


g I The doctrine of justification was unquestionably the central
theological issue during the initial phase of the Reformation.
Although the precise relationship between the-initia theologiae
Lutheri and the initia theologiae Reformationis remains obscure,

it is clear that the theology faculty at Wittenberg was committed
to a programme of reform by the year 1518 which was essentially a
reflection of a new interest in scripture and Augustine, especially
in relation to the doctrine of justification. The unusually great
care taken by the Tridentine fathers in preparing the decretum de
iustificatione may also be taken to reflect an awareness of the
seriousness of the issue at stake. Although Loofs has argued that
the phrase articulus stantis et cadentis ecclesiae dates from as
late as 1718, our work on early Lutheran and Reformed dogmatic works
indicates that the phrase articulus stantis aut cadentis ecclesiae
dates from at least one hundred years earlier, and apparently
reflects a common modus loquendi of the period.

Literature: F. Loofs, "Der articulus stantis et cadentis ecclesiae", Theologische
Studien und Kritiken 90 (1917) pp. 323-400; E. Wolf, "Die Rechtfertigungslehre
als Mitte und Grenze reformatorischer Theologie", Evangelische Theologie 9
(1949-50) pp. 298-308; A.E. McGrath, "Der articulus iustificationis als axiom-
atische Grundsatz des christlichen Glaubens", Zeitschrift filir Theologie und
Kirche 81 (198L4), in press.

§2. In the past, proper discussion of the apparent differences
between Anglicans and Roman Catholics on justification has been
greatly hindered by the absence of any proper understanding of the
historico-theological questions underlying these differences. The
last fifty years has seen an enormous advance in our understanding
of the nature of later mediaeval theology and its influence upon
the development of the Reformation, and puts us in a much stronger
position to discuss the emerging differences between Protestant and
Roman Catholic theology on the matter. In turning to consider the
relationship between Anglican and Roman Catholic teaching on
justification, it is important that you exclude from your con-
siderations those theological works which rest upon historico-
theological foundations which have been shattered by recent
scholarship. A case in point is John Henry Newman's Lectures on
Justification which, although of interest to Newman scholars, are










§5. The importance of this semantic point is best appreciated \

when the following two statements are considered:

A. Man is justified by faith alone.

B. Man is justified by faith and by holiness of life.

In terms of popular polemics, the former is generally identified
#as the Protestant, and the latter as the Roman Catholic, position.
The essential point we wish to make is that the different concepts
of "justification" associated with Protestant and Roman Catholic
lead to considerable confusion. Consider statement A. To the

Protestant, this implies that the Christian life is begun through
faith, and through faith alone

, which corresponds to the general
Frotestant position.

To the Roman Catholic, this implies that
the Christian life as a whole is begun and continued by faith alone, ]
which appears to exclude any reference to holiness, obedience,

regeneration, charity or good works within that context - and is

therefore totally unacceptable, amounting to a form of naive
libertinism. Consider statement B. To the Roman Catholic, this
means that the Christian life, although begun through faith, is

continued and developed through holiness of life - which is obviously

the teaching of the New Testament. To the Protestant, this implies

that the Christian life is begun through faith and holiness, which

appears to amount to a doctrine of justification by works. It will

be clear that statement A, understood in the Protestant sense, and

statement B, understood in the Roman Catholic sense, are essentially
equivalent - and yet a failure to appreciate the semantic difference.
underlving the two statements would inevitably obscure this point.

§6. It will therefore be evident that the very use of the term
“justification" is fraught with potential difficulty, in that it
will probably be used in different senses by those contributing to
your discussion. Although it is true that Roman Catholic biblical
scholars, such as Bonnetain and Huby, have tended to draw a
distinction between éuxaidoLg and dyivaopdg, Or BSuxaroodvn and
dy.wodwn, this distinction has not passed into the dogmatic theology
of the Roman Catholic church. To avoid such confusion, there would
clearly be considerable advantage in avoiding using the term "just-
ification" wherever possible, or at least in maklng it clear precisely

what it is intended to convey by the term.



i A further possible source of confusion is the Protestant slogan
"justification by faith alone", usually encountered in the form of
the Latin tag sola fide, although more accurately in the form per
solam fidem. This phrase is frequently interpreted as follows: all
that it is necessary for man to do in order to be justified is to
believe, and he is thence justified on its account. The obsession
with the phrase sola fide actually represents the failure of an
earlier generation of Luther scholars to penetrate to the heart of
Luther's doctrine of justification. In part, this failure arose
through absence of proper critical editions of Luther's works,
particularly those of his Wittenberg lectures of 1513-1518. The
most significant such source is the 1515-16 Romans lectures, which
were only discovered and published in 1908. It is now clear that
the distinctive feature of Luther's early teaching on justification
is the concept of iustitia Christi aliena, and that Luther himself
rarely used the slogan sola fide. Where Luther does refer to the
idea of justification by faith, it is clear that he is referring
to the general principle that man is incapable of justifying himself,
and requires to be given everything involved in his own justification.
For Luther and the Reformers in general, "faith" is understood as
a divine work within man, rather than as a human response to God.
Faith is not a condition for justification which man may fulfil
as he pleases, but a free gift which is bestowed by God through
the Holy Spirit. The justifying word effects its own reception.

The phrase "justification by faith alone" is therefore to be

understood as a statement of man's inability to justify himself,
rather than a statement of the condition necessary for justification.
The phrase "justification per fidem propter Christum", employed in
the Apology of the Augsburg Confession, is an excellent summary of
the general Protestant position: man is justified on the basis of

the work of Christ, and receives the benefits of his passion in a
passive manner, mediated through faith.

§8. The assumption that the Reformers understood faith as a human
work is characteristic of the Caroline Divines of the Restoration
period, and John Henry Newman's Lectures on Justification. It is

on the basis of their astonishing conclusion that Protestants

teach justification by faith, and Roman Catholics teach justification
by works (both of which they censor as inadequate) that they deduce
the via media to be justification by faith and works. We shall



return to this point later in our discussion.

§9. With these points in mind, we now turn to COI.IS1der o
specific question of the relationship between Anglican and ?oman
Catholic teaching on justification. This is, in fact, considerably
more difficult than might at first appear to be the case, for a
number of reasons, as will become clear during what follows.

: s PPy i ities
See A.E. McGrath, "ARCIC IT end Justification. Some Difficulties and O?ic?ﬁztle
relating to Anglican and Roman Catholic Teaching on Justification”, ﬂE%%_
Anglican Evangelical Journal for Theology and Mission) 1 (1984) pp. 27-h2.
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SOME DIFFICULTIES AND OBSCURITIES RELATING TO ROMAN
CATHOLIC TEACHING ON JUSTIFICATION. ¢
§10. The definitive Roman Catholic teaching on justification is :
generally regarded as encapsulated in the decretum de iustificatione,
promulgated on 13 January 1547. Nevertheless, this decree has been

subject to a variety of interpretations subsequently, and the

question of how the decree should be interpreted e mente auctorum
is of considerable importance to your discussion. _ In his
magisterial history of the Council of Trent, Hubert Jedin states
with characteristic brilliance the fundamental principle which
governs Tridentine hermeneutics:

Since the Council's intention was to draw a line of demarcation

between Catholic dogma and Protestant teaching - not to settle

controverted opinions in the Catholic schools of theology - it

follows that in all doubtful cases, previously professed ¢

theological opinions may continue to be held.
This opinion is supported by the Tridentine proceedings on just-
ification, as edited by the Goeresian Society, which make it
abundantly clear that the Tridentine fathers were not concerned
with sorting out the chaos of later mediaeval theology, but with
stating the spectum of theologies contained within it in a new form
(avoiding scholastic terminology where possible) which enabled it
to be distinguished from Protestant heresy.

§11. If this is the case - and it is near-certain that it is -
then the interpretation of Trent cannot be restricted to a mete
analysis of what Trent happens to say on justification. Unless
the Council of Trent explicitly excludes a particular teaching \

which had previously been associated with Catholic theologians,



that teaching may continue to be held and regarded as Catholic.

It is for this reason that the canons of the decree are of such
importance, in that they explicitly condemn certain well-defined
positions, whereas the chapters of the decree tend to be phrased
in rather general terms, frequently capable of being interpreted
in a Protestant sense. As such, it is clearly as important to
establish what Trent does not condemn as what it does condemn:

if an opinion, previously held within the Catholic church, is
explicitly condemned by a canon, it may no longer continue to be
held; if an opinion, previously held within the Catholic church,
is not explicitly condemned by any of the canons, it may continue
to be held and regarded as truly catholic. The decree itself
(i.e., the chapters, rather than the canons) is not sufficiently

- precise to allow such questions to be determined on its basis, and
was not intended to be treated in such a manner. As the Tridentine
proceedings themselves make clear, the real significance of the
decree lies in its appended canons.

§12. It will therefore be clear that it is of the utmost importance
to establish precisely what opinions on justification were current
within the Catholic schools of theology at the time, in order to
ascertain what teachings may be regarded as Catholic. As every
successive study of the later mediaeval period (which we here take
to mean the fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries) demonstrates,
the period witnessed an astonishing diversity in theological
opinions on practically every subject conceivable, and certainly
in the case of the doctrine of justification. In practice, it is
extremely difficult to demonstrate that Trent explicitly condemned
any save the most perverse, so that Trent must be regarded as
legitimating an entire spectrum of theologies of justification,
each with a perfectly viable claim to be considered authentically
Catholic. The following conclusion therefore follows as a matter
of course: 7t i8 meaningless to speak of "the Tridentine doctrine
of justification”, in that there is no such single doctrine! If
Trent is expounded in its proper historical context - and it is
perfectly clear that the Tridentine fathers intended this to be do
done - it is clear that a wide range of "Tridentine doctrines of
justification'" (N.B. the use of the plural) exists. It is therefore
quite improper to isolate one aspect of this spectrum, and present
it as the Tridentine teaching on justification (which is what King
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§18. The low status accorded to the confessional materi the

-
Church of England suggests that there is no g?nerallY—aC?:Pteiion )
arbiter concerning whether a particular doctrine of justi %ca ‘
is authentically Anglican. As such, one of the most pre551?g
difficulties relating to your discussion will be the obs?ur1§y.
surrounding the theological content of the epithet "Anglican™ in .
this context. The criteria advanced by Evangelical and Anglo-Cath011C

in this respect are likely to be substantially difficult, ?f each

is to be faithful to his respective tradition. The following

observations may be of assistance to you.

§19. Article XI, which deals with the question of the justification
of man coram Deo, refers to the "Homily of Justification" for

further discussion. This homily is actually the Homily of the S
Salvation of Mankind, which must be regarded as an essential

aspect of the Articles' teaching on justification. The contents

of this Homily unquestionably reflect the Lutheranism of Philip
Melanchthon, as reflected in the Loci Communes. This being the

case - i.e., that Cranmer intended Anglican understandings of
justification to be modelled on the moderate Philippist teaching -
you may use the material of the U.S. Lutheran-Roman Catholic

Dialogue Group from §94-§164 without the need for extensive
modification to the Lutheran position.

§20.

It is advisable to avoid attempting to define "Anglicanism"
with reference to what leading Anglican theologians have taught

on the question of justification, for the simple reason that

this definition would rest upon highly questionably historico- .
theological assumptions, which would be challenged by your critics,
and thus unnecessarily undermine the status of your discussions.
This point is particularly forceful in connection with the radical
discontinuity in Anglican teaching on justification associated

with the period immediately before and after the Commonwealth, but
can also be illustrated with reference to the moralist latitudin-
arianism of the eighteenth century when compared with the "optimism
of grace'" associated with the Evangelical Awakening of the same
period, to give but one example.

§21. If you adopt a pragmatic or empirical approach to establishing
"Anglican" teaching on justification - i.e., by establishing the
positions of those Anglicans present at ARCIC II - you will encounte:
the same difficulty which led to the failure of Ratisbon (1541),
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substance. This conclusion does not necessarily 3P?1Y tota?yl 8
other discussions which you may be engaged 1n, but is certainly
valid in the specific case of justification (see §§10-12).

§23. The difficulties noted above can, however, be circumvented
without undue difficulty, on account of developments within Roman
Catholicism during recent decades. As Article VI emphasises, the
final court of appeal for matters of doctrine must be regarded as
scripture itself. This point, which has the salutary effect of
permitting any of the Articles' teaching to be called into question
if it cannot be shown that it is consonant with, or a necessary
consequence of, scripture, permits agreement upon justification to
be reached on the basis of a combined hermeneutical approach to
passages which relate to justification, good works, etc.. The ‘

increasing emphasis which is being placed upon the biblical material

within Roman Catholic circles within recent decades, linked with a

new emphasis upon the proper contextualisation of biblical passages,
has meant that considerable agreement is now possible on the proper
interpretation of those biblical passages which lay at the heart

of the debates on justification during the sixteenth century.

the U.S. Lutheran - Roman Catholic Dialogue Group final report
indicates (§§122-149),

As

a re-examination of the controversies and
the terminology of the Reformation period in the light of the
biblical evidence allows a considerable degree of convergence

to be achieved between Protestant and Roman Catholic. This point
may also be illustrated with reference to King's Justification,

particularly the appended essay on '"Justification and Sanctification
according to the New Testament'.

Text of Article VI (1563; Article V, 1552, with omissions): "Scriptura sacra
continet omnia, gquae sunt ad salutem necessaria, ita ut quicquid in ea nec
legitur, neque inde probari potest, non sit a quoquam exigendum, ut tanquam
Articulus fidei credatur aut ad necessitatem salutis requiri putetur."

§24. This approach has the following to commend it:

1. It allows the hopelessly clumsy modus loquendi theologicus of
Protestant scholasticism and the mediaeval schools to be

circum-
vented. This modus loquendi should be regarded as outmoded, rather

than incorrect.

25 There is every possibility that agreement may be reached on
the meaning of terms such as "justification" and "faith" as they
occur within the New Testament, even though these terms are used in‘
a more precise sense within dogmatic works. As the New Testament
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which the possibility of agreement appears remote. £
z. By considering questions which Justification by Faith does \

not deal with adequately.

Unigenitus, as noted above.
3.

The most obvious of these concerns

By attempting to identify differences in emphasis between
Anglican and Roman Catholic teaching on justification.

4. By considering the question of whether Anglicans tend towards
"semi-Pelagianism" in their teaching on justification. This charge
is so frequently pressed against many Anglicans that it would seem
appropriate to consider it, and hopefully to refute it.

CONCLUSIONS
1. You should use the U.S. Lutheran - Roman Catholic Dialogue 8
Group's report Justification by Faith as the basis for your '

discussion, and avoid using any other work, unless it has been
totally vindicated as reliable by modern (i.e., post-1950)
scholarship.

2. You should be able to reach agreement upon at least twelve

points of significance, as indicated in §156 of Justification by
Faith. It is therefore recommended that you base your initial

discussions upon these twelve points.
5

You should discuss, and attempt to clarify, the status of
Unigenitus.

4. You should avoid any attempt to define '"Anglicanism" which

makes a subsequent agreement vulnerable to criticism on the basis
of its historical presuppositions.
unnecessary.

5.

This attempt is quite \

You are strongly recommended to by-pass the thought-world of
the mediaeval and Reformation periods, and proceed directly to

a sustained analysis of the New Testament material.

It will be evident that the desire to produce a brief paper has led to enormous

compression of argument, both in relation to the theological and historical

aspects of the questions dealt with. The appended personal bibliography indicates
the amount of published work which underlies these comments. If required to

justify or amplify anything within this paper, I should be pleased to do so.
Revd. Dr. Alister E. McGrath, aged 31, lectures in Christian doctrine
and ethics at Wycliffe Hall, Oxford, is chaplain to St. Hilda's
College Oxford, and lectures for the faculty of theology on Luther
and late mediaeval theology. \
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Alister E. McGrath

PUBLISHED WORKS RELATING TO THE DOCTRINE OF JUSTIFICATION.
(Those marked with an asterisk g
discussions).

) are of particular relevance to your

BOOKS

Tustitia Dei. A History of the Christian Doctrinme of Justification.
5 volumes. To be published by James Clarke, Cambridge. Deals with
the historical development of the doctrine within the western
theological tradition from the earliest of times to c. 1950.

Luther between Scholasticism and Reformation. The Development of
Luther's Doctrine of Justification 1509-1519. ( 3., 5Lqu¢\u‘(?*p”_d)
This work, which is nearly completed, deals with the relation of
Luther to late mediaeval thought, and is particularly concerned

with the nature of Luther's theological breakthrough over the years
1514-1519.
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