Global Journal of Arts Humanities and Social Sciences 
Vol.1, No 3, pp.71-85, September 2013
Published by European Centre For Research Training and Development UK (www.ea-journals.org)

LUTHER’S THEOLOGICAL GROUNDS FOR THE REFORMATION
Christopher Vasillopulos, PhD

Eastern Connecticut State University

Willimantic, CT 06226

USA

	


ABSTRACT: By presenting Maritain’s harsh criticism of Luther, this article attempts to clarify Luther’s theological grounds for his assault on the Church. Essentially, the Church believed that man could be saved by a combination of faith and works, despite his sin and that the Church was the divine instrument of God. Luther believed in the irremediable sinfulness of man and the world, including the Church .Only faith and God’s grace could save man. Once Luther understood Paul in this way, the Church became sin itself, as much in need of God’s grace as the most depraved man. The violence spawned by the Reformation cannot be understood without an appreciation of Luther’s radical and profound denial of the worth of the Church and all other manifestations of the World.  
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LUTHER’S THEOLOGICAL GROUNDS FOR THE REFORMATION
We are bound to the past in the intellectual order as in every other, and if we were to forget that we are animals which are specifically political, we should be astounded to discover how historically we think, how traditional we are, even when we are claiming to make all things new.  

Jacques Maritain
 

[Luther] was gifted with a nature at once realistic and lyrical, powerful, impulsive, brave and sad, sentimental and morbidly sensitive.  Vehement as he was, there was in him kindness, generosity, and with it all, unbroken pride and peevish vanity.  Reason was very weak in him. 
Jacques Maritain

The Medieval Ecclesiastical Establishment
Instead of a detailed discussion of the Catholicism of Luther’s time, I propose to begin ahistorically by using the twentieth century Catholic philosopher/theologian Jacques Maritain as my exponent of what Luther opposed. There are several reasons.  First, at the end of the fifteenth century Catholic dogma was not set. Within the Church there had always been debate about many of the central concerns of Christianity.  Having had a near monopoly of theoretically inclined thinkers for a thousand years, differences among educated clerics should not surprise.  Only after the Reformation did Catholic dogma approximate the rigidity many of its popes had aspired to and many of its critics condemned. Second, Maritain was a clear thinker with an intelligent polemicist’s gift for simplifying his opponent’s views.  Third, Maritain was a believer.  He accepted Catholic dogma and the Church’s exclusive right to discern and propound it.  He made no apologies for its certainties or its absolutes.  Fourth, attempting to dismantle Luther’s thought his use of reason was destructive.  In this he mirrored his great antagonist, who also used reason as a weapon against what he conceived as error.  Both believed reason cannot destroy Truth.  Although it cannot establish Truth either, this is of little import to the believer, for he already has the Truth. Truth, for Maritain, was the product of Revelation or Ecclesiastical Authority; for Luther, of Revelation or Scriptural Authority, the Word. For this reason, this sharing of perspectives in these respects, Maritain seems an especially valuable sword with which to cut to the bone of Luther’s views.    
Protestant defenders of Luther, in varying degrees, have tried to apologize, ignore or rationalize Luther’s often extreme, scatological, and vituperative words. Luther said he needed peasant speech to communicate with peasants, who were his chief concern. He was, however, often coarse when he wrote in Latin, which few peasants could read. Maritain stressed Luther’s ‘vicious disposition,’ his ‘anger, calumny, hatred and lying, love of beer and wine, obsession with filth and obscenity—it all pours out in a flood.’
  All of this stemmed from Luther’s negative perception of God:
The unhappy man thinks he no longer trusts in himself, but in God alone.  Yet by refusing to admit that man can share really and within himself, in the justice of Jesus Christ and in His grace—which according to him is always external to us and cannot produce in us any vital act—he shuts himself up forever in his self, he withdraws from himself all support but his self, he builds up into a doctrine what had first been nothing but a personal disorder, he places the center of his religious life not in God but in man.
 
For Maritain, this is not simply a psychological evaluation.  Luther's unhappiness, the source of his vicious and reckless nature, derived from ‘shutting himself up,’ falsely believing so doing was devotion to God, but remained barren due to the profound and unbridgeable separation from ‘Christ an His grace.’  Believing he has put God at the center of his theology, Luther so placed himself.  This for Maritain amounts to ‘egocentrism:’ [which is] ‘something much subtler, much deeper, and much more serious than egoism; a metaphysical egoism.  Luther’s self becomes practically the center of gravity of everything, especially in the spiritual order.’
 Maritain continues, ‘What counts is his life, his history.  Doctrine comes in as an extra.  Lutheranism is not a system worked out by Luther; it is an overflow of Luther’s individuality.’
  So extreme was Luther’s narcissism that Maritain quotes Moehler with approval: ‘let us make no bones about it; he put himself in the place of Jesus Christ.’
  
This catastrophic individualism was at the basis of Luther’s theology: ‘What is the Lutheran dogma of the certainty of salvation but the transference of that absolute assurance in the divine promises which was formerly the privilege of the Church and her mission to the human individual and his subjective state?’
 The substitution of the subjective individual for the Church, Maritain concludes, made for ‘that immense disaster for humanity, the Protestant reformation….’

In the social order the modern city sacrifices the person to the individual; it gives universal suffrage, equal rights, liberty of opinion, to the individual and delivers the person with no social framework to support and protect it, to al the devouring powers which threaten the soul’s live, to the pitiless actions and reactions of conflicting interests and appetites, to the infinite demands of manufacture and use.  To all the greeds and all the wounds which every man has by nature, it adds incessant stimuli and the countless hordes of all kinds of errors, sparkling and sharpened, to which it gives the free circulation in the sky of intelligence.  And it says to each of the poor children of men set in the midst of this turmoil: ‘You are a free individual; defend yourself, save yourself, all by yourself.’ It is a homicidal civilization.
   
Luther’s metaphysical egotism was fundamentally at war with authority, truth, morality, law and, therefore, with all civilization: ‘Intellectual magisterium, human or divine, Church and revealed dogma, even more radically, authority of objective being and the moral law, are finally no longer conceivable except as external and mechanical restraints forced on a nature which suffers them under compulsion.’
 From Maritain’s perspective Luther’s gargantuan metaphysical egotism led him to demand, sacrilegiously, from the Church a guaranty of his salvation.  ‘From a Catholic point of view Luther’s demand for certainty of salvation, achieved through direct experience, must inevitably appear as proof of a heretical disposition.’
  Unable to secure the solace provided to millions of other Christians by the sacraments, the ritual, the dogma and the community of the Church, Luther rebelled in equally gargantuan and metaphysical terms.  Not only did he reject dogma and ritual, he denied the authority of Christ’s Church and thus Christ Himself, going so far as to assume His role.  

Erikson sees the process differently.
  Luther, when dealt with brutally by his parents, especially his father, could neither reject nor accept the source of his pain and distress, which he considered just, regardless of his innocence or the disproportionate cruelty his misdemeanors provoked.  Desperate for a psychological resolution Luther tried to become so good a son, a young man, a monk, a priest that a just God (or authority) would have no reason to punish him.  His heroic acts, his works, this process of mimicking Paul—the Pharisee of Pharisees—did not avail him anymore than it did Paul.  Neither did the consolations of the Church, whose forgiveness and absolution served only to deepen his sense of unworthiness in the face of a wrathful and relentlessly just God.  He, in his own mind, was irremediably, incorrigibly unworthy.   Sin itself, he hated his (its) creator: God.  
Blasphemy it was without doubt, but hardly the egotism attributed to him by Maritain.  Luther did not judge God anymore than he judged his father.  Hating them, or being unable to accept the wrathful consequences of his sinfulness, was not a statement of personal worth but of personal anguish. It reflected a feeling that itself may have furthered the sense of abjectness that lay at its source. Of what value could it have been to Luther that others found solace in the Church, when he did not?  Who was more earnest than he in his efforts to derive from sacrament, dogma, ritual and community what so many others sought and found?  The fact remains he did not succeed.  His failure added immeasurably to his sense of sin.  Far from being better than others, he was worse.  What could he do?  How could he achieve salvation?  This personalism may seem extreme; to Maritain, it seems monstrous.  It may, when it functions as radical individualism, imply a denial of community, especially a Christian community defined as the body of Christ or Ecclesia.  Individualism, however, need not function atomistically. It may simply suggest autonomy in the Kantian sense, that is, as the locus of responsible action.  Salvation, therefore, becomes individual, not communal.  This is how most Protestant scholars conceive it.  Moreover, many secular academics have seen Luther’s individualism as a condition of modernity, regardless of Luther’s intention.  The modern citizen is responsible for his or her actions, independent of any communal affiliation.  Modernity, following Paul and Luther, mostly unwittingly, denies the validity of the Chosen People and all other communal sources of responsibility, just as it reserves legitimate authority to the State.  
Luther’s concern, for his critics, his obsession, is with individual salvation.  How could he, how could Martin, be saved?  This question remains as human as it is unavoidably personal.  Luther’s ‘disorder’ centers on the resolution of this distress, how he answers this question.  Instead of developing a ‘personality,’ as Maritain uses the term, with the grace of Christ, under the aegis of the Church, he became a ‘monstrosity,’ individual impervious to all but inner compulsions.  Instead of a healthy human being receptive to the teachings and consolations of Christ’s Church, he became a metaphysical egotist, the progenitor of the disastrous Reformation. Nevertheless, this question tormented him: ‘To someone such as Luther, who appears to have become increasingly uncertain about his own moral qualities…it must have seemed inevitable that God, in his righteousness, would condemn him.’
  What was he to do?  Having tried to be a monk among monks, a priest among priests, unable to accept or reject his father (or any other authority), incapable of receiving the blessing of the Church, unable to sustain his hatred of God, what was he to do?  His great predecessor, Paul, facing the same question inferred the Christ from Jesus’ life, personality, and message, creating Christianity in the process of resolving his personal distress.  Luther, with equal inadvertence, created the Reformation in the process of dealing with his torment.  A sign of egotism perhaps, of greatness, without doubt. When great men resolve their difficulties, the world shudders. Paul created Christianity, spawning innumerable profound consequences—social, political, spiritual, metaphysical.  Luther created the Reformation with scarcely less portentous effects.  Later we shall examine the process again when Hitler becomes the focus of inquiry.   

For now, however, let us retrace Luther’s journey from troubled monk to great reformer.  The following section discusses Luther’s theology more in its own terms, that is, from a Protestant perspective.  Nevertheless, I believe a good deal of Maritain’s criticism and Erikson’s analysis will stand. 
Is not the salvation of man, however, the work of God and His Christ?  Beware: in the Lutheran theology grace is always wholly extrinsic to ourselves, man is walled up in his nature and can never receive in himself the seeds of true participation in the divine life, nor (child of wrath as he is) can he produce a substantially supernatural act.     Jacques Maritain
 

TWO KINDS OF JUSTICE
The dominant view of the function of the Church regarding salvation is summed up by Boehmer: 

Not that the Church is capable of directly effecting this application of grace by its 
sacraments.  That is God’s own function.  But He has so arranged that the bestowal of grace takes place always at the same time as the ecclesiastical 
ceremony.So, although a man can of his own power carry out all God requires of 
him, he yet needs grace and the Church, not that he may become a different being, but in order to obtain recognition from a despot God….  Not that he can force God to do any such thing.  But the Master of the World has bound Himself by a contract on this point, and, as He is truthful and immutable, He can be counted 
upon to fulfill the bargain conscientiously.
  
Luther simply could not accept this formulation, except, and only in his own way, the idea of ‘promise’ and the recognition, again in his own way, that salvation is ‘God’s function.’  Luther radically rejected the idea that man can of his own power, although in need of grace, can do all that God wants of him, while remaining able to follow his own will.  According to Cameron: ‘These remorseless reinforcements of the moral law implied that it was not just supremely difficult for man in his ‘natural state’ to fulfill the moral law, it was actually impossible….  So God, in laying down the moral law, must have commanded man to do something which his fallen nature made it impossible to do.’
  The impossibility of success, in his initial, quite traditional understanding, could not have been assigned to the intractability of the universe, to some determinative realm, for man had free will, a freedom which intensified his sense of unworthiness. ‘Luther himself repeatedly designated as the chief cause of his inner distress the notion that man can do everything that he wills to do, and also that he is able to earn the reward of eternal blessedness by his own works.’
 Luther said: ‘There are two things that are constantly assailing us, so that we fail to gather the fruits of the mass.  The first is that we are sinners and unworthy of such great things because of our utter worthlessness.  The second is that, even if we were worthy, these things are so high that our faint-hearted nature does not dare to aspire to them or hope for them.
 
Premising the traditional Catholic view, is, in the words of Harnack, the notion that: ‘Christ and the Church are really made one, insofar as the same Church which administers the sacraments is also, is as the mystical body of Christ, one mystical person with Him.  This is the fundamental insight of medieval Catholicism…’
  Luther spent his youth and young adulthood trying to live according to this Catholic premise.  
If there was anything that was certain to him from childhood, it was the belief that God is just, that he holds inviolate the laws and regulations which He has created of his own free will, and that ‘He guarantees His grace unfailingly to everyone who does what he can….  But this idea became a source of the most dreadful inner torture only when he realized that he was at the mercy of the Being of Force, who could be moved to grace or disfavor neither by human desire nor human acts, so that he himself had absolutely no power to change the fate to which he was destined from all eternity….

According to Erikson, ‘Luther pictured God himself as a devourer, as if the willful sinner could expect to find in God’s demeanor a mirror of his own avarice….’
  This portrait of God was not softened by the concept of Christ: ‘Even in the Bible he saw only the demanding, angry God, not the gracious, merciful Father; he saw in Christ only the judge of the world ‘on the rainbow’ who gives to each what he has earned while living in the body, not the Lamb of God who bears the sins of the world.’
  What could union with the devouring God mean but annihilation, which, however deserved, could not but terrify the believer?  Luther found nothing in the Church’s theology, dogma, rites or rituals, sense of community and sacrifice or anything else that could overcome the dread he had of a righteous God and his equally righteous Son.  Moreover, God seemed to enjoy the cruelty of His ordained plan for man.  Luther said: ‘As it were not enough that miserable sinners should be eternally damned through original sin, with all kinds of misfortunes laid upon them by the Old Testament law, and yet God adds sorrow upon sorrow through the Gospel, and even brings his wrath and righteousness to bear through it.’

Many of Luther critics have attributed his despair to mental disturbance.  After all nearly all boys grow in the shadow of seemingly powerful and arbitrary fathers, and boys of his era grew up with the daily threat of severe beatings.  Yet few, if any of them, viewed the world as morbidly and as pessimistically as Luther. We have alluded to his sensitivity. McKinnon, however, thought:
Luther’s fear of this righteous judge was, therefore, no mere product of a nervous 
imagination, though this element might enter into and aggravate it.  It was the 
natural result of the ecclesiastical conception of a retributive God who will demand an account of actual sin committed after baptism, and will weigh the 
merits and demerits of the sinner as well as the merits of Christ and the saints, to which he may appeal in his behalf.
  

Thus a sensitive temperament and fertile imagination was reinforced by the dominant unquestioned authority of ecclesia.  

When all else fails, and sometimes before, the intelligent literate person resorts to books.  Perhaps the sense of impending failure, particularly in a precocious child, inclines a person to a life of scholarship. Luther turned to the Bible, particularly to Paul’s Romans, where his precise question was discussed.  Luther’s reading of Paul proved did not allow him abandon the concept of a wrathful, righteous God.  For Luther man continues to sin or dwell in sin, regardless of his behavior, and can justly be punished for it, again, regardless of his behavior.  McKinnon believes that Luther misread Paul: ‘Paul holds Adam responsible for the entry of sin into the world and for the sinful state which his posterity inherited.  But he does not say, as Augustine and Luther assumed, that all sinned in Adam, apart altogether from their own actually sin.’
  Nor could he see Christ as proof of God’s love of His creation and of his continuing implication in all his creatures, including man.  He could not warrant a love so great as to transcend all notions of justice and judgment, reducing them to human prudence at best, human desire at worst.  Nor could Luther warrant a love so great that it reduced sin—if the term is appropriate at all, being more aptly a sense of self-estrangement from God and therefore self-punishment—to an unwillingness or inability to recognize God’s absolute love no matter what.  He could not see, as Paul saw, that we may abandon God, but that God could not abandon us.  God, for Paul, was Love, not Will.  And this Love was identical with Creation.  ‘There is not the Pauline conviction of having passed by faith from death to life, here and now and forevermore.’
  Calling Luther, ‘the greatest of his [Paul’s] disciples,’ McKinnon concludes that ‘Luther has not yet caught the absolutely confident tone of Paul in the triumphant conclusion to… [Rom. 8].  ‘There is, therefore, now no condemnation to those that are in Christ Jesus.’
  Instead, Luther parsed Paul’s concept of righteousness (dikaiosyni) or justice or justification or, as some scholars prefer, ‘rightwising.’  In this way Luther found a way to allow for salvation, a righteous God and irremedial sin.  
For many years he had read Paul’s words with increasing despair.  He did so with good reason.  ‘For in the gospel righteousness is revealed, a righteousness that is by faith from first to last’ [Rom. 1.17].  This New International Version translation, accompanied by what follows, ‘the wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against all the godlessness and wickedness of men who suppress the truth by their wickedness’ [Rom. 1.18].  The New Revised Standard Version offers more hope.  ‘For in it [the power of God for salvation to everyone who has faith] the righteousness of God is revealed through faith for faith…’ [Rom. 1.18].  I do not believe either the English or the Greek admits of a univocal meaning.  Neither did Luther, for he changed his mind.  His first reading took righteousness in the context of the wrathful God who would properly punish the ungodly and the wicked.   Combined with his conviction that man could not sufficiently live up to God’s moral law, doom was guaranteed.  One had to wonder what ‘salvation’ could have meant in these circumstances, except as some sort of cruel, tantalizing fantasy.  Was this a cosmic joke, with man as the principal fool in a divine comedy? 
Then Luther reconsidered.  Assuming salvation to be a real possibility, despite man’s irremedial sin, what could ‘the righteousness of God is revealed through faith for faith’ mean?  It could not bear the simple meaning of distributive or retributive justice. 
Near the end of his life Luther recalled the experience, the importance of which the vividness of his prose demonstrates:  
For I hated that phrase “the righteousness of God,” which according to the use and custom of all the doctors, I had been taught to understand philosophically, in the sense of the formal or active righteousness, by which God is righteous and punished unrighteous sinners.  Although I lived an irreproachable life as a monk, I felt that I was a sinner with an uneasy conscience before God; nor was I able to believe that I had pleased him to my satisfaction.  I did not love—in fact, I hated—the righteous God….  I began to understand that “righteousness of God” as that by which the righteous lives by the gift of God, namely by faith, and this sentence, “the righteousness of God is revealed,” to refer to a passive righteousness, by which the merciful God justifies us by faith….  This immediately made me feel as though I had been born again, and as though I had entered through the open gates into paradise itself.
  
In Boehmer’s formulation: ‘The righteousness of God is revealed in the Gospel.  “Thou shall live by faith.”  Therefore, he concluded, what is meant here is not the punitive righteousness of God, but rather the forgiving righteousness of God by which in His mercy He makes us just….’
  In other words, God rightwises or justifies us to Him by infusing us with faith.  The notion of justice or righteousness in their normal or secular meanings no longer applies.  

Fides Christi is now understood as the work of God in man and most emphatically not as a response which man is capable of making to God by means of his purely natural capacities.  Whereas Luther had earlier regarded fides Christi as an indirect gift of God, in that God was understood to have established the theological framework within which man’s faith could be reckoned worthy of justification, it is now regarded as a direct gift of God to the 
believer.  Earlier fides Christi had been understood as a general gift of God, in that, the general framework having been established, it was up to the individual to make the necessary response to the divine initiative in the pactum; now it is understood as the specific gift of God to the individual.
  
The importance of this rendition cannot be overestimated.  For now God works toward man.  God rightwises man. ‘God offers his grace to all men; he wishes all men to be saved. This necessarily implies that he shows the same degree of severity or leniency to all men….’
  The cruel joke dissolves.  In my view, judgment remains, although here I prefer ‘rightwising,’ but is no longer based on merit or demerit, which given the impossibility of being morally worthy of salvation was never a real distinction, except for men.  McGrath sees this option as attractive but prefers his own formulation, which adds the concept of the covenant or the promise of God:
One solution…is that Luther understands iustitia fidei to be the divine gift of faith, irrespective of his merit or demerit, on the basis of which he can be accounted righteous before God. Attractive though this possibility may appear, there is every reason to suppose that Luther’s intention here is totally different…. ‘Even grace and faith, through which we are justified today, would not justify us 
of themselves, without God’s covenant.  It is precisely for this reason we are saved: God has made a testament and a covenant with us, so that whoever believes and is baptized will be saved. In this covenant God is truthful and faithful and is bound by what he has promised.
 

The covenantal idea retains some notion of reciprocity, even if not that of contract, which suggests equality, which the divine covenant does not, as McGrath, appreciated: ‘The pactum thus defines a reliable framework within which the mutual rights and obligations of God and man have their context, so that what is just may be specified in each case.’
  I believe Luther, as understood by McGrath, subverted the notion of man’s action too fundamentally to have ‘covenant’ mean more than ‘promise.’  

Luther’s emerging conviction that man is naturally prone to evil calls into 
question whether he is naturally able to make the necessary response to the divine 
initiative, expressed in the pactum.  Luther no longer believes that man is capable of the true humility required of him in order that he may receive the gift of grace—he requires grace in order to achieve this true humility in the first place.
  

The only reciprocity I can see in this formulation is that man is somehow receptive to grace, although I cannot see how man could resist God’s will to inform him with grace.  Luther’s Man is now the passive creature that Maritain so castigated. God becomes in this formulation pure Will, pure arbitrariness, devoid of Reason in principle, not only in man’s limited capacity to reason. As God right wises, God promises: no reciprocation, no mutuality, nothing on man’s part is assumed or required.  As Boehmer says: ‘God is absolute, eternal, omnipotent will….  God could therefore at any time declare as good today what was evil yesterday, and punish as vice tomorrow what today he rewards as a virtue.’
  Righteousness loses its impoverished sense or ‘rightwising’ (in the sense of being receptive to an infusion of faith) oneself to the will of God: 
For the influence of the Holy Spirit has reached its goal only when man finds that 
he is forced to submit unconditionally to the judgment of the holy God and no longer wills anything but what God wills. On this account it is the elect whom God allows to experience such things.  And this is so because religion is concerned, not to satisfy the creature’s desire for life and blessedness, but rather to do justice to the unabridged will of God.
 
So far Christian readers must have noticed how little the concept of Christ figured in Luther’s struggles to formulate his theology. Christ was not necessary, for the justification by faith as thus far understood, seems to not need the Christ or the human Jesus.  Perhaps Luther’s reading of Paul subsumed the Christ?  Christ was much more important to Paul’s theology than to Luther’s.  This is not to say that Christ was not important for Luther, but He (or the concept) functioned in a peculiarly Lutheran fashion. The sense that Christ died for our sins was there, for Luther, however, the crucifixion must be read by man for man and in a way that links it to Luther’s justification by faith doctrine.  

This linkage constitutes Luther’s theology of the cross, so well analyzed by McGrath:  

(1) The theology of the cross is a theology of revelation, which stands in sharp contrast to speculation….  

(2) This revelation must be regarded as direct and concealed….  Although it is indeed God who is revealed in the passion and the cross of Christ, he is not immediately recognizable as God….  In that it is God who is made known in the passion and cross of Christ, it is revelation; in that this revelation can only be discerned by the eye of faith, it is concealed….  

(3) This revelation is to be recognized in the sufferings and the cross of Christ, rather than in human moral activity or the created order….  
(4) This knowledge of God who is hidden in his revelation is a matter of faith…. 

(5) God is particularly known through suffering….  God makes himself known through suffering.  For Luther, God is active in this matter, rather than passive, suffering and temptation are seen as means by which man is brought to God….

The hidden God (the God of Will) made Christ (God hidden in his human form) suffer a cruel and humiliating death.  The accepted Christian tradition, in virtually all its versions, interprets the crucifixion as a manifestation of God’s love for us, that He gave His only Son for us and our salvation.  Yet Luther chose to focus on Christ’s suffering as an example of what human should do in the face of the God of Will, which at best seems a highly sublimated form of the God of Love.  ‘For the Cross is to him both a symbol of God’s gift, through which man becomes the child of God, and a symbol of the highest task laid upon him—the imitation of Christ—the holy sign in which the Christian, like Christ before him, may gain victory again and again over the powers antagonistic to God.’
  God humiliated Jesus Christ (Himself in human form) to show the only way humans can prepare for God’s infusion of faith is by undergoing a similar fate, and to do so willingly and joyfully, notwithstanding damnation: 
To will what God wills even in this extreme case [damnation] is not to endure evil, and therefore the believer who attains to the highest form of love will even joyfully and freely desire to be eternally damned, if God so will, in order that His will may fully be done.  But it is impossible for those who so absolutely conform to the divine will to remain in hell, because they would not be without God, and where God is there is no hell.
  

It must have seemed natural for Luther that man might have hoped to avoid this extreme end.  After all it was Luther’s need to be certain about his salvation that motivated his desperate search for a new way of understanding God’s righteousness.  It ass, however, precisely these kinds of natural inclinations or desires that Luther believed must be overcome.  Humiliation was God’s means to do this: 
God humiliates man, in order that he may justify him; he makes man a sinner, in order to make him righteous—and both aspects of this matter are seen as works of God.  

How does God humiliate man?  Through the experience of the wrath of God, the threat of hell and eternal damnation, through Anfechtung [a state of hopelessness and helplessness] and suffering….  And thus he turns to God in his helplessness and hopelessness, and by so doing, is justified.
 

This is the only reciprocity, the only shadow of a ‘work,’ Luther allows.‘The more’ Luther wrote, ‘Christian a man is, the more evils, sufferings and deaths he must endure, as we see in Christ….’
  Having suffered sufficiently, man ‘turns to God.’
Justification by faith obviously annihilated the value of salvation by works and the value of the Mosaic Law. For Luther its purported value for salvation was what condemned the concept of works, for it made God a deal maker, someone who could be held accountable to a bargain, someone who could be obligated.  The value of works did not merely include abiding by the moral and criminal law; it did not merely include acts of charity or brotherly love.  It included symbolic and devotional acts essential to religious observance: attending mass, partaking of the sacraments, practicing rituals, observing dogma.  These observances were more treacherous for Luther, for they carried with them the idea of holiness, piety, that is, worshipful actions that were supposed to be pleasing God.  Luther’s devastating attack on the idea of the sacraments was implied by his doctrine of justification by faith.   Sacraments, leaving aside for the moment baptism and the Lord’s Supper, were ritual acts which made an implicit demand on God similar to the Mosaic Law.  If I do these things, in accordance with the rites and rituals ordained by you through your instrument, the Holy Church, I expect you to look upon me with favor.  Of course salvation could not be guaranteed and was not promised by reputable clerics, but the suggestion was palpable.  This is where the idea of indulgences achieved its importance beyond venality.  Indulgences were sold with the guarantee that some benefit to the living or the dead would be procured.  This was a contract pure and simple.  Neither the gullibility of the people who broadly supported the concept, not its vast potential for corruption was at the core of Luther’s objections to them.  Rather he worried about misleading the purchasers to the point of imperiling their souls and their prospects for salvation.  ‘But as early as 1515 Luther was troubled more by the evil effects of indulgence preaching and the indulgence traffic upon the religious and moral life of the indulgence purchaser than by the base motives for granting indulgences.’

In the light of indulgences, sacraments were merely older more sophisticated forms of temptation, ways of misleading the people for the benefit of the Church.  Sacraments, for Luther, had another, more profound, perniciousness.  They established the basis of the two estates of papal Christendom: the clerics and the non-clerics or laymen.  Clerics, by virtue of their office as sacrament providers, were qualitatively superior to all laymen, including kings.  By presiding over the sacraments, the priest virtually commanded the presence of God, a power not given to the highest secular rulers.    

Luther therefore attacked the concept of the sacrament, insofar as it seemed to make demands on God, who was obligated to respond to the words of a priest administering a sacrament.  According to Holborn: ‘He would have abolished them all. On this he had grounded two symbols, baptism and the Lord’s Supper, which received their meaning from the Word and man’s faith.’
  Only his commitment to the Bible forced him to retain baptism and the Lord’s Supper, although in modified forms.  
Against the accepted Catholic doctrine of the Lord’s Supper, Luther lodged three complaints or ‘captivities.’  The first is that ‘The sacrament does not belong to the priests.’
  Luther argued that the priest have only minor authority.  They are bound to administer them the sacraments.  Failing to do so condemns them, not the people who have been deprived.  It is the idea of the Lord’s Supper as it is appreciated by the faithful that has the power, a power beyond words or priests.  Secondly, Luther attacked the concept of transubstantiation.  ‘The Church kept the true faith for more than twelve hundred years, during which time the holy fathers never, at any time or place, mentioned this transubstantiation.’
  He claimed that, although it cannot be understood philosophically, Christ was present in the bread and wine: ‘Thus what is true in regard to Christ is also true in regard to the sacrament.  In order for the divine nature to dwell in him bodily, it is not necessary for human nature to be transubstantiated….  Both natures are simply there in their entirety….  In a like manner it is not necessary in the sacrament that the bread and wine be transubstantiated….’
 The third captivity is the claim that ‘the mass is a good work and a sacrifice.’
 We have discussed justification by faith sufficiently to appreciate Luther’s objection.  Luther’s view of the Lord’s Supper was strikingly simple and direct: ‘What we call the mass is a promise of the forgiveness of sins made to by God, and such a promise has been confirmed by the death of the Son of God.  For the only difference between a promise and a testament is that the testament involves the death of the one who makes it.’
 Regarding baptism, Luther had one major objection, yet it too struck at priestly power: 
It is far more forceful to say that baptism signifies that we die in every way and rise to eternal life than to say that it signifies merely that we are washed clean of sins. 
We must therefore beware those who have reduced the power of baptism to such small and slender dimensions that, while they say that grace is indeed impoured by it, they maintain that afterwards it is poured out again through sin, and that one must reach heaven in some other way, as if baptism had become entirely useless.

It should be noted, however, that all of the captivities dealt with the Church’s power as administered by priests; ‘Priestcraft is the essence of medieval Christianity.’
 Without the Church and its priest there would be no sacraments.  Furthermore, the priestly office carried with it the power to bring God or Christ into the substance of the sacraments.  Without the priests, no God or Christ could be present in the mass.  Baptism, once accomplished, was sufficient unto itself, elevating the baptized to any role priest, bishop or pope could claim.  And here too, any withholding of the rite did not condemn the person but the priest, for the power did not lie in the priest of the Church, but in God and God alone.  The extremity of Luther’s enmity to the claim of priestly power cannot be better put than by him: ‘It would be better that all bishops would be murdered, all chapters and monasteries uprooted than that a single soul should perish, let alone all souls, on account of these useless fetishes.’
  Although Luther here made theological points, the political implications of his captivities, of the false claims of Church and priest, were clear, as will be discussed in more detail below.    

Now, however, we must examine perhaps the major implication of Luther’s theology: the Two Realms.  Justification by faith, implying the diminution of the efficacy of works for salvation, along with the arbitrariness of God, His willful essence, the utter degradation of man, his need to suffer and to be humiliated—the utter sinfulness of the world—all  provided the basis of Luther’s Two Realms.  

The struggle between the Latins and the Germans had continued in the clashes of the medieval popes and emperors and could be resolved only through a relentless war against all the secular powers of the Roman Church, particularly in Germany….
 
Hajo Holborn 

The German had always regarded religion as a personal and individual experience.  The idea of the mystical body of Christ embodied only in the Roman Church and the hierarchy always seemed foreign to Teutonic thought.
 




E.G. Schweibert 
God had instituted two orders of being, with two regimes of forms of government on earth. One, the ‘realm of the spirit’, dealt only with the relationship between Christ and the believer’s soul.  This (spiritual) realm operated through the Word, not through any institution.  The second, the real of the world, was the order of secular society, operating by visible structures, public rules and coercive force. 
Euan Cameron
 
THE TWO REALMS

Ever since man became aware of his mortality, he became concerned with change.  Cyclical change, the movement from season to season, from drought to flood, from birth to death to birth, had always been there, even when man was dominated more by his instincts and less by his reason.  Consciousness of linear change, the movement from his birth (or his child’s) to death, called for answers to questions that cyclical change begged.  As the process of deterioration, decay and death became personal, so did his questions and so did his answers.  All early religions deal with questions of life and death and many with the why of it all, as do all their successors.  

The boldest of their answers postulated Two Realms: the natural or material and the supernatural or spiritual. As philosophy emerged from these religious sensibilities, the concepts became more sophisticated, that is, more closely tied to reason and logic.  The Two Realms became: (1) the eternal, the perfect, the unchanging and Real; and (2) the zone of time and space, the imperfect, the changing and Apparent. Christianity’s version of monotheism adjusted to this ‘Platonic’ conception and added the concept of ‘eternal life,’ without any sense of the contradiction involved. Life now could be in time and space and eternal.  Christians did not see this contradiction, insofar as they understood the Christ metaphor (for believers the Christ reality) as partaking (the Platonic term) in both realms.  In St. Augustine’s views, two realms, the City of God and the City of Man, remained but were of a different character.  According to Gilson, ‘The one is the City of truth, of the good, or order, of peace; it is indeed the true society.  The other, since it is defined as the denial of the former, is the city of error, of evil, of disorder and confusion; it is in fact a mockery of a society worthy of the name.’
  It is the mystical (or perhaps metaphorical) character of Augustine's realms that Luther denied and in so doing radicalized the concept, to say nothing of incurring the wrath of Catholics like Maritain.  For the City of Man was for Luther real and material, and the Church was in the here and now with all the rest of Creation.  The Church was not a spiritual entity, much less the institution which embodied Christ.  

Luther’s inability to accept the Augustinian concepts of the Two Realms lies at the core of his problem of God’s righteousness.  How could God be in the world of sin, via his Church or any other way, and remain pure?  Why would he have anything to do with an arena of degradation?  Why would he acknowledge man at all?  If, for some unfathomable reason, God did have something to do with the world and its chief locus of evil, man, what could he do but condemn it?  Luther’s answer was that the world existed to be an arena of degradation, so that man would sin so greatly that despite his defiled state, he would feel humiliated. Only in extreme humiliation would man realize his abjectness, then, upon receiving a thoroughly unmerited infusion of faith-granting Grace, and only then would he turn to God.  Humiliation was for Luther the process of annihilating any sense of worthiness man might retain, notwithstanding his life of sin.Immersed in his unworthiness, only then might man submit to God’s Will, be receptive to Grace, and might be saved. Man’s Fall, that is, his sense that he had worth, instigated this entire process of sin, humiliation, faith and submission.  All questions that assumed that man can understand the whys and wherefores of this process presumed that reason that reason can fathom God or that God partakes in Reason.  For Luther, God is Will and that is all the answer man can get.  The divorce of Will and Reason lies at the core of the dispute between Luther and Catholicism.  
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