordination to the service of the whole church.

168.  The ordinations were performed with prayer and the laying on of hands.
As the introductory prayer – that God would send workers to harvest
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the crop (Mt 9:38) – and the prayer for the Holy Spirit both made clear,
God is the one who in reality is active in the ordination. In ordination,
the call of God embraces the whole person. With trust that the prayer
will be answered by God, the charge to go forth took place with the
words of 1 Peter 5:2–4.62 In one of the ordination formulas it says: »The
office of the church is for all churches a very great and important thing
and it is given and maintained by God alone.«63

169.  Because Luther’s definition of a sacrament was stricter than was com-
mon during the Middle Ages, and because he perceived the Catholic
sacrament of holy orders as chiefly serving the practice of the sacrifice
of the Mass, he ceased to view ordination as a sacrament. Melanchthon,
however, stated in the Apology to the Augsburg Confession: »But if or-
dination is understood with reference to the ministry of the Word, we
have no objection to calling ordination a sacrament. For the ministry of
the Word has the command of God and has magnificent promises like
Romans 1[:16]: the gospel ›is the power of God for salvation to everyone
who has faith.‹ Likewise, Isaiah 55[:11], ›. . . so shall my word be that
goes out from my mouth; it shall not return to me empty, but it shall ac-
complish that which I purpose . . .‹ If ordination is understood in this
way, we will not object to calling the laying on of hands as a sacrament.
For the church has the mandate to appoint ministers, which ought to
please us greatly because we know that God approves this ministry
and is present in it.«64

Office of the bishop

170.  Because the bishops refused to ordain candidates who were sympa-
thetic to the Reformation, the reformers practiced ordination by pres-
byters (pastors). In Article 28, the Augsburg Confession complains
about the bishops’ refusal to ordain. This forced the reformers to choose
between retaining ordination by bishops or being faithful to what they
understood to be the truth of the gospel.
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171.  The reformers were able to practice presbyteral ordination because they
had learned from Peter Lombard’s Sentences that the canons of the
church recognized only two sacramental orders among the major orders,
the diaconate and the presbyterate, and that, according to the wide-
spread understanding of the Middle Ages, the consecration of  bishops
imparted no sacramental character of its own.65 The reformers explic-
itly referred to a letter by Jerome, who was convinced that, accord ing to
the New Testament, the offices of presbyter and bishop were the same
with the exception that the bishop had the right to ordain. As the re -
formers noted, this letter to Evangelus had been received into the  De- 
cretum Gratiani.66

172.  Luther and the reformers emphasized that there is only one ordained
ministry, an office of the public proclamation of the gospel and admin-
istration of the sacraments, which are by their very nature public
events. Nevertheless, from the beginning there was a differentiation in
the office. From the first visitations, the office of superintendent de -
veloped, which had the special task of oversight over the pastors. Philip
Melanchthon wrote in 1535: »Because in the church rulers are neces-
sary, who will examine and ordain those who are called to ecclesial of-
fice, church law observes and exercises oversight upon the teaching of
the priests. And if there were no bishops, one would nevertheless have
to create them.«67

Catholic concerns regarding the common priesthood

and ordination

173.  The dignity and responsibility of all the baptized in and for the life of the
church were not adequately emphasized in the late medieval period. Not
until the Second Vatican Council did the magisterium present a theo-
 logy of the church as the people of God and affirm the »true equality of
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all with regard to the dignity and action common to all the faithful
concerning the building up of the body of Christ« (LG 32).

174.  Within this framework, the Council developed the notion of the priest-
hood of the baptized and addressed its relationship to the ministerial
priesthood. In Catholic theology, the ordained minister is sacramentally
empowered to act in the name of Christ as well as in the name of the
church.

175.  Catholic theology is convinced that the office of bishop makes an in-
dispensible contribution to the unity of the church. Catholics raise the
question of how, without the episcopal office, church unity can be main-
tained in times of conflict. They have also been concerned that Luther’s
particular doctrine of the common priesthood did not adequately main-
tain the church’s hierarchical structures, which are seen as divinely
in stituted.

Lutheran–Roman Catholic dialogue on ministry

176.  Catholic-Lutheran dialogue has identified numerous commonalities as
well as differences in the theology and institutional form of ordained
offices, among them the ordination of women, now practiced by many
Lutheran churches. One of the remaining questions is whether the
Catholic Church can recognize the ministry of the Lutheran churches.
Together Lutherans and Catholics can work out the relationship be-
tween the responsibility for the proclamation of the Word and the ad-
ministration of the sacraments and the office of those ordained for this
work. Together they can develop the distinctions among such tasks as
episkopé and local and more regional offices.

Common understandings of the ministry

Priesthood of the baptized

177.  The question arises of how the specificity of the tasks of the ordained
are rightly set in relationship with the universal priesthood of all bap-
tized believers. The study document The Apostolicity of the Church states,
»Catholics and Lutherans are in agreement that all the baptized who
believe in Christ share in the priesthood of Christ and are thus commis -
sioned to ›proclaim the mighty acts of him who called you out of dark-
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ness into his marvelous light‹ (1 Pet 2 :9). Hence no member lacks a part
to play in the mission of the whole body« (ApC 273).

Divine source of the ministry

178.  In understanding the ordained office, there is a common conviction
about its divine source: »Catholics and Lutherans affirm together that
God instituted the ministry and that it is necessary for the being of the
church, since the word of God and its public proclamation in word and
sacrament are necessary for faith in Jesus Christ to arise and be pre-
served and together with this for the church to come into being and be
preserved as believers who make up the body of Christ in the unity of
faith« (ApC 276).

Ministry of Word and sacrament

179.  The Apostolicity of the Church identifies the fundamental task of or-
dained ministers for both Lutherans and Catholics as the proclamation
of the gospel: »Ordained ministers have a special task within the mis-
sion of the church as a whole« (ApC 274). For both Catholics and Luther-
ans »the fundamental duty and intention of ordained ministry is public
service of the word of God, the gospel of Jesus Christ, which the Triune
God has commissioned the church to proclaim to all the world. Every
office and every office-holder must be measured against this obligation«
(ApC 274).

180.  This emphasis on the ministerial task of proclaiming the gospel is
common to Catholics and Lutherans (cf. ApC 247, 255, 257, 274). Catholics
locate the origin of priestly ministry in the proclamation of the gospel.
The Decree on Priests (Presbyterorum Ordinis) states, »The people of God
is formed into one in the first place by the word of the living God, which
is quite rightly expected from the mouth of priests. For since no-
body can be saved who has not first believed, it is the first task of 
priests as co-workers of the bishops to preach the gospel of God to all«
(PO 4, cited in ApC 247). »Catholics also declare that it is the task of or -
dained ministers to gather the people of God together by the word of God
and to proclaim this to all so that they may believe« (ApC 274). Similarly,
the Lutheran understanding is that »the ministry has its basis and cri -
terion in the task of communicating the gospel to the whole congrega-
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tion in such a compelling way that assurance of faith is awakened and
made possible« (ApC 255).

181.  Lutherans and Catholics also agree on the responsibility of ordained
leadership for the administration of the sacraments. Lutherans say,
»The gospel bestows on those who preside over the churches the com-
mission to proclaim the gospel, forgive sins, and administer the sacra-
ments« (ApC 274).68 Catholics also declare that priests are commis-
sioned to administer the sacraments, which they consider to be »bound
up with the Eucharist« and directed toward it as »the source and summit
of all the preaching of the Gospel« (PO 5, cited in ApC 274.)

182.  The Apostolicity of the Church further comments, »It is worth noting the
similarity between the descriptions of the ministerial functions of pres-
byters and of bishops. The same pattern of the threefold office – preach-
ing, liturgy, leadership – is used for bishops and presbyters, and in the
concrete life of the church precisely the latter carry out the ordinary
exercise of these functions through which the church is built up, while
the bishops have oversight over teaching and care for the communion
among local communities. However the presbyters exercise their min-
istry in subordination to the bishops and in communion with them«
(ApC 248).

Ordination rite

183.  With respect to induction into this special office, there exists the
 following commonality: »Induction into this ministry takes place by
 ordination, in which a Christian is called and commissioned, by prayer
and the laying on of hands, for the ministry of public preaching of 
the gospel in word and sacrament. That prayer is a plea for the Holy
Spirit and the Spirit’s gifts, made in the certainty that it will be heard«
(ApC 277).
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Local and regional ministry

184.  Lutherans and Catholics can say together that the differentiation of the
office »into a more local and a more regional office arises of necessity
out of the intention and task of the ministry to be a ministry of unity in
faith« (ApC 279). In Lutheran churches, the task of episkopé is per-
ceived in various forms. Those who exercise supra-congregational
ministry are designated in some places by titles other than »bishop,«
such as, ephorus, church president, superintendent, or synodal pastor.
Lutherans understand that the ministry of episkopé is also exercised
not only individually but also in such other forms, as synods, in which
both ordained and non-ordained members participate together.69

Apostolicity

185.  Even though Catholics and Lutherans perceive their ministerial struc-
tures to transmit the apostolicity of the church differently, they agree,
»fidelity to the apostolic gospel has priority in the interplay of traditio,
successio and communio« (ApC 291). They both agree, »the church is
apostolic on the basis of fidelity to the apostolic gospel« (ApC 292). This
agreement has consequences for Roman Catholic recognition that
 individuals »who exercise the office of supervision which in the Roman
Catholic Church is performed by bishops« also »bear a special respon -
sibility for the apostolicity of doctrine in their churches« and therefore
cannot be excluded from »the circle of those whose consensus is accord-
ing to the Catholic view the sign of apostolicity of doctrine« (ApC 291).

Service to the church universal

186.  Lutherans and Catholics agree that the ministry serves the church
universal. Lutherans »presuppose that the congregation assembled for
worship stands in an essential relation to the universal church« and that
this relation is intrinsic to the worshipping congregation, not something
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added to it (ApC 285). Even though Roman Catholic bishops »exercise
their pastoral government over the portion of the People of God com-
mitted to their care, and not over other churches nor over the universal
Church,« each bishop is obliged to be »solicitous for the whole church«
(LG 23). The Bishop of Rome by virtue of his office is »pastor of the whole
Church« (LG 22).

Differences in understanding the ministry

The episcopacy

187.  Significant differences with regard to the understanding of ministry in
the church remain. The Apostolicity of the Church acknowledges that for
Catholics the episcopate is the full form of ordained ministry and there-
fore the point of departure for the theological interpretation of church
ministry. The document cites Lumen Gentium 21: »The holy synod teach-
es, moreover, that the fullness of the Sacrament of Orders is conferred
by Episcopal consecration . . . [which] confers, together with the office of
sanctifying, the offices also of teaching and ruling, which, however, of
their very nature can be exercised only in hierarchical communion with
the head and the members of the college« (cited in ApC 243).

188.  The Second Vatican Council reaffirmed its understanding »that bishops
have by divine institution taken the place of the apostles as pastors of
the church in such wise that whoever hears them hears Christ and
whoever rejects them rejects Christ and him who sent Christ« (LG 20).
Nevertheless, it is Catholic doctrine »that an individual bishop is not in
apostolic succession by his being part of a historically verifiable and
uninterrupted chain of imposition of hands through his predecessors to
one of the apostles,« but instead that is »in communion with the whole
order of bishops which as a whole succeeds the apostolic college and its
mission« (ApC 291).

189.  This perspective on ministry, which begins with the episcopacy, repre-
sents a shift from the Council of Trent’s focus on the priesthood and
underlines the importance of the theme of apostolic succession, even
though Lumen Gentium stressed the ministerial aspect of this succession
without denying the doctrinal, missionary, and existential dimensions
of apostolic succession (ApC 240). For this reason, Catholics identify
the local church with the diocese, considering the essential elements of
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the church to be word, sacrament, and apostolic ministry in the person
of the bishop (ApC 284).

Priesthood

190.  Catholics differ from Lutherans in their interpretation of the sacra -
mental identity of a priest and the relationship of the sacramental
priesthood to the priesthood of Christ. They affirm that priests are 
»made sharers in a special way in Christ’s priesthood and, by carrying
out sacred functions, act as ministers of him who through his Spirit con -
tinually exercises his priestly role for our benefit in the liturgy« (PO 5).

Fullness of sacramental sign

191.  For Catholics, Lutheran ordinations lack a fullness of sacramental sign.
In Catholic doctrine, »the practice and doctrine of apostolic succession
in the episcopate is, together with the threefold ministry, part of the
complete structure of the church. This succession is realized in a cor-
porate manner as bishops are taken into the college of Catholic bishops
and thereby have the power to ordain. Therefore it is also Catholic
 doctrine that in Lutheran churches the sacramental sign of ordination
is not fully present because those who ordain do not act in communion
with the Catholic episcopal college. Therefore the Second Vatican Coun-
cil speaks of a defectus sacramenti ordinis (UR 22) in these churches«
(ApC 283).70

Worldwide ministry

192.  Finally, Catholics and Lutherans differ in both the offices and author-
ity of ministry and leadership beyond the regional level. For Catholics,
the Roman Pontiff has »full, supreme, and universal power over the
church« (LG 22). The college of bishops also exercises supreme and full
power over the universal church »together with its head the Roman
Pontiff, and never without this head« (LG 22). The Apostolicity of the
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Church notes various views among Lutherans regarding »the compe-
tency of leadership bodies above the level of the individual churches
and the binding force of their decisions« (ApC 287).

Considerations

193.  In dialogue it has often been noted that the relationship of bishops and
presbyters at the beginning of the sixteenth century was not understood
as it was later by the Second Vatican Council. Presbyteral ordination at
the time of the Reformation should therefore be considered with refer-
ence to the conditions of that period. It is also significant that the tasks
of Catholic and Lutheran officeholders have broadly corresponded to
one another.

194.  In the course of history, the Lutheran ministerial office has been able
to fulfill its task of keeping the church in the truth so that nearly five
hundred years after the beginning of the Reformation it was possible
to declare a Catholic–Lutheran consensus on the basic truths of the
doctrine of justification. If, according to the judgment of the Second
Vatican Council, the Holy Spirit uses »ecclesial communities« as means
of salvation, it could seem that this work of the Spirit would have im -
plications for some mutual recognition of ministry. Thus, the office of
ministry presents both considerable obstacles to common understand-
ing and also hopeful perspectives for rapprochement.71

Scripture and tradition

Luther’s understanding of Scripture, its interpretation, 

and human traditions

195.  The controversy that broke out in connection with the spread of Luther’s
Ninety-five Theses on indulgences very quickly raised the question of
which authorities one can call upon at a time of struggle. The papal
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71        These questions have also been explored by the Őkumenischer Arbeitskreis evange-
lischer und katholischer Theologen; their work has been collected in Das kirchliche Amt
in apostolischer Nachfolge, 3 vols (Freiburg: Herder and Göttingen: Vandenhoeck &
Ruprecht, 2004, 2006, 2008). 
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court theologian Sylvester Prierias argued in his first answer to Luther’s
theses on indulgences: »Whoever does not hold to the teaching of the
Roman church and the pope as an infallible rule of faith from which the
Holy Scripture also derives its power and authority: he is a heretic.«72

And John Eck replied to Luther: »The Scripture is not authentic without
the authority of the church.«73 The conflict very quickly went from
being a controversy about doctrinal questions (the right understanding
of indulgences, penance, and absolution) to a question of authority in
the church. In cases of conflict between different authorities, Luther
could regard only Scripture as the ultimate judge because it had shown
itself to be an efficacious and powerful authority, while other authorities
merely drew their power from it.

196.  Luther regarded Scripture as the first principle (primum principium)74

on which all theological statements must directly or indirectly be
grounded. As a professor, preacher, counselor, and conversation partner,
he practiced theology as a consistent and complex interpretation of
Scripture. He was convinced that Christians and theologians should
not only adhere to Scripture but live and remain in it. He called it »the
matrix of God in which he conceives us, bears us and gives us birth.«75

197.  The right way to study theology is, according to Luther, a three-step
process of oratio [prayer], meditatio [meditation], tentatio [affliction or
testing].76 Asking the Holy Spirit to be the teacher, one should read
Scripture in the presence of God, in prayer, and while meditating on the
words of the Bible, be attentive to the situations in life that often seem
to contradict what is found there. Through this process, Scripture proves
its authority by overcoming those afflictions. As Luther said, »Note that
the strength of the Scripture is this, that it is not changed into the one
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72



who studies it, but that it transforms one who loves it into itself and its
strength.«77 In this experiential context it becomes obvious that a person
not only interprets Scripture but is also interpreted by it, and this is
what proves its power and authority.

198.  Scripture is the witness to God’s revelation; thus a theologian should
carefully follow the way in which God’s revelation is expressed in the
biblical books (modus loquendi scripturae). Otherwise, God’s revelation
would not be taken fully into account. The manifold voices of Scripture
are integrated into a whole by their reference to Jesus Christ: »Take
Christ out of the Scriptures, and what else will you find in them?«78

Thus »what inculcates Christ« (was Christum treibet) is the standard in
addressing the problem of the canonicity and the limits of the canon. It
is a standard developed from Scripture itself and in a few cases applied
critically to particular books, like the letter of James.

199.  Luther himself only rarely used the expression »sola scriptura.« His
chief concern was that nothing could claim a higher authority than
Scripture, and he turned with the greatest severity against anyone and
anything that altered or displaced the statements of Scripture. But even
when he asserted the authority of Scripture alone, he did not read Scrip-
ture alone but with reference to particular contexts and in relation to the
Christological and trinitarian confessions of the early church, which for
him expressed the intention and meaning of Scripture. He continued to
learn Scripture through the Small and Large Catechisms, which he re -
garded as short summaries of Scripture, and practiced his interpretation
with reference to the church fathers, especially Augustine. He also 
made intensive use of other earlier interpretations and drew on all the
available tools of humanist philology. He carried out his interpretation of
the Scripture in direct debate with the theological conceptions of his
time and those of earlier generations. His reading of the Bible was
experience-based and practiced consistently within the community of
believers.
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200.  According to Luther, Holy Scripture does not oppose all tradition but only
so-called human traditions. Of them he says, »We censure the doctrines
of men not because men have spoken them, but because they are lies and
blasphemies against the Scriptures. And the Scriptures, although they too
are written by men, are neither of men nor from men but from God.«79

When evaluating another authority, the decisive question for Luther was
whether this authority obscures Scripture or brings home its message
and so makes it meaningful in a particular context. Due to its external
clarity, Scripture’s meaning can be identified; due to the power of the
Holy Spirit, Scripture can convince the human heart of its truth, the
inner clarity of Scripture. In this sense, Scripture is its own interpreter.

Catholic concerns regarding Scripture, traditions, 

and authority

201.  At a time when new questions concerning the discernment of traditions
and the authority to interpret the Scripture arose, the Council of Trent
as well as theologians of the time tried to give a balanced answer. The
Catholic experience was that ecclesial life is enriched and determined
by diverse factors not reducible to Scripture alone. Trent held up Scrip-
ture and non-written apostolic traditions as two means of handing on
the gospel. This requires distinguishing apostolic traditions from church
traditions, which are valuable, but secondary and alterable. Catholics
were also concerned about the potential danger of doctrinal conclusions
drawn from private interpretations of Scripture. In light of this, the
Council of Trent asserted that scriptural interpretation was to be guided
by the teaching authority of the church.

202.  Catholic teachers like Melchior Cano developed the insight that as -
sessing the authority of church teaching is complex. Cano developed a
system of ten loci, or sources of theology, treating successively the au-
thority of Scripture, oral tradition, the Catholic Church, the councils,
the church fathers, the scholastic theologians, the value of nature, reason
as manifested in science, the authority of philosophers, and the au-
thority of history. Finally, he examines the use and application of these
loci, or sources, in scholastic debate or theological polemics.80
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203.  During the following centuries, however, there was a tendency to isolate
the magisterium as a binding interpretative authority from other theo-
logical loci. Ecclesiastical traditions were at times confused with apos-
tolic traditions and thereby treated as equivalent material sources for
the Christian faith. There was also a reluctance to recognize the possi-
bility of criticizing ecclesiastical traditions. The theology of Vatican II,
on the whole, has a more balanced view of different authorities in the
church and the relationship between Scripture and tradition. In DV 10,
a magisterial text affirms for the first time that the teaching office of
the church is »not above the Word of God but stands at its service.«

204.  The role of the Holy Scripture in the life of the church is strongly em-
phasized when the Second Vatican Council says, »the force and power
in the word of God is so great that it stands as the support and energy
of the Church, the strength of faith for her sons, the food of the soul,
the pure and everlasting source of spiritual life« (DV 21).81 Therefore,
the faithful are admonished to practice the reading of the Scripture, in
which God speaks to them, accompanied by prayer (DV 25).

205.  Ecumenical dialogue helps Lutherans and Catholics arrive at a more
differentiated view of the distinct points of reference and authorities
which play a role in the process of realizing what the Christian faith
means and how it should shape the life of the church.

The Catholic–Lutheran dialogue on Scripture and tradition

206.  As a consequence of the biblical renewal that inspired the Dogmatic
Constitution Dei Verbum of the Second Vatican Council, a new ecu -
menical understanding of the role and significance of the Holy Scripture
has become possible. As the ecumenical document Apostolicity of the
Church states, »Catholic doctrine, thus, does not hold what Reformation
theology fears and wants at all costs to avoid, namely, a derivation of
scriptural authority as canonical and binding from the authority of the
church’s hierarchy which makes known the canon« (ApC 400).
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207.  In dialogue, Catholics have emphasized convictions held in common
with the Reformation, such as the efficacy of the Spirit-inspired biblical
text »in conveying revealed truth that forms minds and hearts, as
affirmed in 2 Tim. 3:17 and stated by Vatican II (DV 21-25)« (ApC 409).
Catholics add, »this efficacy has been operative in the church over time,
not only in individual believers but as well in the ecclesial tradition,
both in high-level doctrinal expressions such as the rule of faith, creeds,
and conciliar teaching, and in the principal structures of public wor-
ship . . . Scripture has made itself present in the tradition, which is
therefore able to play an essential hermeneutical role. Vatican II does not
say that the tradition gives rise to new truths beyond Scripture, but that
it conveys certainty about revelation attested by Scripture« (ApC 410).

208.  A fruit of ecumenical dialogue for Lutheran theology is its openness to
the Catholic conviction that the efficacy of the Scripture is at work not
only in individuals, but also in the church as a whole. Evidence for this
lies in the role of the Lutheran Confessions in the Lutheran churches.

Scripture and tradition

209.  Today, the role and significance of the Holy Scripture and tradition are
therefore understood differently in the Roman Catholic Church than
they were by Luther’s theological opponents. Regarding the question
of the authentic interpretation of Scripture, Catholics have explained,
»When Catholic doctrine holds that the ›judgment of the church‹ has a
role in authentic interpretation of Scripture, it does not attribute to the
church’s magisterium a monopoly over interpretation, which adherents
of the Reformation rightly fear and reject. Before the Reformation, major
figures had indicated the ecclesial plurality of interpreters . . . When
Vatican II speaks of the church having an ›ultimate judgment‹ (DV 12)
it clearly eschews a monopolistic claim that the magisterium is the sole
organ of interpretation, which is confirmed both by the century-old
 official promotion of Catholic biblical studies and the recognition in 
DV 12 of the role of exegesis in the maturing of magisterial teaching«
(ApC 407).

210.  Thus, Lutherans and Catholics are able jointly to conclude, »Therefore
regarding Scripture and tradition, Lutherans and Catholics are in such
an extensive agreement that their different emphases do not of them-
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selves require maintaining the present division of the churches. In this
area, there is unity in reconciled diversity« (ApC 448).82

Looking ahead: The gospel and the church

211.  In addition to giving Catholics a better understanding of Martin Luther’s
theology, ecumenical dialogue, together with historical and theological
research, gives both Lutherans and Catholics a better mutual under-
standing of each others’ doctrines, their major points of agreement,
and issues still needing ongoing conversation. The church has been an
important topic in these discussions.

212.  The nature of the church was a disputed topic at the time of the Refor-
mation. The primary issue was the relationship between God’s salvific
action and the church, which both receives and communicates God’s
grace in Word and sacrament. The relationship between the gospel and
the church was the theme of the first phase of the international
Lutheran–Roman Catholic dialogue. Because of this Malta report, as
well as many other subsequent ecumenical documents, it is possible
today to understand better the Lutheran and the Catholic positions and
to identify both the common understandings and the issues that require
further consideration.

The church in the Lutheran tradition

213.  In the Lutheran tradition, the church is understood as »the assembly of
saints in which gospel is taught purely and the sacraments are admin-
istered rightly« (CA VII). This means that the spiritual life is centered
in the local congregation gathered around pulpit and altar. This in-
cludes the dimension of the universal church since each individual
congregation is connected to the others by pure preaching and right
 celebration of the sacraments, for which the ministry in the church is
established. One should keep in mind that Luther in his Large Cate-
chism called the church »the mother that begets and bears every Chris-
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tian through the Word of God which the Holy Spirit reveals and pro-
claims . . . The Holy Spirit will remain with the holy community
[Gemeine] or Christian people until the Last Day. Through it he fetches
us to Christ, using it to teach and preach the Word.«83

The church in the Catholic tradition

214.  The teaching of the Second Vatican Council in Lumen Gentium is es -
sential to the Catholic understanding of the church. The council fathers
explained the role of the church within salvation history in terms of
sacramentality: »The church is in Christ like a sacrament or as a sign
and instrument both of a very closely knit union with God and of the
unity of the whole human race« (LG 1).

215.  A basic concept for explaining this sacramental understanding of the
church recurs in the notion of Mystery and affirms the inseparable re-
lation between the visible and invisible aspects of the church. The coun-
cil fathers taught: »Christ, the one Mediator, established and continually
sustains here on earth His holy Church, the community of faith, hope
and charity, as an entity with visible delineation through which He
communicated truth and grace to all. But, the society structured with
 hierarchical organs and the Mystical Body of Christ, are not to be con-
sidered as two realities, nor are the visible assembly and the spiritual
community, nor the earthly Church and the Church enriched with heav-
enly things; rather they form one complex reality which coalesces from
a divine and a human element« (LG 8).

Towards consensus

216.  In the Lutheran–Roman Catholic conversations a clear consensus has
emerged that the doctrine of justification and the doctrine of the church
belong together. This common understanding is stated in the document
Church and Justification: »Catholics and Lutherans together testify to
the salvation that is bestowed only in Christ and by grace alone and is
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received in faith. They recite in common the creed, confessing ›one holy
catholic and apostolic Church.‹ Both the justification of sinners and the
Church are fundamental articles of faith« (Church and Justification, 4).

217.  Church and Justification also states: »Strictly and properly speaking, we
do not believe in justification and in the Church, but in the Father, who
has mercy on us and who gathers us in the Church as his people; and in
Christ who justifies us and whose body the Church is; and in the Holy
Spirit who sanctifies us and dwells in the Church. Our faith encompasses
justification and the Church as work of the triune God which can be
properly accepted only in faith in him« (Church and Justification, 5).

218.  Although the documents Church and Justification and Apostolicity of the
Church made significant contributions to a number of unresolved issues
between Catholics and Lutherans, further ecumenical conversation is
still needed on: the relation between the visibility and invisibility of the
church, the relation between the universal and local church, the church
as sacrament, the necessity of sacramental ordination in the life of the
church, and the sacramental character of episcopal consecration. Future
discussion must take into account the significant work already done in
these and other important documents. This task is so urgent since
Catholics and Lutherans have never ceased to confess together the faith
in the »one, holy, catholic, and apostolic church.«
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Chapter V

Called to Common Commemoration

Baptism: The basis for unity and common 

commemoration

219.  The church is the body of Christ. As there is only one Christ, so also he
has only one body. Through baptism, human beings are made members
of this body.

220.  The Second Vatican Council teaches that people who are baptized and
believe in Christ but do not belong to the Roman Catholic church »have
been justified by faith in Baptism [and] are members of Christ’s body
and have a right to be called Christian, and so are correctly accepted as
brothers by the children of the Catholic Church« (UR 1.3).84 Lutheran
Christians say the same of their Catholic fellow Christians.

221.  Since Catholics and Lutherans are bound to one another in the body 
of Christ as members of it, then it is true of them what Paul says in 
1 Corinthians 12:26: »If one member suffers, all suffer together; if one
member is honored, all rejoice together.« What affects one member of
the body also affects all the others. For this reason, when Lutheran
Christians remember the events that led to the particular formation of
their churches, they do not wish to do so without their Catholic fellow
Christians. In remembering with each other the beginning of the
 Reformation, they are taking their baptism seriously.

84        www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_de-
cree_19641121_unitatis-redintegratio_en.html.



222.  Because they believe that they belong to the one body of Christ, Lutherans
emphasize that their church did not originate with the Reformation 
or come into existence only 500 years ago. Rather, they are convinced
that the Lutheran churches have their origin in the Pentecost event and
the proclamation of the apostles. Their churches obtained their partic-
ular form, however, through the teaching and efforts of the reformers.
The reformers had no desire to found a new church, and according to
their own understanding, they did not do so. They wanted to reform the
church, and they managed to do so within their field of influence, albeit
with errors and missteps.

Preparing for commemoration

223.  As members of one body, Catholics and Lutherans remember together
the events of the Reformation that led to the reality that thereafter they
lived in divided communities even though they still belonged to one
body. That is an impossible possibility and the source of great pain. Be-
cause they belong to one body, Catholics and Lutherans struggle in the
face of their division toward the full catholicity of the church. This
struggle has two sides: the recognition of what is common and joins
them together, and the recognition of what divides. The first is reason
for gratitude and joy; the second is reason for pain and lament.

224.  In 2017, when Lutheran Christians celebrate the anniversary of the be -
ginning of the Reformation, they are not thereby celebrating the division
of the Western church. No one who is theologically responsible can cel -
ebrate the division of Christians from one another.

Shared joy in the gospel

225.  Lutherans are thankful in their hearts for what Luther and the other
 reformers made accessible to them: the understanding of the gospel of
 Jesus Christ and faith in him; the insight into the mystery of the Triune
God who gives Himself to us human beings out of grace and who can be
received only in full trust in the divine promise; the freedom and cer -
tainty that the gospel creates; in the love that comes from and is awak-
ened by faith, and in the hope in life and death that faith brings with it;
and in the living contact with the Holy Scripture, the catechisms, and
hymns that draw faith into life. Remembrance and present commemo -
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ration will add additional reasons to be thankful to this list. This gratitude
is what makes Lutheran Christians want to celebrate in 2017.

226.  Lutherans also realize that what they are thanking God for is not a gift
that they can claim only for themselves. They want to share this gift
with all other Christians. For this reason they invite all Christians to
celebrate with them. As the previous chapter has shown, Catholics and
Lutherans have so much of the faith in common that they can – and in
fact should – be thankful together, especially on the day of commemo-
ration of the Reformation.

227.  This takes up an impulse that the Second Vatican Council expressed:
»Catholics must gladly acknowledge and esteem the truly Christian en-
dowments from our common heritage which are to be found among our
separated brethren. It is right and salutary to recognize the riches of
Christ and virtuous works in the lives of others who are bearing witness
to Christ, sometimes even to the shedding of their blood. For God is al-
ways wonderful in His works and worthy of all praise« (UR 1.4).

Reasons to regret and lament

228.  As the commemoration in 2017 brings joy and gratitude to expression,
so must it also allow room for both Lutherans and Catholics to experi-
ence the pain over failures and trespasses, guilt and sin in the persons
and events that are being remembered.

229.  On this occasion, Lutherans will also remember the vicious and de-
grading statements that Martin Luther made against the Jews. They
are ashamed of them and deeply deplore them. Lutherans have come
to recognize with a deep sense of regret the persecution of Anabaptists
by Lutheran authorities and the fact that Martin Luther and Philip
Melanchthon theologically supported this persecution. They deplore
Luther’s violent attacks against the peasants during the Peasants’ War.
The awareness of the dark sides of Luther and the Reformation has
prompted a critical and self-critical attitude of Lutheran theologians to-
wards Luther and the Wittenberg Reformation. Even though they agree
in part with Luther’s criticism of the papacy, nevertheless Lutherans
today reject Luther’s identification of the pope with the Antichrist.
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Prayer for unity

230.  Because Jesus Christ before his death prayed to the Father »that they
may be one,« it is clear that a division of the body of Christ is opposed
to the will of the Lord. It contradicts also the express apostolic admoni-
tion that we hear in Ephesians 4:3–6: be »eager to maintain the unity
of the Spirit in the bond of peace. There is one body and one Spirit –
just as you were called to the one hope that belongs to your call – one
Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all, who is over all
and through all and in all.« The division of the body of Christ is opposed
to the will of God.

Evaluating the past

231.  When Catholics and Lutherans remember together the theological con-
troversies and the events of the sixteenth century from this perspective,
they must consider the circumstances of the sixteenth century. Luther-
ans and Catholics cannot be blamed for everything that transpired
since some events in the sixteenth century were beyond their control.
In the sixteenth century, theological convictions and power politics
were frequently interwoven with one another. Many politicians often
used genuine theological ideas to attain their ends, while many theolo-
gians promoted their theological judgments by political means. In this
complex arena of numerous factors, it is difficult to ascribe responsi-
bility for the effects of specific actions to individual persons and to
name them as the guilty parties.

232.  Sixteenth-century divisions were rooted in different understandings of
the truth of the Christian faith and were particularly contentious since
salvation was seen to be at stake. On both sides, persons held theolog-
ical convictions that they could not abandon. One must not blame some-
one for following his or her conscience when it is formed by the Word
of God and has reached its judgments after serious deliberation with
others.

233.  How theologians presented their theological convictions in the battle
for public opinion is quite another matter. In the sixteenth century,
Catholics and Lutherans frequently not only misunderstood but also ex -
aggerated and caricatured their opponents in order to make them look
ridiculous. They repeatedly violated the eighth commandment, which
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prohibits bearing false witness against one’s neighbor. Even if the
opponents were sometimes intellectually fair to one another, their
willingness to hear the other and to take his concerns seriously was
insufficient. The controversialists wanted to refute and overcome their
opponents, often deliberately exacerbating conflicts rather than seeking
solutions by looking for what they held in common. Prejudices and
misunderstandings played a great role in the characterization of the
other side. Oppositions were constructed and handed down to the next
generation. Here both sides have every reason to regret and lament the
way in which they conducted their debates. Both Lutherans and Catholics
bear the guilt that needs to be openly confessed in the remembrance of
the events of 500 years ago.

Catholic confession of sins against unity

234.  Already in his message to the imperial diet in Nuremberg on 25 No-
vember 1522, Pope Hadrian VI complained of abuses and trespasses,
sins and errors insofar as church authorities had committed them.
Much later, during the last century, Pope Paul VI, in his opening speech
at the second session of the Second Vatican Council, asked pardon from
God and the divided »brethren« of the East. This gesture of the pope
found expression in the Council itself, above all in the Decree on Ecu-
menism85 and in the Declaration on Relationship of the Church to Non-
Christian Religions (Nostra Acetate).86

235.  In a Lenten sermon, »Day of Pardon,« Pope John Paul II similarly ac-
knowledged guilt and offered prayers for forgiveness as part of the ob-
servance of the 2000 Holy Year.87 He was the first not simply to repeat
the regret of his predecessor Paul VI and the council fathers regarding
the painful memories, but actually to do something about it. He also re-

Chapter V

85        »So we humbly beg pardon of God and of our separated brethren, just as we forgive
them that trespass against us« (UR 7).
86        »Furthermore, in her rejection of every persecution against any man, the Church,
mindful of the patrimony she shares with the Jews and moved not by political reasons but
by the Gospel’s spiritual love, decries hatred, persecutions, displays of anti-Semitism, di-
rected against Jews at any time and by anyone« (NA 4). 
87        John Paul II, »Day of Pardon,« 12 March 2000, at www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_
paul_ii/homilies/2000/documents/hf_jp-ii_hom_20000312_pardon_en.html.
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lated the request for forgiveness to the office of bishop of Rome. In his
encyclical Ut Unum Sint, he alludes to his visit to the World Council of
Churches in Geneva on 12 June 1984, admitting, »the Catholic convic-
tion that in the ministry of the bishop of Rome she has preserved in fi-
delity to the Apostolic Tradition and faith of the Fathers, the visible
sign and guarantor of unity constitutes a difficulty for most other Chris-
tians, whose memory is marked by certain painful recollections.« He
then added, »As far as we are responsible for these, I join with my pre -
decessor Paul VI in asking forgiveness.«88

Lutheran confession of sins against unity

236.  At its fifth Assembly in Evian in 1970, the Lutheran World Federation
declared in response to a deeply moving presentation by Jan Cardinal
Willebrands »that we as Lutheran Christians and congregations [are]
prepared to acknowledge that the judgment of the Reformers upon the
Roman Catholic Church and its theology was not entirely free of polem-
ical distortions, which in part have been perpetuated to the present
day. We are truly sorry for the offense and misunderstanding which
these polemic elements have caused our Roman Catholic brethren. We
remember with gratitude the statement of Pope Paul VI to the Second
Vatican Council in which he communicates his plea for forgiveness for
any offense caused by the Roman Catholic Church. As we together 
with all Christians pray for forgiveness in the prayer our Lord has
taught us, let us strive for clear, honest, and charitable language in all
our conversations.« 89

237.  Lutherans also confessed their wrongdoings with respect to other Chris-
tian traditions. At its eleventh Assembly in Stuttgart in 2010, the
Lutheran World Federation declared that Lutherans »are filled with a
deep sense of regret and pain over the persecution of Anabaptists by
Lutheran authorities and especially over the fact that Lutheran re-
formers theologically supported this persecution. Thus, the Lutheran
World Federation . . . wishes to express publicly its deep regret and sor -
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88        John Paul II, Ut Unum Sint, 25 May 1995, 88.
89        Jan Willebrands, »Lecture to the 5th Assembly of the Lutheran World Federation, on
15 July 1970,« in La Documentation Catholique (6 September 1970), 766.
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row. Trusting in God who in Jesus Christ was reconciling the world to
himself, we ask for forgiveness – from God and from our Mennonite sis -
ters and brothers – for the harm that our forbears in the sixteenth cen -
tury committed to Anabaptists, for forgetting or ignoring this persecu -
tion in the intervening centuries, and for all inappropriate, misleading
and hurtful portraits of Anabaptists and Mennonites made by Lutheran
authors, in both popular and scholarly forms, to the present day.«90

Chapter V

90        »Action on the Legacy of Lutheran Persecution of ’Anabaptists,« at www.lwf-assem-
bly.org/uploads/media/Mennonite_Statement-EN_04.pdf.
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Chapter VI

Five Ecumenical Imperatives

238.  Catholics and Lutherans realize that they and the communities in which
they live out their faith belong to the one body of Christ. The awareness
is dawning on Lutherans and Catholics that the struggle of the sixteenth
century is over. The reasons for mutually condemning each other’s faith
have fallen by the wayside. Thus, Lutherans and Catholics identify five
imperatives as they commemorate 2017 together.

239.  Lutherans and Catholics are invited to think from the perspective of the
unity of Christ’s body and to seek whatever will bring this unity to ex -
pression and serve the community of the body of Christ. Through bap -
tism they recognize each other mutually as Christians. This orientation
requires a continual conversion of heart.

240.  The Catholic and Lutheran confessions have in the course of history de -
fined themselves against one another and suffered the one-sidedness
that has persisted until today when they grapple with certain prob-
lems, such as that of authority. Since the problems originated from the
conflict with one another, they can only be solved or at least addressed
through common efforts to deepen and strengthen their communion.
Catholics and Lutherans need each other’s experience, encouragement,
and critique.

The first imperative: Catholics and Lutherans should always begin from the
perspective of unity and not from the point of view of division in order to
strengthen what is held in common even though the differences are more
easily seen and experienced.



241.  Catholics and Lutherans have through dialogue learned a great deal
and come to appreciate the fact that communion among them can have
different forms and degrees. With respect to 2017, they should renew
their effort with gratitude for what has already been accomplished,
with patience and perseverance since the road may be longer than ex-
pected, with eagerness that does not allow for being satisfied with the
present situation, with love for one another even in times of disagree-
ment and conflict, with faith in the Holy Spirit, with hope that the
Spirit will fulfill Jesus’ prayer to the Father, and with earnest prayer
that this may happen.

242.  Catholics and Lutherans have the task of disclosing afresh to fellow
members the understanding of the gospel and the Christian faith as well
as previous church traditions. Their challenge is to prevent this rereading
of tradition from falling back into the old confessional oppositions.

243.  Ecumenical engagement for the unity of the church does not serve only
the church but also the world so that the world may believe. The mis-
sionary task of ecumenism will become greater the more pluralistic
our societies become with respect to religion. Here again a rethinking
and metanoia are required.

Chapter VI88

The second imperative: Lutherans and Catholics must let themselves contin-
uously be transformed by the encounter with the other and by the mutual
witness of faith.

The third imperative: Catholics and Lutherans should again commit them-
selves to seek visible unity, to elaborate together what this means in concrete
steps, and to strive repeatedly toward this goal.

The fourth imperative: Lutherans and Catholics should jointly rediscover the
power of the gospel of Jesus Christ for our time.

The fifth imperative: Catholics and Lutherans should witness together to the
mercy of God in proclamation and service to the world.



244.  The ecumenical journey enables Lutherans and Catholics to appreciate
together Martin Luther’s insight into and spiritual experience of the
gospel of the righteousness of God, which is also God’s mercy. In the
preface to his Latin works (1545), he noted that »by the mercy of God,
meditating day and night,« he gained new understanding of Romans
1:17: »here I felt that I was altogether born again and had entered par -
adise itself through open gates. Thereupon a totally other face of the en -
tire Scripture showed itself to me . . . Later I read Augustine’s The Spirit
and the Letter, where contrary to hope I found that he, too, interpreted
God’s righteousness in a similar way, as the righteousness with which
God clothes us when he justifies us.«91

245.  The beginnings of the Reformation will be rightly remembered when
Lutherans and Catholics hear together the gospel of Jesus Christ and
 allow themselves to be called anew into community with the Lord. Then
they will be united in a common mission which the Joint Declaration 
on the Doctrine of Justification describes: »Lutherans and Catholics 
share the goal of confessing Christ in all things, who alone is to be
trusted above all things as the one Mediator (1 Tim. 2:5f) through
whom God in the Holy Spirit gives himself and pours out his renewing
gifts« (JDDJ 18).

Five Ecumenical Imperatives

91        Luther, »Preface to the Complete Edition of Luther’s Latin Writings,« tr. Lewis W. Spitz,
Sr., in LW 34:337; WA 54; 186, 3.8–10.16–18.
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Abbreviations

AAS            Acta Apostolicae Sedis
ApC            The Apostolicity of the Church: Study Document of the Lutheran-Roman Catholic

Commission on Unity (2006)
Apol.           Apology of the Augsburg Confession (1530)
AS              Smalcald Articles (1537)
BC              The Book of Concord: The Confessions of the Evangelical Lutheran Church (Min-

neapolis, MN: Fortress, 2000)
BSLK          Die Bekenntnisschriften der evangelisch-lutherischen Kirche (Göttingen, 1930;

10th ed. 1986)
CA              Augsburg Confession
can.            Canon
CD              Vatican II: Decree on the Pastoral Office of Bishops in the Church, Christus

Dominus
DH              H. Denzinger and P. Hünermann (eds), Enchiridion symbolorum definitionum

et declarationum de rebus fidei et morum (Freiburg, 2001)
DV              Vatican II: Dogmatic Constitution Dei Verbum
Epit.            Epitome (Formula of Concord)
Eucharist    The Eucharist: Final Report of the Joint Roman Catholic-Lutheran Commission

(1978)
FC              Formula of Concord (1577)
JDDJ           Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification (1999)
LC              M. Luther, Large Catechism (1529)
LG               Vatican II: Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, Lumen Gentium
LW              Luther’s Works, American Edition, ed. J. Pelikan and H. T. Lehmann, 54 vols

(Philadelphia and St. Louis, 1955–1986)
LWF            The Lutheran World Federation
Ministry      Ministry in the Church, Lutheran-Roman Catholic Conversation, 1981.
PO              Vatican II: Decree on the Ministry and Life of Priests, Presbyterorum Ordinis
SC               Vatican II: Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy, Sacrosanctum Concilium
SmC           M. Luther, Small Catechism (1529)
STh             Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, Latin/Engl., Blackfriars (London and

New York, 1963)
UR              Vatican II: Decree on Ecumenism, Unitatis Redintegratio
WA              D. Martin Luthers Werke (Weimar, 1883ff.) (Weimarer Ausgabe)
WAB           D. Martin Luthers Werke–Briefwechsel (Weimar, 1930ff.)
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880 Seiten | Hardcover | 15,5 x 23 cm
ISBN 978-3-374-03076-7
EUR 78,00 [D] 

Zwei Theologen mit jahrzehntelanger ökumenischer Erfah-
rung legen als Summe ihrer Arbeit eine Darstellung des 
christlichen Glaubens vor. Ihre Fragestellung lautet: Wie 
weit, wie tief, wie umfassend können evangelische und ka-
tholische Christen heute gemeinsam ihren Glauben beken-
nen? Grundlage ihrer Arbeit ist die Überzeugung, dass die 
theologische Disziplin Dogmatik im Dienste dessen steht, 
was Aufgabe aller Glaubenden ist: Gott loben. Gottes-Lehre 
(dogma) mündet in Gottes-Lob (doxa). Die großen Themen-
gebiete der Dogmatik werden je von einem Autor vorgelegt, 
nachdem der Text vom Coautor gegengelesen wurde. Nur 
zur »Lehre von der Kirche« schreiben beide. 
Die »Ökumenische Dogmatik« verkündet nicht das Ende der 
Trennung, aber sie macht es erheblich schwieriger, diese 
immer noch zu begründen.
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europäischen Protestantismus | 
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Der Glaube wirkt in aller Freiheit. Dadurch eröffnen sich 
neue Horizonte und Menschen lernen sich und ihre Welt 
besser verstehen. Im Christentum wurde die Weitergabe 
des Glaubens ein wesentliches Motiv der Bildung, in der 
Gottes-, Menschen- und Welterkenntnis einander bedingen 
und vorantreiben. Speziell im Protestantismus entstanden 
immer neue Lernformen und Bildungsprozesse. So sehr sie 
theologisch reflektiert und kirchlich institutionalisiert sind, 
öffnen sie sich pädagogischer Verantwortung und gesell-
schaftlichem Bildungshandeln. 
Dabei werden zunächst das Konzept von Glaubensbildung 
grundsätzlich, danach regionale Perspektiven entfaltet. Ei-
nen breiten Raum nehmen schließlich die unterschiedlichen 
Lernorte und auch Lernarten der Glaubensbildung ein: von 
der religiösen Erziehung in der Familie bis zu den Akademi-
en, von der ästhetischen Bildung bis zum interkulturellen 
Lernen. 
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Im Jahr 2017 werden Katholiken und Lutheraner gemein-
sam auf die Ereignisse der Reformation vor 500 Jahren zu-
rückblicken. Zugleich werden sie 50 Jahre offiziellen öku-
menischen Dialog auf weltweiter Ebene bedenken. In dieser 
Zeit ist ihre neu gewonnene Gemeinschaft weiter gewach-
sen. Das ermutigt Lutheraner und Katholiken, ihr gemein-
sames Zeugnis für das Evangelium von Jesus Christus, der 
das Zentrum ihres gemeinsamen Glaubens ist, miteinander 
zu feiern. Jedoch werden sie bei dieser Feier auch Anlass 
haben, das Leid, das durch die Spaltung der Kirche verur-
sacht wurde, wahrzunehmen und selbstkritisch auf sich 
zu schauen, nicht nur im Blick auf die Geschichte, sondern 
auch angesichts der heutigen Realitäten. 
»Vom Konflikt zur Gemeinschaft« entwickelt eine Grundlage 
für ein ökumenisches Gedenken, das sich deutlich von frü-
heren Jahrhundertfeiern unterscheidet.
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In 2017, Catholics and Lutherans will jointly look back on 
events of the Reformation 500 years ago. At the same time, 
they will also refl ect on 50 years of offi cial ecumenical 
dialogue on the worldwide level. During this time, the 
communion they share anew has continued to grow. This 
encourages Lutherans and Catholics to celebrate together 
the common witness to the Gospel of Jesus Christ, who 
is the center of their common faith. Yet, amidst this 
celebration, they will also have reason to experience the 
suffering caused by the division of the Church, and to look 
self-critically at themselves, not only throughout history, but 
also through today’s realities.

»From Confl ict to Communion« develops a basis for an 
ecumenical commemoration that stands in contrast to earlier 
centenaries. The Lutheran-Roman Catholic Commission on 
Unity invites all Christians to study its report both open-
mindedly and critically, and to walk along the path towards 
the full, visible unity of the Church. 
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