


Introduction

Gerhard O. Forde (1927-2005) and Carl J. Peter (1932-1991) developed a remarkable friendship over
their nearly twenty years together on the U.S. Lutheran-Roman Catholic Dialogue. They genuinely
enjoyed each other’s company and made progress by clarifying where they agreed and where they came
up against fundamental differences.

Both men had been appointed to the Dialogue in 1972 when each team was expanding its membership.
Both were professors of systematic theology: Gerhard Forde at Luther Seminary in St. Paul, Minnesota,
and Carl Peter at the School of Religious Studies at The Catholic University of America in Washington,
D.C. Both men were key leaders in their traditions, including ecclesiastical appointments and speaking
engagements in addition to their academic work.

Carl Peter served as a peritus (expert) at the meetings of the Synods of Bishops in 1971, 1983, and 1985.
At the invitation of Pope John Paul Il he served two five-year terms on the prestigious International
Theological Commission in Rome. For six years he was advisor to the Committee on Doctrine of the
National Conference of Catholic Bishops in the United States. Throughout his career bishops, priests,
and laity sought his advice and counsel.

Gerhard Forde was an international leader in the twentieth century Luther Renaissance, a world-wide
network of scholars rediscovering the decisive dynamic of Luther’s own thought. In recognition of the
importance of his leadership, Forde also served as President of the International Congress for Luther
Research (1985-1993). He was a widely sought out speaker and advisor to church leaders. He wrote
extensively on enduring questions as well as the crises of the day. His book, Where God Meets Man.
Luther’s Down-to-Earth Approach to the Gospel, has been translated into four other languages: German,
Norwegian, Japanese, and Slovak.

The US Lutheran-Catholic Dialogue became world renowned and was eminently successful. Nowhere
else in the world had top scholars officially come together to take on the tough subjects of the papacy,
justification, and Mary.® Some of the most creative and significant theology of the twentieth century
was done in this arena because of the independence these scholars were given by their churches.

The success of the US Lutheran-Catholic Dialogue was also due to the leadership of Carl Peter and
Gerhard Forde. They agreed on the importance of the common problem set in front of them, and they
worked on it together. Tragically, Carl Peter died suddenly of a heart attack in August 1991 at the age of
59.

3 The German Lutheran-Catholic Dialogue was hampered by the notoriety of Hans Kiing, Professor at the
University of Tibingen, who publicly questioned papal infallibility. The Vatican responded by revoking his
license to teach Roman Catholic seminarians (1979), yet it never took away his priesthood or condemned him.
Because he was tenured, an ecumenical institute was created at University of Tlibingen, providing a place for
Kiing to continue to teach until his retirement in 1996. The dialogue between German Lutherans and German
Catholics, however, remained stymied by his presence. It was unacceptable to have him on the Dialogue and
equally awkward to exclude him. As a result, the US Lutheran-Catholic Dialogue became the arena where
scholarly work was done.



Concurrently in the newly formed ELCA, a more bureaucratically controlled ecumenism was taking over.
In 1992 ELCA leaders closed down the Lutheran-Catholic Dialogue, terminating the Lutheran team.*

In 1994 The Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification (JDDJ) was first released.® Despite several
revisions, JDDJ generated more controversy than support. Eventually the LWF and second tier Vatican
officials adopted an Annex to JDDJ in 1999.° Undeterred by dissension from Catholics and Lutherans
alike, the LWF elevated JDDJ to having “the highest level of authority.”” Round X of US Lutheran-Catholic
Dialogue reported that it “carried out its study of ecclesiology and ministries with a new basis in the
important results from earlier discussions affirmed in a Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of
Justification.”® Prior dialogues were discounted. JDDJ was the new starting point.

Both Carl Peter and Gerhard Forde had warned about forcing unity:

e Carl Peter: “The temptation in the face of the differences | have described with regard to
mediation is to give up or to look for what can only be called the quick fix.”°

o Gerhard Forde: “The constant drive for consensus particularly in this instance deters
understanding by attempting to minimalize the differences and thus inhibits discussion and
finally genuine understanding. | expect that a more frank and open discussion of the differences
will lead to progress on these matters.”1°

Carl Peter’s sudden death in 1991 marked an abrupt end of an era. Yet what a creative era it had been.
Over their twenty years together, Carl Peter and Gerhard Forde and their respective teams had made
important progress clearing away misunderstandings, clarifying where they agreed and disagreed, and
identifying what steps could lead to further fellowship.

From Round IX to Round X, the Catholic team remained practically the same, but the Lutheran team was largely
reconstituted. Shortly after Round IX began the ELCA abruptly terminated the dialogue, dismissing Gerhard
Forde, Robert Bertram, Joseph Burgess, Karlfried Froehlich, Eric Gritsch, Kenneth Hagan, and Harold Skillrud,
while retaining only Winston Persaud and John Reumann. The ELCA added Michael Root, Lowell Almen, Sarah
Henrich, Kristen Kvam, Scott Ickert, Randall Lee, Paul Schreck and Charles Maahs. Michael Root, the de facto
leader of the new Lutheran team for Round X, converted to Roman Catholicism in 2010.

The Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification, The Lutheran World Federation and the Roman Catholic
Church (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans, 1999). For a summary of the irregular procedures and various
drafts of JDDJ, see Mark Menacher, “Ten Years After JDDJ. The Ecumenical Pelagianism Continues,” Logia 18
(2009) 27-45.

See “JDDJ Annex: The Theological Impact of its Doctored Text,” at www.crossalone.us, under Ecumenism.
LWF officials on JDDJ: “Our Declaration [JDDJ] is not a new, independent presentation alongside the dialogue
reports and documents to date, let alone a replacement of them” (JDDJ, 11, 16). After JDDJ was adopted,
however, LWF officials elevated it as having “the highest level of authority.” From Conflict to Communion.
Lutheran-Catholic Common Commemoration of the Reformation in 2017. Report of the Lutheran-Roman Catholic
Commission on Unity (Leipzig: Bonifatius, 2013) 41 (9197). See “From Conflict to Communion: Going Home to
Rome,” available at www.crossalone.us under Ecumenism.

The Church as Koinonia of Salvation. Its Structures and Ministries. Lutherans and Catholics in Dialogue X. Eds.
Randall Lee and Jeffrey Gros (Washington, D.C.: USCCB Publishing, 2005).

% Peter, “A Moment of Truth for Lutheran-Catholic Dialogue,” Origins 17:31 (1988) 541.

10 Forde, “Justification by Faith Alone,” dialog, 261; In Search of Christian Unity, 66.




Which misunderstandings were cleared away? What questions behind the questions rose to the fore?
Below are selected excerpts from the three major phases of debate between Gerhard Forde and Carl
Peter showing how they clarified issues and made progress.

I. Phase 1: The Debate Begins (1978-1983).

The context. Carl Peter and Gerhard Forde rose to being the de facto quarterbacks of their respective
teams during Round VIl on Justification. Up until this time George Lindbeck, who had been a LWF
observer at Vatican Il and also the chairman of the LWF Lutheran-Catholic dialogue, was the natural
leader of the Lutheran team. But Lindbeck’s cultural-linguistic, post-liberal theology failed to win broad
support. In contrast, Forde’s post-liberal Lutheranism earned the confidence of fellow Lutherans and the
respect of the Roman Catholics. As a result, the de facto leadership within the Lutheran team shifted
from Lindbeck to Forde.

Round VIl lasted five years (1978-1983). Initially Gerhard Forde and Carl Peter did not address each
other directly. However, at each of the first three meetings (1978-79), Gerhard Forde presented a short
paper on the distinctive Lutheran understanding of law in the law-gospel dialectic.!! These papers were
consolidated into the essay, “Forensic Justification and Law in Lutheran Theology,”*? which is printed in
Justification by Faith. Lutherans and Catholics in Dialogue ViII.

In the fall of 1980 Carl Peter presented a paper, “Justification and the Catholic Principle,”®® at the Martin
Luther Colloquium hosted by Gettysburg Theological Seminary. This Colloquium included several
members of the Lutheran-Catholic Dialogue and some of the faculty from Gettysburg Seminary. The full
Dialogue met in Gettysburg immediately after the Colloquium. Several years later Carl Peter revised his
essay but it was not finished in time to discuss at a regular dialogue meeting. Rather, the paper was
discussed in a conference phone call by the systematic and historical theologians on the Dialogue. The
revised text is included in the Dialogue’s final report, Justification by Faith. Lutherans and Catholics in
Dialogue VII, under the title, “Justification and the Need of Another Critical Principle.”**

In both essays Carl Peter used Paul Tillich’s distinction between “Catholic substance” and “Protestant
principle” to frame the question.'® The Lutherans, however, objected to Tillich’s framework, as Forde,
speaking for the Lutherans, noted: “Tillich’s distinction between Catholic substance and Protestant
principle is too formal to be of much help to us in this instance.” Nevertheless, the Catholic team
continued to find Tillich useful, as Carl Peter responded: “However great the differences, there are
family resemblances between this criterion and what Paul Tillich called the Protestant principle.”*®

11 These papers are listed on page 10 of Justification by Faith. Lutherans and Catholics in Dialogue VII. Eds. H.
George Anderson, T. Austin Murphy, and Joseph A. Burgess (Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing, 1985), hereafter
identified as L/RC VILI.

12 Forde, “Forensic Justification and the Law in Lutheran Theology,” L/RC VII, 278-303, 374-76.

13 Ppeter, “Justification and the Catholic Principle,” Lutheran Theological Seminary Bulletin, Gettysburg, PA (1981)
16-32.

14 peter, “Justification by Faith and the Need of Another Critical Principle,” L/RC VII, 304-15, here 314-15.

15 paul Tillich was nominally Lutheran, having been German until the age of 47. When he and his family moved to
the US, they joined a congregation of the United Church of Christ while Tillich taught at Union Theological
Seminary. Tillich’s theology was a synthesis of existentialist philosophy and liberal Protestantism. Missing in
Tillich’s theology are classic Lutheran loci, including, but not limited to the deus absconditus, election, and the
two kingdoms.

16 peter, “Justification by Faith and the Need of Another Critical Principle,” L/RC VII, 305.



Despite his dogged reliance on Tillich, Carl Peter sincerely endeavored to understand Lutherans as they
understood themselves.

Gerhard Forde, “Justification and Law in Lutheran Theology.”

“Is justification for Lutheranism to be understood in a purely forensic sense? If so, how can that be
related to Roman Catholic fears of extrinsicism, a justification that is not effective? If not, how can
the traditional Lutheran concerns that found expression in the doctrine of forensic justification be
safeguarded and expressed today? | shall pursue this question in the light of historical investigation
and subsequent reflection. My thesis will be that the traditional insistence on forensic justification
(a synthetic, not an analytic judgment) was essentially right and proper but that the persistent
difficulty over the question arises because of certain presuppositions about the place of law in the
theological ‘systems’ involved. The problem, that is, is not with forensic justification per se but with
the understanding of law, i.e., the system of justice presupposed but usually left unexamined.”?’

“Since righteousness comes by imputation only, it is not at all a movement on our part. We can be
candidates for such righteousness only if we are completely sinners. This means of necessity for
Luther that in place of all schemes of movement from sin to righteousness we must put the
simultaneity of sin and righteousness; imputed righteousness brings with it the simul iustus et
peccator, where the iustus and the peccator are total states.”*®

“The imputation of righteousness by God for the sake of Christ as a totality exposes its opposite in
all its forms: the schemes and pretentions of human righteousness as well as the perfidy of
unrighteousness. Sin as a totality is exposed and in that very fact it is likewise attacked. Sin as a total
state can be fought only by faith in the total imputed righteousness. Anything other than that
would lead only to hypocrisy or despair.”*®

“This passage [FC SD 5:12] is especially interesting because it demonstrates that not content but
function decides what law or the office of law is. Everything, no matter how or when it is done, that
attacks, accuses, and exposes sin is ‘Moses’ and performs the office of law. Even, indeed especially,
the passion and death of Christ, which would hardly be accounted as law according to content,
nevertheless functions as law as long as it proclaims wrath and terrifies. Here it can clearly be seen
that ‘law’ designates a function of the word of God.”?°

“All of this raises the inevitable question about whether there is not a more ‘positive’ use of the law
in Lutheran theology. Here it should be remembered that Lutherans do speak of the ‘civil use’ of the
law, the so-called first use.” But that use, too, it should be noted, was a use restricted to ‘this age.’

In its civil use the law restrains evil and establishes order for the care of human society. God uses
the law in this sense to hold the world in readiness for the gospel and keep it from collapsing into
the chaos which threatens it. Under the civil use of the law it is quite possible to speak of the
goodness and ‘civil righteousness’ of human activity even though it does not reach beyond this age.
... Precisely the proper distinction between law and gospel limits and humanizes the law.”?
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Forde, “Forensic Justification and Law,” L/RC VII, 279.
Forde, “Forensic Justification and Law,” L/RC VII, 281.
Forde, “Forensic Justification and Law,” L/RC VII, 282.
Forde, “Forensic Justification and Law,” L/RC VII, 295.
Forde, “Forensic Justification and Law,” L/RC VII, 301.



Carl Peter, “Justification and the Catholic Principle,” and “Justification and the Need of Another
Critical Principle.”

“Let me be as clear as | can about the topic at the very beginning. | am going to be referring to a
criterion for interpreting and judging events, relationships, performance, ritual, achievement, laws,
and institutions. That criterion | shall call the catholic principle.”*

“Out of a desire to avoid confusing the creaturely with the Creator and to realize that no work of a
sinful creature can win God’s forgiveness, they [the churches] may regard the sacred as something
religiously indifferent or even sinful. To fail to recognize the divine where it is in fact being mediated
or embodied because the mediating agency...(is) touched by a sin may well involve both insolence
and arrogance with regard to the divine. Christian churches need to avoid both idolatry and
blasphemy in their attitudes and stances toward the Catholic substance. Justification by faith alone
helps as a safeguard against the former; another critical principle is needed to assist in avoiding the
latter.”®

“Abusus non tollit usum. An institution may be open to abuse and even guilty of it. But that means
for Roman Catholics that it has to be judged in terms of serving the cause of Jesus Christ. Where it is
found wanting, criticize it and reform it to serve better. But in the case of the papacy, do not
proceed as if it has always been so open to abuse that it has never been the condition for serving
the cause of Jesus Christ and serving that cause well. Be not so prone to expect sin and abuse that
you fail to recognize grace where it is at work.”?*

“Where abuse exists, it should be criticized and corrected. But a function, rite, office, or institution
should not be amputated and lost from the Catholic substance simply because of its openness to
possible and actual abuse. Abusus non tollit usum! Mutilation is the alternative. Have such losses
been suffered by the Catholic substance? A responsible reply is ecumenically necessary; this
requires recourse to another principle in addition to that of justification by faith. Perhaps it might
be called the ‘Principle of Respect for the Divine in its Concrete Realizations.””?

“For Lutheran scholars, basing their position on that of their Confessions, the unconditionality of the
promise does not exclude word and sacraments. Here one might ask whether the importance
attributed to word and sacraments would be less likely to be missed if a more qualified
unconditionality were attributed to the divine promise, to God’s love for sinners, to justification.
Might another critical principle be in even more need of affirmation if unconditionality is affirmed
without the users unpacking its meaning? An affirmative answer seems warranted in both cases.

“God’s promise provides for word and sacraments and guarantees their indefectibility in Christ’s
church for the sake, among other things, of the forgiveness of sins. Their role is unquestionably
similar to what in other contexts is that of conditions.”?®
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Peter, “Justification by Faith and the Catholic Principle,” Lutheran Theological Seminary Bulletin, 17.
Peter, “Justification and the Need of Another Critical Principle,” L/RC VII, 309.

Peter, “Justification by Faith and the Catholic Principle,” 22; “Justification and the Need of Another Critical
Principle,” L/RC VII, 309.

Peter, “Justification by Faith and the Need of Another Critical Principle,” L/RC VII, 310.

Peter, “Justification by Faith and the Need,” L/RC VII, 311.



Il. Phase 2: Rebuttal and the Question Behind the Question (1984-1987).

The context: In 1987 the Division of Theological Studies of the Lutheran Council in the U.S.A., New York
City, New York, and the Institute for Ecumenical Studies in Strasbourg, France, sponsored an ecumenical
conference on “Fundamental Consensus and Church Fellowship.”?” Lutheran and Catholic presenters
addressed the issue of basic consensus/basic difference. Gerhard Forde presented a paper: “Justification
by Faith Alone. The Article by which the Church Stands or Falls?”?® Carl Peter, the official respondent to
Forde, answered: “A Roman Catholic Response.”? Below are excerpts from their presentations:

Gerhard Forde: “Justification by Faith Alone. The Article by Which the Church Stands or Falls?”

“In our common statement in the U.S. dialogue, we were also able to talk about ‘prior and fuller
convergence on the doctrine itself’ which was then to provide the basis for convergence (not
consensus here!) on the use of justification by faith as a criterion. Even so, the best we were able to
do in common was to speak of ‘increasing accord’ on criteria (plural!) of Christian authenticity and of
‘justification’ as an [not the] articulus stantis et cadentis ecclesiae protective of the solus
Christus.”*°

“The constant drive for consensus particularly in this instance deters understanding by attempting
to minimalize the differences and thus inhibits discussion and finally genuine understanding. |
expect that a more frank and open discussion of the differences will lead to progress on these
matters.”3?

“One of the happy exceptions to the general reluctance to discuss the issue of the criteriological
significance of justification by faith alone is the paper by Carl Peter, “Justification and the Need of
Another Critical Principle,” in the volume on Justification by Faith containing the results of the
recently completed US dialogue. Unfortunately that paper was completed in its final form only after
the dialogue was over. An earlier form was distributed.”3?

“To say that justification by faith alone is the article of the standing or falling church or, with Luther,
to say it is the Richtschnur by which all teaching is to be measured is, therefore, already to say that
when used as a criterion of judgment, it functions hermeneutically, or, as has lately been suggested,
metalinguistically, to direct and foster the speaking of the unconditional gospel. In other words,
there is no intention among those who hold it to exclude other salvation words, nor is there, most
certainly, any concern to limit preaching to the dimensions of the anxious conscience. If any
progress is to be made in the discussion, we must simply get beyond such simplicities. There is,
however, the overriding concern that what is spoken in the church, at all costs, be the
unconditional gospel. As the article of the standing or falling church, justification by faith alone

27 Joseph A. Burgess, “Introduction,” In Search of Christian Unity, 4.

28 Forde, “Justification by Faith Alone. The Article by which the Church stands or Falls?” dialog 27 (1988) 260-67,
and In Search of Christian Unity, 64-76, 83-84.

2 Ppeter, “Justification by Faith Alone. The Article by Which the Church Stands or Falls? A Reply,” dialog 29 (1990)
55-58; retitled and reprinted, “A Roman Catholic Response,” In Search of Christian Unity, 77-85.

30 Forde, “Justification by Faith Alone,” dialog, 261; In Search of Christian Unity, 65.

31 Forde, “Justification by Faith Alone,” dialog, 261; In Search of Christian Unity, 66.

32 Forde, “Justification by Faith Alone,” dialog, 263; In Search of Christian Unity, 69.



simply says that there is no point in perpetuating the church at all, however united it might be,
where that article is not its aim and goal.”*3

“One can certainly agree that many of the elements of Catholic substance Peter wants to protect
deserve to be protected, and indeed, that too ruthless an application of ‘the Protestant principle’
can produce merely negative and ‘anti-catholic’ results. Wariness is nevertheless evoked by the fact
that some of those same elements of ‘Catholic substance’ which Peter wants to safeguard with this
new principle are precisely such elements as justification by faith alone wants to subject to more
careful critical examination. Tillich’s distinction between Catholic substance and Protestant
principle is too formal to be of much help to us in this instance. What is Catholic substance? Who is
to determine that and how? If justification by faith alone is the plumb line, does that not mean
precisely that it is supposed to help us in answering such questions?”3*

“Is it possible to safeguard those legitimate aspects of the ‘Catholic substance’ which Peter sees
endangered with a ‘thought structure’ called forth and normed by the sola fide?... Does such a view
[justification by faith alone] somehow endanger or evoke mistrust in the church? | should think not.
This position simply seeks to indicate to the church what it must be about if it is to gain and maintain
trust.”

“What is a preacher? A preach is one who knows the difference between law and gospel, one who
knows the peculiar kind of speaking called gospel speaking, speaking the unconditional promise. The
gift has to be given! Such a preacher knows that it is only on account of Christ that such a word can
be spoken. The sola fide depends on the solus Christus. Christ is the end of the law to those of faith.
Indeed, Christ is the end of the old, the death of the old being and the beginning of the new. The
concrete ministry of the church is indeed necessary, but as a gospel ministry it is, so to speak, self-
limiting. It places limits on its own claims.

“Does such preaching endanger proper regard for creation, human dignity, and freedom? So,
apparently, it has always appeared to usual views of ‘Catholic substance.” The unholy trinity of
determinism, antinomianism, and Manicheanism has always dogged the trail of particularly
outspoken champions of justification sola fide. |s another principle needed to prevent such
disasters? I think not. For there is a ‘flip side’ to justification by faith alone just in these cases. If we
are justified by faith alone, then it would appear that there is nothing wrong with creation other
than the loss of faith.”3¢

“It will not be possible to arrive at a happy and satisfying consensus on justification by faith alone as
the article by which the church stands or falls until we grapple more directly, frankly, and honestly
with these different ways of conceiving the message and practice of the church. We have, | think,
come a long way in our dialogues, and | do not wish to discount that. After centuries of acrimony
and misunderstanding, we have been able to discover and affirm what we do hold in common. But
that should also mean that we have, | hope, also arrived at the point where we can discuss the
matters which still seem to divide us quite openly and candidly. We have to ask ourselves now
whether the determined pursuit of consensus has not led us to the point where it begins to inhibit
rather than promote such genuine dialogue. The attempt to establish consensus by forcing the

Forde, “Justification by Faith Alone,” dialog, 262; In Search of Christian Unity, 67.
Forde, “Justification by Faith Alone,” dialog, 263; In Search of Christian Unity, 70.
Forde, “Justification by Faith Alone,” dialog, 264; In Search of Christian Unity, 71.
Forde, “Justification by Faith Alone,” dialog, 264; In Search of Christian Unity, 72.



issue can obscure or cover over differences. That does not bode well for the future. It simply leaves
too many unhappy dissenters behind.

“In this light | am convinced that we do need to proceed toward discussing ‘basic differences.’”*’

Carl Peter: “A Roman Catholic Response.”

“We found at best convergences when the gospel we both accepted was used to judge preaching
and teaching about justification as forensic or transformative, original sin, free choice, justifying
faith in relation to hope and love, merit, and predestination. My point is this. It is a mistake to think
that the gospel, or what the dialogue called the fundamental affirmation, on which there was
agreement was not applied. Precisely because it was used or applied, convergences resulted which
indicated lack of consensus on the individual themes listed above.”3®

“In his [Forde’s] view | postulate the need of that other critical principle so as to safeguard: a) the
trustworthiness of the church according to the divine promise; b) the preservation of at least some
degree of freedom and goodness in creation in spite of the fall; and c) the place of grace-wrought
acts of charity. He in turn maintains that this safeguarding can be accomplished by paying more
attention to the “flip side’ of justification by faith alone. What is more, some of those same elements
which | propose to safeguard with the new principle are the very ones that the principle of
justification by faith alone wishes to subject to more careful critical examination. Therefore in Dr.
Forde’s view no new principle, call it whatever you like, is needed. The safeguarding can be done
without one and positing one keeps justification by faith alone from doing what it is intended to
do.”%

“I admire the way in which Dr. Forde says one ought to go beyond the ‘strictly formal’ use of
justification by faith alone as a criterion of judgment or crucial principle. He suspects that ‘. . .
constant talk . . . of this critical function of justification by faith alone ‘. . . has led us to operate as
though . . . it has, presupposes, and brings no material considerations into the deliberations.’ He
goes on, in my opinion brilliantly, to show how the “flip side’ of justification by faith alone brings
with it, for example, the goodness of creation. This section of his essay is particularly thought-
provoking. My response is that however ingenious this use of the ‘flip side’ of justification by faith is,
| wonder why Lutherans would find it necessary to derive the goodness of creation in spite of
original sin from justification by faith alone. Why would not the First Article of the Creed Lutherans
share with other Christians do that?. ..

“As for Dr. Forde’s second ground for challenging the need for another critical principle, there may
be some misunderstanding here. That second critical principle in no wise keeps justification by faith
alone from subjecting to a ‘more careful critical examination’ the same elements that second
principle is intended to safeguard. Far from it! Indeed | say: Have at it! Those elements need
criticism conducted in the light of justification by faith alone. But do not expect other Christians to
play dead theologically which this is going on. Expect some of us to bring to bear another critical
principle to prevent justification by faith alone from making one “. . . so prone to expect sin and
abuse. ..’ that one ‘... fails to recognize grace where it is at work.” Let Lutherans use the “flip side’
of justification by faith alone. Other Christians may still say another critical principle is needed as

37 Forde, “Justification by Faith Alone,” dialog, 265; In Search of Christian Unity, 73-74.
38 peter, “A Reply,” dialog, 57; “A Roman Catholic Response,” In Search of Christian Unity, 80.
39 peter, “A Reply,” dialog, 58; “A Roman Catholic Response,” In Search of Christian Unity, 81.



well. Not to fence off a sacrosanct domain (e.g., papacy, purgatory, indulgences, devotion to Mary
and the saints, office of bishop) that may not be touched critically by justification by faith alone! But
rather to provide explicit and effective recognition of promised grace that may go unnoticed or
even be rejected if justification by faith alone functions in critical exclusivity and isolation.”*°

lll. Phase 3: Clarifying the Impasse and Sharing Hope for the Future (1988-1991)

The context. In the mid-1980’s after the Lutheran-Catholic dialogue had come to its significant
convergence on the doctrine of justification, they identified certain test cases for applying this “criterion
of authenticity must be applied to issues that divided Lutherans and Roman Catholics during the
Reformation: e.g., indulgences, papacy, and purgatory.”** The Lutheran team wondered “whether
official teachings on Mary and the cult of the saints, despite protestations to the contrary, do not
detract from the principle that Christ alone is to be trusted for salvation because all God’s saving gifts
come through him alone.”*? Thus mediation was the focus of Round VIII of the Dialogue.

Carl Peter’s papers, “The Saints and Mary in the Eschatology of the Second Vatican Council,” and “The
Communion of Saints in the Final Days of the Council of Trent,” are printed in the final report, The One
Mediator, the Saints, and Mary. Lutherans and Catholics in Dialogue VIII.** His essay, “A Moment of
Truth for Lutheran-Catholic Dialogue,” was an address he gave December 1, 1987, at the Atonement
Friars’ Centro Pro Unione in Rome.** Finally, his essay, “A Role Model in an Ecumenical Winter,” was an
address given in July 1991 to the Council of the Lutheran World Federation meeting in Chicago. As noted
above, he died suddenly in August 1991.%°

Gerhard Forde’s paper, “Is the Invocation of Saints an Adiaphoron?” was presented in the Dialogue and
is printed in the final report, The One Mediator, the Saints, and Mary.*® His essay “The Catholic Impasse:
Reflections on Lutheran-Catholic Dialogue Today,” is an essay written for the Festschrift of Johannes
Cardinal Willebrands, Promoting Unity: Themes in Lutheran-Catholic Dialogue.*” Below are excerpts from
these papers:

Carl Peter: “Mary and the Saints in the Eschatology of the Second Vatican Council.”
“The mystical body of Jesus Christ has bonds linking members on both sides of the pale of death.

Mindful of the biblical commendation found in 2 Macc 12:46, the church on earth offers prayers for
the dead; this practice reveals an important relation that exists between Christ’s disciples.

40 peter, “A Reply,” dialog, 58; “A Roman Catholic Response,” In Search of Christian Unity, 83.

41 peter, “The Communion of Saints in the Final Days of the Council of Trent,” The One Mediator, the Saints, and
Mary. Lutherans and Catholics in Dialogue VIII. Eds. H. George Anderson, J. Francis Stafford, and Joseph A.
Burgess (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1992) 219. Hereafter L/RC VIII.

42 “jystification by Faith: Common Statement,” L/RC VII, 57, 9119.

43 Ppeter, “The Saints and Mary in the Eschatology of the Second Vatican Council,” L/RC VIII, 295-304, 389-91; “The
Communion of Saints in the Final Days of Trent,” 219-33, 377-79.

44 peter, “A Moment of Truth,” Origins 17:31 (1988) 537-41.

4> peter, “A Role Model in an Ecumenical Winter,” Worship 66 (1992) 2-10.

46 Forde, “Is Invocation of Saints an Adiaphoron?” L/RC VIII, 327-28.

47 Forde, “The Catholic Impasse: Reflections on Lutheran-Catholic Dialogue Today,” Promoting Unity. Themes in
Lutheran-Catholic Dialogue. Eds. H. George Anderson & James R. Crumley (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1989).



“...0On earth union among his disciples is conducive to closer union with the Lord himself. The same
is the case when there is solidarity between disciples on this side of death and saints in heaven on
the other. Christ is the crown of the saints; because of its nature love for them reaches out toward
and ends in him. They are rightly asked for benefits that are needed and that only God can give
(here the Council of Trent is cited on invocation, which is placed in the context of a charity that
binds friends together across the pale of death).”®

“First to be treated is Mary’s role in the economy of salvation. . .. She has been and is rightly spoken
of as cooperating in salvation by her faith and obedience. Her union with Christ was manifested: at
the visitation; at his birth, which sanctified and preserved her virginity intact; at the coming of the
shepherds and magi; at the presentation, loss, and finding in the temple; at Cana and the beginning
of the miracles; in his declaring blessed those who hear and keep God’s word (Mark 3:35; Luke
11:27-28) as she was faithfully doing (Luke 2:19, 51). During his life she advanced in a pilgrimage of
faith and stood at the foot of his cross (John 19:25) where he gave her as mother to his disciple
(John 19:26-27). She was with the apostles at the outpouring of the Spirit (Acts 1:14); taken up body
and soul into heavenly glory; exalted by the Lord as queen of all.

“Figuring thus in the work of salvation effected by Jesus and the Spirit, she is related to the church,
which has but one Mediator, whose power is not threatened but rather manifested in her present
role. Her association with Christ’s work continues. Therefore she is invoked in the church by he
titles of Advocate, Aid, Helper, Mediatrix. None of these titles adds or detracts from the dignity or
efficacy of Christ. No more than a sharing both by the baptized and by those in the priesthood adds
or detracts with regard to the one priesthood of Christ! No more than the goodness of creatures
supplements or diminishes the goodness of God! Christ’s mediation does not exclude but rather
gives rise to manifold cooperation. This subordinate role of Mary the church does not hesitate to
profess.”*

Carl Peter: “The Communion of Saints in the Final Days of the Council of Trent.”

“On an issue, for example, where Trent was reticent about purgatory, a contemporary scholar has
spoken. In a very important book Jacques Le Goff maintains that: (a) at some point the souls in
purgatory came to be thought of as having the power to transfer their merits to the living; and (b)
this reversibility of merits eventually won a place in doctrine. That the souls in purgatory can help
the faithful on earth did become a conviction operative in the piety of many Catholics. But that it
became a point of doctrine is simply not true. Nothing of the kind appears in the Tridentine decree.
And when asked to deal in the seventh chapter of Lumen Gentium with aid sought by the living from
those in purgatory, the Doctrinal Commission of the Second Vatican Council decided not to act on
the request. The reason they gave was desire to avoid giving the impression of resolving an issue
freely disputed among theologians.”*°

“Finally, a project discussed by the Second Vatican Council was left for Pope Paul VI to finish. He did
this in his apostolic constitution Indulgentiarum Doctrina. There he commended the traditional
practice of the church as he dealt with indulgences. But he added to this significantly when he

48 peter, “The Saints and Mary,” L/RC VIII, 301-302.

49 peter, “The Saints and Mary,” L/RC VIII, 303-304.

50 peter, “The Communion of Saints in the Final Days of the Council of Trent,” L/RC VIII, 232. Behind the issue of
purgatory is the larger issue of teaching authority.
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wrote: ‘Nevertheless the church allows each member to make use of this kind of means of
purification and sanctification in the holy and just liberty of God.’

“In the same document he described the treasure (thesaurus) on which the church relies in granting
indulgences. He interpreted that treasury as being ‘Christ himself’ but as including in God’s eyes the
value of the prayers and good works of Mary and the saints who followed in Christ’s footsteps by
his grace. Responses are thus offered to questions left unanswered in Trent’s decree.”>?

Carl Peter: “A Moment of Truth for Lutheran-Catholic Dialogue.”

“The years 1536-37 were a moment of truth for Martin Luther. . .. As for the present, it is at least
arguable that 1986-87 have been a comparable moment of truth for the Lutheran-Roman Catholic
dialogue in the United States of America. The process known as reception has reached the point
where official bodies in both churches have reacted to the work of the dialogue in such a way that
decisions with regard to its future course are all but unavoidable.”>?

“As Luther saw it, people honored a particular saint in this fashion with the hope and expectation of
winning something in return, something that in truth only God could give. A saint’s intercession,
won by devotion and service, was an activity seeking benefits for clients. Mediation on the part of
saints was replacing that of Christ and thus became for Luther a moment of truth. His solution was
simple enough. If people turn to a saint because they expect a quid pro quo, take away their
unwarranted hope for any quid and the pro quo will soon vanish.”>3

“Mediation has become a moment of truth for the Lutheran-Roman Catholic dialogue in the United
States in 1986-87 just as it was for Luther in 1536-67. ... What happens when that criterion
[justification by faith alone] is applied to indulgences, purgatory, the cult of the saints, the authority
of bishops, the papacy and church teaching or ethics, Mary, celibacy and the ordination of women.
Mediating functions and offices are the concern. Mediation is again the moment of truth.”>*

“Lutheran and Roman Catholic bodies have stated politely and without using the term what they
nevertheless clearly regard as non-negotiables. . . . The Roman Catholic members will maintain with
the Second Vatican Council that ‘the unique mediation of the redeemer does not exclude but rather
gives rise to a manifold cooperation on the part of creatures — a cooperation derived from this one
source.”>>

“There are, as | see it, genuine differences between Lutheran and Roman Catholic members of the
dialogue when it comes to assessing creaturely mediation and cooperation in the ways in which
Christ’s grace reaches human beings. . . . | suspect that we are dealing here with what ecumenists
today might call a fundamental difference. | doubt that it will ever be completely eliminated. But
could such a difference exist in a more united church — could it be a difference within one faith
rather than of diverse faiths?

Peter, “The Communion of Saints” L/RC VIII, 233.
Peter, “A Moment of Truth,” Origins, 538.

Peter, “A Moment of Truth,” 539.

Peter, “A Moment of Truth,” 540.

Peter, “A Moment of Truth,” 540.
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“The temptation in the face of the differences | have described with regard to mediation is to give
up or to look for what can only be called the quick fix.”>®

Carl Peter: “A Role Model in an Ecumenical Winter.”

“For its part the Catholic bishops’ evaluation moves from its assertion as to where hope and trust
are ultimately to be placed (Christ and the gospel) to a consideration of penultimate hope in the
church. The bishops take into account the Dialogue’s reflections on factors accounting for the
differences that yet remain with regard to the doctrine of justification as it is taught in both
churches. But in their view it may well be that when it comes to Lutheran and Catholic concepts of
church, the differences ‘are not reconcilable simply by the mutual recognition of the legitimacy of
each other’s religious concerns and thought patterns.” They make the point that ultimately hope
and trust are in Jesus Christ, but that he is never separated from his church, in which as a result
Catholics place penultimate trust and hope when, for example, it teaches about papacy,
purgatory, and saints as fostering the life of faith. Consensus on the Christological gospel is not of
itself enough for full communion. The nexus between the ultimate (Christ) and penultimate (for
example, the church) is too close for that. Here the Bishops’ Evaluation and that of the ELCA
Committee differ.”>’

Gerhard Forde: “Is Invocation of Saints an Adiaphoron?”

“The Confessional concern is that whatever honor is to be accorded the saints cannot be such as to
put them in the position of being more accessible than Christ. They cannot be considered
mediators who compete with the one and only Mediator, Jesus Christ. Such a matter is not an
adiaphoron, and the practice could only be rejected.”*®

“The Roman Catholic argument is that since saints are born and carried by the grace of Christ, their
role as intercessors in the hereafter need not, in a properly ordered faith, compete with Christ’s role
as sole Mediator of such grace. The practice of venerating the saints may in fact be subject to abuse.
But abuse does not abrogate proper use. Properly understood, the saints may be taken as
prominent examples of the ‘success’ of Christ’s mediation. If we can ask living saints to intercede for
us, there should be no reason why we cannot ask those hereafter who already share Christ’s victory
over death to continue to do so. Why should a Lutheran object to this or hold that it is more than an
adiaphoron?

“The key issue is the subtle one of mediation itself. For Lutherans the word itself tends to lead
astray. Perhaps that is why it has never figured as a prominent category in Lutheran Christology. It
suggests the idea of a ‘go-between,” an arbiter between parties that have fallen out, a medium
between two extremes. . ..

“Lutheran difficulties with such a view of mediation stem, as in the previous round of dialogue on
justification, from difficulties with the model itself. Where justification is by faith alone, creating
the situation in which one is simultaneously just and sinner, what is mediated is not some
intermediate thing or power but Christ himself through the word of the cross and the sacraments.

56 peter, “A Moment of Truth,” 541.
57 peter, “A Role Model in an Ecumenical Winter,” Worship, 8-9.
8 Forde, “Is Invocation of Saints an Adiaphoron?” L/RC VIII, 332.
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“If it is the case—and | expect | would agree with Carl Peter here—that we have to do with a
fundamental and thus deeply held difference, it does not appear that the category of adiaphoron is
very useful in working toward a resolution of the problems surrounding the invocation of saints.
Lutheran attitudes about the kind of mediation available in the saints should not, | expect, simply be
a matter of indifference to Roman Catholics. Likewise, Roman Catholics theology and practice in this
regard cannot be a matter of indifference to Lutherans. We face a fundamental difference in the
understanding of mediation. The question then is, as Carl Peter put it, whether we can find ways
to live with this difference.

“If there is a way ahead together, perhaps it lies in the fact that both Roman Catholics and Lutherans
are concerned about the concrete and objective nature of the mediation given in Christ. Roman
Catholics tend to find this concretion and objectivity in the church, its priesthood, and the saints.
Lutherans find this objectivity in the preached word, a word that comes from without and maintains
its objectivity precisely by putting the old subject to death and raising up a new one in faith. Perhaps
one can say that only in death and the promise of new life do we come up against that which is
truly and irreducibly from without. The common concern for the concrete mediation of Christ’s
gifts, it is to be hoped, can draw us together even as we seek to understand the differences
between us.” *°

Gerhard Forde: “The Catholic Impasse: Reflections on Lutheran-Catholic Dialogue Today.”

“If we are to set the impasse of which we speak clearly in focus, there are at least two things to be
noted about such claims in behalf of a post-liberal Lutheranism. First of all, it is the right
proclamation of the gospel that does the deed. Proclamation of a quite specific sort is mandated,
one that succeeds in being living, present-tense gospel declaration that ends the reign of law and
sin.

“Roman Catholics from the beginning seem to have feared that Lutherans were ‘subjectivists’
proposing an unmediated gospel. But this is clearly not the case, or at least would have been clear
had more notice been taken of bitter battles with the ‘spiritualists.” If faith comes by hearing, there
must be a speaker, indeed a word from without, what Luther called ‘the external word.” The
sacraments punctuate this inescapable externality. Precisely in that sense they are the gospel.

“It that is understood, it is apparent that too much time has been wasted on the question of
mediation as such. There should be no disagreement over whether or not the gospel is mediated.
Indeed, | should be agreed that it is of the very essences of the catholic faith that it insists on the
concrete mediation of God’s saving gifts. That is not where the impasse comes to light. It appears
rather when we begin to ask what is mediated and how that what affects and shapes the mediation
and the ‘office’ through which the mediation takes place. In a recent reflection on the U.S. Lutheran-
Catholic Dialogue, Carl Peter put the matter thus:

There are, as | see it, genuine differences between Lutheran and Roman Catholic members of
the dialogue when it comes to assessing creaturely mediation and cooperation in the ways in
which Christ’s grace reaches human beings. Two different approaches are taken—motivated at
least in part by the diverse hopes and fears. Lutherans have a fear that the truth of Christ’s
unique mediation will be compromised and hope to avoid this by criticizing any function, form

% Forde, “Is Invocation of Saints an Adiaphoron?” L/RC VIII, 335-37.
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of worship or piety, office or person that looks like a pretender in this context. Roman Catholics
fear that Christ’s unique mediation will thus be made needlessly fruitless and hope to avoid this
by stressing the truth of the manifold cooperation to which that mediation gives rise as his grace
is communicated to those in need of it.

| suspect that we are dealing here with what ecumenists today might call a fundamental
difference. | doubt that t will ever be completely eliminated. But could such a difference exist in
a more united church — could it be a difference within one faith rather than of diverse faiths?

“While Peter’s statement does accurately reflect differences that surfaced in the dialogue they are
stated too formally, | believe, to get at what is at stake. It is not simply the bare uniqueness of
Christ’s mediatorship versus human cooperation that reveals the ‘fundamental difference,” but the
question of how what is mediated reflects back on the mediation itself and the offices that carry
it. For the ‘office’ is precisely to proclaim the gospel of Jesus Christ that sets believers free. The
gospel of that freedom is consequently the highest exercise of authority in the church. To place
something above the proclamation of that gospel would be simply to subvert it. The mediation,
therefore, though absolutely necessary, is such that in the very act of mediation it limits itself. | am
tempted to use an image from the television show ‘Mission Impossible’ where the ‘team’ receives
its instructions via a tape or record that then announces that it will self-destruct in a number of
seconds. The mediation is such that it seeks to remove itself once it has done the mediation. It
seeks to set people free, that is, to get out of the way for the Christ it proclaims. ‘He must
increase, | must decrease.’ Eschatologically speaking, the mediation is such that it limits itself to this
age and ends itself precisely by its witness to the new age, the kingdom of God.

“John Henry Cardinal Newman voiced a common Catholic complaint when he called Protestantism a
great abstraction divorced from the actual flow of history. Perhaps there is some truth to that if one
has in mind a Protestantism that hides behind the inerrancy of scripture and seeks only to
repristinate the past. But the real question is what constitutes or guarantees true concreteness and
‘objectivity in the church. Can claims made about the institution do it? A post-liberal Lutheran is
not likely to find such claims attractive or convincing. What attracts is simply the power of the
gospel proclaimed as the word of the cross. The theologian of the cross is aware of a quite different
sort of concreteness and objectivity: that of the quite alien and external word that puts the old
subject to death to raise up the new. Perhaps one can say that it is only in death and the promise of
new life that we come up against that which is truly and irreducibly ‘from without.” And only so is it
truly ‘objective.””®®
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Appendix

The US Lutheran-Roman Catholic Dialogue, the first nine rounds, are listed below:

L/RC I: The Status of the Nicene Creed as Dogma of the Church (Washington, D.C.: National Catholic
Welfare Conference; New York: USA National Committee of the Lutheran World Federation, 1965).

80 Forde, “The Catholic Impasse,” Promoting Unity, 74-76.
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L/RC Il: One Baptism for the Remission of Sins. Lutherans and Catholics in Dialogue Il. Eds. Paul C. Empie
and William W. Baum (Washington D.C.: National Catholic Welfare Conference; New York: USA National
Committee of the Lutheran World Federation, 1967).

L/RC lll: The Eucharist as Sacrifice. 