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The memcr y of the 16 th century ha s l eft s ome of us wi th an ill-

defined f eel ing t ha t j ustificati on by f aith rema i r.s a l ess than ful l y 

resol ved issue beti.·een Canterbury and Rome . The re was a s ubs t a ntial 

decree on t he t opic of j ustificati on from the Counci l of Trent and i n t he 

seventeenth century a series of we i ghty treaties on t he s ubjec t wa s 

wr itten by Angl i can t heologians . Never t he less t ha t deba t e has not 

r ema i ned centr al ir either of our theol ogies , beca us e i t ha s been s ubsumed 

for both of us under the wider cat egor ies of t he Church and salvation . 

Following Lut her, those who pas sed out of c ommunion 1d t h t he See 

of Rome f ocussed t heir cri tique of late medieva l piety on t he r e l at ion­

s hip of grace and works. It has been wel l said in t he US Lutheran-

Roman Ca tholic Dialogue Statement on J ustificati on by Faith , paragraph 29ff : 

"The s tarti ng po i nt f or Luther was h is inability t o find pe 0 ce wi t h 

Gori • •• Ter r ified in his own conscience , he became inc reas i ngly 

convi nced t hat the theology i n which he had b een t r ained and t he 

spi ritual format i on whi ch he had r eceived d i d not r esolve t he deep 

spiritual s truggl e (Anfechtung ) of his quest f or a g r a c ious God . . . 

In the context of . . . contr overs i es over indul gences and penance , 

Lut her ... i ns i sted t ha t jus tificat i on and f orgi veness o f si ns came 

solely thr ough f a ith in J es us Chr ist , .hi ch . as f or h im the heart 

of t he gospe l . " 

Lut her "s ori g inal protest agai ns t t he medieva l penitentia l sy s ten 

sprang f r om a sense of out r age a t t he sale of i nn ul gences , ...-h ich . ere by 

many being t r eated a s means by whi ch t o placa te a wr athful God . Luthe r 

charac ter ist i cal ly went bac k to fi r s t princ ip les and s ough t for 0 

doctr i na l mistake which und er lay t hi s abuse . He f ound i t f or h imself 

in his under s t and i ng of the Epistle to t he Romans . As he hims elf s aid 

" I had been t aught t o unde r stand God ' s j ustice of t ha t f or ma l or ac tive 

j ustice by which God is just and punishes sinners . By God ' s mercy I 

began to unders t and ' God ' s j us ti ce ' a s t hat by wh ich t he just lives by 

God ' s gift o f faith" (Pr e f ace to Lut her ' s Latin works , )545 . WA~,4 

l 79 f f) . 

Fr om t h i s begi nnlne Lu t her "s protent needq t o b r Fern in ~i de r 



• 

• 

• 

• 

- 2 -

c ontext. Catholic doctrine concerning satisfaction
1
was at the time 

being distorted to support a variety of abuses such as not only the sale 

of pardo°'but also commerce in masEes for the dead, the invocation of 

saints as though they were deities and the superstitious use of 

reli cs . These were rightly denounced by Luther and many reforming 

Catholics shared Luther's objections . Many of these abuses were 

corrected by the reforms of the Council of Trent. At the same time Trent 

continued to affirm the mediatorial role of the Church in the forgive­

ness of the sinner and in doing everything possible to foster and ensure 

tha t t he penite nce was authenti c . (cf. Lutheran-Roman Catholic Dialogue, 

J ustific ation by Faith, 115) . 

The problems in understanding justification in a way which does 
ro j us ti c e to the divers e passages of Scripture as well asAthe protests and 

a ffirmations of Martin Luther are not inherent in the confess ional 

d
. i , b tween t he R~man Ca~hol i c r.hurch and t he Anglican Communion , 
lV S lon e 

bu t became caught up in the wider disputes of the sixteenth . century . 

The Council of Trent in 1547 publi s hed a long Decree on the doctrine of 

j us t ifica t ion , accompanied by censures of conde~ned propos itions . 

The Church of England ' s Thirty Nine Articles, publi s hed in 1571 on the 

bas i s of ear lier drafts , also contai ned s tatements about j ustification. 

Wha t these document s say on t h i s s ub ject is not in fact mutually 

exc l us ive. 

The Counci l of Tr en t , in so f a r a s its doctrine was pol emi cally 

formulated , wa s direc t ed aga ins t propos itions associ&te~ wi~h Luthe r or 

with h is more extreme followe r s . Its intent , howeve r, was neither to 

pres en t nor to c ond emn a c oher ent s tatement of Lutheran t eaching. 

The fa t he r s of Trent wer e al a rmed at hearing that human works ca nnot 

rea lly b e good a t all , and wished to reaff irm the s trong biblical 

emphasis that we are j udged by our works , ~.he ther they b e good or bad. 

In asser t ing the merits of good works the Counci l d i d not t each that the 

be l i ever can have merits other than by Chri s t ' s merits . The b e li ever 

i s inde ed j ustifi ed on cond ition of f ai th , but not o f ai th evac ua t ed 

of any e l ement of moral r es ol ut ion or c r edal assent . Unless joined to 

hope and love , t he assent of faith i s dead and does not uni te t he be li e , e r 

( 1 ) I n Roman Cathol i c doctrine sat i s f ac tions are ac t s ¼hi ch s i g n i fy 
a true r epenta nce and r epa r ation no t works by wh ich ¼e e s cape 
external pun ishment. 
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to Chris t. Nothing pri or to justification merit s justification , on 

the othe r hand, true faith is not identical wi th that certitude which 

i s one of i t s fruits. Trent' s decr ees are concerned to avert b oth the 

deni al of f r ee will and t he assert ion of irresi stible grace . They also 

s e ek to exc lude the potent ial, or inde ed in places a ctual anti nomianism 

that coul d be r ead off protes tant denial s that good works are a c ond i t i on 

of entr y to the k i ngdom of heaven . 

Anglican for mularies from 15~7 onwards began to a rti cula te a 

pos i tion on j us t ifi cation but did not r each a formally approved s hape 

unti l t he Articles of 1571 . Thes e emphasize ( 1) tha t we are accounted 

r ighteous before God only for the merit of Chri st by faith, and not for 

our works or des ervings : (2) that good wor ks a f te r j us t i fication are 

t he fruits of fai th, and t hough unabl e t o put away our s ins , a r e never­

theless pl eas i ng t o God a nd spring necessarily out of a t rue and living 

fa i th . 

The Angl i can Arti c l es conta i n no wor d denyi ng t he f r eedom of t he 

will . They do not a ssert f a i t h to be the cause of j ustifi cati on nor 

to c onsis t in a sense of s ub ject ive certi t ude , nor to be d i vorc ed 

f r om hu~e and char ity .. 

(Drafting note: A footno te on the Homily on J us t i f ication moy 

need t o be in t r oduced a t t his poi nt ) . 

Wha l the Decr ee o f Tren t and t he Anglic an formulori ec: s ay a r e not 

in fac t mutually exc l uoive , however a s long os o po l emical c lima t e per s i s t ed 

t hey continued to be i n terpreted i n n con t rover s ial woy wi t h t he r esult 

t hal s cmc of t he ques tions impl i ed a r c s till of t en seen l o be an issue 

of debate among Ang l icans and Roma n Ca tholi cs . 

Pri nc i pa l a r ea~ among these ore : 

i) How does t he sinne r become acceptab l e t o God? 

ii) Wha t do we under s t and by j us tifying f a i t h? 

i i i ) Does the goodnes s of t he j ustifi ed per ~on please God and 

therefor e me ri t r eward? 

i v) How far can we be certain of our sa lva t ion without a r rogance 

or libe rtini s m? 

v) Ts t ~cre RR ~nti~heni s be tween imputed an l im, &rt• d r i gh teous -
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vi ) Wha t do huoan beings con t ribute t o t he ir salvati on? 

(Dr aft ing note : The or der of t hese may need t o be changed. 

Al s o it ~111 i n due cour se be nece s sary f or t he Comm i ss i on to 

g i ve a ttention to areas o f be l ief and practi ce which are li s t ed 

on page 4 of the ARCIC II 23/1 ) . 
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