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Editor’s Foreword


In his recent biography of Father Yves Congar, Étienne Fouilloux introduces a comprehensive study of his life through the theme of Congar’s ‘Four Vocations’.1 These callings were to the priesthood, to the order of St Dominic, to the study and teaching of ecclesiology, and to the life-long search for ecumenical understanding and the related task of dialogue between Christians. Considered together, these shaped and defined Congar’s entire life and work, and stand as the foundations of its enduring substance and achievements. His ecclesiological and ecumenical vocations are especially significant for a consideration of his engagement with the legacy of the German reformer as we have it here in this translation of the collected writings in Martin Luther, Sa Foi, Sa Réforme.


Congar published this summary of his research in 1983, as one of the unfinished tasks of a lifetime of study and writing. It draws together his findings on the origins and effects of Luther’s theology: his fervent rejection of scholasticism, the medieval sacramental system and the papacy, as well as his heightened awareness of the importance of personal faith that drew Luther into his role as the pre-eminent protestant reformer. He had also made a careful study of Luther’s Christology, and his personal struggles, and these are also updated in the additional material in this volume.2


On the basis of an extensive reading of his works, Congar saw many positive aspects to Luther’s theological enterprise, and admired his spiritual genius. But he also challenged Luther’s approach to the life and teaching of the Church and its reform as representing an ‘insufficient’ theology based on a too narrow understanding of the sources of Christian faith and practice. Both Congar’s admiration and his reservations serve to make this volume a fascinating addition to the wide world of ‘Luther Studies’.


Congar’s Own Enduring Significance3


It is well established that Father Yves Congar, OP (1904–1995), ranks as one of the most important theologians of the mid to late twentieth century. As a key figure in the modern development of Roman Catholic theology, he was an ecclesiologist and advocate for ecumenical engagement with both the protestant and the orthodox Churches. His approach to theological research linked the Scriptures, the established tradition of the Fathers, and the Church’s liturgical heritage to contemporary pastoral challenges. His extensive writings, and his active participation in Second Vatican Council had a major influence on the formulations of the Council.4 Congar’s personal experience of war and conflict, his deep commitment to the Roman Catholic Church, and his passion for the ecumenical movement despite the disapproval of the Church’s hierarchy, also provide the setting for his extensive engagement with Luther’s theology.


The Context for Congar’s ‘Vocations’5


Congar was born in Sedan in 1904, and was living with his family in this region of eastern France when it was invaded by Germany in late August 1914 and occupied until 1918. Further early contact with Germany, its people, and the protestant faith came during his compulsory military service in the French-occupied Rhineland in 1924–25. Called to the priesthood, he studied as a seminarian in Paris from 1921 and in 1925 he joined the Dominicans, studying in Belgium at Le Saulchoir. In 1930 Congar was ordained priest, and in 1931 completed his doctorate on ‘the unity of the Church’, lecturing in ecclesiology from 1932–39, and publishing Chrétiens désunis in 1937.6 During these years, Congar began to support the work of lay chaplaincy groups, including Jeunesse Ouvrière Chrétienne (‘Young Christian Workers’), and argued the case for ‘worker priests’.7


Congar served as a military chaplain in the Second World War, including as a prisoner of war: after defying a camp commandant’s order not to preach he was imprisoned at Colditz. Returning to teaching after the war, his theological output increased, as did the level of Vatican censure and control of the theologians at Le Saulchoir, who were accused of promoting nouvelle théologie.8 Congar’s major work, Vraie et Fausse Réforme Dans l’Église (1950), was regarded negatively, and this led to severe restrictions being placed on his publishing activity, which intensified after the publication of his theology of the laity in 1951. In 1954 Congar was forbidden to teach or publish. He had to leave France, and spent the next two years under supervision as he studied privately in Jerusalem, Rome, and Cambridge.9


However, he was not without supporters in the hierarchy. In 1956 he was able to return to teaching in Strasbourg, and in 1960, recently-elected Pope John XXIII invited him to participate in preparatory commission for Second Vatican Council. From 1962–1965 Congar served as peritus (‘expert’) to the Council, which instituted major reforms and renewal in the Church.10


In 1965, Congar was appointed to the bilateral Catholic-Lutheran commission, and from 1969–1985, he also served as a member of the Church’s International Theological Commission. He continued to write and lecture prolifically, and his later work on the Holy Spirit is a major expression of his mature theology.11


Congar’s Ecclesiology12


Yves Congar produced no single, unified work of systematic theology, nor a single, definitive study of ecclesiology to summarise his many books, articles, sermons and lectures. In this he resembles Luther, but the significance of neither theologian is diminished by it. Both wrote and taught prolifically, to promote the reform of the Church and what they understood to be its authentic message. Their thought, as Christian teaching formed by their life-long vocations of active engagement with the life of the Church, commands its own authenticity.


The principles that Congar sets out for Church reform provide significant background to his evaluation of Luther as a reformer, and it is helpful to summarise elements of his own ecclesiology that relate to Luther’s teaching. Consistently, Congar taught that the Church is to be considered in its two aspects, that is, as an apostolic institution and as community. In Vrai et Fausse Réforme Dans l’Église, he wrote




[The Church] precedes us by faith, by the sacraments of the faith, and by the exercise of the apostolic authority received from Christ (cf Matthew 28:19). Before existing as a community of the faithful [communauté des fidèles], the Church exists as an institution [au titre d’institution]. That is, it exists first as that ensemble of means by which Christ willed to animate and unite the faithful. These means, which build and structure the Church, are: the deposit of faith (and principally the revelation of the Holy Trinity); the sacraments of the faith, instituted by Jesus Christ, as the means for being united to the mystery of his passage to the Father; and, finally, the ministries or apostolic powers. These are the elements, we discover, that can generate and form communities to be the Church—as we see in Acts [2:42] and in, for example, Tertullian.13





Some of this is close to Luther’s understanding of the Church as a community gathered by the Spirit through the Gospel, created and nurtured by the word and the sacraments of grace.14 Congar also stressed the importance of the Church as communion, and the people of God gathered as a holy community, as an essential aspect of the mystical body of Christ. In Jalons Pour Une Théologie Du Laïcat, he was developing what he described as a ‘total ecclesiology’: a focus on the Church as the whole people of God in Christ Jesus. He writes,




[A]n entirely clerical Church [une Église cléricale] . . . would not be the people of God in the fullness of its truth. Fundamentally, there can be only one sound and sufficient theology of laity, and that is a ‘total ecclesiology’ [une ecclésiologie totale].15





But Congar’s emphases on apostolic authority (pouvoirs apostoliques), ‘structure’, and tradition suggests that he goes far beyond what Luther believes is essential to the life of the Church. This marks a key divergence in their thought.


Congar was committed to the Roman Catholic Church as divinely instituted; governed and taught by its apostolic hierarchy of priests, bishops, and the pope. Congar’s complex understanding of the Church as Christ’s ‘mystical body’ means that this Church becomes the ‘sacrament of salvation’ for the world.16 As shall be seen, Congar criticises Luther for failing to appreciate the role that this genuine, living tradition continues to play in the structured development of the Church, both in its sacramental core and also for the purpose of its mission to the world. Tradition determines how Scripture, with its interpretation by the Fathers of the Church, is read and applied. For Congar, and his co-workers at Le Saulchoir, this ressourcement—the return to the sources—was a key aspect of their revitalisation of Catholic theology.17


As with the duality in Congar’s approach to the Church’s structure and its life, he works similarly to identify the ‘true reform’ of the Church that also affirms the role of tradition, which provides the sources and the substance of the Church’s teaching and life. In Vraie et Fausse Réforme, Congar argues that true reform can only be initiated by the prophetic voices that remain within the Church, not those who attack it from the outside. Luther, he writes, falls into that error.18


Congar sets out four principles that underpin his approach. The first is the ‘Primacy of Charity, and of Pastoral Concerns’.19 This is the spirit in which reform must be proposed and enacted. Second, the true reformer seeks to ‘Remain in Communion with the Whole Church’, since reform can never be an end in and of itself, but is always looking to build up the Church in its existing life and structure.20 True reform is not schismatic, but remains catholic: only in this way can the full truth be grasped, with the ‘Centre’ having a responsibility to listen to the ‘Periphery’. Third, the reformer must ‘Have Patience with Delays’.21 Luther is very much in Congar’s sights here!22 Although the prophet/reformer may appear to be persecuted, it is not their place to issue the Church with ultimatums. Neither, however, should Church leaders be ‘too patient’ with regard to the implementation of necessary reforms. Fourth, Congar proposes that ‘Genuine Renewal’ is only achieved ‘through a Return to the Principle of Tradition’.23 This involves adaptation rather than innovation or ‘novelty’: ressourcement means that the Church lives in contact with its ‘deepest tradition’. From these principles, Congar is able to evaluate the success or failure of various reform movements in the Church’s history.24 They will also come to reflect his own experience as a theologian–reformer in the Catholic Church, and especially his encounters with the opponents of reform in his Church’s hierarchy.25


Then, in his revised edition (1968), this evaluation also included a brief look at the reforming work of the Second Vatican Council, which was, in effect, Congar’s own reform.26 The English translation (2011) omitted the section in which Congar analysed the theology of the Protestant reformers in detail.27 But Congar’s evaluation of Luther in relation to his four principles for reform and in his final conclusions was retained. Congar continued to contrast his own, measured approach to what he saw as the violent methods of reformers like Luther, which tore apart the fabric of the Church. In this respect, Congar’s work can be distinguished from other, less critical, Catholic evaluations of Luther.28 But, as will be seen, he based his judgment—both negative and positive—on an extensive reading of Luther’s works, and because of this Congar deserves a careful consideration.


Congar on Luther


Martin Luther, Sa Foi, Sa Réforme: Introduction


Published in 1983, the quincentenary of Luther’s birth, Congar’s book gathered the fruits of fifty years of research and gave a Catholic perspective on Luther’s continuing ecumenical significance.29 In it, he revisited his previous work on Luther as a theologian, and his integrity as a reformer.


A balanced approach to Luther was by no means certain, given Congar’s background. But his commitment to ecumenical relations and his early fascination with Luther’s story led him to seek a more positive direction. The image of Luther as a deeply flawed heretic continued to colour French Catholic perceptions into the early to mid–twentieth century, reflecting the work of writers such as Heinrich Denifle (1844–1905), Hartmann Grisar (1845–1932), and the philosopher, Jacques Maritain (1882–1973). Congar notes that they characterised Luther’s personality in terms of mediocrity and subjectivity, marked by pathological tendencies.30 Congar studied under Maritain and certainly retained reservations regarding Luther’s psychology. But he also acknowledges his debt to Joseph Lortz (1887–1975), and others, for a more open response to the challenges presented by Luther.31 He reflects on his own training in scholastic theology, in the school of Aquinas, and how strongly Luther had rejected a canonical, hierarchical view of the Church and its teaching.32


Congar mentions how his early visits to German towns associated with Luther sparked his interest in his life and theology. The first stages of his exploration came to fruition in Vraie et Fausse Réforme Dans l’Église, which firmly rejected the approach of Luther, Calvin, and the other Protestant reformers. He felt that they had not only sought to improve the life of the Church, but had attacked ‘essential elements of its structure’.33 However by the 1980s, after many years of ecumenical dialogue, and in the light of the work of Catholic colleagues throughout Europe, he was ready to produce a summation of Luther’s life and theology from a more balanced perspective.


Congar now acknowledged the problematic state of the late medieval Church, and also his personal concerns for the Church in his own day. He had by now read extensively in Luther’s theology, well beyond the Reformation treatises of 1520, and also in many Protestant, as well as Catholic, interpreters of Luther.34 He introduces his study with a historical judgment that is typically forthright and expressive:




The Reformation is primarily ‘Luther’. It was through him that the first crater opened up in the solid crust of the Western Christian world. The burning lava that came out of it is not exhausted.35





Despite this judgment that Luther violently disrupted—disrupts!—the Church, Congar commented positively about a number of aspects of Luther’s work and spirituality. He applauds his personal faith and commitment to the word, to the gospel, and to the cause of Christ in the Church. He acknowledges that, moving beyond the negative perceptions of the past, the Church has much to learn from Luther.36


But Congar’s own theological convictions are not set aside. He warns in his introduction that Luther ‘has misunderstood and denied several articles of the Catholic faith (. . . .) For all his greatness (grandeur), Luther may not be the ultimate measure of Christianity and ecclesiality even for the Lutherans themselves’.37 However, with a personal commitment to the cause of ecumenical reconciliation, Congar seeks rapprochement with the ‘Christian Luther’, just as some modern Lutherans now come close to the ‘catholicism of the undivided Church (catholicisme de l’Eglise indivise)’. In this reconciliation, says Congar, ‘it is Jesus Christ who must be victorious, he, his gospel, and his Apostles’.38


Martin Luther: ‘Sa Foi’


Throughout Congar’s studies, references and direct quotations from Luther abound, from the early and later writings, from the Dictata super Psalterium to the final Vorlesung über Genesis. This is a significant feature of this enquiry, revealing the depth of his encounter with Luther’s writing. Further citations come from Luther’s early correspondence, and his Tischreden (table-talk). Having undertaken his own reading of Luther, Congar does not often rely on quotations lifted from the secondary sources.39 In his chronology of Luther’s life, he lists over twenty–five significant works.40


The initial dispute over indulgences, Congar writes, was based on the profoundly personal nature of Luther’s spiritual experience, and its impact on his theology.41 It was, he says, ‘the opposition he encountered [that] led Luther to extend and to radicalise his reformist ideas (propos reformate)’.42 So he briefly walks through Luther’s early experiences, from his entry into the monastery in 1505, and his search for a gracious God—which, Congar observes, is evident in the first lectures on the Psalms, and precedes his engagement with the problem of justitia Dei in Romans 1:17.43 It was Luther’s ‘personal discovery’ of God’s mercy, and the faith that clings to Christ’s righteousness, that led him to question the Church’s penitential practices.44 This discovery, says Congar, ‘will drive everything else’.45 In this connection, Congar notes the influence of ‘the doctors of conscience and life’ on the early Luther, namely Tauler, Gerson, and Ss. Bernard and Bonaventure.46 This spiritual orientation led to Luther’s development as a reformer.


Congar distinguishes three decisive moments for the ‘young Luther’. First, there is his reaction against scholasticism, and its use of philosophy to determine theology. Subsequently, he opposed the preaching of indulgences, justified by canonical and papal authority. And thirdly, there is his opposition to the papacy itself, and its ecclesiology. Common to these stages is Luther’s personal commitment to the ‘sovereign word of God’ (Parole souveraine de Dieu).47


Luther’s attack on scholastic theology is clearly significant for Congar, reflecting his own antecedents as a Dominican theologian. He explores this in a consideration of Luther’s early physical transfer from Erfurt to Wittenberg, which also involved his movement from Aristotle to Christ, from philosophy to Biblical theology.48 Luther, he says,




. . . found [a (re)trouvé] Christ in Paul, especially in Romans and Galatians, but also more broadly in Scripture. To extend this discovery to the Church, to draw the consequences and applications from it, to fight to the death against that which is contrary to it, to criticise and even reject that which is not in conformity with it, and on the other hand to create communities and ministers [communautés et ministres] in conformity with this truth: this is Luther’s reform, ‘The Reformation’. This is what we shall see.49





The early sections of the book focus on this ‘rediscovery’ of Christ in some detail, and he begins with identifying the heart of Luther’s theology. As others have done, Congar finds this in Luther’s commentary on Psalm 51:




A later text expresses the deep conviction by which Luther’s journey is summed up, this passage from the commentary on Psalm 51 of 1532: ‘What theology properly speaks of is human beings guilty of sin and lost, and God justifying and saving sinful people. Anything other than this that is sought or discussed in theology is error and poison’.50





Congar will refer to this quotation twice more in his study. Its significance here is its expression of Luther’s view that God can be known only in terms of the revealed relationship. This means that—beyond philosophy—God is to be known primarily through Christ’s humanity, his suffering and his cross. Congar also cites texts from Dictata super Psalterium (1513–1515), and the later Genesis-Vorlesung (1535–1545), as well as De Servo Arbitrio (1525), and the Disputatio Heidelbergae habita (1518).51 He acknowledges that Luther does not innovate here:




It was a traditional conviction that God could only be reached and known through Christ, that is, through the humanity of Christ. Testimonies to this abound. It was at least affirmed in principle, without being applied as consistently as Luther.52





For Luther, this approach to God is on the basis of faith alone, notes Congar, and it is this ‘personal faith’ (La ‘Foi Spéciale’—fides apprehensiva) that is most telling as the basis for Luther’s ‘new theology’. Congar explores the first expressions of this ‘discovery’ and highlights its development by reference to Luther’s early statements on the efficacy of the sacraments.53 He notes that this is the critical point identified by Cardinal Cajetan (1469–1534), in his interviews with Luther at Augsburg in 1518.54 Debating the role of faith in the sacrament of penance, Cajetan sounds the alarm, stating that if Luther’s view prevailed, ‘that would be to make another Church’. Congar agrees. Luther has over-personalised the sacraments, displacing the authority of the Church’s instituted ministry with the individual’s apprehension of grace offered in the effective word of God.55 The heart of faith here, for Luther, is the conviction that God’s promise is ‘for me’ (pro me). Congar traces this idea at some length through Luther’s early writings.56


In the next, related, section, Congar explores Luther’s rejection of scholasticism and his creation of a ‘new theology’.57 He traces this movement from the very early lectures on the Sentences (1509), through to Luther’s debates with Cajetan and Johann Eck (1486–1543), and beyond. Congar quotes extensively, to demonstrate Luther’s rejection of the language and concepts of philosophy, and his commitment to a Scriptural presentation of faith and of Christology.58 Luther, he says,




. . . contrasted two realms, that of this world and that of God, just as there were two justices, one coram hominibus [in human eyes] and the other coram Deo [in God’s eyes]. Nature, reason, rights and laws are part of what is valid coram hominibus, only the word and the promise are valid coram Deo. Theo–logy could only exist in a discourse made from God’s point of view, normed by his Word, that is, in concrete terms, by the Scriptures.59





This distinction, it will be seen, also applies for Luther when he considers the reality of the Church, and it is a key point of contention for Congar. Here, after again citing the Commentary on Psalm 51, on theology’s unique subject matter, he quotes Luther’s Vorlesung über Genesis, to the effect that ‘the terms and language must correspond to the subiectum: that is to say, to the reality in question. A new reality requires a new language, a new grammar’.60


Congar has a fundamental problem with Luther’s position. He agrees this ‘new theology’ requires careful reading, on Luther’s own terms, and that his own position vis-à-vis Luther’s Christology has needed revision in this regard.61 But theological debate, says Congar, does require the use of human reason, and that means using the language of logic and philosophy. In fact, Luther himself does this, and claimed some superiority over his opponents in the sphere of logical argumentation, yet still contends that theology’s ‘new language’ requires the rejection of philosophy.62 Congar counters,




Hadn’t the Sorbonne defined that the same truth applies to philosophy and theology? This is what Luther could not admit. He admitted the usefulness of dialectic for exercising the mind, as a scholarly and pedagogical utility. He did not posit an absolute heterogeneity between reason exercised on the human level and the same powers, for we have no other, exercised in faith: the same reason operates on the level of creation and redemption.63





In this battle, Congar says, Luther fought against two enemies, Aristotle and the Pope. The early culmination of his struggle, in the Leipzig Debate with Johann Eck (1519), meant that Luther ‘had to radicalise his positions and his opposition’. He now sees the antichrist at work in the papal condemnation of his cause, and in December 1520, ‘as a Christian and as a sworn doctor of Sacred Scripture’, he publicly burns both the papal bull, and the books of canon law, as a sign of his defiance.64 This conflict is one of the defining moments of Luther’s reform journey. Congar ends this section by summarising the position Luther had reached:




Rome herself condemns him as a heretic. Since Gregory VII at least, she considered all those who opposed her decisions to be heretics. Luther did not accept this view. Since one is made a Christian by faith in the word of God [par le foi en la Parole de Dieu], only by contradicting it would one be a heretic. Far from opposing it, he was faithful to it. He challenged the normative character of papal decisions in the order of faith [dans l’ordre de la foi]. For him, it was the Papists, ‘Thomists’, and others, who were heretics!65





This has set the scene, establishing how Luther stakes everything on the word and faith, and Congar is now ready to consider Luther’s reform agenda, and to evaluate his view of the Church—including its priesthood.


Martin Luther: ‘Sa Réforme’, and his flawed Ecclesiology


The third part of Congar’s investigation considers Luther’s ‘Réforme et son Église’.66 Congar refers again to his earlier study in Vraie et Fausse Réforme Dans l’Église, presenting the paradox between Luther’s stated commitment to the Church of Rome, repeated on a number of occasions before 1521, and his rejection of the papacy as the Antichrist, together with his conviction of the heretical nature of scholastic theology. Congar writes, ‘there can be no doubt that Luther would have preferred a reform of the Roman Church, according to the Gospel, without a schism (sans rupture)’.67


Pursuing that thought, he looks at the elements of Luther’s early career that represent this struggle. Congar sees Luther’s sense of divine calling, his vocation as a doctor of the Church, as a major factor in the equation. He was engaged in a reform of theology, particularly the teaching of justification.68 But Luther takes this too far says Congar, noting his ‘cavalière’ letter of dedication to Pope Leo X, prefacing De libertate christiana, with its insistence on the right of Christians to judge doctrine on the basis of the word alone.69


Luther struggled with this, Congar says, citing the famous instance where the reformer accuses himself, ‘are you alone wise?’70 But when Erasmus counselled moderation, Luther rejects the advice, because he considers his struggle represents the battle between Christ and Satan.71 Although he confesses in 1527 that, had he known what sects would emerge from his protest, ‘I would not have dared to begin [this]’.72


Luther’s principle of reform was the primacy of God’s word, and he fought against its abuse in the Church by the false teachings of works, laws, heresies, superstitions.73 So Congar muses on how schism might indeed have been avoided if the Church had listened more carefully: Luther’s reform was initially ‘a reform of teaching and preaching [de l’enseignement et de la prédication] in conformity with this fundamental truth: Jesus Christ is the Saviour, and he alone’.74 He notes Luther’s reform programmes, as they are presented in the An den christlichen Adel deutscher Nation (1520) and the Vermahnung an die Geistlichen . . . zu Augsburg (1530). It was about correcting abuses on the basis of God’s word; this was Luther’s reminiscence in the Genesis-Vorlesung, how the first act of reformation was to ‘cleanse doctrine’.75


‘All of this’, says Congar, forms the basis on which Luther proceeded with ‘his’ reformation. The details of the reforms themselves are not his concern at this point:




What is most important for my research is that, in Luther’s eyes, everything depends on doctrinal truth and must begin with the word. For the word (The Word) makes the Church. The Church is creatura verbi divini. Luther repeats that the word has done everything; it overthrew the papacy, it will change the world, but not without painful crises.76





This is the key point here for Congar’s evaluation, not just of Luther’s reform, but also of his critique of Luther’s ecclesiology. Luther’s reform agenda quickly spilled over into outright opposition to the Roman Church and its hierarchy, and this is contrary to Congar’s principles for true reform. It shows Luther’s lack of patience, and more than that, his lack of commitment to the Church in its divine constitution.


The papacy, and the curia, oppose his reform, says Luther, thus they must be opposed to the gospel. In Von den Konzillis und Kirchen (1539), Luther places the situation in the hands of ‘our Lord Christ’.77 If the Pope opposes the Gospel, he opposes Christ, and is therefore the Antichrist. Congar traces the early development in Luther’s attitude to the papacy, agreeing with Danish psychiatrist, Paul Reiter, that ‘Luther has fulfilled his psychosis on the character of the Pope’. This, again, is a significant feature of Congar’s evaluation of Luther: what he has read leads him to conclude that Luther’s aggressive outbursts cannot be explained away and must be included in any account of Luther as a reformer.78


For Congar, the turning-point is marked by the publication of the De captivitate Babylonica late in 1520.79 He sees that Luther’s limitation of the Church’s sacramental system to Baptism, Penance, and the Lord’s Supper is especially significant in its rejection of the sacrament of orders. He notes a flaw in Luther’s anti-papal argument here—the Orthodox Churches also share this sacrament. But, Congar admits, Luther’s reform proposal is not intentionally negative and destructive. There is le vécu luthérien (Lutheran ‘lived experience’) at work here in relation to the sacraments. It made possible the creation of new communities, which endure today.80


But, he says, the conflict also led Luther to propose the existence of two Churches within the Christian world, one true, the other false. He had not, he believed, been excommunicated by the true Church!81 Luther follows Augustine here, tracing the Church’s biblical roots to the two brothers, Abel and Cain, in the Genesis-Vorlesung.82 In Luther, the distinction is made on the basis of faith, adherence to the word. Congar further documents this dichotomy with references to De captivitate Babylonica, Von den Papstum zu Rom, Responsio ad Catharini, Von den Konziliis und Kirchen, and Wider Hans Worst. He then adds Luther’s two Catechisms, and the Confessio Augustana, with their identification of the Church with the communion of saints, and true believers.83


Congar notes that this is Luther’s preferred language for the Church: ‘He liked to describe the Church as ‘Christendom’, ‘congregatio sanctorum’, the flock of Christ, which recognises and follows his voice’.84 Other terms noted include, ‘the faithful people’, ‘the kingdom of faith’, and ‘the assembly of all believing Christians on earth’. Congar records multiple occurrences of these terms in the Dictata super Psalterium, Praelectiones . . . in Joel, and Von den Papstum zu Rom. This list is limited, but many other sources had already been noted.


The false, papal Church, on the other hand, ‘is based on reason, and human laws’. This is because ‘the Romans founded the most beautiful juridical structures and laws’. Congar records Luther’s view here—which is markedly different to his own—without further comment.85


For Luther, the true Church is the ‘domain of faith’, and is therefore hidden, invisible. But, in this world, there are its visible signs: the preached Gospel, Baptism, and the Eucharist. Where the signs are, there are the saints. On this basis, he was able to ‘create, nurture, and organise Churches’. Leaving aside his theological judgments, Congar acknowledges what Luther achieved in this regard, on the basis of his preaching and writing. He makes a blunt comparison: ‘If the Papacy has educated the West by its decretals, Luther was like the pope of the new Church, born of his reform’.86


Congar here returns to his chief point, which is the validity of Luther’s ecclesiology as the basis for reform. He states that his own earlier view, analysing what he sees as Luther’s false dichotomy, has needed some revision from his original evaluation in Vraie et Fausse Réforme. However, given that in 1983 he reproduces the following summary in full, he believes that his argument still carried some weight. He explains,




In my 1947–1950 study of Luther’s ecclesiology, I based my reading very largely on the opposition between the outer and the inner, with two sets of ideas of interdependent or equivalent:


Exterior = corporeal = visible / reason = nature = the first ‘carnal’ birth = jura politica, disciplina, leges = res, loca, corpora;


Interior = spiritual = invisible = faith = second birth, the word and vocation = the Spirit, from God’s own being.


It seemed to me that Luther had already dissociated the pure Act of God (the Holy Spirit), internally through faith, and the external means of grace which, taken in themselves, i.e. isolated from faith, are purely human and carnal.87





Congar acknowledges, ‘I felt this made a satisfactory ecclesiology impossible (. . .) [but], I had not taken sufficient account of the fact that, for [Luther], the external means are also from God (from Christ)’.88 He has now taken note of Luther’s repeated assertions that the sacraments instituted by Christ are tangible means of grace and are essential for the life of the Church.


But this revised opinion is not explored in great detail. Rather, Congar again identifies Luther’s primary emphasis on the role of faith in relation to the sacraments, and how this features in his debate with Cajetan regarding their efficacy: the precise meaning of ex opere operato. Against this, he says, is Luther’s rejection of Donatism, and then also his frequent acceptance of the papal Church as ‘Church’.89


He affirms Luther’s statements that true faith, and the faithful, were present in the Roman Church and this reveals that the means of grace, the preached word and the sacraments, were at work in it. At some length, Congar notes Von der Wiedertaufe (1528) and Von der Winkelmesse und Pfaffenweihe (1533), as two sources for this re-evaluation.90 He says that this leads him




to recognise the positive place given by Luther to the external means of grace [moyens externes de grâce] in the Church, which come from Christ. They also provide a basis for the very important thesis that Luther really did not want to found a new Church, but to purify the existing one: ‘we do not want to abolish your Gospel [votre Evangile] . . . but to purify and polish it like a dirty and spoiled mirror’.91





Yet this purification is ‘radical’, because, Congar says, for Luther ‘faith in Christ, our only salvation, is perverted by practices and a clerical structure which stifles the freedom of faith [la liberté de la foi]’.92 Luther’s reform programme can be seen in four essential texts, says Congar. He lists An den christlichen Adel deutscher Nation, and De captivitate Babylonica, both from 1520. Less often noted are Luther’s Responsio ad Catharini (1521), and the Vermahnung an die Geistlichen versammelt auf dem Reíchstag zu Augsburg (1530). Congar immediately adds a fifth, Die Schmalkaldische Artikel (1537), because of its importance in relation to the proposed Council of the Church, planned for Mantua.93


Congar affirms the justice and reasonableness of many of Luther’s reforms, his elevation of Scripture, and the correction of abuses in the Church including the dominant role of the papacy and the curia. Congar states that many of these have been subsequently amended. Luther, he says, ‘is often right’ (Luther a souvent raison).94


Dogmatic questions, such as those raised in De captivitate Babylonica, are more problematic for Congar. He agrees with Luther that the laity should be receiving both bread and wine in the Eucharist, but there remain other contentious issues. He notes Luther’s definition of a sacrament (‘a promise addressed to our faith, accompanied by a sensible sign’), and his relegation of confirmation, marriage, clerical order, and extreme unction to the category of ‘ceremonies accompanied by prayers’, lacking the word of promise and not requiring faith.95


Ordination (the sacrament of orders) receives more attention, both in Luther and in Congar’s analysis. Here he introduces Luther’s view of the common priesthood:




In truth [for Luther], every Christian is a priest. Luther even goes so far as to say that every Christian is a bishop and a pope [tout chrétien est évêque et pape], which is hardly consistent with the distinction he makes between priestly dignity and ministry or office [dignité sacerdotale et ministère ou fonction]. This shows that he understands the ‘universal priesthood’ [le ‘sacerdoce universel’] individually, not corporately and within the (mystical) Body of Christ the High Priest.96
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