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fhe Contemporary Relevan~~ ..1l 

Justification by Faith* 

The conversations which have taken place in this counlr} hcl\H:cn 
Lutherans and Catholics since 1965 reached their high point w11h the 
agreed statement on J11\11/irn110 11 Br Fa11h , in September I 983. The 
topic is both historical and contemporary. II is historical sim:e 11 rc(luirc!) 
studying again the positions of Martin Luther himself, of the Lu1haan 
Confessional books, and of the Council of Trent. This itself require !) an 
effort to investigate and summarize the historical precedents whH:h in 
the first decades of the sixteenth century led to an impasse. there \\ere on 
the one side an older theology, contaminated both by vagaries in popular 
piety and by questionable political interests among princes and h1!)hOp\, 
and on the other side, a newer theology, that of Luther, which applied 
Ockham's razor radically to theological and ecclesiastical excrt!scences 
that were not necessary to rhe effective transmission of the gmpd and 
had become, in part, dysfunctional. The topic 1s also contcmporar} , 
since we, as well as our predecessors in the sixteenth century, need to face 
the 4uestions of how we are related to Christ , the only Saviour, and what 
means have been placed hy Go<l al our disposal to share in rhe life and 
work of the risen Christ. 

The h1s1orical question was formulated, in the sixteenth ccntur) , in 
the sharpantllhesis: Are we saved by faith alone through Christ alone'' or 
are we saved by faith in Christ with our response of love tod1\rnc grace, 
so that we also contribute something to our own sah at1on'! 

The contemporary question needs to be expressed in a d1ffer1:n1 wa) . 
Granted thar ir 1s by Christ alone rhal we are ultimarely saved, 1s fa11h in 

Christ lo be experienced primarily in one's personal reception of d1\ inc 
grace? or is it experienced firsl of all in our living the gospel in comm1l• 
menl to the oppressed. the poor, rhe sick members ofhumanll) ·.1 

Narurally enough the agreed statemenl starts wirh the historical 
question . Afler an overview of rhe history oft he doctrine of jus11fica11on 
before, during and after the c;ixteenth century, the text surveys Catholic 
developments since World War 11, especially in the light of the Second 
Vatican Council , and some Lutheran developments in relation to the 
Helsinki assembly of the Lutheran World Federation ( 1963) and n:cent 
hermeneutical perspectives. It then proposes reflections on, and inter­
pretations of. this history in terms of the traditional concerns and 
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.r, ('If rach 1rad111 on. concerning forensic ju~• 1, ,.,n, the 

<i nf ulnC',, oft hC' Ju,11 fiC'd. the ,uffic1enc) of faith. the notion ol merit , the 
thrc,lr,g, " ' , :111, foct1 ('1n . and lhe cr1tem1 of authenticity for truly 
C hr r<1 mn heh in rnur r hC' IC'\t continue, w11h an ei,:plorallon of some 
f't"l"'f't"t' t"r' for rrcon'1 ruct1on. h) looking at the growing agreement of 
Lutheran ond ( athohc cxegetes rn their understanding of the main 
pa,<.age, ol the New Testament on iu,11fication. It establishes a list of 
contrmpNar: theological convergence, rn areas that are connected with 
JU5t1fi ca t1 cm It finall y conclude, on a declaration which encapsulate, the 
pa rt1c1pan1, · agreement on the hask question ofjust1ficat1on by faith 

Th,, framework h1ghhgh1' two chief .ispects of the statement on 
i u,111ica1w n. historical and lheolog1cal. A historical Judgement is passed 
on the me.inrng and rcle,ancc of pa,1 contr0\ers1es. The evolution of 
1-ioth Lutheran and Ca1hohc theology since t~e sii,: teenth century is 
unden1ahle The Second Council of the Vatican did not focus attention 
direct I) c,n Ju,11firn1 ion . hut rather on revelation and the Word of God rn 
i:;, npture. '"th 1he1r con,cqutnce, for the hfe of the Church. It did not 
feel hound to repeat toda y tht languagt of the Council ofTrenl. which. of 
cour\e . 11 did not rt1tct ( j" en the ecumemcal concerns of Vatican II and 
11, two po pe,. John XXIII and Paul VI, this may be taken to imply that 
the doctrrne, of Ju,11fie111wn that are operati ve in the two Churches. 
l utheran and Catholic. were no longer ~een as so many high walls 
,urr0undnl hy harhed wm· Th,, 1~. adm111roly. s1rll ambiguous. If 
throlog1e, of 1u, 111icat1on are not deemed to he d1v1, ive, " this due to 
c-on,e~ente, and at lc-a,1 1mphc1l agreement~ 1n doctnnc'l Or 1s it 
hrc11u,e " C'. nnd the modern mcntal11y rn general. no longer ca re about 
"hot Mart rn Luther or the Council of Trent wanted 10 ,;ay on 
Just1fical1fln" ltiwe we ncl\, rrached an agrrcmcnt by commitment to a 
common undc-r,ta nd1ng of hem <. iod work, through Christ m relation to 
U\. or h) a rrogrr,~I\ e cro,1011 of the 4uest1on that divided Chnst,ans in 
the r aq' Do \\C ti,• la, 1r1 ngree bccnu,c- we h:nc- comm111ro the problem 
l<' c,hll\ l(ln" 

The- 1mr.1r t 11f thc- 'Drda mt wn· ,, l11r h ends our documc-nt ~hould he 
r rec-,,c-1) IO 11rform the- c.,,n1rnued rc- lt', anu• of1u,11fic.,H1t,n hy facl h Th" 
"the- th('(\)og1c11l 11,pecl oft he a_grec-mc-nt lc-t me quote 1he first sc-ntence 
of the r>e·d11rt11,r,n "Wr hc-1,r,e 1h01 GC\d's crc-at1H· graccousnc-~s 1, 
ofk,t"d to u< and t("I c-,er~onc for healm.i and rC'C'onc,hatron ,o 1ha1 
1h,,,u1th the Word madC' ne~h. JC'(U\ ( hn,t . " " ho "' a~ put to death for 
our 1r11n\tl-n."~)1tm, and flll\ed lor our JUSt11icu11on" (R 4 2~1. we are all 
c1ll('d 10 p11>s from thr l.'lhc-nallon anJ opprc-ss1on of sen to f~edom and 
fdlc-... ~h,r ,111h God'" 1hd 11,I~ Sr111t . tn 16 ll 

Hn'I" th<" jlt>,pel ,s ,cknl1ftr-d '"thout the- polc-m,c-al undcrtonr5 that 
,.C'rC' frt'Qurnt '" 1hr ~l\tC"C'nth ccntur) Ju~111ic111on ,~ not defined 
a~1n,t ,.r,mc(tnr rl~e·~ fo1mula11on. hul '" rommon. ISt'.\pfnSJ\eofour 

1mnt nN'\I fo1 and rC'\.·('fn11c0n C'f thf- ~ ,~tTtlJ' J'O~"Cr ("If the JI\ inc 

I It • ,,11,rnrr Ud,·1·11111 ,. ,,/ /11111/i, ,,,,,,,, h1 I ,11th 

gracmu,nc(s l , Is u( 10 life'" Jesu, Christ. Faith 1( no longer con1ra­
d1<t ingui(hed from love. whether (een as a God-given. mfu(ed. 
complement of faith . ("Ir a, the ,uprcme work which ( how( fai1h tr, he 
:icli ve and fruitful. There i, onl y one d1vme gill . undeserved hy man. 
'which i, grnntcd and made known m failh . and which come, to fruition 
m our love of God and nc-ighhour. as we are led by the- Spmt to hear 
witnes( to the divine gill in all aspc-ct( of our lives· (n. 161 I 

Need this gill of justification still he- preached toda y? No doubt. the 
modern fascination with self. our <mugnes( over human achievements m 
the many fields of technology. the ei,:phcrt claim ofa few and the vaguely 
implicit surmi,c of many thal the- world is tot.illv under(tandahlc and 
makes perfect sense apart from the God-hypothesis. have hrought about 
a human self-consciousness which is vc-ry far from Luther's 'terrified 
conscience·. If the-re is a terrifiro conscience- today. 11 i, not terrified by 
sm and the-anticipation ofGod',judgement : 11 is terrified hy the prospect 
of old age. (ickness and death. But th!\ an(l,uish is ea"ly. though 
r rov,,ionall y. overcome- by ahsorpt1on 10 the ta(k( of 1h1( world. 
whether (elfishl y in the rur,uit of happine(~. or unselfi(hl) in 
comm11ment to vanou, ~ocra l wr,rks and revolutionary struggle(. The 
Dcclarat10n , c-es the gospel of Ju,t ificatmn as the way to pcr(onal 
freedom· Th,~ gospel free, u, in God's ,ight from (In very lo "n and lo 
c.elr (R . 7.t>) But this is not an rnd1v1dua l"tic cmpha"~ on self­
,alva11on. For. ·we are willing to he Judged hy ,1 rn all our though1, and 
acllon(. our philosophic~ and project( , our 1heolog1e, and rc-lig,ou( 
practices. Smee there- " no a,pc-ct of the C'hn, t,an community or of 11( 
life in the world that is not challenged hy this gospel. there 1s none that 
cannot be renewc-d or reformed m 11s light ofh y its power' (n. 162). 

Contemporary concerns about (alvation and rela1ed !hemes are much 
less ind1vidual,s11c than in the <ixteenth crntury. heir to the Renai(sance. 
which had redi,covered Roman literature oiler the- medieval age of thc­
fourtec-nth and fift ec-nth centune\ had red,~overed Roman law This 1s 
c.Jul y acknowledged in ou r document The tell! even contain< a hnef 
all usion to ' hherat,on theology·: 'The most recent Cathol,c theology 1\ 

markro by a growmg concern lo overcome any ,u,picion of 
,ndcv,duali,m or pnvn11~m 10 the lhc-ology of grnce. fhc- free and 
granou, gift or JU~t,ficat.on , according to Edward Schcllcbceck,. cannot 
he u~r,enced e, ccpt hy th~e who lme them,elve, for the ~ke of 
othen The Uruguayan lihcrat1on theologrnn Juan Lu,, Sc-gundo warns 
lhal a paral ) 1rng concern for one's pcr,onal ju,111ica1,on could dclract 
one from the communal ta,k of burldmg the kingdom The- Rraz, lin n 
Leonardo Borr. although concerned to remain ,n continuit y wi th the 
C ounc1l ofT rent . prefen lo , peak oflihcra11on rather than Ju,11 fica 11on 
fhc- term. hhcrat,on . he hold, . designate, 1he \lime reali ty. l:iut " now 
c-lahorated tn lerm, of ,t~ dynamic. hi~tonca l dimen,ion, .. Th~e 
the~, from contemporary Catholic political thf-ology and lihcrnt1on 



0111' 111 C'hrrH • t_heology rnnverge, as we sha ll see. with the stress on corporate service in 

certuin recen1 Luthcrnn theologies of j ustification' (n. 81 ). 
This Lutheran emphasis occurs in the d iscussion of lhc Helsinki 

assembl ) . where a cnt1quc of the individual isn, of ihe R r . · 
, · , ·d· 'Th • . . e,ormauon was 
o1c~ . e Rc:lorma1to n w11ncss to jus111i c11tion was said t h be 

in a th1 ecfold "Bab) Ionian can11 \II"" of " ·'oc1 1 · o d~ve en 
,. , u nna 1zat1on, m 1v1duah-

za11on and sp1r1 tuah1a1ion" · Hence 1hc: text conti'nu ,· t ' fi · 
h IJ b · es, Jus 1 1ca t1on 

~- Ou c .undc'.;'tood as focusing on the entire human race and on 
amnc:.~) lllr nll l his uni vcn,ahsl emphasis parallels a s1 milarconccrn 

on the<. a1hollc s1Je' (n 841 

These 1"- 0 f>aS:,Bgcs arc d~np11vc:. As such, they may not embody .i 
ronscnsu, oft he d1alo11a n1s In fuct . I do not sec how a consensus could be 
ohta incJ on such d hroad front A good dea l of d1scu~ 1on would be 
rcquirr.J to clanf) the concepts llfdoctrinalw111on .ind sp1ntual iz.i11on 
whi, h , 11101 eo, er , do not ncx ~'i,,l) rtly pair w11h 1n.J1v1duahut1on: 
~•kc'"•~ . nnc ~hould qucsl1nn to what extent and in wh.il way t he task of 
( hri<,trnn, is 'to hu1 ld the kin~dom' I would mysc:lf thmk that 1he task of 
bnng1 n11 human Jus11,c lo human i.oc1e1y ,snot a good image of the 
romm& of thr ~ h:.11 o lo111cal lo. an~dom of God One should also discuss 
'"hat l Ort of I rla11on,h1 ri may lank luge1 hcr one's personal JU>t11ica11on an 
< iod '~ c:yr~ .ind h ) ( ,od '~ ac11on 1hro ugh t hrast . which 1\ ackno"- lc:dgcd 
h} lu111i one \ 1.'0 111 m1 1mc11t lo the human and 1p1ntual welfare of others 
in tht' 1ruu11111nal "-'Orl..s of mN1 >. and one\ hope ,rnd e~cn1ual slrugglc 
for o ,1rudur ttl r!"ury.a111!,lll1011 of M) llCI ) 1hat IA. Ould mJlo.c 11 an cfTecll\C 
1111,11u11\\~111 of JU\111:c und 1ml" lor 111111s membe r!. The~c 1hrc:c levels of 
nfl('rac-n,..r and ULt ton 1are uh11ou~ly not 1den11cal h one of them ,. 
, ond 111on lvr 1hr <Jthr1 l ,,. u~ I \\ nultl not 1hanl. )<J Yet one 1.hmen>1on of 
JU~l1hLJl 1,in h) IJllh io ,,~ 1heo lo11) \\II\ ch1, clled oul b> I uthc:r an the 
fare <•I h" n"'" :.niiu•~h lor han1 ,cll 1,oJ lor t hr < hun.h ""•~ prc:c ,~I> th.ti 
J m11li .-a11un (.l<•n lll •I r<'ll11.1Hl ahMlllll , I I I \ 111)1 4 prtYiltt c,pcncncr ol ,o 

QU~ )• 1111 , 11 ,•., f ,uJc• , 11 111nn<1t he• .t '-un,I• > .il°l4ar un1.onnc,:tnl 10-llh the 
011.llll ill ~ llllol..) ol c\111'\ " o, I. 1nw J .1 ) ~ "> II\ I Cf ) nol UIC: II h,1' a rorp.)r.i lc 
d1mcn•1on " ' 11'1.1 lr,rl) I 11\l , ll •> the lrvu no t I)( ones mcru~. ~on,crn\ , 
doJfc> v, .-, r n hopei. hut ufuur 1'\ll'l\mon S-11<lur J('Sus Chrl\t 111 :irnd 
1h1uu1th ,, 1111111 i l, ,nc ~ ,i<l odJrc,)I."~ h11n..clf to all hunwnlmd &\:ond 11 
Jo.-) 111.>1 rr matn ~•l·11lr, hc>ld"d up ,n thr d ran \J.:uum of line~ inner 
v;-OrlJ hut 11 11 ..-i 111cJ out tnll' d.uh l1 k ,rnJ hr.1n lru11 ,n 11,orl ~ of 1o~c: 
anJ Ju~l t\.'l' 

A Jm111tJI } , t ht' J(}tn( :,.ljlemc-111 Ill\ JU.:,.11/t~ .sltOO ~ ROI I r\ 10 ib~ 

1 \>l ht:t"• 0 \1 n lli<'<'l~ k al ))'l>tt"lllAll~ IINI l,\l lhr ~ It ,hmrruhlfl vi 
ia1lb J hu-r l'tH11lnl} " ""'lJ lu,t ~ n l)() ~ fC"COKl'U (t\fll, I ~ m\(, 

am..w11 I uthnatu) ull th.~""" t ~-,~ ul I u1h(-J ~ ,' \)ftl. tp( ..:Kloc 1~ l "" l> 

l 11\&:,J..\ft1, anJ un 11> ~!t,a"-< t .ili) 1 l- >, u I ,cc u. bi 1h.n..~ .. d 
p.)1,1,. , 1 , ,>'tl>!t\i> h(iill 1tw h n,:111 nc-.~1 •> cnwdtd b) tht> lioctnM oi 
JtJ\lllk ah ,WI b) u ,th It ~ fv,tp r;.:.'ol('\tl 10 1"4lc: 1-..0 pou:u F,rnl) 
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the two kingdoms, of GoJ .ind of humJnll > Jrc 1101 .rnd 1. .innlll bi: 
1den11cal. Lu1hc:r duly Jistinj!Ul)hcs 1he111 Neu her unc •~ J 1.und111un lu1 
the other. It wJs a European d1s.i~1i.:r lhJt , onl) .i k -. J e1. ..ide) J her 
Luther, tlus d1stinct1on cJme 10 be lu~l. in hoth ( .i1hul11. c1 nd 
Reformatio n land~. by the pol111 1.·a l doc trine 1)fthc dl\ tnc ri )!lh l ufl. 111~ 
And we should not make 1he r111,1Jkc tuJJ > nr hcl 1c, 1ng th..i t ,ll11H: lo rrn 
uf dcrnocra 11c orj!ams.i11on. o r ll l po wer Ill ,,nJ for the peo pl, m u:.1 lx 
entuilc:J by the C hristian prayer for the lllt1t1ng u l 1hc l.. 111~d,, 111 ul <~oJ 
Sccllndly. thi: t1,1. o ~mgdom, - or the 1,\,1 ll t1i:, . or ll hJ 11.,,:r v thc r 
met.1phor mJ) t>e more tdlang 1nt..l.1) - ,1.1nd 111 .tn un~4uJI 1c lJ11vinh1r, 
Thc e.\peclllln uf a grai:1ou-. , unmer1ll:d ~•nl!J,im ,,r ( ,.xi m.i ) ll cll 
111-.p1rc: C'hn-.11an believer, lO co-,1pcrJti: "1t h uther .. fo1 1hc bc11crml' ll l 
ol human society here and no" . or tor 1b lrJn,lorn1J11o n tum,11 ru-. )<:I 

the bcttc:rmcnt of human -.o.:1cl) •~ b) nu mc .. n, Jn eOclll\•C prcp,:ir <.1 11011 
ltJrt hc i:on1111g oft he lo. m1tdom ol C,oJ 

Th,-. remJ r~ brtlll!S an J J1111i:n,11)11 ,11 the Jllt l11 ,111rcc mcn1 on 
Jus11li1.·a11on that 111.iy be 1n dJn11cr ofpJ,,11111 unno111.·ci..l . bc1.d u,1: the 1e:.1 
ll)i:if. while 11 and1tJlcs 11. doe, nol mal..c J pv1nt uf unJc rla nang 11 Th i-.,., 
the Lnl1cal d1men,1on ofiu,t1 lic.1110 11 b y !..11th. o r 1u,11lil.'J t1on h) (J llh .i, 
.i i:nl11.JI pnnc1ple 

In contempor.iry c:cumcmcJI d"'-'u"1on, un 1u, t1 fiLJ ll l>n 1hc1c ,., no 
gredl d1fficuhy for('u1hohl 1hculoi.1ath tu rcc ugn1Le lhJI 1u,1 11i1...111u n b) 
fa11h . JS dc,LnbcJ an .irt1llc IV ut th, '\11g, t> ur11 ( unlc"1on 1, " " 
dl1.ep1ahle formul.ill on o l 1lw pr1n1.1plc u l , Jh .ii ion ul -.1nlul hu mon 
bcnt8'> through the , o k meJ1Jlllln uf< 1111-.1 f- 01 1hc dfl1c lc J,,ah 1·. 
thdl men are not Ju,talicJ ticlurc < ,oJ h) 1hc1r O"-ll ,1rcn1it h\ , meri t> o r 
work, . 2', lhdt they .ire 1u-.11lieJ b.:lurc ( ,lid h eel ) . bc<. .iu,c u l (. hr 1>1. 
th rough ra11h. J" , th.ti th h l.i~c, pl.i,e when 1ht: ) hd 1c,c 1h.i1 t>.:L.i u-.e of 
( hnsl the) arc: rc1.cl\ ed 11110 )!I r.ice ,ind 1hc 11 , 111, J rc rc m111cJ , 4 · 1h.i1 
(,oJ '1mputc, · 1h11, fJllh d,Ju, t11.c Thu, 1hc Jrl1cle .i 111nu111> 1,, .i lun.crul 
, tJll:mcnt of the dcx. 1ranc ul rcuc111pt1un < ·,11hu l11. 1hc11h1i11J 11, g.:ncra ll) 
wtluld hold tha1 u1l11::r l111111ulJl1;11" o l llll' , l11.tfll1l· J rc 1)< )"1hh; ~urnc: 
wo uld prefer, for tn~tan~c. to put 1hc J LLCn l un tr,.in,lur111.it1o11 b} 11r .... c: 

u r on being made a new ~ n:Jt ure . (Jr on rc,~111 nj ~.1111.11 I) 11111 gr J LC But 
no one wo uld quarrel with the 1deJ th.it wh41 ( ,o.J J ue, 10 111 ... l..e J \Inner 
holy, and wh,ch m.iy he de\cnbed in vM 11,u, -. .i)\. 1, Jone: 1.nt11el) h) 
C,oJ through <. hn\l witho ut on y mertl o r prC\ 1o u, .. o o pcr a110n .:in one ·, 
l).tfl 

Indeed. 1he ( ·c,un .. II of r rent, Jt 11~ four! h )e,-.,on, lormol..i tc:J .al lc:nauh 
a dl)lt ra ne ....,h,ch , d~ I read 11 , 11c.ic, J lun11 "- d ) 1ov..ird th.: L uthc r.ln 
lormulot1on Ad m111eul; , IIC ~t ra l rc..id1nlP or 1 ren t hJ ,e t-.:cn m .. J.; 

The: one v.h1ch IJ and udcd 10 lhc 1.ommun 11a11:mcn1 n ,o \ 7. ,, ,~"' 
thcd11Terence-. wtth Lutheran lonjlua1c more 1h..i n I ho\c m1-.d1 Jone ,n 
m) recent book Ju,11/,, u11un -111 t. 11m, 11"ul \ 1ruJ1 II cmph,h11c, b.>ih 
th.c prOCC<>l or 'kl ~t,filat,on of wh11.h 1u,1it,, ..111un 1, 1..kn1 ,11.;J ,.,. 1h.: 
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hq11nnrna. 111v l the neces~1ty, lor snvina fa ith , , . 11 ,na through the 
r ha11t y rwuu:,l in Clur henru hy the: lloly Spirit. , 1.-~c points, wit hout 
hc1n14 oppo'lcd to the A111(1111c111a, Mrc~~ other "~pcch or a 1.omplcx net, 
whcreu~ thc A111(11 11,11w, follnwlnK Luther, ljOts 10 tho hc111t of the r,ct 
w11l111u1 r111ylng much u11en11on to the periphery or the 8cqucl, . I he 
PCflflht r )' hclong~ to humun c~pcrlcncc and hurnnn 1lsychol01JY wl1c11 
a11 111c1cd hy the grace ofju1tifi c1111on T he centre is Oo<l'8 own action. To 
invc,t igatc t ht periphery in the human soul and psyche 1s other than, hut 
not u c<1ntmd1c11on of, what 1s seen when only the centre, the divine oct, 
1\ Lontcmpl utc.-d For my,el f, I understand the Council of T rent fl\ 

um rm, ng the \ume th ing ns the A 11!( 11 11arra 11nd Luther sires~ . namely, the 
unique ccnt rnlit y of Christ ond thvinc aroce in Justification, but a\ nlso 
enshrining this in more penphernl considerations of what precede~ und 
follow,ju~t1fi<-atlon in the hfc of the pcr~on who, fro m impious, 1s mnde 
p1011\ (to u~c ·1 ridcntmc l11 11g11age). Further, the degree ofogrccmcnl on 
Ju, ttlil:at10n u~ w ch was ohscured hy mutual rn lsundcrsurndinK on the: 
nature 1md role of charity or love. T rent, following Thomas Aqu111a,, 
~aw cha rit y us an infused, unmerited gil\ grunted by Ood as the: form of 
fa ith . without which fo 11h, like formles8 matter in Aristotelian 
hylomorplmm. ha, no llfc and . str ictly speaking, no being. 
Mclanchthon , however , following Lu1her, 1de11tific,I chrmty ns n human 
wo rk wlrn:h crown, the life ol faith us its fr uit , but ,l r.iws oil its 1rn:an11111 
and value from the fu 11h which in forms it. A gu in , Catholic thcolo11iun~. 
to the e11. tcnl that they arc sllll ver,cd in the schol11~l1c theology of the 
1hculog1ca l virtue~. may be ~urpm cd ut th is sh1 fi 1n the concept of love, 
but they ran abo admit the Luthcrnn problematic as a pos~iblc: theology 
oft he mailer 

In other words, ju~tilication by fa ith as a doctrine that can be: related 
to, and understood III the light of. other doctrines, is not a very hard point 
to accept for Catholic thcolo1w . 

The difficulty emerges when jus11lication by faith 1s made into a 
uni versal principle that provides a privileged vantage-point for the 
whole task of theology and even of the Church. That is or course the 
general meaning of the familiar e11.press1on. that justification is a,1,ni/111 
J ICJIIIO 1·1•/ 1·adt nll.\ 1•n h•Hat•, the po1111 on which the Church stands or 
fa ll~. It ,s enta iled hy Luther's repeated assertion that j ust1lication by 
faith is the gospel , or the heart of the gospel. Such language is likely to 
surpme Catholic theologians, who do not usually foc us the meaning or 
the word. gospel. in this way The gospel for them is r11 ther the good news 
111 general , the sum 101111 or the teaching and wo~k of Jesus Christ, 
witnc~sed 10 in the Scriptures and knowledge of which has been trans­
mitted through the Church's tradition. But again, Catholic theologians 
could easily accept this language if it were simply a metier of clearly 
detinmg one's terms. 

But JU~tilication by faith - and this 1s clearer in the works of Luther 
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him" ,11 in 1hc: A 1Jl{l1t11J11a - 11 n£,t 1hc jtl/\l')el -.,n1nl~ 1n .i li lrrAt) 1) 1 

,hctoric:11 M:n~ . It,, the tQ'lflCI ,o'l()far i., 11 , hould be 1he • 111c11m1 101 
cvcry1 hin~ c·hnst1an In 11, ct111c;, I fun1..11 011 , 11 ,ltould I)( the h1irn:r 
rirrn, 1ple from which l li11•t111n 1hcoft,"y , h(mlJ t nvt,..~.c c.Hr~1ll111~ 
,ndud rnis 11, clf II 1hu, he1..c,n1c, a meth!..-l1,lr,~1ca l 111 111r t,1l11111•J1·,11, 
prrn, 1plc 101 (. hmtr.in 1houl(hl and Ille I he rc:a\c,11 l,,r 1h" 1, , 11npte 

51 11cc 11 define, the nal ure ol fa11 h, ,111J IJ1t h ,, l he , 111ir1.c ,rnd mcd1un1 o f" 
hchevcr•~ , 1and1ng before( ind , Jut11licat 11H1 h) f., 11 Ii r11 ,11n;i 11 vc ly .i llt l 1, 
all a&pcClt ofa be liever', li fe and though t In the: w<ird, of 1hc ( ,, unt il ol 
T rent wh ich do converge here with Luther', un1 vtJ\.il111n11 v1r w ol l.i11h 
•fo11h ;~thc . fou nda1,onantl1ootofall JU\ t1fica11 on ' ID ~ , 1~'21 
Without founda tion and root no1l11nirgrow, , 1Jntl cvcry1h1n11 1ha1 gru"' • 
docs ~o hy virtue o(thc nurture that rea1.hcs 11 through 11, fnund,11 1011 and 
root. i:ound.allnn and root arc not a bc1'1nn1n~or , 1artHIK 1101111 th.ii , an 
he forgotten or ubanc.Juncd·, they ore the tflc~11 ~c fH1nuple ul hie: lor th l! 
entire plant. 1 h11 c1111cal d1men'ton 1>r JU~til1la tH111 ha, 11w11 lly been 
overlooked hy { a1hol1c thcoloaians I- or what rearon, '1 l hou15h I canno1 
prove 11 . I 11uapect rt rs becauic ,ometh1ng cl, c ha, 111 lact funt tiunc:d 111 
modern times a- un1 vcr&al cnt c:11011 , ndmely, the WJfl hlulnc,s of lht 
lllflKi111•r imn llowevcr, "a11~an Council II rn,,kc\ II ~lc.,r that the 
Church's authority or m a!(11 t,•r, 11m •~ 1101 'abo11c: C ,w's worJ but 
m1 ni,tcrs to it' C Del l't•r/mm. n I 0) It fol low, 1ha1 I he 111aJ(111«'"'"" rt~ell 
mual he guided by fait h, and that 11 alio stand, under Judge ment 111\0fu r 
as its decision, rcnecl or oh\Cure the Juvercignty uf <. hmt which •~ 
cx prc~scd prec1~cly in the pr,nc1pleolJu111 ficat1un by f1111h 

Ju,1ilica11on by rai th as the critical p11nL 1plc for a ll C hm11an life and 
thought should enable us toddy to P<'rceivc the tics hctwccn 1u,11fi ca11on 
111 its 1rad1t1onal •1:opc and meaning. and the contempora ry concern 
about libcra11 on. In part icular. 11 pose, lhe que\t1on whether hbera 11on 
can become for today and tomorrow the kind of un, ver!>.11 pnnl1ple 
wluch justilication was 1n Luther', thcolugy 

As o cnllcul princrplc, Ju~11 fica11on by fo1th tells u, somc1h1 ng about 
ourselves . our Churches, our ~oc,al and pult11ca l l Omm,tmcnt~ In the 
words of the Declaration which I have 4uo1ed, 'T his go\pcl free, u, 111 

God\ ~•ght from slavery to &111 and self We arc willing to he Jutlged hy 11 
in ull our thoughts and nctions, our philosophic, and pro1ec1s. uur 
theologies and religious practices. Since there 1s no u,pel l or the 
Chmt1an community or its hre in the world that•~ not cha llenged h) th" 
gospel, there ls none that cannot be renewed or reformed in 11\ light and 
by 1l~power'(n. 162). 

The criterion that is imphc11ly propooed fo r all Chm 11an h fe by the 
thcologic, of lihc:rntion 1s that a doctrine: or alt itude •~ trul~ l'hmt1Jn 
only if it contributes 10 the hbera11on of our hrot hers and sister~ from all 
!ol ructures of oppression.' But liberation fro m structures of oppre,s1on. 
even 1r it doo count as 11 C'hri,tinn duty ,and can rC'CCiVC' a m~)ll\ at1on 
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do:-.d) rddteJ to IJ1lh in ( hri:-.1 J, the onl) - rand tht: ultimate 
libcr,ttor . 1-, 1hdl a hull\Jll td'>~ . re4uiran8 the 1.0111m1tmc:n1 ul hum,rn 
mtdlc\.:IU,tl , '>PlrlluJI and malcnJI rc~uun.:t:!I In other \ltOH.h, 1t mu'>l 
ibdl be ~cl under 1uJgemcn1 It lJnnol replau: JU'II 1li1.:dl1on a., the ..:h1ef 
..:atq~or) th,ll help"., u:-. unJcr!ltJnJ what the gO'>Jk'I 1rul) 1~ And 11 must 
lhclr he 8,1UgcJ Wllh the 11\CJ')UfC of JU'>lllilJllOn h) fa11h L,kc an) 
JJ\an..:c in l'lv1lt,Jl1on , 11 ,, a111h18uuu,. prc8ndnl \.\1th poss1b1ht1cs for 
~ooJ and for h,,J I roll\ a mere!) human po1111 ol view, a proces~ of 
polit1l:JI anJ '>O\.' IJI lihcrJlu111 111u,1 al\o\J)'I he u1tu: 1Lc:d . '>0 that 
1ntcm.hng l1hcrator'> "'II not U!IC me.in-, ol oppre,, ,on lO fulfil their 
purpmc .rnd . ii thq \.\111 the '>tru~k. I urn thcm,d\ e\ into oppre.,,o rs 
from the r1111nt ul \ 1cw ul the ltO'>pd . lihcrat1on lrom hum..in opprc::-.,1o n 
I'> not l1hcr.H1on lrom ,in L1hcrJluin from ,111 1mplie,. in the famll1.ar 
phr.,,c . lrceJom frum 'the worlJ . lh~ lle'>h ..ind the dC\ 11' But 1h1~ cc1nno1 
he a humJn "ork II 1.·Jn onl) he the ln11t ol the grJIUIIOU!I Jd h> ...,h,ch 
(ioJ Juc'l not 1mpu1c our '>Ill to,.., hut tool, JI u-, through h1'> hdo-.cJ 
Son . k '>LI'> ( ' hra-.1 Ju,11lii.:JIH.rn h} IJ1th remind-. u-. ol 1hc n~\.C')~df) 

l11nt1Jllon, in the p1 oi.:c.,, ol hum.rn hhcrJtton 
I "oulJ pcr~unall) go lurlhcr . though pcrhJp, 1101 all 1heulog1c1n:-.. 

\o\hcthcr CJtholl1. or Lu1hcrJn , "')UIJ u1.1. o mpJn) me I \o\oulJ abo '>3) 

thal JU'>llfi1.·at1on t-:,, la11h reminJ, u, I hJt the K ingJ,1111 lor "h1\. h "'c prd) 
in the LunJ\ prJ)cr ,, nut ol th" "orlJ . lhJt "c ,l111ulJ nul npcl..'l thJt 
we or our Jc.,,ccnJanl'> "111 enter II in t hi.."' orlJ . t hJI 11 Joe'> nut lie c1hcc1J 
ol u, heyonJ the hur1Lon a, J futun .,,t,i.: lrJfl"I\.Cn,.kncc or a ,uh,t1tute for 
tran.,,i.:crukni.:e. anJ thJt no genernu'l utop1J ,, cH·n .1 remote lakcne'l-. of 
the Kingdom ol'(ioJ 1111hc "ord-. ol the hcni.:h pnel . BJudcla,rc. ""ho 
wrote them an hi'> JournJI , · r hc0r) of 1ruc \.II. il11Jt1un. It \.'Ofl'>l'>I') 1n 
era')tng 1he cOc:ch of oraginal "n · Hut in th" ~J,c . true \.II. il1rn11on doe> 
not cx1>t. and 11 i.:annol cx1 -.1. a, long a':> C\ en the greJtc-.1 '>dllll in our C) C'l 
is, in God\ eye'> . """''''"'"\"',,,.,,"''" 1 

C i I Of<< , t- II I A \' ·\ R O. A r\ 
DclJ't'JrC, Oh1u 

I The argument of 1h1, p.1per "rclJh:J It> m:, reu:nl puhl11.Jlmn, ''"'''" ,,,,,.,, 
. I,, /:·, 11m,·111, ul \ '111J 1 , Ne..., Y or~ P Jul i-.t Pri:". 19K \ . • md 111 l nllJhm JI HHl ..., 1th 
MJrk b.Jwartl-, / .111/in I R,·/11n111·1 /111 th, · ( 111111 '1,·,. f>h1laJdph1J furtrn, 
Pre", I YK l 
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