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      “Dr. Barrett has gathered a full stable of blue-ribbon theologians for this winning volume. All the essays are carefully contextualized, the Reformers judiciously selected, and the bibliographies thoughtfully assembled. Some chapters are especially notable for the breadth and depth of the author’s research, others for their adroit summaries of complex themes. There is little doubt that Reformation Theology will ably serve the church and academy as a textbook for students and a reference work for scholars. It is already reshaping my own teaching on late-medieval and early-modern theology, and I commend it heartily.”

      Chad Van Dixhoorn, Chancellor’s Professor of Historical Theology, Reformed Theological Seminary–Washington, DC

      “This delightful volume is a breath of fresh air in Reformation studies, putting theology back at the center. It shows with crystal clarity how the Reformers expounded the heart of the Christian faith, and why these evangelical doctrines still matter so much.”

      Andrew Atherstone, Latimer Research Fellow, Wycliffe Hall, University of Oxford

      “This rich book takes up the challenge to think beyond 2017 and does so in a very stimulating manner. Each of the contributors is an expert in his field and knows that the Reformation is a highly relevant treasure for both the church and theology. They convincingly encourage the readers to think through this treasure and adopt it. Everyone eager not just to look back at five hundred years of reformation but also to look forward finds here the perfect material.”

      Herman Selderhuis, Director, Refo500; Professor and Director of the Institute for Reformation Research, Theological University Apeldoorn, the Netherlands; author, Calvin’s Theology of the Psalms

      “Dr. Matthew Barrett has assembled a first-rate team of pastors and scholars to write an anniversary volume of the Reformation that promises to receive a welcoming readership across a wide spectrum of the evangelical community. At a time when some are suggesting that for all practical purposes the Reformation is ‘over,’ Barrett’s Reformation Theology offers a needed corrective by showing the relevance of the Reformation for healthy church ministry and the Christian life today.”

      Philip Graham Ryken, President, Wheaton College; author, Loving the Way Jesus Loves

      “This collection of essays is both necessary and appropriate. It’s necessary because the issues addressed mattered then and matter now. It’s appropriate because this is how we best remember our past and honor the Reformers. The Reformation is our pivot point in the past, and the issues it addressed remain the pivot point for church life and discipleship.”

      Stephen J. Nichols, President, Reformation Bible College; Chief Academic Officer, Ligonier Ministries; author, Martin Luther: A Guided Tour of His Life and Thought and The Reformation: How a Monk and a Mallet Changed the World

      “A superb collection of first-rate essays on Reformation theology—one of the best I have seen. A welcome addition to the swell of literature in this year of Reformation remembrance.”

      Timothy George, Founding Dean, Beeson Divinity School; General Editor, Reformation Commentary on Scripture

      “An anniversary is a great moment to do a book like Reformation Theology. And with the passing of time, Reformation truths and the importance of the Reformation as a milestone in church history get forgotten—incredible as that sounds. But it is true. Perhaps we should not be surprised. How many times in the Old Testament do we read that the Israelites ‘forgot’? So I am enthusiastic about Reformation Theology.”

      David F. Wells, Distinguished Senior Research Professor, Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary; author, The Courage to Be Protestant: Truth-Lovers, Marketers and Emergents in the Postmodern World

      “Matthew Barrett is certainly to be congratulated on bringing together this outstanding group of top-tier theologians and Reformation scholars to produce this wonderful resource. Not only are readers given a masterful survey of historical theology illuminating the key reformational themes of the sixteenth century, but also we are provided thoughtful and insightful guidance to wrestle with the important theological issues facing the church in the twenty-first century. I am delighted to recommend this comprehensive work.”

      David S. Dockery, President, Trinity International University

      “Reformation Theology promises to be an influential book indeed. Written by recognized historians and theologians, this volume aims to clearly articulate the teaching of the Reformers according to traditional theological categories. It is a genuine contribution and a great read besides.”

      Fred G. Zaspel, Pastor, Reformed Baptist Church, Franconia, Pennsylvania; author, The Theology of B. B. Warfield: A Systematic Summary and Warfield on the Christian Life: Living in Light of the Gospel

      “Nothing would benefit American evangelicals more than a real rediscovery of the Reformation—not a superficial regurgitation of the familiar talking points but a powerful, experiential encounter with the learned depth, wisdom, humility, piety, and practical know-how of our Reformation forefathers. A volume like the one Dr. Matthew Barrett has put together is a big step in the right direction.”

      Greg Forster, Director, Oikonomia Network at the Center for Transformational Churches, Trinity International University; author, The Joy of Calvinism

      “The lineup of authors in Reformation Theology and their respective topics reflect the very best in Reformed evangelical scholarship. The book should be of widespread interest. Not only would seminary and college students find the volume profitable in their studies, but all informed Christians would benefit from the essays.”

      W. Andrew Hoffecker, Professor of Church History Emeritus, Reformed Theological Seminary–Jackson; author, Charles Hodge: The Pride of Princeton

      “A clear articulation of one’s Reformed faith requires familiarity with the ideas and events in which that faith is rooted. Unfortunately, there are few books on the subject currently in print that are both learned and accessible. Thankfully, this volume offers an outstanding solution to this problem.”

      Chris Castaldo, Pastor, New Covenant Church, Naperville, Illinois; author, Talking with Catholics about the Gospel; coauthor, The Unfinished Reformation: What Unites and Divides Catholics and Protestants after 500 Years
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      This book is dedicated to my father, Michael Barrett. You are always so very proud of me for becoming a theologian. I hope this book makes you all the more proud. Thank you for your love and encouragement from beginning to end.
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      Prologue

      What Are We Celebrating?

      Taking Stock after Five Centuries

      Launching the festivities for the celebration of the Reformation’s five hundredth anniversary, a joint service is planned for Lund, Sweden, on October 31, 2016, led by Pope Francis and Lutheran World Federation president Bishop Munib Younan. In the run-up to an official commemoration in Wittenberg exactly one year later, an international and ecumenical church convention is scheduled for May, according to a World Council of Churches report, with one hundred thousand attendees expected for the Berlin event. “Reformation means courageously seeking what is new and turning away from old, familiar customs,” according to the convention’s president, Christina Aus der Au of Switzerland.1

      Comments like this one, already replete in the mainline Protestant world, illustrate the wide variations in interpreting the Reformation and its ongoing significance. Many of these erstwhile heirs of the Reformation have long since moved the creeds and confessions to the “Historical Documents” section of the hymnal. As the mighty river has become a virtually dry riverbed, one wonders how such crowds can be mustered to celebrate a movement whose teachings are today less significant to inhabitants of Wittenberg and Geneva than they are to many in Indonesia, Nigeria, and Seoul.

      But what of the historical evangelical witness? Arising out of various Protestant revival movements in the eighteenth century, evangelical mission societies were formed in the old Reformation capitols and for a time breathed new life into churches and institutions that, to a large extent, had succumbed to Enlightenment rationalism and doctrinal indifference. In many instances, Lutheran and Reformed theology combined with Pietism to form a creative if sometimes combustible mixture. Although a relatively small but vigorous evangelical party thrives today in the Church of England (and smaller ones in the Episcopal churches of the United States and Canada), the strength of evangelical Anglicanism has shifted to the Global South.

      To be sure, there is a substantial presence of continuing churches of the Reformation in the United States, including, for example, over 2 million Missouri Synod Lutherans, 350,000 Wisconsin Evangelical Lutheran Church members, and about the same number who belong to the Presbyterian Church in America. However, these tallies are dwarfed by their Global South partners. To offer only a few examples, the Presbyterian Church in Nigeria numbers 4 million, and the Evangelical Reformed Churches of Christ, centered in the Plateau region, boasts around 1.5 million communicant members. The National Presbyterian Church of Mexico reports 2.8 million members, and there are 10 million Presbyterians in South Korea, most of whom are much more conservative than the mainline Presbyterian Church (USA). It is a similar story throughout the majority world. In many if not most of these instances, the growth has been due to the mixture of confessionalism and pietism that was brought by missionaries and now thrives in the seminaries and churches.

      Doctrine: From Minimalism to Indifference2

      British and North American evangelicalism has always been a coat of many colors in terms of doctrine and practice. In addition to the older traditions of the Reformation and Pietism, it has been shaped by revivalism and the massive upheaval in mainline Protestantism that eventually split into modernist and fundamentalist camps. Many confessional Lutherans as well as Presbyterian, Reformed, and Anglican churches found themselves divided from one another. On the one hand, they found allies among those who were willing to take unambiguous stands on the authority of Scripture and salvation by grace alone in Christ alone through faith alone. They stood shoulder to shoulder in their defense and proclamation of Christ’s deity, vicarious death for sinners, resurrection, and bodily return. On the other hand, confessional churches found themselves somewhat alienated by fundamentalist obscurantism, legalism, and end-time scenarios. When a united evangelical stand was to be taken, it always seemed that it was the confessional churches rather than those of the more revivalistic orientation that had to suppress confessional distinctives that were for them hardly peripheral matters.

      And yet, it seems to be in these broader evangelical circles where renewed interest in the Reformation erupts periodically. The most recent example, at least in the United States, is the enormously successful effort of the Gospel Coalition, founded by Tim Keller and D. A. Carson. Though far from alone, the Gospel Coalition has awakened widespread interest globally in the authority of Scripture, Christ-centered proclamation, and God’s grace in justifying and sanctifying sinners. Yet even this promising movement exhibits some of the weaknesses as well as strengths of American evangelicalism. Reading through the Book of Concord, the Three Forms of Unity, the Westminster Standards, and the Thirty-Nine Articles, one appreciates the concern to confess the fullness of the ecumenical, catholic, and evangelical faith rather than to reduce the essentials to a few propositions.

      The strength of evangelicalism is its minimalism. While sometimes moving peripheral matters to the center and more central convictions to the realm of nonessentials, the focus on Scripture, Christ’s person and work, the necessity of the new birth, and Christ’s return has afforded not only a wide berth for cooperation but also a laser focus on contested points. The weakness of evangelicalism is also its minimalism. Doctrinal minimalism in one generation can be a way of focusing the fight; in another, the path to doctrinal indifference.

      In 1920, a “plan of union for evangelical churches” was put forward. The Princeton theologian B. B. Warfield evaluated the “creed” of this plan as it was being studied by Presbyterians. Warfield observed that the new confession being proposed “contains nothing which is not believed by Evangelicals,” and yet “nothing which is not believed . . . by the adherents of the Church of Rome, for example.” As he summed it up,

      There is nothing about justification by faith in this creed. And that means that all the gains obtained in that great religious movement which we call the Reformation are cast out of the window. . . . There is nothing about the atonement in the blood of Christ in this creed. And that means that the whole gain of the long mediaeval search after truth is thrown summarily aside. . . . There is nothing about sin and grace in this creed. . . . We need not confess our sins anymore; we need not recognize the existence of such a thing. We need believe in the Holy Spirit only “as guide and comforter”—do not the Rationalists do the same? And this means that all the gain the whole world has reaped from the great Augustinian conflict goes out of the window with the rest. . . . It is just as true that the gains of the still earlier debates which occupied the first age of the Church’s life, through which we attained to the understanding of the fundamental truths of the Trinity and the Deity of Christ are discarded by this creed also. There is no Trinity in this creed; no Deity of Christ—or of the Holy Spirit.3

      Where justification through faith is the heart of the evangel, how can “evangelicals” omit it from their common confession? “Is this the kind of creed,” Warfield continued, “which twentieth-century Presbyterianism will find sufficient as a basis for co-operation in evangelistic activities? Then it can get along in its evangelistic activities without the gospel. For it is precisely the gospel that this creed neglects altogether.” Warfield concluded, “Fellowship is a good word, and a great duty. But our fellowship, according to Paul, must be in ‘the furtherance of the gospel.’”4

      The current doctrinal statement of the National Association of Evangelicals (NAE) at least improves on the “creed” that Warfield criticized. Yet, like that 1921 statement, the NAE basis includes nothing to which a Roman Catholic could not yield assent in good conscience:

      We believe the Bible to be the inspired, the only infallible, authoritative Word of God.

      We believe that there is one God, eternally existent in three persons: Father, Son and Holy Spirit.

      We believe in the deity of our Lord Jesus Christ, in His virgin birth, in His sinless life, in His miracles, in His vicarious and atoning death through His shed blood, in His bodily resurrection, in His ascension to the right hand of the Father, and in His personal return in power and glory.

      We believe that for the salvation of lost and sinful people, regeneration by the Holy Spirit is absolutely essential.

      We believe in the present ministry of the Holy Spirit by whose indwelling the Christian is enabled to live a godly life.

      We believe in the resurrection of both the saved and the lost; they that are saved unto the resurrection of life and they that are lost unto the resurrection of damnation.

      We believe in the spiritual unity of believers in our Lord Jesus Christ.5

      There is nothing about the sacraments, of course. We may lament the failure of the Reformers to find unity on the scriptural doctrine, but as J. Gresham Machen observed, all the parties at least thought that the Eucharist was central enough to provoke debate. But the tendency in evangelicalism has been to conclude that whatever is not included in its “statements of faith” is of secondary importance and is “not a gospel issue.”

      In contrast with the confessions and catechisms produced by the magisterial Reformation, this NAE statement not only leaves out entirely the central article of justification (while including the new birth) but fails even to express the catholic heart of evangelical faith. It bears the marks of a doctrinal minimalism that has increasingly accommodated a doctrinal indifference in evangelical circles.

      For some reason, we acquired the assumption that if we surrendered the confession, we could keep the creed; then, if we surrendered the creed, we could keep a few fundamentals. At the end of the line arrives a generation that does not even know enough of its legacy to be aware when it is straying from or rejecting it. Fundamentalism devolved into a spirit of controversy without its proper coordinates; evangelicalism sought to correct the imbalance but did so by further downplaying the richness of the Reformation confessions—even in their differences.

      “Protestantism without the Reformation”

      Winding up his lecture tour in the United States before returning to Europe, where he would meet his death in a Nazi concentration camp, Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1906–1945) described America as “Protestantism without the Reformation.”6 Although the influence of the Reformation in America’s religious history has been profound (especially prior to the mid-nineteenth century), and remains a counterweight to the dominance of the revivalist heritage, Bonhoeffer’s diagnosis seems justified:

      God has granted American Christianity no Reformation. He has given it strong revivalist preachers, churchmen and theologians, but no Reformation of the church of Jesus Christ by the Word of God. . . . American theology and the American church as a whole have never been able to understand the meaning of “criticism” by the Word of God and all that signifies. Right to the last they do not understand that God’s “criticism” touches even religion, the Christianity of the church and the sanctification of Christians, and that God has founded his church beyond religion and beyond ethics. . . . In American theology, Christianity is still essentially religion and ethics. . . . Because of this the person and work of Christ must, for theology, sink into the background and in the long run remain misunderstood, because it is not recognized as the sole ground of radical judgment and radical forgiveness.7

      The career of Charles G. Finney (1792–1875) illustrates the extent to which evangelical revivalism can stray from the evangelical convictions of the Reformation. Setting aside the sufficiency of Scripture for the message and methods of outreach, Finney devised new methods based on his conviction that the new birth was as natural as any conversion from one form of behavior to another. Rejecting the doctrines of Christ’s substitutionary atonement as contrary to reason and morality, he called the doctrine of justification by Christ’s imputed righteousness “another gospel.” Referring to the Westminster Confession’s statement on justification, Finney declared, “If this is not antinomianism, I know not what is.” Justification by Christ’s imputed righteousness not only is “absurd” but also undermines all motivation for personal and social holiness. In fact, “full present obedience is a condition of justification.” No one can be justified “while sin, any degree of sin, remains in him.” The teaching that believers are “simultaneously justified and sinful,” he judged, “has slain more souls, I fear, than all the universalism that ever cursed the world.” “Representing the atonement as the ground of the sinner’s justification has been a sad occasion of stumbling to many.”8 Finney’s system, with its Pelagian tendencies, went well beyond anything that the Reformers faced from the Council of Trent. If Pelagianism is the natural religion of the fallen heart, it is especially evident in the religious history of a nation devoted to the self-made individual.

      American Christianity has not been without its heroic defenders of the faith. In fact, British and American evangelicals have contributed the most energetic efforts on behalf of, as well as detractions from, the evangel in the modern age. In the majority world, the torch is carried by Archbishop Henry Luke Orombi of Uganda, Stephen Tong in Indonesia, Nam-Joon Kim in Seoul, Paul Swarup in Delhi, and countless others who—without fanfare and prestige—proclaim Christ as the only hope of sinners to the nations. Not all “evangelical creeds” are minimalistic like the one evaluated by Warfield.

      Yet as we survey the landscape of global Christianity, it would appear that diverse and even contradictory streams weave in and out of each other under the name evangelical. I am haunted by John Stott’s warning to me years ago that evangelicalism is “growing, but superficial.” All that I have said in favor of the growth of evangelical Christianity in the Global South must be qualified by Stott’s observation, informed by a long ministry that has contributed in no small part to that success. As the 2010 Lausanne event in Cape Town highlighted, one of the greatest threats to Christianity, especially (but by no means exclusively) in Africa, is the prosperity gospel. In addition, wherever the North Atlantic academies (including some evangelical seminaries) continue their influence, the Global South will be increasingly infected by the trends that have corrupted our own schools and churches.

      Sola: Should We Still Protest?

      Stirring up dissension, a false teacher has “an unhealthy craving for controversy and for quarrels about words,” Paul warns (1 Tim. 6:4). But sometimes a word makes all the difference; in fact, as Cardinal Newman observed, the Rubicon between heresy and orthodoxy with respect to the homoousion debate was as thin as a single vowel. Similarly, the entire Reformation controversy turned on the qualifier sola—“only.”

      This too would be just another form of minimalism if the Reformation had reduced its confession to “the five solas.” However, this it did not do. After all, it was not just a movement; it was a continuing Christian tradition—a reformed catholic church, in spite of its own quarrels and dissensions. The evangelical confessions and catechisms that came out of that era incorporated all the great achievements of the patristic consensus, carefully and discerningly included sound insights of medieval theology, and encompassed the essential truths of Scripture reaching from creation to consummation. Thus, the churches of the Reformation were defined not merely by what distinguished them from other professing churches but also by what they shared as a common treasury.

      Having said that, sola was—and remains—an important word. Of course, all parties at that time agreed that Scripture is God’s infallible revelation. Yet in addition to the scriptural letter, there was the “living voice” of the magisterium that could establish new articles of faith and practice. Of course, everyone believed in the necessity of grace, faith, and Christ. But free will must cooperate with grace, and faith must become love, expressed through good works, in order to be justifying, and to the merits of Christ one must add his or her own merits as well as those of Mary and the saints. To be sure, God receives the glory for making all this possible, but he does not receive all the glory because salvation comes “to those who do what lies within them,” as the Counter-Reformation taught.

      Solo Christo, Sola Fide9

      Although it had been said in various other ways by the Reformers, it was the early seventeenth-century Reformed theologian Johann Heinrich Alsted (1588–1638) who identified the doctrine of justification as “the article of a standing or falling church.”10 Many respond today, as they did at the time of the Reformation, by saying that a doctrine that is as widely disputed within Christendom can hardly hold that kind of status. However, the issue can only be settled on the basis of Scripture. After all, the doctrine was already challenged within the churches planted by the apostles, including Paul.

      Since the Second Vatican Council, Protestant–Roman Catholic dialogue on justification has opened the door to greater understanding, and this process itself remains vital. It is repeatedly asserted that the Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification (2000) resolved the central debate of the Reformation.11 Signed by representatives of the Vatican and the Lutheran World Federation, the Joint Declaration announced that Trent’s anathemas were no longer binding because they no longer referred to the views held by today’s mainline Lutheran partner.

      Other initiatives, including (in the United States) the statement “Evangelicals and Catholics Together” (ECT), followed by “The Gift of Salvation,” have been regarded by many as significant advances not only in understanding but in agreement on the basic message of the gospel.12 In these common statements, divine acceptance is said to be by God’s grace rather than human merit,13 although “Evangelicals and Catholics Together” placed this question on the list of continuing disagreement while nevertheless expressing agreement on the gospel.

      Perhaps the clearest statement of caution against impatient announcements of success on this point has been offered by the principal theologian on the Roman Catholic side of ECT, Avery Cardinal Dulles. He begins by acknowledging the importance of the doctrine of justification as “a matter of eternal life or death.” “If it is not important,” he says, “nothing is.”14 Yet the following are differences yet to be resolved:

      1) Is justification the action of God alone, or do we who receive it cooperate by our response to God’s offer of grace? 2) Does God, when He justifies us, simply impute to us the merits of Christ, or does He transform us and make us intrinsically righteous? 3) Do we receive justification by faith alone, or only by a faith enlivened by love and fruitful in good works? 4) Is the reward of heavenly life a free gift of God to believers, or do they merit it by their faithfulness and good works?15

      For all the progress in mutual understanding represented by the Joint Declaration, says Dulles, at least for its part, Rome continues to affirm over against the Reformers the second answer to each of these questions. Dulles observes first that, according to the Council of Trent’s “Decree on Justification” (1547), “human cooperation is involved” in justification. “Secondly, it taught that justification consists in an inner renewal brought about by divine grace; thirdly, that justification does not take place by faith without hope, charity, and good works; and finally, that the justified, by performing good works, merit the reward of eternal life.”16

      Nothing in the Joint Declaration may be interpreted as contradicting Trent or any subsequent magisterial teaching. Furthermore, Dulles continues, “Because the Holy See had been heavily involved in the composition” of the Joint Declaration in 1994, “its acceptance was taken for granted.” “But to the surprise of many observers,” Dulles relates, “the Council for Promoting Christian Unity on June 25, 1998, released an ‘Official Response’ expressing a number of severe criticisms and apparently calling into question the consensus expressed by the Joint Declaration.”17

      After acknowledging the more tenable statements of consensus, Dulles points to the reason for the Vatican’s initial disapproval. Among other things, the “Official Response” challenged “its lack of attention to the sacrament of penance, in which justification is restored to those who have lost it.” Dulles continues,

      In addition, it contests the Lutheran view that the doctrine of justification is the supreme touchstone of right doctrine. . . . Most importantly for our purposes, the Catholic Response raises the question whether the Lutheran positions as explained in the Joint Declaration really escape the anathemas of the Council of Trent.

      Trent clearly denies that we are justified solely on the basis of Christ’s righteousness imputed, Dulles observes. Roman Catholics are thus bound to affirm that believers truly merit everlasting life. Dulles concludes that on these and related issues, “no agreement has been reached.”18

      It is difficult to resist the conclusion, therefore, that the ecumenical conversations that reached their apogee in the Joint Declaration are nothing more than pious advice from the Roman Catholic point of view. For the mainline Lutherans (and the other mainline Protestant bodies that endorsed it), it was quite a different matter. They had in fact altered their view of justification. According to the Joint Declaration, faith in its reception of justification is the same as love.19 However, this was the heart of the difference between the Reformers and Rome. It is difficult to know how an evangelical doctrine of justification can be salvaged from such a concession. While the faith that justifies is active in love, crucial to the evangelical argument has been the insistence that faith in the act of justification is merely a passive receiving. Since love is the fulfillment of the law, justification by love is equivalent to justification by law.

      For many across the ecclesiastical spectrum, whether Roman Catholic or Protestant, liberal or evangelical, there is a temptation to want to conserve the cultural clout that Christianity has exercised at least nominally in the West. Like an abandoned spouse, churches often go to enormous lengths in order to demonstrate that Christianity is still relevant for our moral, social, economic, and political crises. Thus, the real divide, we are told, is between secularism and faith, immanence and transcendence. At least in the classical Reformation perspective, however, it is unclear what kind of transcendence would be worth believing in if God does not justify the wicked by free grace alone. Even here we recognize the cleavage between synergistic and monergistic theologies, regardless of whether the former is Roman Catholic or Protestant in character. The real divide is therefore not between secularism and spirituality or even between those inside and outside the church but between the gospel of Christ and other gospels. While substantial differences remain in our definition of that gospel, those issues remain, tragically, church dividing.

      Justification is not just one doctrine among many. Nor is it an isolated sola—one of the “five points” of Protestants. The judgment of Roman Catholic theologian Paul Molnar is exactly right: “For all the supposed agreement of the Joint Declaration, the fact remains that Roman Catholic and Reformed theology are still separated in practice by this most basic way of thinking about our relationship with God.”20 At stake is solo Christo—whether we are saved solely by the merits of Christ or whether, by our grace-empowered cooperation, we can truly merit everlasting life. It is a question about whether God is just and merciful; whether fallen human beings are spiritually dead or only morally weak; whether Christ’s obedient life, sacrificial death, and victorious resurrection are sufficient for the redemption of sinners; and whether the triune God should therefore receive all the praise and thanksgiving for salvation from beginning to end. It is therefore a question, too, about whether the church is the mother of Scripture, able to promulgate new doctrines and forms of worship, or whether the church is the daughter of the Word, rescued and ruled by a Word that it does not and cannot speak to itself.

      Yet, as I have proposed above, matters are not so settled in Protestantism either. Yale theologian George Lindbeck has persuasively argued that the disconnect in many minds with respect to justification is more fundamentally an inability to comprehend the meaning of the atonement itself. Referring to the eleventh-century debate between Abelard and Anselm, Lindbeck says that at least in practice, Abelard’s view of salvation by following Christ’s example (and the cross as the demonstration of God’s love that motivates our repentance) now seems to have a clear edge over Anselm’s satisfaction theory of the atonement. “The atonement is not high on the contemporary agendas of either Catholics or Protestants,” Lindbeck surmises. “More specifically, the penal-substitutionary versions (and distortions) of Anselm’s satisfaction theory that have been dominant on the popular level for hundreds of years are disappearing.”21

      This situation is as true for evangelicals as for liberal Protestants, Lindbeck observes. This is because justification through faith alone (sola fide) makes little sense in a system that makes central our subjective conversion (understood in synergistic terms as cooperation with grace), rather than the objective work of Christ:22

      Those who continued to use the sola fide language assumed that they agreed with the reformers no matter how much, under the influence of conversionist pietism and revivalism, they turned the faith that saves into a meritorious good work of the free will, a voluntaristic decision to believe that Christ bore the punishment of sins on the cross pro me, for each person individually. Improbable as it might seem given the metaphor (and the Johannine passage from which it comes), everyone is thus capable of being “born again” if only he or she tries hard enough. Thus with the loss of the Reformation understanding of the faith that justifies as itself God’s gift, Anselmic atonement theory became culturally associated with a self-righteousness that was both moral and religious and therefore rather nastier, its critics thought, than the primarily moral self-righteousness of the liberal Abelardians. In time, to move on in our story, the liberals increasingly ceased to be even Abelardian.23

      “Our increasingly feel-good therapeutic culture is antithetical to talk of the cross,” and our “consumerist society” has made the doctrine a pariah.24 “A more puzzling feature of this development as it has affected professedly confessional churches,” Lindbeck adds, “is the silence that has surrounded it. There have been few audible protests.”25 Even most contemporary theologies of the cross fit the pattern of Jesus-as-model, but justification itself is rarely described in accordance with the Reformation pattern even by conservative evangelicals, Lindbeck suggests. Most of them, as has already been indicated, are conversionists holding to Arminian versions of the ordo salutis, which are further removed from Reformation theology than was the Council of Trent.26 “Where the cross once stood is now a vacuum.”27

      All this is significant for ecumenical discussions, says Lindbeck, who has been a leader in mainline Lutheran and Vatican ecumenism. After all, he concludes, even if we might reach some agreement on justification, it seems like a hollow victory if the atonement has slipped from view across the ecclesial divide. “It seems that the withdrawal of the condemnations under these circumstances is not wrong, but vacuous.”28

      If the foregoing arguments are close to the truth, it would be premature to conclude that the Reformation is over. On the contrary, its rich and saving truths are as desperately needed today in Protestant as in Roman Catholic and Orthodox circles. It may well be that Protestantism is in its death throes as an identifiable tradition within Christianity. And it would be churlish to preserve a name that means nothing more than “courageously seeking what is new and turning away from old, familiar customs.” If “Protestant” does not refer to a specific set of convictions grounded in God’s revelation, then it is merely an attitude—and not a particularly healthy one—looking for occasions to protest. If this is what Protestantism now means, then it is no more than another schismatic sect, cultural rallying point, self-help group, or political action committee.

      Sola Scriptura29

      John Calvin complained of being assailed by “two sects”—“the Pope and the Anabaptists.” Obviously quite different from each other, both nevertheless “boast extravagantly of the Spirit” and in so doing “bury the Word of God under their own falsehoods.”30 Both separate the Spirit from the Word by advocating the living voice of God with the inner speech of the church or of the pious individual. Of course, the Bible has its important place, but it is the “letter” that must be made relevant and effective in the world today by Spirit-led popes and prophets.

      Radical Anabaptist leader Thomas Müntzer taunted Martin Luther with his claim to superiority through a higher word than that which “merely beats the air.” The Reformers called this “enthusiasm” (lit., “God-within-ism”), because it made the external Word of Scripture subservient to the inner word supposedly spoken by the Spirit today within the individual or the church. In 2 Corinthians 3, Paul’s letter-Spirit contrast refers to the law apart from the gospel as a “ministry of death” and the gospel as the Spirit’s means of justifying and regenerating sinners. However, Gnostics, enthusiasts, and mystics throughout the ages have interpreted the apostle’s terms as a contrast between the text of Scripture (“letter”) and inner spiritual knowledge (“spirit”).

      Modern “Enthusiasm”

      If only it were that easy to identify the “two sects” in our day. Tragically, “enthusiasm” has become one of the dominant ways of undermining the sufficiency of Scripture, and it is evident across the spectrum. Rome has consistently insisted that the letter of Scripture requires the living presence of the Spirit speaking through the magisterium. Radical Protestants have emphasized a supposedly immediate, direct, and spontaneous work of the Spirit in our hearts apart from creaturely means. Enlightenment philosophers and liberal theologians—almost all of whom were reared in Pietism—resurrected the radical Anabaptist interpretation of “letter” versus “spirit.” “Letter” came to mean the Bible (or any external authority), while “spirit” was equivalent not to the Holy Spirit but to our own inner spirit, reason, or experience.

      By the mid-twentieth century, the synods and general assemblies even of denominations historically tied to the Reformation began to speak of the Scriptures as an indispensable record of the pious experiences, reflections, rituals, beliefs, and lives of saints in the past, while what we really need in this hour is to “follow the Spirit” wherever he, she, or it may lead us. And we now know where this spirit has led these erstwhile churches, but it is the spirit of the age, not the Spirit of Christ, that has taken them there.

      This broad tendency in modern faith and practice has been finely described by William Placher as the “domestication of transcendence.”31 In other words, it is not that revelation, inspiration, and authority are denied but that the surprising, disorienting, and external voice of God is finally transformed into the “relevant,” uplifting, and empowering inner voice of our own reason, morality, and experience.

      Such domestication of transcendence means that the self—or the “community” (whatever name it goes by)—is protected from the surprising, disorienting, and judging speech of our Creator. Yet this also means that we cannot be saved, since faith comes by hearing God speak his word of salvation in his Son (Rom. 10:17). This is not something that bubbles up within us, either as pious individuals or as the holy church, but a Word that comes to us. It is not a familiar Word but a strange and unsettling speech that strips us of our moral pretenses, overturns our most intuitive assumptions, disturbs our activistic programs. Basically, we are told to stop talking to ourselves as if we were hearing the voice of God. Through the lips of other sinful messengers, we are put on the receiving end of our identity. We do not discover our “higher selves” but are told who we really are: treacherous image bearers of God. We do not find our bearings “in Adam” toward a fuller sense of inner peace and security but are driven out of ourselves to Christ, who clothes us in his righteousness.

      “Enthusiasm”—the tendency to assimilate God’s external Word to the inner word—is inseparable from the Pelagian tendency to assimilate God’s saving gospel to our own efforts. Conversely, sola Scriptura (the sufficiency of Scripture as the final authority for faith and practice) is inseparably bound to solo Christo, sola gratia, and sola fide (the gospel of Christ alone by grace alone received through faith alone).

      There is a “fundamentalist” approach to sola Scriptura that can be reduced to the bumper sticker, “God said it. I believe it. That settles it.” In this expression, there is no sense that the content of what God said in any way constitutes its authority. A Muslim might use the same phrase in speaking of the Qur’an or a Mormon of the Book of Mormon.

      However, a genuinely evangelical approach maintains that Scripture is sufficient not just because it alone is divinely inspired (though that is true) but also because these sixty-six books that form our Christian canon provide everything that God has deemed sufficient for revealing his law and his gospel. Speculation will not help us find God but will only lead us to some idol that we have created in our own image. We may feel more secure in our autonomy when we pretend that our own inner voice of reason, spirituality, or experience is the voice of the Spirit. We may be excited about a new program for updating our churches and transforming our nation, our families, and our lives, but there is no power of God unto salvation in our own agendas and efforts. We can find all sorts of practical advice for our daily lives outside the Bible.

      As with justification, the church today has never been in greater need of recovering the Reformers’ sense of being gripped by an external Word “above all earthly pow’rs.” And, as with justification, Protestantism generally displays a weaker confidence in the authority of Scripture than the Reformers faced in the medieval church.

      In the best-selling Habits of the Heart, Robert Bellah and fellow sociologists surveyed religion in the United States. They concluded that it is best described as “Sheilaism,” named after one person they interviewed who said that she follows her own little voice. Every American is the founder of his or her own religion, following the dictates of his or her own heart.32

      But two centuries ago Immanuel Kant had already told us that the most certain tenet he knew was “the moral law within.” External religions may have different ways of expressing it, each with its own sacred texts and miraculous claims to vindicate its authority, its own forms of worship, and its own creeds. The externals he called “ecclesiastical faiths,” contrasted with the “pure religion” of practical morality. The latter needed no external authority or confirmation. We look within ourselves, not only for the law inscribed on our conscience but also for the power to save ourselves—and our world—from whatever evils vie for our allegiance. Kant insisted that we do not need an external gospel because we are not born in original sin, helpless to save ourselves. We do not need to hear the good news of God’s rescue operation because we already have everything we need within ourselves to handle the situation just fine.33

      This “enthusiast” legacy has found fertile soil in American religious experience, particularly in the history of revivalism. Writing in the nineteenth century, Alexis de Tocqueville observed that Americans wished “to escape from imposed systems” of any kind, “to seek by themselves and in themselves for the only reason for things, looking to results without getting entangled in the means toward them.” They do not need external guidance to discover truth, “having found it in themselves.”34

      Placing human experience at the center was a more general trend in European Romanticism, notes Bernard Reardon, with its “intense egoism and emotionalism.”35 The effect of Pietism (especially culminating in the Great Awakening), as William McLoughlin observes, was to shift the emphasis away from “collective belief, adherence to creedal standards and proper observance of traditional forms, to the emphasis on individual religious experience.”36 At the same time, the effect of the Enlightenment was to shift “the ultimate authority in religion” from the church to “the mind of the individual.”37 Romanticism then simply changed the faculty (from mind to heart), while retaining the subject (the self, not an external authority). Even evangelical hymnody was drawn into this Romantic tide, as seen in the familiar line from the Easter song, “You ask me how I know he lives? He lives within my heart.” Yet this inner spark, inner light, inner experience, and inner reason that guides mysticism, rationalism, idealism, and pragmatism in all ages is precisely that autonomous self that, according to the New Testament, must be crucified and buried with Christ in baptism, so that one can be raised with Christ as a denizen of the new age.

      The gospel is not something that wells up within us. It is not a dictate of moral conscience or a universal doctrine of reason. As a surprising announcement that in Christ we have passed from death to life and from wrath to grace, however, the gospel is counterintuitive. So if we allow reason and experience—that which is inherent, familiar, and inwardly certain—not only to guide our access to but also to determine reality, we will be left with Kant to “the moral law within.” The good news has to be told, and to the extent that it is assimilated to what we think we already know and experience, it will not be good news at all: perhaps pious advice, good instruction, and practical suggestions, but not good news.

      Does salvation come to us from outside ourselves, from above, from heaven, as the triune God acts in history for us? Or does salvation come from our own inner resources, enlightenment, and experience? Does God’s Word declare into being a new creation, or give us helpful principles and motivations for our own self-transforming and world-transforming activities? How we answer these questions determines our view not only of the sufficiency of Scripture but also of the nature of the gospel itself.

      The root of all “enthusiasm” is hostility to a God outside us, in whose hands the judgment and redemption of our lives are placed. To barricade ourselves from this assault, we try to make the “divine” an echo of ourselves and our communities. The idea of being founded by someone else has been treated in modernity as a legacy of a primitive era. We have come to think that what we experience directly within ourselves is more reliable than what we are told by someone else. Thus, we are always ready for new awareness or new advice but not for new news that can come to us only as a report that is not only told by someone else but is also entirely concerned with the achievement of someone else for us.

      New Visions for Evangelical Theology

      In evangelical circles today, these “two sects” converge. This is explicit, for example, in the work of Stanley Grenz, who combined his Anabaptist-Pietist heritage with “high church” arguments. Essentially, spirituality takes precedence over doctrine, personal and communal experience over external authority, and inspiration is extended beyond Scripture to include the Spirit’s speaking through believers and the community—indeed, even culture today. Reason, tradition, and experience serve alongside Scripture as the four legs of the stool. Nowhere in this account does Grenz locate the origin of faith in an external gospel; rather, faith arises from an inner experience. “Because spirituality is generated from within the individual, inner motivation is crucial”—more important, in fact, than “grand theological statements.”38 The Christian life is not defined by God’s action through Word and sacrament. In fact, “The spiritual life is above all the imitation of Christ.”39 We go to church, he says, not in order to receive “means of grace” but merely for fellowship and “instruction and encouragement.”40 Grenz does acknowledge that his interpretation calls into question the confessional Protestant emphasis on “a material and a formal principle”—in other words, solo Christo and sola Scriptura.41

      This convergence of Pietism and community-romanticism could already be seen in the work of Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768–1834), father of modern liberal theology. The individual and the community seem to converge in Grenz’s account (similar to Schleiermacher’s) at the level of common experience. Consequently, a revisioning of evangelical theology entails viewing “theology as the faith community’s reflecting on the faith experience of those who have encountered God through the divine activity in history and therefore now seek to live as the people of God in the contemporary world.”42 Scripture is essentially the church’s record of its religious experience.43 “Faith is by nature immediate,” Grenz astonishingly asserts, and Scripture is the record of the faith-community’s encounter with God.44

      Grenz therefore reverses the Word-faith relationship. Rather than faith being created by the Word of God, the word itself is created by the experiences of the community. Obviously, this requires “a revisioned understanding of the nature of the Bible’s authority.”45 Sola Scriptura has a venerable history in evangelicalism, he acknowledges; “the commitment to contextualization, however, entails an implicit rejection of the older evangelical conception of theology as the construction of truth on the basis of the Bible alone.”46 Besides Paul Tillich’s “method of correlation,” Grenz appreciates the growing popularity within evangelical circles of the “Wesleyan quadrangle”—Scripture, reason, experience, and tradition—as shared norms.47 The Bible, our heritage, and the contemporary cultural context should be reciprocally rather than hierarchically related—and even here, he adds, “the Bible as canonized by the church,” as if the church authorized rather than received the canon.48 “In contrast to the understanding evangelicals often espouse, our Bible is the product of the community of faith that cradled it. . . . This means that our confession of the moving of the Spirit in the Scripture-forming process, commonly known as inspiration, must be extended.”49

      Not surprisingly, Grenz suggests that this will yield greater convergence between Protestants and Roman Catholics on the relation of Scripture and tradition.50 Yet it also incorporates an important charismatic and Pentecostal perspective on continuing revelation: “In this way, paradigmatic events become a continual source of revelation, as each succeeding generation sees itself in terms of the events of the past history of the community.” Such conclusions “chart the way beyond the evangelical tendency to equate in a simple fashion the revelation of God with the Bible—that is, to make a one-to-one correspondence between the words of the Bible and the very Word of God.”51

      I have focused on the formal (sola Scriptura) and material (solo Christo) principles of the Reformation because both are mutually interdependent and both are under tremendous stress today, as they have always been. Scripture and the gospel stand or fall together.

      What’s Next?

      Frankly, I’m a bit ambivalent about this anniversary. If it is another occasion for liberals to hail Luther’s “Here I stand!” as the harbinger of modern autonomy, or for conservatives to celebrate Protestant values, or for confessionalists to rewatch the Luther movie and dredge up polemical grudges, then it will be at best a colossal waste of time. If, on the other hand, it is an occasion to allow God’s Word once again to break into our self-enclosed circles with a word of radical judgment and radical grace, then it will be a happy anniversary indeed.

      This is a time neither for vague celebration nor for hand wringing but for sober examination, critique, and fresh ways of engaging our own time and place with God’s strange speech. There is too much evidence of God’s faithfulness to his church. With renewed interest in the truths of the Reformation among younger generations not only in the North Atlantic world but also in the global church, there is much to celebrate. But the real reformation of our day is going to happen, as it always has, in the churches. And at some point the “young, restless, and Reformed” are going to have to study for themselves to see the greater wisdom of the confessions and catechisms of the churches that have struggled, against mighty odds, not only to “stay alive” but also to reach their neighbors who are increasingly oblivious to the most basic story line, beliefs, and practices of Christianity. We may be entering a new dark ages in the West. But Jesus told disciples on the verge of persecution, “Fear not, little flock, for it is your Father’s good pleasure to give you the kingdom” (Luke 12:32). He still delivers the kingdom to us, as a gift, not through our anxious activism but through his Word and Spirit: “I have said these things to you, that in me you may have peace. In the world you will have tribulation. But take heart; I have overcome the world” (John 16:33). Only confidence in what he has accomplished for us can cheer us for our daunting task: “I will build my church, and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it” (Matt. 16:18).

      With all these hopes and dreams in mind, I join the reader in exploring the richness of the chapters that unfold in this terrific collection of truly important essays. Many of them stand alone as passionate manifestos for the way forward. Regardless of your own tradition or church experience, give them a willing ear. They are, in the best sense, catholic and evangelical. Go deeper into a tradition that is definitely “not over,” as some suggest, even if the evangelical movement itself may ebb and flow. Regardless, any church that seeks to thrive and become part of the kingdom that Christ is building through his Word and Spirit will sing with Martin Luther,

      Let goods and kindred go,

      This mortal life also.

      The body they may kill,

      God’s truth abideth still.

      God’s kingdom is forever!

      Pentecost Sunday, 2016

      Michael Horton
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      The Crux of Genuine Reform

      Matthew Barrett

      Here, then, is the sovereign power with which the pastors of the church, by whatever name they be called, ought to be endowed. That is that they may dare boldly to do all things by God’s Word; may compel all worldly power, glory, wisdom, and exaltation to yield to and obey his majesty; supported by his power, may command all from the highest even to the last; may build up Christ’s household and cast down Satan’s; may feed the sheep and drive away the wolves; may instruct and exhort the teachable; may accuse, rebuke, and subdue the rebellious and stubborn; may bind and loose; finally, if need be, may launch thunderbolts and lightnings; but do all things in God’s Word.

      John Calvin1

      No other movement of religious protest or reform since antiquity has been so widespread or lasting in its effects, so deep and searching in its criticism of received wisdom, so destructive in what it abolished or so fertile in what it created.

      Euan Cameron2

      Reformation as Rediscovery of the Gospel

      Countless historians have gone to great lengths to explain the Reformation through social, political, and economic causes.3 No doubt each of these played a role during the Reformation, and at times a significant role.4 Yet most fundamentally, the Reformation was a theological movement, caused by doctrinal concerns.5 Though political, social, and economic factors were important, observes Timothy George, “we must recognize that the Reformation was essentially a religious event; its deepest concerns, theological.”6 What this means, then, is that we must be “concerned with the theological self-understanding” of the Reformers.7

      But more can be said. Yes, the Reformation was a “religious event,” and its deepest concern was “theological.” But history is filled with religious and ethical reform movements that considered themselves theological in orientation. What distinguishes the Reformation, however, is that its deepest theological concern was the gospel itself. In other words, the Reformation was a renewed emphasis on right doctrine, and the doctrine that stood center stage was a proper understanding of the grace of God in the gospel of his Son, Christ Jesus. In part, this is what distinguished Luther from the forerunners of the Reformation. As Lindberg notes, referring to one of Luther’s early sermons, the “crux of genuine reform . . . is the proclamation of the gospel of grace alone. This requires the reform of theology and preaching but is ultimately the work of God alone.”8 For Luther, explains McGrath, a “reformation of morals was secondary to a reformation of doctrine.”9 While forerunners stressed the need for ethical reform in the papacy, Luther recognized that the real problem was a dogmatic one. The great need was theological; the “crux of genuine reform” had to do with the recovery of the gospel itself.

      The Reformers believed that this gospel had been lost (or at least corrupted). Luther was convinced that Pelagianism and semi-Pelagianism had spread like the plague, at least at a popular level, thanks to the influence of certain strands of medieval Catholicism.10 As Luther’s conflict with Rome heated up, eventually erupting like a volcano, it became increasingly clear to Luther that the corruption of the gospel in his own day had resulted in the abandonment of justification sola gratia and sola fide, and vice versa. The consequences were grave. Luther warned at the start of his 1535 Galatians commentary that “if the doctrine of justification is lost, the whole of Christian doctrine is lost.”11 And again, “If it is lost and perishes, the whole knowledge of truth, life, and salvation is lost and perishes at the same time.”12 Nothing less was at stake. Therefore, apart from a rediscovery of doctrines like sola fide and the imputation of the righteousness of Christ, lasting reform would never take root. That being the case, it was undeniably obvious to Luther that his teaching, preaching, and writing had to revolve around the gospel, specifically its ramifications for justification by faith alone. As Luther wrote to Staupitz, “I teach that people should put their trust in nothing but Jesus Christ alone, not in their prayers, merits, or their own good deeds.”13 This one sentence, says Scott Hendrix, summarizes “the essence” of Luther’s “reforming agenda.”14

      Of course, Luther’s rediscovery of the gospel—which he called the “treasure of the Church”—was an experience Luther knew firsthand. Recounting his own personal durchbruch, or “breakthrough,” Luther’s testimony is powerful:

      Though I lived as a monk without reproach, I felt that I was a sinner before God with an extremely disturbed conscience. I could not believe that he was placated by my satisfaction. I did not love, yes, I hated the righteous God who punishes sinners, and secretly, if not blasphemously, certainly murmuring greatly, I was angry with God, and said, “As if, indeed, it is not enough that miserable sinners, eternally lost through original sin, are crushed by every kind of calamity by the law of the Decalogue, without having God add pain to pain by the gospel and also by the gospel threatening us with his righteousness and wrath!” Thus I raged with a fierce and troubled conscience. Nevertheless, I beat importunately upon Paul at that place, most ardently desiring to know what St. Paul wanted.

      At last, by the mercy of God, meditating day and night, I gave heed to the context of the words, namely, “In it the righteousness of God is revealed as it is written, ‘He who through faith is righteous shall live.’” There I began to understand that the righteousness of God is that by which the righteous lives by a gift of God, namely by faith. And this is the meaning: the righteousness of God is revealed by the gospel, namely, the passive righteousness with which merciful God justifies us by faith, as it is written, “He who through faith is righteous shall live.” Here I felt that I was altogether born again and had entered paradise itself through open gates.15

      In light of Luther’s durchbruch, if we were to use but one word to characterize the Reformation, it might be rediscovery, that is, a rediscovery of the evangel, the gospel. It is right to conclude, then, that the Reformation was an evangelical reform at its root.

      Nevertheless, even the word rediscovery assumes that the Reformers did not think they were inventing something new (contra Rome’s accusation of novelty). Indeed, they were renewing, retrieving, and reviving what they believed had been lost. This lost gospel had been taught by the biblical authors, as well as by the apostles and church fathers.16 And since they insisted on reform not just in externals but also in doctrine, the Reformers became characterized by the theology behind that slogan Ecclesia reformata, semper reformanda—“The church reformed, always reforming,” even if the slogan itself was a much later development.17

      The Life of the Bible in the Soul of the Church

      Ecclesia reformata, semper reformanda, however, did not address only soteriological matters (i.e., sola fide, sola gratia, solus Christus). Rather, beneath this Reformation motto was the foundation itself, the formal principle of the Reformation, sola Scriptura—the belief that only Scripture, because it is God’s inspired Word, is the inerrant, sufficient, and final authority for the church.18 Nowhere was this formal principle more visible for the common person than in the reorientation of the church around the preached and proclaimed Word.

      One of the most shocking statements the Reformers ever made in response to Rome involved the rearranging of furniture in the church. Upon walking into a sanctuary, one could immediately tell the difference between a church still in the clutches of Rome and a church under the influence of the Reformation program. For Rome, the service revolved around the altar, but for the Reformers, the pulpit was given the position of priority.19 For Rome, the Latin Mass was the central event, but for the Reformers, it was the Word of the living God preached and proclaimed in the vernacular for the salvation and edification of the saints.20 Scott Manetsch provides insight:

      Martin Luther’s message that sinners were righteous before God through faith in Christ alone (sola fide) not only undermined the Catholic penitential system, but also cut at the root of the medieval priest’s sacral role as a dispenser of salvific grace through the sacraments of the church. The Protestant reformers elevated instead the biblical office of the Christian minister or pastor, whose primary responsibility was to preach the Word of God and supervise the behavior of the spiritual community. . . . That is not to say that late medieval Catholics ignored the ministry of preaching, nor that Protestant life and worship was empty of religious ritual. Historians now recognize a significant revival of preaching the century before the Reformation, most evident in the work of mendicant friars and the creation of municipal preacherships. At the same time, despite Protestant criticisms of Catholic “ceremonies” and “superstitions,” and despite explosive acts of iconoclasm against Catholic images, the evangelical reformers preserved in modified form traditional rites surrounding the Eucharist, baptism, and reconciliation. Nevertheless, the general pattern still holds true: for Catholics, the primary role of the clergy remained sacramental and liturgical; for the Protestant reformers, it was to preach the Word of God.21

      Two very different theologies were pictured visibly. And they were so apparent that churchgoers no longer asked each other if they had been to Mass but whether they had been to the prêche (“the preaching”).22

      In the late-medieval period, the sermon was not typically the focal point of the worship service, though this is not to deny the practice of preaching in the medieval church altogether.23 Instead, sermons were usually preached at specific points in the liturgical calendar, such as Easter or Christmas, or at specific locations, such as pilgrimage sites dedicated to the veneration of Mary and the saints.24 But normally, one would attend church expecting to listen to Mass being said, not Scripture being proclaimed. To hear a sermon in the late-medieval period sometimes meant leaving the walls of the church and instead traveling to the open field where one might hear a preacher (perhaps in secret). Such was the case with the Franciscan preacher Bernardino of Siena (1380–1444) and the Dominican friar Girolamo Savonarola (1452–1498), the latter of whom was excommunicated and then executed in 1498, just on the eve of the Reformation.25 The awful fates of forerunners and martyrs like Savonarola were vivid in Luther’s mind as he traveled to Worms, wondering if he would come back alive or not.26

      Such a downgrade, however, was not limited to Luther’s Germany; England suffered an expository drought as well. Describing life in the church prior to the Reformation, English Reformation historian Philip Hughes explains how “preaching had fallen into such neglect that it had virtually ceased to be a function of the Church.”27 Hughes goes on to explain just how bad the situation had become. Clergy did not show up at their parishes, nor could one assume that a bishop would be personally involved with his diocese. Titles and offices could simply be purchased. Showing up in the flesh to feed the gospel to spiritually hungry churchgoers was unnecessary. Is it any surprise, then, that when real reform took root, the authoritative Word and the expository sermon became inseparable? It was inevitable that “the rediscovery of the Word of God involved the rediscovery of the necessity of preaching.”28 Given the “decay of preaching” in England, Thomas Cranmer led the way by publishing the Books of Homilies, which were “to be read regularly in church by those clergy who were incompetent to preach sermons.”29 Never designed to replace sermons, these homilies, explains Hughes, were a “temporary expedient to tide the Church over until such time as there should be an instructed and spiritual ministry.”30

      What was so radical, then, about the Reformation was how the Reformers recovered the sermon by taking it from the obscurity and secrecy of the fields back into the service and liturgy of the church. Such a move was not done in secret but was conspicuous, visibly manifested in the literal elevation of a pulpit in the air, above the people.

      For example, consider the well-known painting of a French Protestant church in Lyon by the name of Temple de Paradis.31 What catches one’s eye in this painting is the pulpit, which is front and center, lifted up so that the preacher is seen and heard by all. The people not only are seated below but are seated throughout in the shape of a circle (or at least a half circle) around the preacher. The pulpit is the centerpiece. Children are also pictured sitting and listening, following along and ready to learn with their catechism books in their laps. The artist even places a dog (!) in the service, sitting as if he too is listening, his head fixed on the preacher. In front of the pulpit is a couple ready to be married, and to the left of the pulpit, “preparations are being made for the baptism of an infant.” The point in these details is that all these people and all these activities centered on and revolved around the proclamation of God’s Word.32 They believed the Bible was God’s message for them and to them, sufficient not only to save but also to guide one in a life of godliness. As the Word from God, therefore, it had to be proclaimed, heard, and obeyed. Indeed, it had to have the final say.

      Or consider Saint Pierre’s in Geneva, the church where Calvin preached and ministered, as well as the surrounding churches in that area. Calvin initiated a program that cleansed the church building from Roman distraction and idolatry, seeking to wash clean this sacred space. Statues of saints, relics considered holy, crucifixes, the tabernacle that housed the consecrated host, and the altar where the Mass was conducted were discarded and destroyed.33 The cleansing of anything that could lead to idolatry was so thorough that even the walls and pillars were whitewashed, hiding iconography that pictured Rome’s unbiblical theology.34 With the church stripped bare, the sacred space could finally give priority to the preaching of God’s Word. A wooden pulpit was crafted and fixed against a pillar at the front of the sacred space. The seats—for men, women, and children—were then situated around it, in front of it, and even behind it.

      While the pulpit’s centralized position was certainly practical, allowing large crowds to hear, its location was blatantly theological. “The proclamation of Scripture in the middle of the congregation,” says Manetsch, “was a potent symbol that Christ, the living Word, continued to speak and dwell among his people.”35 For Rome, the service was most fundamentally a visual experience. In contrast, while the Reformers believed that the Eucharist played an essential role in the service as a means of grace (all the while affirming a very different sacramental theology than Rome), nevertheless, the focal point was the gospel inscripturated, and its pages they read, prayed, sung, and exposited. Not only was the Word sung by the congregation via the Psalms, but the Word was also exposited for all to hear, typically by means of the lectio continua method. When the congregation gathered in Saint Pierre’s, Calvin was convinced that it was through the Word that the Spirit created worship—in spirit and in truth—within the hearts of the listeners (John 4:24): “Through the ministry of the written and proclaimed Word,” says Manetsch, “the Spirit solidifies the faith of God’s people, calls forth their prayers and praise, purifies their consciences, intensifies their gratitude—in a word, guides them into spiritual worship.”36 As Calvin said, “God is only worshiped properly in the certainty of faith, which is necessarily born of the Word of God; and hence it follows that all who forsake the Word fall into idolatry.”37 For Calvin, preaching God’s Word was a means to true worship and a safeguard against idolatry, specifically the idolatry previously performed under Rome.38

      In all this we cannot miss the critical point: preaching was a means of grace, a sacrament, in fact.39 For the medieval church, George explains, preaching “was attached to the sacrament of penance,” and therefore, preaching “itself was not considered a sacrament, but it was, we might say, a vestibule to the sacrament of penance.”40 The job of the preacher was to move his listeners to contrition, confession, absolution, and then to works of satisfaction.41 As Luther saw in Tetzel’s fiery sermons on purgatory, at a popular level the oral word was meant to create unbelievable anxiety so that penance would follow.42 “Why are you standing there?” asked Tetzel. “Run for the salvation of your souls! . . . Don’t you hear the voice of your wailing dead parents and others who say, ‘Have mercy upon me, have mercy upon me, because we are in severe punishment and pain. From this you could redeem us with small alms and yet you do not want to do so.’”43 Hearing sermons like this one impelled listeners to quickly and fearfully throw their money into the coffer.

      This was the type of anxiety Luther knew all too well prior to his eyes being opened to a God of grace. What was so different in the Reformers’ sermons was not that anxiety in the listener was absent—the Reformers believed in the wrath and judgment of God and the sinner’s need to repent. Rather, what was so different was how the Reformers proclaimed from the pulpit a gracious God, one who justifies the ungodly by grace alone (sola gratia) through faith alone (sola fide). Proclaimed from the pulpit was not only the righteousness of God but also the righteousness from God. The Reformers did not leave anxious souls to their own merits (or money bags) but turned their eyes from themselves to the cross and empty tomb. The answer was not penance but a crucified and risen Savior—a Savior, we should remember, whose righteousness was imputed to anyone who trusted in him alone for salvation (solus Christus). In contrast to a theology of glory, the Reformers heralded a theology of the cross.

      Luther’s stance was perspicuous in his 1519 “Sermon on the Sacrament of Penance.” He was opposed to those who “try to frighten people into going frequently to confession,” and he warned against questioning, as he once did, whether one’s contrition was sufficient: “Rather you should be assured that after all your efforts your contrition is not sufficient. This is why you must cast yourself upon the grace of God, hear his sufficiently sure word in the sacrament, accepted in free and joyful faith, and never doubt that you have come to grace.”44 This is the message the preacher proclaimed, and it was a message that came from the very lips of God, written down in the Scriptures. With this message of good news from God himself, how could the sermon not stand at the center of worship? To put the sermon at the center was to put Scripture at the center, and to put Scripture at the center was to put God at the center with his gospel of free grace for all who come to his Son in faith. The Reformers preached thousands of sermons because they were convinced that the Word proclaimed was “indispensable” as a “means of grace.”45

      The Scriptures were, as Calvin called them, “spectacles” that the Spirit used to open blind eyes to the gospel.46 Bullinger could even say in the Second Helvetic Confession of 1566 that the “preaching of the Word of God is the Word of God.”47 Bullinger did not mean that the preacher’s words and thoughts were revelatory, as if the canon was open and ongoing. By this expression Bullinger instead meant to communicate that when the preacher proclaims the true meaning of Scripture, the people of God are fed the Word of God. God is present, talking to his people. Though the preacher is fallible, weak, and unworthy, God’s Word is not; it is true, objective, powerful, and sufficient. Transcending the preacher, the Word brings God himself into the room with the good news of his Son to troubled, hell-bound souls held captive by the law.48 Calvin contended that the Spirit utilizes the preached Word (along with the Lord’s Supper) to elevate the church into the heavens where Christ sits so that she might enjoy all his saving benefits.49 The believer’s union with Christ, therefore, is not at all unrelated to the proclamation of God’s Word.50

      A Sacred Trust

      Luther would be disturbed (to put it mildly) to see pastors today enter the pulpit nonchalantly. For Luther, the office of preacher was a “sacred trust.”51 “Whoever does not preach the Word,” Luther warned emphatically in The Babylonian Captivity of the Church, “is no priest at all.”52 Preaching carried a weightiness—indeed, an authority. To preach Scripture was to preach the very Word of God. The preacher’s authority was derivative, springing from the church’s supreme authority, the God-breathed Scriptures. Sola Scriptura, in other words, was the engine that drove the Reformers’ theology of preaching. As Manetsch observes,

      The Protestant doctrine of sola scriptura—the conviction that Holy Scripture was the unique, final authority for the Christian community—had important consequences for pastoral ministry. The scripture principle gave gravitas to the office of preacher [italics added]. It also made the educational formation of Protestant clergy an urgent priority, especially in those academic disciplines most necessary for biblical exposition such as classic rhetoric, theology, and biblical exegesis. By transferring the locus of authority from the Catholic magisterium to the written Word of God, the reformers enhanced the personal authority of the minister, who was now entrusted with special responsibility to interpret and proclaim the sacred text.53

      The authoritative Word, which necessitated proclamation, brought with it not only law but also gospel. Sola Scriptura bestowed gifts on the people, gifts called sola gratia, sola fide, and solus Christus. Once God’s Word was at the center, supreme in its authority and infallibility, it gave birth to the gospel. In the Word one received the Word, Jesus the Christ (John 1:1). As Luther memorably said, the Scriptures are the “swaddling clothes in which Christ lies.”54

      It was not enough, therefore, for Scripture to be merely read; it had to be proclaimed. “The ears alone,” Luther said, “are the organs of the Christian.”55 And the “lips are the public reservoirs of the church”:

      In them alone is kept the Word of God. You see, unless the word is preached publicly, it slips away. The more it is preached, the more firmly it is retained. Reading is not as profitable as hearing it, for the live voice teaches, exhorts, defends, and resists the spirit of error.56

      Luther concluded this thought with a startling statement: “Satan does not care a hoot for the written Word of God, but he flees at the speaking of the Word.”57 Satan does not worry about Bibles sitting around on shelves. He begins to worry when those Bibles are picked up and taken into pulpits. He knows that when the Word is proclaimed, the Holy Spirit comes alongside it and penetrates “hearts and leads back those who stray,” for “the Word,” said Luther, “is the channel through which the Holy Spirit is given.”58 And when the Holy Spirit is given, souls are made alive, justified, and set on the pathway to glorification.

      We see this biblical principle dramatically exemplified in the return of Marian exiles. With the Elizabethan era underway, the Word of God—and with it the true gospel—entered pulpits once more, leaving many Christians overjoyed. Thomas Lever, for example, wrote to Henry Bullinger on August 8, 1559, and reported that they “preached the Gospel in certain parish churches, to which a numerous audience eagerly flocked together.” When they “solemnly treated of conversion to Christ by true repentance, many tears from many persons bore witness that the preaching of the Gospel is more effectual to true repentance and wholesome reformation than anything that the whole world can either imagine or approve.”59 It is fitting that Hugh Latimer, one of the martyrs under “Bloody Mary” (i.e., Queen Mary I of England), could label preaching “God’s instrument of salvation” and conclude that to “take away preaching” is to “take away salvation.”60 Given the authority of the Word, as well as its gospel-saving power, the Reformers not only made the pulpit the center but also prescribed and exemplified a certain method of proclamation: expositional preaching. The Reformers expounded the meaning of the biblical text, explaining the biblical author’s intent, only to apply the text to their listeners. The point of the passage became the point of the sermon. However, the Reformers did not necessarily pick texts at random; they preached through books of the Bible, often chapter by chapter and verse by verse.

      Calvin, for example, expounded his way through entire books of the Bible. Typically, Sundays were occupied with the New Testament (though he did preach a series on the Psalms on Sunday afternoons), and weekdays were devoted to the Old Testament.61 Notice the pattern:

      1554–1555: 159 sermons on Job

      1555–1556: 200 sermons on Deuteronomy

      1558–1559: 48 sermons on Ephesians

      1560: 65 sermons on the Synoptic Gospels

      1561–1563: 194 sermons on 1–2 Samuel62

      So important was the lectio continua method that when Calvin returned to the pulpit in Geneva in 1541, after years of exile, he started preaching at the exact verse he had left off with before he had been kicked out of town! Why exactly? Because the Reformation was first and foremost about the Word of God, which the people of God needed more than anything else. As George astutely notes,

      The Reformation was not about Calvin or any other personality. Much less was it about the ups and downs of church politics by which the church is ever beset. No, the Reformation was about the Word of God, which was to be proclaimed faithfully and conscientiously to the people of God. Calvin held himself to a high standard and demanded no less of others called to the office of preaching. The true pastor, he said, must be marked by “ruthless persistence” (importunitas). Pastors are not granted the luxury of choosing their own times of service, or suiting their ministry to their own convenience or preaching “sugar stick” sermons removed from their biblical context.63

      “Sugar stick” sermons, said Calvin, were those sermons that took Scripture up “at random,” paying no attention to the context; in such cases, it is “no wonder that mistakes arise all over the place.”64 Instead, said Calvin, “I have endeavored, both in my sermons and also in my writings and commentaries, to preach the word purely and chastely, and faithfully to interpret His sacred Scriptures.”65

      The lectio continua approach assumed sola Scriptura at every turn. Because the Bible was inspired by God, inerrant, clear, and sufficient, every book, every chapter, and every verse mattered. This was God speaking after all. And if his people were to be nurtured, then they had to have the authoritative words of life; nothing else would do.66

      But it wasn’t just the pulpit that placed Scripture at the center of worship; the entire Protestant service was immersed in Scripture, from beginning to end. The Bible, in other words, became the DNA of the worship time, infiltrating everything from the opening call to worship to the singing of psalms to the closing benediction. For example, consider this sample Sunday morning service that Calvin followed:

      Liturgy of the Word

      Call to worship: Psalm 124:8

      Confession of sins

      Prayer for pardon

      Singing of a psalm

      Prayer for illumination

      Scripture reading

      Sermon

      Liturgy of the Upper Room

      Collection of offerings

      Prayers of intercession and a long paraphrase of the Lord’s Prayer

      Singing of the Apostles’ Creed (while elements of the Lord’s Supper are prepared)

      Words of institution

      Instruction and exhortation

      Communion (while a psalm is sung or Scripture is read)

      Prayer of thanksgiving

      Benediction: Numbers 6:24–2667

      For Calvin, it was crucial that the Word be the controlling principle, for it is in the Word that God meets his people and his people meet him. As Calvin said, “Wherever the faithful, who worship him purely and in due form, according to the appointment of his word, are assembled together to engage in the solemn acts of religious worship, he is graciously present, and presides in the midst of them.”68 In what would become known as “the regulative principle of worship,” Calvin taught that God’s Word must regulate the service, so that whatever is not explicitly commanded by the Word must not be incorporated into the worship service.69

      Calvin would have been horrified by the church’s obsession today with “putting on a show,” driven first and foremost by pragmatic, consumeristic motivations. “For Calvin,” says W. Robert Godfrey,

      worship was not a means to an end. Worship was not a means to evangelize or entertain or even educate. Worship was an end in itself. Worship was not to be arranged by pragmatic considerations but was rather to be determined by theological principles derived from the Scriptures. The most basic realities of the Christian life were involved. In worship God meets with his people.70

      The Word, for Calvin, was not merely at the center of worship; it was the very content of worship, as seen in the liturgy above, for in it Christ himself stoops down to hear the praises of his bride, only to then bring them back up to heaven in the Lord’s Supper.71 Unlike so many worship services today, Calvin’s were characterized by a noticeable simplicity—no symbols, ceremonies, and rituals, just the preaching, singing, and presence of Word and sacrament. Through the Word, the people had communion with God.

      Reformation Today

      This lengthy introduction thus far is meant to make one pivotal point: at the center of the Reformation was a return to a gospel-centered, Word-centered church. No question about it, this was the great need in the sixteenth-century church.

      In the twenty-first century, the church’s need has not changed. The words of James Montgomery Boice still ring true: while the Puritans sought to carry on the Reformation, today “we barely have one to carry on, and many have even forgotten what that great spiritual revolution was all about.” We “need to go back and start again at the very beginning. We need another Reformation.”72

      If Boice is right, and we believe he is, then the Reformation is far from over. In the twenty-first century, not only do important and significant differences remain between Protestants and Catholics, but also a host of doctrinal and ecclesiastical issues challenge a modern reformation. Unlike the sixteenth century, in other words, the issues Protestant evangelicals must address are not limited to the Protestant-Catholic conversation but also include challenges from within evangelicalism itself.73 As a result, not only is the Reformation not over, but also its scope and breadth today may need to be far more extensive than that in the sixteenth century, as we seek to answer objections not only from those outside Protestantism but also from those within. Unfortunately, in our churches, universities, and seminaries, many have never been taught Reformation theology, nor do they have a thorough understanding of who the Reformers were and what their historical context looked like, let alone the lasting legacy they left behind. That is where this book comes into play. This volume brings together outstanding evangelical theologians and historians in order to present to readers a systematic summary of Reformation theology. Our hope is that readers will then apply this theological heritage to issues in our own day.

      About This Book

      At the start of any book, it is always helpful to know something about the author (or authors), the drive behind the book, and its scope and intention. Reformation Theology is written by a group of theologians and historians who are committed to Reformation theology. And that, in and of itself, is quite unique.74 Of course, this does not mean that the authors agree with every jot and tittle of what the Reformers taught. Indeed, even the Reformers disagreed among themselves (as attested by their heated debates over the Lord’s Supper). But it does mean that the authors of this book are committed to the essence of Reformation theology as that which is faithful to the biblical witness.

      The advantage of such an approach is that each author writes with conviction. Rather than studying and observing these old truths as one would an antique artifact in a museum, these authors know these truths firsthand, having not only studied the theology of the Reformers but also applied it in their teaching and pastoral contexts. While many books have been written by historians who do not profess the truths they are analyzing, this book is written by historians and theologians who actually believe these great doctrines and consider themselves heirs of the Reformers. Like the Reformers, the authors you will read are rearticulating the theology of the Reformation because they desire to see reformation in our own day and age.

      Additionally, Reformation Theology provides a systematic summary of Reformation thought. While not every subject or Reformer can be tackled in great depth in this volume, the book nonetheless covers the major loci of systematic theology.75 In short, this volume serves as an introduction to the theology of the Reformers. Also, while approaching the subject biographically has many advantages, taking a systematic approach allows the reader to see what the major Reformers taught about any single doctrine.76 Such an approach is advantageous since it allows the reader to see areas of continuity and discontinuity between the Reformers on any particular doctrine.

      Moreover, this book is written in such a way that the specialist and the nonspecialist alike will enjoy it. Academic specialists will find the book helpful because it provides a fresh perspective by approaching Reformation thought within the framework of systematic theology, and it also addresses areas of Reformation thought that have received little attention in the past (e.g., the Trinity, the attributes of God, the image of God, eschatology). Nonspecialists, however, will benefit the most. Each chapter serves as an introduction to the doctrine at hand, explaining what the major Reformers believed, why they believed it, and what impact their beliefs had. At the same time, no chapter is limited to the basics, but rather, they penetrate into the doctrinal details, controversies, and theological distinctions that characterized the Reformers. Naturally, the book has a textbook feel, though we like to think, especially given the topic, that it is without the dryness that too often accompanies such books.

      A brief word of qualification is also necessary. A book on Reformation theology could easily have been at least five times the size of this one. But we felt that a massive book would impede its accessibility to nonspecialists and students. So each chapter tries to be as concise as possible. Unfortunately, this means that not every Reformer or reform movement could be discussed. In order to prize accessibility, most chapters limit themselves to the major Reformers known to us today and the major reform hot spots of the sixteenth century, though this is not to say that the book never interacts with lesser-known Reformers. Nevertheless, each author of each chapter has recommended some of the key resources, primary and secondary, to which students of the Reformation can turn for further study. Our hope is that readers will find each chapter to be an entryway into the world of Reformation theology.

      May this primer serve to highlight the importance, relevance, and indispensability of Reformation theology, both for understanding the sixteenth century and for thinking through its significance for the twenty-first century.
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      Late-Medieval Theology

      Gerald Bray

      Abstract

      Late-medieval theology was characterized by two major areas of discussion that were to influence the Protestant Reformation. The first of these was the debate about the nature and reception of divine grace. Peter Lombard had developed the scheme of seven sacraments, through which saving grace was mediated by the church to its members. Of these, two (penance and the Eucharist) were meant to be repeated frequently, but even so, most people died with a burden of unforgiven sins that they then had to work off in purgatory. It was possible to lessen this punishment by obtaining indulgences, which the church even offered for sale. Christians could obtain grace by their own merit, and receiving the sacraments that imparted this grace was the closest a believer could come to being assured of his salvation. Behind this sacramental scheme lay a hierarchy of authority, the second major late-medieval debate. The church claimed that this authority was derived from God and had been given to the church. In practice, this authority was exercised by the pope and the bishops, but it was disputed whether the pope could act on his own or whether he had to follow the dictates of church councils. Secular rulers also played a part in this, because only those church pronouncements that they agreed to implement actually took effect. The Bible was a source of authority, but it was interpreted by the church’s hierarchy and supplemented by additional canons and decrees that formed an extrabiblical “tradition.” A few commentators noticed how the church had been corrupted by the use and abuse of this system, and they advocated the principle of sola Scriptura (“Scripture alone”) as the foundation of the church’s authority. The Protestant Reformers picked up on this thinking, often subconsciously, and by rejecting the claims of nonbiblical tradition, sought to establish the church on what they regarded as its ancient base of Scripture alone.

      The Medieval View of Salvation1

      The Protestant Reformation began as a theological dispute over the nature and reception of divine grace. To understand how this occurred and why its effects were so dramatic, we have to go back to the origins of the sacramental practice of the late-medieval church, which drew its primary inspiration from the Sentences of Peter Lombard (ca. 1090–1160).2

      Peter Lombard and the Seven Sacraments

      As Lombard saw it, there were seven sacraments. Five were meant for every Christian—baptism, confirmation, Holy Communion, penance, and extreme unction. Two were not meant for everyone and came to be seen as mutually exclusive—ordination and matrimony. As far as anyone knows, Lombard invented this number. Seven was often used for holy things, and it represented the perfection of God’s gifts, just as the seven-day week represented the perfection of his creation.

      Baptism needed no special justification since it was clearly enjoined in the New Testament. By Lombard’s time, confirmation had become a rite in which those who had been baptized in infancy made a personal profession of faith, after which they were admitted to Holy Communion. Holy Communion, for Lombard, was the centerpiece of the sacramental system, the rite that made sense of all the others and that bound the church together in a way that nothing else could. As he put it,

      Baptism puts out the fire of [our] vices, but the Eucharist restores [us] spiritually. That is why it is so well called the Eucharist, meaning “good grace,” because in this sacrament not only is there an increase of virtue and grace, but he who is the source and origin of all grace is received entire.3

      We do not know who was the first to describe the Eucharist in terms of substance and invent the term transubstantiation to describe what happened to the elements of bread and wine. A number of textbooks claim that it was Hildebert of Tours (ca. 1055–1133) but without citing any text in support. A more likely candidate would be Hugh of St. Victor (ca. 1096–1141), who is now thought to have written the Tractatus theologicus, traditionally ascribed to Hildebert. Although Hugh most certainly held the doctrine, he avoided using the word itself in his great treatise On the Sacraments. For his part, Peter Lombard rejected the crude idea that the Eucharistic elements became the body and blood of Christ, but he was forced to admit that his sources said different things.4 In the next generation, Baldwin of Forde (ca. 1125–1190) wrote that “although there is a considerable variety of expression in this confession of faith, there is only one devout belief and an undivided unity of confession.”5 To this he added,

      Therefore we hold, believe and confess simply and with confidence, firmly and constantly, that the substance of bread is changed into the substance of the flesh of Christ—though the appearance of bread remains—and that this takes place in a way that is miraculous and beyond description or comprehension.6

      Transubstantiation became official church teaching at the Fourth Lateran Council in 1215, the first canon of which declared,

      There is only one universal church of the faithful, outside which absolutely no one is saved and in which Christ himself is both priest and sacrifice. In the sacrament of the altar, his body and blood are truly contained in the species of bread and wine, the bread being transubstantiated into the body and the wine into the blood by divine power, so that, in order to perfect the mystery of unity, we receive from him what he received from us. Moreover, no one can confect this sacrament except a priest who has been legitimately ordained according to the keys of the church, which Jesus Christ himself gave to his apostles and their successors.7

      Extreme unction was originally the anointing of the sick mentioned in James 5:14–15, which came to be seen as a preparation for death, probably because relatively few people recovered from their illnesses, but Lombard said little about it. What he was most interested in was penance, to which he devoted more space than to baptism, confirmation, and Holy Communion combined. Consider the following:

      Penance is necessary for those who are far away [from God], to enable them to draw near to him. As Jerome says: “it is the second plank after the shipwreck,” because if someone has stained the robe of innocence he received in baptism by sinning again, he can clean it by recourse to penance. . . . Those who have fallen after baptism can be restored by penance, but not by baptism, because it is all right to do penance frequently, whereas rebaptism is forbidden. Baptism is a sacrament only, but penance is both a sacrament and a virtue of the mind. There is an outer penance which is a sacrament, and an inner penance which is a virtue of the mind, but both bring about justification and salvation.8

      Outer penance was required because it testified to the inner change of heart, which in turn was the basis of one’s justification before God. But what if a person was inwardly sorry yet had not demonstrated that sorrow outwardly? Lombard accepted that possibility but only reluctantly:

      Just as inner penance is enjoined on us, so too are both the confession of the mouth and outer satisfaction, if the opportunity for them exists. Someone who does not have any desire to confess is not truly penitent. Just as the forgiveness of sins is a gift from God, so the [outer] penance and confession by which sin is erased must also be from God. . . . The penitent must therefore confess if he has the time to do so, but forgiveness is granted to him before his oral confession if the desire is present in his heart.9

      Lombard preferred oral confession, using as his pretext the authority of the apostle James, who said, “Confess your sins to one another” (James 5:16). He took it for granted that it should be made to a priest: “It is necessary to make confession to God first, and then to a priest. It is not possible to get to heaven otherwise, if the opportunity [for making such a confession] exists.”10 But he conceded that “if a priest is not available, confession should be made to a neighbor or to a friend.”11

      Lombard was aware, however, that forgiveness is a gift of God. Jesus had given the apostle Peter the keys of the kingdom of heaven (Matt. 16:19), but Lombard explained this power as follows:

      We can rightly say and teach that God alone forgives or does not forgive sins, even though he has granted the church the power of binding and loosing. He binds and looses in one way, and the church in another. He forgives sin in a way that cleanses the soul from its inner stain and frees it from the punishment of eternal death. But he has not granted this power to priests. On the contrary, he has given them the power of binding and loosing, which means the power of telling people whether they have been bound or loosed.12

      The theory of penance was one thing, but Lombard knew that it was hindered, not only by a certain unwillingness (or inability) on the part of church members to confess their sins but also by the lack of pastoral skills required in those whose duty it was to administer the sacrament.13 What was supposed to be an act of overflowing love too often turned into a ritual that followed on from confessing sin to a priest who had little or no idea of how to respond, and this defect stored up trouble for the future.

      Alongside the five sacraments mentioned above were ordination and matrimony. By the time Lombard was writing, only celibates could be ordained to the ministry of the church, and those who were already married could not enter holy orders. Lombard said nothing about compulsory celibacy, possibly because he disagreed with it, but only those who entered the priesthood were required to be celibate. Lombard saw the office of bishop as sacramentally part of the priestly order. As for the pope, he said,

      The pope is the prince of priests. . . . He is called the highest priest because he is the one who makes priests and deacons; he dispenses all ecclesiastical orders.14

      Lombard then turned to the institution of matrimony. Unlike the other sacraments, matrimony was not of Christian origin but went back to the beginning of the creation (Gen. 1:28). Lombard had to face the difficulty that the apostle Paul spoke of marriage as second best for those who could not remain celibate (1 Cor. 7:1–2, 6), but he succeeded in demonstrating that, properly understood, it was indeed a sacrament and that Paul had said as much elsewhere (Eph. 5:31–32)!15

      Penance and the Eucharist

      Of the seven sacraments, only penance and the Eucharist were meant to be repeated on a regular basis, and the two became closely interconnected. A person who wanted to receive Holy Communion was supposed to be in a “state of grace,” which implied that he had repented of his sins and made his peace with God and his neighbors by doing the appropriate penance. Over time this led to a whole sin industry, with theologians compiling lists of “mortal” and “venial” (forgivable) sins, each of which came with a specific act of penance attached. The whole thing became a vast calculation, with sins and penances being ticked off against one another just like crimes and punishments. The sinner who had performed his penance satisfactorily would then return to the priest to seek absolution from him and proceed to receive Holy Communion.

      The sacramental system was developed on the principle that the seven sacraments were the means by which the Spirit applied the work of Christ to the life of the believer, who was expected to grow in grace and be progressively transformed into a true child of God. The sacraments were a progression through life, from baptism at the beginning to extreme unction at the end, with the option of holy orders or matrimony at some point in the middle. Even Eucharistic devotion, which was essentially corporate, was increasingly privatized as time went on. Private masses became increasingly common, and some priests even made their living by saying them with specific “intentions” for healing, for the departed, or for anything that those willing to pay for them wanted.16 One recent study of the phenomenon puts it this way:

      The “fruits” of the mass—the benefits that it brought—were commonly understood in a quantitative sense, so that two masses were believed to bring twice as many benefits as one mass, and this led to a dramatic increase in the number of celebrations. Paying a stipend to a priest to celebrate one or more masses on one’s behalf became one of the accepted ways in which a sinner might seek to expiate his or her fault, and doing the same on behalf of a deceased person in order to purge their sins and secure their salvation also became widespread. The very wealthy would leave money in their wills so that the same might be done for them after their demise. Offering the sacrifice for particular purposes—the “votive” mass—was what the Eucharist came to be thought of as being all about.17

      Doing the same on behalf of a dead person in order to purge his or her sins? It was one thing for the living to ask for masses to be said on their behalf, but could they reach out to the dead and pray for them? The belief that the dead still needed the prayers of the living was the catalyst for the next important theological development, which would transform the sacramental system into a way of salvation in its own right.

      What happened to people when they died was always a major concern of the church. The Christian gospel promised a heavenly reward to all believers, irrespective of any merit on their part, but this message proved to be extremely difficult to accept. There was a feeling that only the good went to heaven and that the church’s purpose was to give people the goodness they needed in order to get there. Baptism removed the taint of original sin, which took care of babies who died before reaching the age of accountability. Those who sinned after baptism had recourse to the sacraments, and it was here that penance acquired its importance. Only the truly penitent could be admitted to Communion, which was the foretaste of the heavenly banquet. It could therefore be assumed that those who did not make it that far did not get into heaven either, but where did they go instead? Quite a number of people died before having the opportunity to repent and do the necessary penance, but would they be excluded from God’s presence merely because of that? Surely there had to be a second chance, an option for those with basically good intentions but who, for one reason or another, were not ready for the Bridegroom when he came for them (Matt. 25:1–13).

      A few really dedicated individuals might succeed in becoming perfect, and it was generally accepted that those who were martyred for their faith had passed through the baptism of suffering mentioned by Jesus and been cleansed of their remaining sinfulness in the process (Mark 10:38–40). These were the saints who were fit to go to heaven when they died. Proof of such sainthood was not always easy to come by, but if it could be demonstrated that prayers to one of them or the bones (or other relics) they left behind on earth had produced a miracle or two, the likelihood that they had made the grade was greatly increased. The church would thus set its seal of approval on them by “canonizing” them and allowing people to pray to them for assistance. Over time, it came to be thought that some of these saints had particular interests—Christopher was the patron saint of travelers, for example, and Jude, of lost causes.

      The Flames of Purgatory

      Unfortunately, the majority of people were not as successful in this life as the small band of “saints”—real or imaginary. What happened to them when they died if they were not good enough to go straight to heaven? At first, the church was tempted to say that all would go to hell. It had a very pessimistic view of human nature and did not find this particularly shocking, but it was soon felt that such a conclusion was too extreme. Many people did their best and were not particularly evil, and it seemed unfair to exclude them from heaven merely because of a few sins that could have been but for some reason had not been paid for in this life. Did not the Bible hold out at least some hope for the eventual salvation of such people? Eventually, theologians came up with the idea that there was a place of the dead where those who had not confessed or paid for their sins in this life could do so and could thus prepare themselves for eventual entry into heaven. This place came to be called purgatory, a medieval invention that stretched biblical interpretation to its limits even as it brought a new sense of order and purpose to previously vague notions of what life after death really entailed.

      Finding biblical sources for the existence of purgatory was not easy. The passage most often cited was in 1 Corinthians, where the apostle Paul talks about believers building their spiritual lives on the foundation laid by Christ. He says that if the resulting building turns out to be unsuitable, it will be destroyed by fire, but the believer himself will be saved (1 Cor. 3:11–15). Augustine (354–430) expounded this passage in a way that would sound familiar to later generations:

      As for the interval between the death of this present body and the coming of the day of judgment and reward at the general resurrection, it may be claimed that it is then that the spirits of the departed suffer this kind of fire. . . . I am not concerned to refute this suggestion, because it may well be true. It is even possible that the death of the body is part of this tribulation.18

      Augustine was the first person to call this fire “purgatorial,” though what he meant by that is unclear. That he believed there were two kinds of fire, one that tormented and one that cleansed, seems clear enough, but it is virtually certain that in his mind the purifying fire was part of the last judgment, not a process leading up to that event. Even so, he taught that there was room for praying for the departed, especially if their manner of life on earth justified it:

      Between death and the final resurrection, men’s souls are kept in secret storehouses, where they are either at rest or suffering, according to their deserts. . . . They obtain relief by the dutiful service of friends who are still alive, when the Mediator’s sacrifice is offered on their behalf or alms are given to the church. But these acts are only of use to those who during their lives had shown themselves deserving of them. Some people live in a way that is not good enough to be able to dispense with such assistance after their deaths, but not bad enough to make it pointless either. . . . The advantage these acts obtain [for the dead] is complete forgiveness of their sin, or at least a mitigation of their punishment.19

      Without a clear lead from either Scripture or tradition, early medieval theologians drifted along in uncertainty, occasionally borrowing ideas from pre-Christian cults of the dead in the newly converted Celtic or Germanic countries of northern Europe but mainly just repeating what they could glean from Augustine and other great theologians of the past.20 It was not until the twelfth century that the thorny subject of the intermediate state was finally grasped and some attempt was made to bring conceptual order out of the chaos that until then had prevailed. Gratian quoted Augustine as his authority and added a letter sent by Pope Gregory II (r. 669–731) to St. Boniface (ca. 672–754) sometime around 730, in which he explained that the souls of the dead are delivered from punishment in four different ways: by the sacrifices of the priests, by the prayers of the saints, by the alms of close friends, and by the fasting of relatives.21

      Like his sources, Gratian said nothing about purgatory as a place, but greater clarity on this subject can be found in the writings of his contemporary, Hugh of St. Victor. Hugh explained it as follows:

      There is a punishment after death that is called purgatorial. Those who depart this life with certain sins may be righteous and destined for eternal life, but they are tortured there for a while in order to be cleansed. The place where this happens is not definitely fixed, although many instances in which afflicted souls have appeared [as ghosts] suggest that the pain is endured in this world, and probably where the sin was committed. . . . It is hard to know whether such pains are inflicted anywhere else.22

      Bernard of Clairvaux (1090–1153) concurred with this view but added a more personal and pastoral note:

      We sympathize with the dead and pray for them, wishing them the joy of hope. We have to feel sorry for their suffering in purgatorial places but must also rejoice at the approach of the moment when “God will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning, nor crying, nor pain anymore, for the former things have passed away.”23

      Like his contemporaries, Peter Lombard knew nothing of purgatory as a particular place, though he accepted the possibility of penance after this life and made provision for it in the Sentences.24 The importance of his comments lies not so much in what he himself said, which was very little, but in the way in which later commentators used his remarks as the basis on which to build their own far more elaborate theories.

      According to Jacques Le Goff, purgatory as a place was first identified by Peter Comestor (ca. 1100–ca. 1178), writing sometime in or shortly after 1170.25 The transition from ignis purgatorius (“purgatorial fire”) or locus purgatorius (“purgatorial place”) to purgatorium (“purgatory”) was so easy and natural that it is hard to tell whether those who first made it did so deliberately. In the oblique cases in Latin, the masculine purgatorius and the neuter purgatorium fall together, and there is evidence that later copyists omitted the accusative forms ignem and locum that seemed to them unnecessary when accompanied by the qualifying adjective-cum-noun purgatorium. This omission thereby gave the false impression that purgatory had been identified as a particular place some years earlier.26 Be that as it may, there is no doubt that by 1200, purgatory was established in people’s minds as a definite location, though whether it was nearer to heaven or to hell remained uncertain. Those who emphasized that it was a preparation for entry to heaven naturally leaned toward the former view, while those who thought in terms of fiery punishment preferred the latter.

      It was around the time of the Fourth Lateran Council in 1215 that purgatory became an established part of the church’s spiritual universe, as can be seen from the important guidebook for priests who were called to hear the confessions of penitent sinners, written in the wake of the council by Thomas of Chobham (ca. 1160–ca. 1236). Thomas explained that “mass is celebrated for the living and for the dead, but doubly for the dead, because the sacraments of the altar are petitions for the living, thanksgivings for the saints [in heaven], and propitiations for those in purgatory, that result in remission of their punishment.”27 As far as he was concerned, no one could do anything for those in hell, so the Mass as a propitiation could apply only to souls in purgatory, which therefore had to exist!

      About the same time, William of Auvergne (ca. 1180–1249) was also making a case for the necessity of purgatory, based on the need for penance.28 To him it was obvious that most people died with unconfessed sins that had to be dealt with before the departed soul could enter heaven. It was equally obvious to William that some sins were more serious than others—murder, for example, had to be punished, but gluttony or frivolity could be expiated by penance. This was the penitential practice of the church in this world, and there seemed to William to be no reason why it should not be carried on in the next life. He did not believe, however, that this continuation of penance could be used as an excuse for deferring penance in this life. On the contrary, the more sins expiated now, the fewer there would be to take care of after death, and the soul’s time in purgatory would be correspondingly shortened. As an extension of justice on earth, purgatory appealed to William as the supreme example of God’s fairness, but it was also an assurance that this life was closely bound up with the next. In fact, William seems to have located purgatory on earth, rather than somewhere nearer to heaven or hell, which naturally increased his feeling that it was little more than an extension of the church’s ministry to the living.

      Moving things a step further was Alexander of Hales (ca. 1185–1245), the first man to write a commentary on Peter Lombard’s Sentences and the first teacher to use the Sentences as his main theological text. In his gloss on Sentences 4.21, he expounded Lombard’s theory of penance in the context of purgatory, making the following points:

      1. Purgatory is a fire that burns up venial sins.

      2. Purgatory wipes out penalties for mortal sins that have not been sufficiently paid for.

      3. Purgatory is more severe than any earthly punishment.

      4. Purgatory is not an unjust or disproportionate punishment.

      5. Purgatory is a place of faith and hope but without the heavenly vision of God.

      6. Hardly anybody is good enough to escape the need to pass through purgatory.

      Having established these six points, Alexander went on to examine the relationship between purgatory and the church in greater detail. Up to this time, it was generally assumed that the church could forgive sins in this life but that its jurisdiction ended at death. But if purgatorial penance merely continued what had already started on earth, it seemed logical to assume that the church’s jurisdiction over it would extend beyond the grave. Alexander did not intend to rule God out of the picture altogether, since his grace was still regarded as essential for the assurance that penance was effective, but it was also self-evident to him that the church had an important role to play in purgatory:

      Just as specific pain brings satisfaction for a particular sin, so the common pain of the universal church, which cries out on behalf of the sins of dead believers . . . , is an aid to satisfaction. It does not create satisfaction in itself, but contributes to it along with the pain suffered by the penitent. This is what intercession is all about. Intercession is the merit of the church which is able to lessen the pain of one of its members.29

      Indulgences and Suffering in Purgatory

      Here we catch a first glimpse of the system of “indulgences” by which the church would claim to remit the sins of the dead and lessen their suffering in purgatory. In the late eleventh century, Ivo of Chartres (ca. 1040–1115) had worked out a theory of dispensation, that is, not applying the rules of ecclesiastical law in certain circumstances.30 According to him, a distinction had to be made between different kinds of legal principles, as follows:

      Praecepta (precepts): absolute, binding rules

      Consilia (counsels): suggestions as to how to apply the rules

      Indulgentiae (indulgences): permitted exceptions to the rules

      Justice demanded obedience to the rules, though of course those rules had to be applied in the right way. The praecepta and the consilia were therefore essential and interdependent. But human life is seldom as straightforward as the rules would like it to be, and recognizing that variety in life experience engendered a certain tolerance of weakness and failure. It was not easy to determine how much leeway should be granted, but this could be decided only on a case-by-case basis, which is what canon lawyers were employed to do. Indulgences would not be granted without good reason though, because somehow the rules had to be kept if justice was to be done. The answer was found in penance, which offered payment and restitution for the offenses that had been committed. In the early days, a full indulgence was granted only to those who went on crusade, as a reward for their sacrifice, but in time this practice was extended and indulgences made readily available to almost anyone who was prepared to pay for them. In special circumstances, they might even be granted without such payment, though for obvious reasons, such generosity was rare.

      To control all of this, it was necessary to establish a form of penance that would be fair and applicable to all. In 1215, the Fourth Lateran Council issued a canon obliging every Christian, male and female, to confess his or her sins to a priest at least once a year and to receive from him an appropriate penance.31 This canon made it necessary to define what sins could be forgiven and what sins could not—the distinction between “venial” and “mortal” sins mentioned earlier. In this respect, Thomas of Chobham was the right man at the right time, and his little manual on the subject became one of the most popular sources for clerical guidance in this area. The potential for intellectual madness, however, was enormous, as Jacques Le Goff has pointed out:

      Purgatory was dragged down into a whirlpool of delirious scholastic ratiocination, which raised the most otiose questions, refined the most sophisticated distinctions, and took delight in the most elaborate solutions. Can a venial sin become mortal? Does an accumulation of several venial sins equal a mortal sin? What is the fate of a person who dies with both a mortal sin and a venial sin on his head (assuming that it is possible for this to occur, which some authorities doubted)? And so on.32

      By about 1250, the outlines of purgatory were clear, and it remained only to define some of the more obscure details. Theologians continued to discuss where exactly purgatory was located, what purgatorial fire consisted of (i.e., was it purely spiritual or partly material as well?), and whether a soul was set free to go to heaven as soon as its penance was complete or whether it had to wait until the last judgment to be finally acquitted. The great Franciscan friar and teacher Bonaventure (1221–1274) dealt with each of these, concluding, for example, that purgatory had become a distinct place only after the incarnation of Christ. Before that time, souls had gone to a place called “limbo” or “the bosom of Abraham,” which offered no opportunity for active penance but only a place of waiting for judgment.33 He thought that purgatorial fire was both spiritual and material—the spiritual fire was redemptive, whereas the material fire was merely punitive.34 He was also vehemently opposed to any suggestion that a cleansed soul might have to delay its heavenly bliss to the last judgment—once its time in purgatory was done, it was free to go, and so away it went!35

      Very similar views were expressed by Bonaventure’s contemporary Albert the Great (ca. 1206–1280), a German who joined the Dominican order and lectured in Paris (1242–1248), where he was a major influence on the young Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274). Thomas, despite his immense theological output, had relatively little to say about purgatory and seems to have been uninterested in the subject.36 He died before getting to it in the course of his Summa Theologiae, and most of what we have from him was put together later by his students and attached to the Summa as a supplement. Essentially, he repeated what earlier doctors (and especially Albert the Great) had said, adapting it to the needs of the subject’s controversies in which he was periodically engaged.

      Thomas Aquinas reminds us that purgatory was not only far from being universally popular but was actually rejected by a large number of people—indeed, by virtually everyone who had reason to quarrel with the authority of the papacy. This was something new in the history of doctrine. Earlier disputes had been much more “objective” in the sense that nobody of any stature had opposed a doctrine merely because it was held by Rome or by some other episcopal see. But purgatory was so closely linked to the power claimed by the papacy that it was very difficult, if not impossible, to keep the two apart. If the pope lacked the power to forgive sins on earth, he could hardly have done so after a sinner’s death, and if that were true, the question of the church’s involvement with purgatory would not have arisen. If, on the other hand, the pope did have the power to forgive sins, rejecting his authority would be a dangerous move in this life—never mind what might happen after death. So either way, purgatory and the papacy were bound up together, and to reject the one was to reject the other.

      We should therefore not be surprised to discover that, by and large, heretical sects that objected to the papacy, such as the Waldensians, also rejected purgatory.37 It is hard to know what to make of the evidence for this, though, because almost all of it comes from hostile sources who may have been poorly informed.38 Nevertheless, the connection was there and can be seen in Martin Luther’s (1483–1546) Ninety-Five Theses (1517), which repeatedly insinuates that the pope has no jurisdiction over purgatory, although Luther was careful not to say so explicitly.39

      Purgatory caught on in the medieval church because it gave people hope for eternity even if they were not perfect in this life.40 It provided a means by which they could continue to pray for their loved ones after they had died and help them on their way to heaven. It was also possible for them to perform extra acts of penance in this life—or works of supererogation, as they were called—and thereby reduce the time that they would have to spend in purgatory themselves.

      In time, this structure of penance and works of supererogation became a burden both for the church and for the penitents. Telling people to stand barefoot in the snow while holding a lighted candle for hours on end, for example, soon came to be seen as a pointless exercise. It did nothing for the church, and the people so burdened were merely humiliated, which could be almost intolerable if they were prominent members of their local community. The problem was that if such leading citizens lost the respect of others, they could also lose their authority, and social order might break down. For these and similar reasons, a way out was eagerly sought and over time was hard to resist, despite the anguished protests of reformers who thought that public penance was good for the soul and ought to be continued.

      Perhaps the best way for us to understand this thinking is to compare it with how authorities today handle people who break the law in minor ways. In theory, lawbreakers should be put in prison, but prisons are often full and seem to do little good for their inmates. To lock someone up merely for speeding, for instance, seems excessive. So the state has devised another means of punishing this sort of infraction. Instead of doing time behind bars, the guilty are fined. The state gets additional revenue, the offender does not have to suffer major inconvenience or unwanted publicity, and everyone is more or less happy with the result. It was this way of thinking that drove the church to commute penance to a fine. Those who paid up were given a certificate of “indulgence,” which effectively wrote off their need to do penance. Once it became clear that people could buy indulgences, both for their loved ones and for themselves, why would they want to go to the trouble of doing works of supererogation when they could pay for a certificate instead? And so, gradually the sale of indulgences became an established practice of the church. The ecclesiastical coffers were filled with donations, and the individuals who bought them had the satisfaction of knowing that their time in purgatory had been reduced.

      What this system did not say was whether or not the people who were thus excused became holier as a result. Paying off a debt was one thing, but did it make one a better person? How do sinful human beings receive God’s righteousness, and what difference does that make to them? To describe how sinners are transformed, Augustine chose the word iustificare and its derivatives, and his usage passed into the Western tradition. He himself believed that the word meant “to make righteous,” since it was composed of the two Latin words iustum (“righteous”) and facere (“make”). However, it was unclear what in practice that entailed. To the extent that iustificare was a translation of the Greek verb dikaioō, it meant “pass judgment on,” which was usually taken in a negative sense but in this case was understood positively, meaning “acquit.” Yet Augustine also used iustificare to convey the idea of “transforming someone into a righteous person,” which dikaioō does not (and cannot) mean. This is important, because this additional implication caused much trouble and misunderstanding later on.

      Made Righteous by Infused Grace

      Augustine believed that a person was made righteous by a process of inner transformation that governed not only his actions but also the motivation that lay behind them.41 In practice, this made motivation more important than action, because if a particular action failed to achieve its purpose, it would still count as righteous in the sight of God if it had been done with the right intention. As Augustine understood it, righteousness was a divine attribute in which Christians participated directly and not merely a word used to express a sinful believer’s relationship with (and total dependence on) a righteous God. It could only be obtained by God’s free gift (“grace”), but obtained it was, and the person who was made righteous by Christ became a better human being than he or she had been before. This was possible because for Augustine, grace was not an abstract gift of righteousness but the presence of the Holy Spirit in a person’s life. The Spirit is the love of God that makes it possible for those who receive that gift to love God with all their hearts and their neighbors as themselves, which is what God demands of us.42

      Faith was the fruit of love, and so for Augustine, “justification by faith” really meant “justification by love,” which expresses itself in and through faith (Gal. 5:6). Working in a person’s life by the power of God, faith gradually overcomes the desires of the flesh (concupiscentia) in the way that a medicine overcomes disease. To be effective, the grace of faith in love has to be periodically refreshed and strengthened so it can pursue and eventually complete its work. How this was meant to happen Augustine did not specify, but any doubts on that score were laid to rest by Haimo of Auxerre (d. ca. 855): “We are redeemed and justified by the passion of Christ, which justifies mankind in baptism through faith, and subsequently by penance. The two are so closely linked that it is impossible to be justified by one without the other.”43

      Much the same thing was said more than two centuries later by Bruno of Cologne (ca. 1030–1101), who made a point of adding that penance was the divinely appointed means of cleansing the soul from sins committed after baptism.44 The explanation of this process given by the French monk Hervé de Bourg-Dieu (ca. 1080–1150) may be regarded as typical:

      Through the law there comes a recognition of sin, through faith there comes the infusion of grace in opposition to sin, through grace comes the cleansing of the soul from sin’s guilt, through the cleansing of the soul comes freedom of the will [libertas arbitrii], through the freedom of the will [liberum arbitrium] comes the love of righteousness, and through the love of righteousness comes the implementation of the law.45

      Note the way the process unfolds: the law points out the need for faith, and faith leads to grace, which sets the ball rolling—purification, freedom, love, and righteousness follow in quick succession, leading in the end to the fulfilling of the law, which takes us back to where we started but now in a way that actually works. Peter Comestor condensed this into a neat scheme describing the stages of justification that, with minor variations, was repeated by most medieval writers:

      1. The infusion of grace, given to beginners

      2. The cooperation of free will (liberum arbitrium), given to those making progress

      3. The consummation (i.e., remission of sins), given to those who have arrived46

      This scheme was subsequently modified into a fourfold pattern, with the second element divided into two. The classic statement of it was worked out by William of Auxerre (ca. 1160–1231), who expressed it like this:47

      1. The infusion of grace

      2. The movement of the free will (liberum arbitrium)

      3. Contrition

      4. Remission of sins

      The inclusion of contrition made it easy to tie this fourfold scheme into the sacrament of penance, thus encouraging the integration of justification with the sacramental system, which took place in the thirteenth century. But those who moved in that direction insisted that penance by itself had no power to justify anyone. Justification was from beginning to end a work of divine grace in which penance was only the necessary condition for that grace to be given.48 This was the pattern adopted by Alexander of Hales, Albert the Great, Bonaventure, and Thomas Aquinas, as we can see from their respective commentaries on the Sentences of Peter Lombard.49 Thomas modified the scheme somewhat by making a clearer distinction between the second and third stages:50

      1. The infusion of grace

      2. The movement of the free will directed toward God through faith (i.e., love)

      3. The movement of the free will directed against sin (i.e., contrition)

      4. The remission of sin

      To understand what effect this had, we must appreciate that for Thomas and his contemporaries, who had been trained in Aristotelian physics and reflected that in their approach, progress from the first to the last item on the list was a process set in motion by the initial infusion of grace that led inexorably to the forgiveness of sins. Turning toward God in love and against sin in sorrow were integral parts of this process, which could be distinguished in theoretical terms within a chain of cause and effect but which normally occurred more or less simultaneously.

      For Thomas, justification before God was identified with the second stage. The infusion of grace involved a real change in the recipient, who was set free from the constraints of his sinful nature and given the ability to subordinate his mind and will to God. When he did so, he was justified in God’s eyes because he had demonstrated his desire to do what was right. The infused grace that made this possible was not an extension of God’s nature but a created equivalent of it that God implanted in the soul of the believer, giving him an inbuilt disposition (habitus) toward righteousness. This made it possible for him to avoid mortal sin, but as he was not yet perfect, he would still fall into venial sin and stand in need of penance. It was at this point that the penitential system described above kicked in. Even justified believers needed to be purified further because they continued to struggle against the effects of their “lower nature”—what the Bible calls the war of the spirit against the flesh. Very few people would succeed in winning that battle in this life, but the chance to carry on in purgatory ensured that they would triumph in the end.

      Meriting the Grace of Justification

      It was generally agreed that God responded to the movement of a man’s free will toward him because he regarded such a movement as meritorious—it was a good thing for the man to do, and it deserved an appropriate response from God. The question then arose as to how meritorious it actually was. Could a human being do anything that would really please God? In the strict sense, the answer to this had to be no, because human beings are both finite and sinful and therefore incapable of dealing with God on his level. But like little children who want to do something good but cannot because they lack the strength and knowledge required for success, sinful people who try their best and have the right intentions ought to be applauded for making the attempt, not rejected as failures because they have not managed to do something they are incapable of doing. This, said the theologians of the time, was what happened when souls infused with created grace turned to God. They were justified, not because they had managed to become righteous by their own efforts but because it was the right response on God’s part to those who were doing the best they could. What God honored in them was merit de congruo (“appropriate”)—they wanted the right thing, and thus God gave it to them even though they had not really earned it.

      Had sinful souls been able to make the grade on their own, God would have acknowledged their merit as being de condigno (“deserved”), but that was impossible. Instead, God promised that if sinners acted in a certain way, he would respond to them accordingly by giving infused grace. And once a sinner received infused grace, he or she could achieve what God had laid down in his covenant with mankind.51 This made merit de condigno a real possibility, because the promised reward was proportionate to its efforts. A divine reward for human achievement was therefore expected as the just outworking of God’s righteousness.52

      Attrition and Contrition

      Criticism of this scheme of things began with John Duns Scotus (ca. 1266–1308) in the generation after Aquinas and Bonaventure. Scotus pointed out that if contrition were necessary before a sinner could receive the sacrament of penance, the sacrament would be effective not in and of itself (ex opere operato) but only if the person receiving it was in the right spiritual mood (ex opere operantis). In that case, penance would hardly be necessary, since the penitent would already have reached the point to which the sacrament was meant to bring him.53 Scotus tried to resolve this problem by saying that contrition was not a necessary precondition for receiving the sacrament. All that was needed was repentance based on fear of punishment. If that was sincere, it might merit the grace of justification de congruo, but if not, it could still be enough to allow the sinner to do penance. Scotus called this “attrition.” To his mind, a sinner who started out at the lowest level of attrition would gradually be strengthened by sacramental grace to the point where he would be genuinely contrite.

      Scotus even allowed for the possibility that a sinner could be justified without having to do penance at all, but this was more theoretical than real. Nobody could know for sure whether he had done enough to merit anything, and so in practice the sacrament became more necessary than ever, because it gave penitents the assurance that they were in a state of grace.54

      Scotus’s views were taken over by William of Ockham (ca. 1287–ca. 1347), who moved the discussion on to another level of philosophical analysis. He believed that God’s acceptance of moral acts was what gave them their meritorious value and that this acceptance was a matter of course in the case of believers.55 Ockham’s followers went further and denied that there could be such a thing as merit de condigno; any merit must by definition be de congruo, and even that depended entirely on grace.56 However, the general drift of their thinking was away from merit altogether, making everything depend entirely on God’s grace, which was essentially the position taken by John Wyclif (ca. 1328–1384) and Jan Hus (ca. 1369–1415).57

      The full effect of Ockham’s ideas can be seen in the work of Gabriel Biel (ca. 1420–1495), which in many ways represents the culmination of medieval theological developments.58 Unlike Ockham, Biel was not an uncritical admirer of Duns Scotus, and he firmly rejected any notion of attrition as a prelude to penance. For Biel, only contrition would do, and he believed, along (as he thought) with Peter Lombard, that in the sacrament of penance all the priest could do was to declare that the sinner had already been justified on that basis.59 Biel did not rule out the possibility of presacramental justification, but even if that happened in a few cases, it could not be understood apart from the sacrament because the latter was always implied. The reason for this was that contrition, with or without the sacrament, only offered remission of the guilt for sin. The punishment for it was accordingly downgraded from the eternal to the temporal realm, but that, of course, was the sphere of penance, which therefore still had an important part to play.

      Biel believed that human beings could love God in their natural strength without the infusion of divine grace, but he also recognized that God intended for them to accomplish his will in such a state of grace, which was obviously beyond their natural abilities.60 He was also deeply concerned with the need to demonstrate moral integrity. Sacramental merit was not meant to be a substitute for that, and Biel often warned his hearers not to think that they could remove their sins by good works if they were not inwardly repentant (i.e., contrite).61 As he saw the matter, his proposal was a way of avoiding the easygoing pattern of attrition, which many people besides himself thought was a lazy way out of sincere repentance, without demanding the kind of superhuman self-sacrifice that only a spiritual athlete could achieve.

      As for the disposition (habitus) needed for sacramental justification, Biel insisted that a believer should love God for his own sake and not for what he could get out of him.62 The external penance performed in the sacrament had to be matched by a corresponding internal repentance, without which it would have no effect. Biel did not deny the power of divine grace in a person’s life, but he did not think that it was essential in every case. As he saw it, human beings could often act rightly, according to the light of reason given to them, whether they were aided in this by divine grace or not. It was ignorance, not the lack of grace, that prevented people from doing the right thing.63 The church’s primary duty, therefore, was not to infuse grace into sinners but to enlighten them with the correct understanding, so that they could act properly of their own accord. Apparently Biel thought that if people knew what was right, they would do it automatically!64

      None of this suggested to Biel that the inner disposition (habitus) of created grace was superfluous. On the contrary, it was essential, not because of any metaphysical necessity but because that was the way that God had ordained his plan of salvation. This was the covenant (pactum) that set out his requirements of us and his response to our attempts to meet those requirements. Created grace by itself could never determine God’s actions for the simple reason that it was a created thing and not part of his nature.65 But within the covenant order of things, God has accepted sinners and given them the grace they need to perform acts of meritorious value, and it is for that reason that they are justified. In Heiko Oberman’s words:

      The gratuitous character of God’s remuneration is therefore not based on the activity of the habit of grace nor on the presence of the habit of grace, but on God’s eternal decree according to which he has decided to accept every act which is performed in a state of grace as a meritum de condigno.66

      As far as merit de congruo was concerned, Biel thought of that as the supreme achievement of a man unaided by the infusion of grace. God may accept this act as meritorious and bestow his grace on the penitent sinner, but he is not obliged to, and if he does so, it is an act of generosity on his part, not of justice.67 Just as God’s acceptance of the repentant sinner follows from and is necessitated by his covenant promise, so the same must be said of infused grace, because no outside power can force God to do anything.68 Indeed, it is precisely because God is free (liber) and does not operate under any form of external constraint, that he can show his generosity (liberalitas) by ignoring any sense of due proportion between an act and its reward, revealing his superabundant mercy instead.69

      The result of Biel’s doctrine was that the sinner was unwittingly placed under an extraordinary burden to produce good works deserving of grace. God’s righteousness brought only judgment and punishment in its wake, and by doing good works, the sinner had to hope that the divine wrath could be deflected. As Biel put it, “Man does not know whether he is worthy of [God’s] hatred or love.”70 Without that assurance, the sinner could face the prospect of hearing about God’s covenant and the justification it promised only with fear and trepidation, because he had no way of knowing whether he would ever be worthy enough to receive it.

      The Crisis of Assurance

      The system outlined by William of Ockham and his followers was seldom seriously questioned in its fundamentals. As the young Martin Luther put it,

      The doctors are right to say that when people do their best, God inevitably gives them grace. This cannot mean that this preparation for grace is [based on merit] de condigno, because they are incompatible, but it can be regarded as de congruo because of God’s promise and the covenant (pactum) of mercy.71

      It took a spiritual crisis in his own life to shake Luther out of this way of thinking. He did his best but discovered that it was not good enough. Whatever grace he may have received de congruo, it did not bring him peace with God. After much searching, he found the answer in the words of the prophet Habakkuk, quoted by the apostle Paul in his letter to the Romans: “The righteous shall live by faith” (Rom. 1:17; cf. Hab. 2:4). The scales dropped from his eyes as he realized that it is by grace that we are saved through faith and not by our works, however meritorious they are in themselves. The foundations of the old system were shaken to the root, and the result was the Protestant Reformation.

      The Medieval View of Authority

      The Early Church

      Almost as important for the Reformers as the doctrine of salvation was the question of authority in the church, which had become a key issue of debate in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. In some respects this debate went back to the earliest days of Christianity, and it was on the witness of the New Testament that the arguments increasingly focused. In premodern times, most people thought of authority as something primarily personal. The Word was connected to its author, and the ultimate author was God himself, from whom all authority derived. God the Father gave his authority to the Son, and the Son sent the Holy Spirit to bring the church into being and to preserve it until he returns in judgment (1 Cor. 15:25–28).

      The theological question was how the Holy Spirit performed the task assigned to him. In the New Testament church, the answer was clear enough. Jesus chose disciples who became the apostles. They governed the early church and gave it the New Testament Scriptures, which contained the teaching they had received from Jesus himself. The transition from disciples to apostles was not automatic—Judas was excluded from the apostleship, and Paul was added by an exceptional divine intervention. But the principle was clear enough: an apostle had to be a witness of the resurrected Christ and to have been specially commissioned by him for his task. Initially, the apostles worked together from their base in Jerusalem, but gradually they spread out and developed their own ministries. Peter became the apostle to the Jews, while Paul was recognized as the apostle to the Gentiles. Disagreements between Jews and Gentiles were resolved by consensus, which church leaders arrived at by open debate in a church council (Acts 15).

      What happened after the apostles died was (and still is) unclear. Some of them may have appointed successors in the way that Paul entrusted his ministry to Timothy and Titus. Or perhaps local churches elected one of their number to become their overseer, or bishop, on the understanding that he would be responsible for maintaining the apostolic deposit of truth. What is certain is that a hundred years after the ascension of Christ, his churches were almost all being led by elected bishops, and that congregations founded by the apostles had a special responsibility to preserve and defend their legacy. This duty was necessary because of the growth of heretical movements that these churches had no power to suppress and could combat only by appealing to their own traditions, which they claimed had come from the apostles. The fact that different apostolically rooted churches agreed with each other was evidence that their claims were true, and it was in this way that the New Testament came to be accepted as Scripture on a par with the Hebrew Bible.

      It is a remarkable fact that when the church was legalized in the early fourth century, it emerged as a single worldwide body. There were certainly disputes and incipient divisions—Donatism in North Africa, for example, and Arianism in much of the East. But there was also a widespread consensus, revealed in church councils that the emperor now convened. The councils counteracted these dissident movements and established a common orthodoxy that every local church was obliged to accept. The crowning achievement of the conciliar era was a creed that was accepted as the touchstone of Christian belief virtually everywhere.72

      Church councils were not always summoned by imperial authority, but unless their decisions were ratified by the emperor, they did not become law and could not be enforced. Most councils met on a provincial basis and legislated only for the needs of their province, though in some cases (North Africa and Spain in particular), they exerted a much wider influence. Imperial councils met less frequently, but they were more important, and their decisions applied universally.73 Only bishops could go to councils and vote on behalf of their congregations, but although attendance was sometimes fairly high, it was never universal. In particular, the bishops of Rome never summoned or attended any of them, though they usually sent representatives and later ratified the councils’ decisions.

      The system of provincial and imperial councils was not perfect, but it functioned reasonably well for a time. It began to break down when many of the Eastern churches refused to accept the decisions of the Council of Chalcedon (451). This led to schisms in Egypt and Syria that the imperial government was unable to suppress, despite many attempts to do so. In the course of the sixth century the schisms hardened, and when the Muslim Arabs invaded in the decade after Muhammad’s death in 632, the Roman Empire lost these regions. This geopolitical break made it impossible for the emperor to compel the dissidents to return to the imperial fold, but it also took the theological questions involved out of the realm of practical politics in what remained of the Christian world.

      The Emergence of the Papacy

      Just as significant for the future of the church as the rise of Islam was the collapse of the Roman Empire in the West. In 476, Rome sent the imperial insignia to Constantinople, signaling that the West would henceforth recognize the authority of the Eastern (Byzantine) emperor, but in reality the barbarian kingdoms that had set themselves up in Western Europe went their own way. The Eastern Empire attempted to regain the lost provinces and managed to hold onto Rome for more than two centuries (536–751), but the reconquest was only partial. To buttress their authority over the West, the emperors needed the support of the bishop of Rome, whom they recognized as their chief representative there. This status could be traced back to the First Council of Constantinople in 381, when the world had been divided into five regions and the bishop of the most important city in each region was appointed as the patriarch of that area. The hierarchy of patriarchates was Rome, Constantinople, Alexandria, Antioch, and Jerusalem, in that order. By 700, the last three of these had fallen under Muslim rule and no longer counted for much, so for practical purposes, Rome vied with Constantinople for supremacy. Rome had an advantage because its church was of apostolic origin, or so it was thought. The claim that Peter had been its first bishop and that he was martyred there (along with Paul) was generally accepted, but in fact, Rome’s spiritual authority rested more on its position as the ancient imperial capital than on anything else. For that reason, Constantinople was a genuine rival, because although it lacked Rome’s apostolic pedigree, it was where the emperor lived and where imperial church councils continued to meet.74

      As long as the bishops of Rome remained subject to the emperor at Constantinople, they could not establish an independent spiritual authority, nor did they want to. The situation changed, however, when the pagan Lombards extinguished the imperial province (or “exarchate,” as it was known) in central Italy and threatened Rome in 751. In desperation, its bishop appealed to the king of the Franks, who subsequently crossed the Alps, annihilated the Lombards, and established the Roman bishop as the secular ruler of the old exarchate in 754. This was the beginning of the Papal States, a political entity that would survive until 1870. It also marked the rise of Frankish power, which in 800 led to the creation of the Holy Roman Empire in Western Europe. The Frankish king Charlemagne became the new Western emperor, and Rome repudiated its residual allegiance to Constantinople. The Holy Roman Empire was to endure until 1806, and its rulers frequently found themselves in conflict with the bishop of Rome, who could then appropriately be called the pope, even though it was he who crowned them and legitimated their rule.

      In theory, the two halves of the ancient Roman Empire had been restored, but they were very different from one another. In the East, the emperor and the patriarch lived in the same city and worked closely together, but this was never true in the West. The pope remained in Rome, but the emperor hardly ever went there and did not stay long when he did. Furthermore, the empire in the West never covered the whole of Western Christendom, and in 843, it was subdivided among Charlemagne’s grandsons. While an emperor was still elected from among the corulers, he had restricted powers, and the Holy Roman Empire was never to become a powerful European state. At the same time, the papacy declined as it became the plaything of the Roman aristocracy, the members of which vied with each other to appoint relatives to the office. For two hundred years, Western Europe was devoid of any real authority, a situation that many people found increasingly intolerable.

      Reform began under the impulse of the monks of Cluny in Burgundy (now part of France), who believed that only a strong papacy could rescue the church and Western society from its chaos. To achieve this, they maneuvered their own candidate into the office. Leo IX (r. 1049–1054) reasserted the ancient claims of Rome to supreme jurisdiction over the church at large, though the only immediate effect of this was to alienate the East, which refused to knuckle under to his authority. This led to a schism in 1054, which later came to be recognized as the moment when East and West went their separate ways.75 In 1059, the Cluniac reformers were able to establish the college of cardinals in Rome, a group of senior clerics whose responsibility it would be to elect the pope. This development was of immense importance because it took papal elections out of the hands of the lay aristocracy in Rome and made it possible to choose men who would advance the interests of the church, not those of their own families. The most famous of the reforming popes was Gregory VII (r. 1073–1085), often known by his secular name, Hildebrand. He tackled the emperor over the appointment of bishops and was able to force him to accede to the church’s demands. Gregory VII’s boldness was somewhat premature, though, and the emperor was later able to get his own back by invading Rome and driving out the pope (1084). But the long-term trend was now set. In 1095, Pope Urban II (r. 1088–1099) was strong enough to persuade the kings of Western Europe to go on crusade to recover the Holy Land from the Muslims, and papal power was revealed for all to see.

      In the course of the twelfth century, the papacy grew ever stronger as a series of capable popes convened councils to establish new and tighter rules of church discipline.76 In particular, they imposed celibacy on both priests and bishops, mainly as a way of preventing the alienation of church property in the form of dowries and inheritances given to members of clerical families. This was the era of Gratian, whose initial aim was to sort out the church’s ancient legislation in order to make it consistent and applicable to the needs of his own time. It was also the age of Peter Lombard, who did much the same thing for theology. The result was the creation of universities where law and theology could be studied and where a cadre of ecclesiastical officials was produced to staff the burgeoning church administration. To this legislative inheritance the popes added further decretals of their own, which, along with the decisions of later church councils, formed the canon law of the medieval church. It was this canon law that became “tradition” in the minds of medieval theologians and that Martin Luther attacked in the early days of the Reformation.

      Today we are used to hearing that this canonical tradition was a corrupting influence in the medieval church, but people at the time did not see it that way. When Othobon, the papal legate to the British Isles, addressed a council of British archbishops and bishops meeting in London on April 22, 1268, he described the relationship of the Bible to the decrees of popes and councils as follows:

      The commandments of God and the law of the Most Highest were given in ancient times, so that the creature who had broken the yoke and turned away from the peace of his God, by living in obedience to the law and commandment as his lamp and light, with the hope given [to him] like a shadow, in the promises made to the fathers, might wait for the coming of the King of Peace, the means of reconciliation and the pontiff who would restore all things. It is the dignity of the adopted children of the bride, and the glory of the sons of Holy Mother Church, that they should hear from it [i.e., the Bible] the commandments of life and in them keep their heart in the beauty of peace, the purity of decency and the practice of modesty, subjecting their evil desires to the control of reason. For the better performance of this task, decrees of the holy fathers, divinely promulgated by their own mouths and containing the rules of justice and the doctrines of equity, flowed out like broad rivers. The sacred constitutions of the supreme pontiffs, as well as those of the legates of that apostolic see and of the other prelates of Holy Church, have emerged like streamlets from the breadth of that river, according to the need of different times, so that new cures would arise for the new diseases spawned by human frailty.77

      In other words, the God who had given his people hope of a coming Redeemer in the inspired Scriptures also inspired the leaders of the church to provide remedies for the ills of later times, a state of affairs that was intended to preserve God’s people until Christ himself should return in judgment. The canonical tradition was regarded as a supplement to the Bible made necessary by the appearance of problems that the ancient texts had not envisaged. Thus it was to be received as a blessing that confirmed and extended the original deposit of faith and not rejected as a corruption that had distorted it. In Othobon’s mind, the Bible, the church, and canon law enjoyed equal authority because they all came from God, even though they were mediated to the world by different people in different ways and for slightly different purposes.

      Challenges to Papal Authority

      Papal power reached its apogee in the time of Innocent III (r. 1198–1216), but in the course of the thirteenth century things began to go wrong. A series of untimely deaths led to a rapid turnover of popes and a consequent weakening of papal policy. The resurgence of Muslim power drove the crusaders out of Palestine, and the church could no longer persuade the kings of Europe to venture themselves in a lost cause. Financing the overextended papacy was another problem, and secular rulers found themselves having to resist the pope’s claims to taxing their people (while at the same time exempting the clergy from secular taxation).78

      By 1296, the conflict between the king of France and Pope Boniface VIII (r. 1294–1303) over this issue had grown so serious that the pope issued a bull (Clericis laicos) forbidding the secular taxation of church property. In 1302, he issued another bull (Unam sanctam), which stated that the spiritual power was superior to the temporal power and claimed that only those in communion with the Roman See would be saved. This produced a crisis. When the archbishop of Bordeaux was elected pope as Clement V (r. 1305–1314), the French king refused to let him go to Rome. Eventually, Clement V established himself at Avignon, where he was theoretically sovereign but practically a hostage of France. The papacy remained in Avignon until 1377, and it was during this period of its “Babylonian captivity” that critics made their first major challenges to its authority.

      The most important attack on the church’s claims came from Marsilius (Marsiglio) of Padua (ca. 1270–ca. 1342), who wrote a long treatise on government (Defensor pacis) in which he developed his theories of secular rule, making it clear that the popes and bishops of the church had far overstepped the bounds of their authority by seeking to dominate not merely spiritual but even temporal affairs. As Marsilius put it,

      Their insatiable appetite for temporal things caused them to be discontented with the things which the rulers have granted to them. . . . [A]nd what is the worst of all civil evils, the bishops have set themselves up as rulers and legislators, in order to reduce kings and peoples to intolerable and disgraceful slavery to themselves. For since most of these bishops are of humble birth, they do not know what secular leadership is when they reach the status of pontiff[,] . . . and consequently they become insufferable to all the faithful.79

      Marsilius took the side of the temporal rulers in their struggle with the papacy over taxation, and in the process he investigated the history of the papal claims. He was able to point out that for many centuries, the popes and bishops of the church had lived under secular rule and had none of the pretensions that had come to be taken for granted in the fourteenth century.80 His book caused a sensation, and the popes did what they could to suppress it. But there was too much truth in what Marsilius was saying, and too much sympathy for his position, for their opposition to succeed. Later on, when various Reformers began to challenge the papacy, their temerity was inevitably blamed on Marsilius, who inadvertently became the chief spokesman for an alternative concept of authority in and over the church.

      Marsilius was more concerned with politics than with theology, but some of his contemporaries were already questioning the doctrinal principles on which the church based its concept of authority. William of Ockham asserted that the church recognized two distinct sources of authority: Scripture and an extrabiblical tradition that complemented it and could be traced back to the apostles.81 Theology was the way Scripture was interpreted, and the bishops, particularly the pope, were appointed to apply it in any given circumstance. It was to this that theologians were referring when they spoke of the “authority of the church,” so that by definition the church’s authority was ultimately dependent on Scripture, even if it did not always look that way. In Ockham’s mind, Scripture and the tradition of the church were mutually reinforcing, though they were distinct from each other to a degree that had not been recognized in the early church.82

      In the next generation, the potential tension between these two principles was brought out by John Wyclif (ca. 1328–1384), who resolved it by claiming that the Bible alone was the authority for the laws of the church. If something could not be found in Scripture (like clerical celibacy or papal supremacy, for example), then it could not be demanded of the faithful as necessary for salvation. Wyclif also supported Marsilius, using the New Testament as his chief witness:

      Why is it necessary for Christ’s priests to give such damnable attention to alien [i.e., secular] laws? That would be of no use to them unless they were intent on securing their ecclesiastical possessions which have been introduced over and above the Gospel. . . . [J]ust as the people in Christ’s day were destroyed by the traditions of the Pharisees, it is only fitting now that the guidance of Christ’s law and the mediation of spiritual leaders will be withdrawn if secular traditions are increasingly multiplied, and the lifestyles of the priests corrupted more and more by worldliness.83

      The strictures of Marsilius and Wyclif against corruption in the church were matched on the other side by an increasing concern about the spread of heresy. New ideas had been filtering into Western Europe ever since the Crusades, when Arabic learning, much of it originally in ancient Greek, was discovered and translated into Latin. This newly available material unsettled traditionally minded people, and the suspicion that the new learning was subversive was never fully laid to rest. The popes wanted heretics to be burnt at the stake, a form of punishment that was thought to be particularly appropriate.84 This was a sensitive issue because it straddled the line between spiritual and temporal affairs. Heresy was a spiritual crime that could only be judged by the church, but burning at the stake was a temporal punishment that could only be administered by the state. The church’s aim, therefore, was to make heresy a statutory crime, which would give the church power over the administration of secular justice. Many secular rulers objected to this as long as they could, but medieval governments were often weak and unable to resist pressure from the church for long. In England, for example, King Richard II (r. 1377–1399) refused to enact a heresy law—thus sparing Wyclif’s life—but when his successor Henry IV (r. 1399–1413) usurped the throne, he needed allies. The church agreed to support him on condition that he enact a heresy law, which he did in 1401. As a result, the church was able to root out the followers of John Wyclif and put them to death, a privilege that it was not slow in exercising.

      The Great Western Schism and Its Aftermath

      Matters became further complicated after 1378, when the return of the popes to Rome led to a schism that lasted until 1415. For most of that time there were two popes—one in Rome and the other in Avignon—and for a while there were even three. How could papal authority over the church be implemented when nobody knew for sure who the true pope was? It was during this difficult time that Jan Hus (ca. 1369–1415) began to preach in Bohemia. Hus was influenced by Wyclif and also by a native Bohemian movement that objected to the recently introduced practice of withholding the cup from the laity at Holy Communion. There was no scriptural basis for that practice, but Roman theologians argued that because a body must contain blood, the person who consumed the consecrated bread partook not only of Christ’s body but also of his blood, making the cup unnecessary.85 What authority did the church have to introduce (and make compulsory) a practice that was so clearly inconsistent with both the witness of the New Testament and the ancient tradition of the church?

      The crisis came to a head at the Council of Constance (1414–1418), which the emperor summoned in order to end the schism and restore the unity of the church. The existing popes were deposed, a new one was elected as Martin V (r. 1417–1431), and the choice was ratified by the whole of Western Christendom. However, the council also condemned the teaching of John Wyclif and ordered Jan Hus to appear and give account of his own doctrine. Reassured of safe conduct from the emperor, Hus turned up, only to be condemned and burnt at the stake on the spot. The church simply ignored the emperor by invoking its own spiritual superiority—and got away with it.

      The rest of the fifteenth century is a tale of how the popes did their best to recover the ground their predecessors had lost since 1302. One of the compromises at Constance had been a decision to hold councils every five years that would legislate for the church as a whole. This solution was supported by men like Pierre d’Ailly (1351–1420) and Jean Gerson (1363–1429), who rejected Wyclif’s principle of sola Scriptura and held that the Holy Spirit was still revealing truth to the church through bishops who stood in the apostolic succession. The main difference between them and the supporters of papal authority was that they conceived this tradition as a collective inheritance, to be determined and defined by a council representing the entire episcopate, not by the pope alone. The popes understandably felt threatened by this and did what they could to neutralize these councils. One tactic, employed with great success by Eugenius IV (r. 1431–1447), was to force the Council of Basel, called in 1431, to transfer to Italy in order to make it easier for representatives of the Eastern church to come and submit to reunion with the West, which they did (at least on paper) in 1439. The council eventually made its way to Rome, but the conciliar movement had run out of steam. When it was dissolved in 1445, the whole experiment was abandoned, and papal supremacy was reasserted once more.

      Ironically, it was at this moment that a fresh challenge to the papal claims emerged. Scholars from the Eastern church could point out that it had never accepted papal control and that the claims made by Rome were exaggerated, if not explicitly false. The Italian scholar Lorenzo Valla (ca. 1407–1457) also demonstrated that the papacy’s claims to jurisdiction over the West were based on a number of forged documents. Composed sometime in the ninth century, probably in opposition to the heirs of Charlemagne, these documents claimed that when Constantine transferred the capital of the empire to Constantinople in 330, he left the pope in charge of the city of Rome and of the Western half of the empire!86

      Valla’s discoveries made no practical difference at the time, but their long-term effect was considerable. A few years after he wrote, the printing press was invented, making it possible to disseminate information cheaply and reliably for the first time. Scholars took advantage of the new technology to search out manuscripts and publish them, making people aware of the importance of trying to recover the original documents. Before long, it was common knowledge that many manuscripts were corrupt, that ancient works were sometimes being circulated under the wrong names, and that forgery had at times been almost a way of life. The realization that for centuries the papacy had based its claims on a fraud inevitably discredited it in academic circles and made people long to know the truth. By the time of Erasmus (1466–1536), the importance of scholarly research into original sources was universally recognized, and their potential for destroying the myths accumulated over the centuries became a major weapon in the hands of the Protestant Reformers less than a century after Valla’s death.
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