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Sola Fide: Luther and Calvin

I’'m not a Lutheran, but I've been invited here | suppose because | wrote an article a little
while back about why Luther is not quite Protesta®a | figure | owe you a bit of a warning up
front. When I say, “I'm not a Lutheran,” | mean: I'm not an adherent of the Lutheran
confessions, as most of you are. I'm an Anglican. On the other hand, I'm someone who thinks
Luther got most things right, and that's why I'm here. On the things that matter most, | think he
got more things right than, say, Augustine or Calvin—and that's saying something, for a non-
Lutheran. One of my most formative experiences as a theologian was my first extensive reading
of Luther in graduate school, when | came to be fascinated by the subtle differences between
Luther and Calvin, and became convinced that where Luther and Calvin differed, Luther got it
right. On the other hand, as | worked out the differences between Calvin and Luther, | came up
with a portrait of Luther which had him looking a bit less Protestant than the Lutheran
Confessions were, especially the Formula of Concord. So that’s the portrait I'll present to you
here, concluding with some tentative thoughts about the Formula of Concord, after which I'm
interested in hearing from you whose ecclesial life is shaped by the Formula, who know it better
than | and thus may be able to set me straight on some things. Or perhaps we will just end up
disagreeing, which could also be interesting and instructive for all concerned.

In general, my portrait of Luther goes like this. | think the difference between Luther and
Calvin is that Luther is a sacramental thinker in a deeper sense than Calvin is (I don’t anticipate
many disagreements about that in this crowd) but this means that in certain very important
respects he is more medieval and more Catholic than Calvin is (OK, now you can begin to get
uneasy) and so far as | can tell, this also means he is in some ways less Protestant than the
Lutheran Confessions are (and | suppose that's where you may want to disagree).

Sola Fide in Standard Protestantism

Of course I'm not saying Luther isn’t Protestant at all. On the contrary, there’s a
distinctively Protestant structure of the doctrine of justification by faith alone that he shares with
Calvin—indeed, Calvin learned it ultimately from him—and that provides a large area of
common ground between the two of them, giving us a backdrop against which to locate the
disagreements and differences. So let’s start with this common ground. First of all the obvious
point: both Luther and Calvin teach that we are justified by faith alsoéafide Slightly less
obvious: both of them teach that faith alone justifies because Christian faith is fundamentally
belief in the promise of the Gospel, and you don’t receive what is promised by doing good
works, but by simply believing the promise.

Where the disagreements begin, | think, is with exactly what the words of the Gospel
promise are. It's striking how little is said about this, how much is left implicit. Of course there

1 "Why Luther is not Quite Protestant: The Logic of Faith in a Sacramental ProRiisé&tclesial4/4 (Fall 2005)
447-486.



are many promises in Scripture, and Luther andi@&leth appeal to many of them. But I think
when the rubber hits the road and it's a questfdrow we stand before God, Luther typically
thinks of a different set of Scriptural promisearttCalvin does, a set of distinctively sacramental
promises, which have a different logic from thedkof promises Calvin and most other
Protestants think about when they speak of the [ses10f the Gospel.

Let me start with the more Protestant kind of psas—the promises that come to mind
for theologians who are, in my ternggjite Protestant. They belong to a larger pattern of
thinking that | will call "The Standard Protestaytlogism.”

The Standard Protestant Syllogism

Major Premise: Whoever believes in Christ is saved

Minor Premise: | believe in Christ.

Conclusion: | am saved.

"Syllogism" is just the standard form of argumeiatain Aristotelian logic, which both Luther
and Calvin learned at school: it's the natural vesythem to think when reasoning carefully.

The major premise in a syllogism is a kind of gaherinciple or foundation. In this case, it's

the promise of the Gospel, derived from Mark 16:¥8hoever believes and is baptized will be
saved." (Many Protestants leave out the "is bagtipart, though to be fair, they do assume and
even teach that believers should be baptized.)

Now here's where the logic becomes important: deoto get from the major promise to
the conclusion you need a minor premise, whichiapphe principle to the particular case in
hand. How do | get saved? Well, by believingcadirse. This is an explicit condition of the
promise. For the major premise is logically eglémato the conditional statemenif you
believe in Christ, you are saved,"” whereithelause states the condition. So the logic follows
from this condition: you are saved on conditiort @ have faith, so if | am to know | am
saved | must know | meet the condition.

Indeed, because the content of the promise is tondl, explicitly making everything
conditional upon faith, I am in no position to shg Gospel promise is about me until | can say,
"l believe". For most Protestants, this is a seblfy deal. The hour I first believed, the moment
when | can first say "l truly believe in Christ"tise moment of my salvation, of my conversion
and turning from death to life. What matters ig th@ment of conversion, not the sacrament of
baptism, because everything depends on my beirgtalsiay "I believe.” For only if | know
that | truly believe can | confidently concludearh saved.

Notice what this requires of us: not just thathedieve, but that wknowwe believe. |
call this the requirement of "reflective faith.'rdBestant faith has to be reflective in that ittt n
enough just to believe; you haveltelieveyou believe, maybe evdémowyou believe. That's a
pretty hefty requirement for those of us who arekva faith, or who believe that all sin is
rooted in unbelief and we are still sinners at hésamul justus et peccatpboth justified and
sinner still). It discourages us from confessing wnbelief and encourages us instead to profess
our belief. This actually becomes a technical taranglish Calvinism: the Puritans spoke of
those who were "professors of religion,” meanirgj they professed to know that they had been
truly converted and regenerated by faith in Chvigtereas those who were not professors might
be baptized Christians, able to confess the cre#tdalV sincerity but not able to profess that



they had true, saving faith. Those who thus csuiderelyconfesghe faith but not confidently
professfaith were taught to believe they were not tridgenerate or born again. A peculiarly
Protestant agony of conscience lies here, as Gstlvmnisters realized, and they devoted much
of their pastoral practice to dealing with it, agsing the problem they called "the assurance of
faith." The problem was to attain assurance tbatrgally had true faith. If that's your problem,
then you are quite Protestant.

Luther's Sola Fide

Now, of course Luther had his own agonies of ceemae, but they were not quite the
same as this distinctively Protestant agony. Avad's because the Gospel promise which was
the foundation of his faith was different. Whenwmemnted to know whether he was regenerate
and saved, he turned to the promise made to himaptism. So we get Luther's syllogism:

Luther’s Syllogism

Major premise: Christ told me, "I baptize you lretname of the Father, Son and Holy

Spirit."
Minor premise: Christ never lies but only tellg tinuth.
Conclusion: | am baptized (i.e., | havevriée in Christ).

The major premise here is based on a Scripturahige(Matt. 28:19) but is also a sacramental
word, spoken at a particular time and place undey particular sacramental circumstances.
This makes it profoundly different from the stardi®rotestant understanding of the Gospel
promise, a difference that is subtle but makesge hogical difference in the outcome. To get at
these differences, we have to begin by noting theial but (I hope) familiar point that it is
Christ who speaks the baptismal formula throughtbeth of the pastor, so that this is nothing
less than the word of Christ spoken to me in paldic What | want to dwell on is how we get to
this “me in particular’—what Luther calls tipgo meof the Gospel. | suggest that what makes
this possible is that this sacramental word of §hs anexternalword in a deeper sense than the
major premise of the standard Protestant promiser it is tied to external circumstances, a
particular place and time of utterance (e.g., dugtism of baby Martin in Eisleben in 1483, or
my baptism in Buffalo, New York in 1958, and so amyuch a way that the word "you" it
contains meansie or Martin Luther, or some other particular persatepending, of course, on
when it is said and to whom—which is to say, dep@andn whose baptism it is.

Notice how very different the baptismal formuldr@m the major premise of the standard
Protestant syllogism. Logically, it's not a corahial statement. It lays down no conditions
about what | must do or decide or even believerdteoto make sure the promise applies to me.
The promise applies to me because it says so:tGays "you" and he meanse So the

promise of the Gospel, on Luther’s reckoning, fseirently, unconditionally, for me. Faith does
not make it so but merely recognizes that it isass@cognition that happens because we dare not
call Christ a liar when he tells us, on that onemantous occasion, “I baptiz®u...” That is

why the minor premise is not about my faith butwtitbe truth of Christ. This is absolutely
essential, and Luther makes a very big deal alboidave you noticed how often Luther talks
about the truth of God? It is hard to find an imtpot passage about the doctrine of justification
in Luther's works which does not hammer at thesetgoGod is true, faith acknowledges God's



truth, and unbelief calls God a liar (Rom. 3:41 'God be true and every man a liar," is a favorite
verse hovering behind these discussiéns).

Now to say that God speaks the truth is, of coumseake a kind of profession of faith—
but not in the Calvinist mode, because it is niective. We're not required to talk about our
faith, to know we have faith, to profess, "I bekeVv We are required, of course, to believe. We
must believe that what God says is true, and wd stap calling God a liar (and furthermore,
not incidentally, we must believe that Christ whak®s the promise is God). But that, of
course, is what faith essentially does: it belianethe truth of the Word of Christ. The problem
with reflective faith is that it must do more: éftective faith is required, then believing in God'
Word is not quite enough, because we must alse\zethat we believe.

Here's where | think Luther's got it fundamentaight. What faith says, fundamentally,
is "God speaks the truth." Only secondarily, antdfandamentally, faith may also say, "I
believe." But faith may also say, "My faith is Ww&ar "Lord, | believe, help my unbelief" or "I
have sinned in my unbelief and denied my Lord, Reter the apostle.” Faith may confess its
own unbelief. What it cannot do, if it is to remdaith at all, is stop clinging to the truth of
God's Word. For faith does not rely on faith, botthe Word of God. Christian faith, if Luther
is right, does not have to be reflective.

Pastoral Consequences

This is a point of enormous pastoral importanahink, so let me dwell on it. For
Luther, the doctrine of justification by faith almkoes not mean we rely on faith. For faith itself
does not rely on faith. Faith does not rely oalftbut rather on the truth of the Word of God.
Luther is particularly clear on this point whendrgues, against the Anabaptists, that we should
not baptize people on the basis of our knowledgaeif faith, and we should not even come to
baptism ourselves on the basis of our own faithr viie can be certain of the word of God, but
not of our own faith, as Luther says: "the baptined who receives or grounds his baptism on
his faith.. is not sure of his own faitif. The reflective belief in your own belief is nefuired,
for as Luther adds, "he who doesn't think he beBebut is in despair, has the greatest f4ith."
That is of course a description AhfechtungLuther's particular agony of conscience. The
demand that we know we believe would only mAkéechtungvorse, undermining our faith in
the Word of God by turning us back on our own resesiand demanding that we find it in our
hearts to believe. If you want to build people iagfaith, you have to direct their attention te th
Word of God, not to their faith. But don't dirébem to some general principle—direct them to
their baptism, and remind them that when they vbagized it was Christ himself who, through
the mouth of the minister, said "l baptize you" &edmeanyouin particular.

2 perhaps the most memorable example ofidkiss veraxheme (as | like to call it) is found Freedom of a
Christian (LW 31:350f), but see also the Proceedings at Bugs(ibid. p. 271), the Explanations of the 95 Jéw
(ibid., p. 100), the Defense of the articles condechby the Papal Bull (LW 32:15), the 1519 treatise Penance
(LW 35:12f), Baptism (ibid. 36f) and Sacrament o Body of Christ (ibid. 61Babylonian CaptivitfLW 36:43)
andTreatise on Good WorK&W 44:56)—and this is only an initial samplingwérks written between 1518-1520!
% Luther,Concerning Rebaptisnb W 40:240.

* ibid. 241



The logical distinction we must observe, then—argla crucial pastoral distinction—is
between having faith and relying on faith. "Therguite a difference betwedavingfaith, on
the one hand, andepending omne's faith, on the other,"” says Luther. "Whoealews himself
to be baptized on the strength of his faith isordy uncertain [because he doesn't know for
certain whether he believes] but also an idolatev denies Christ. For he trusts in and builds
on something of his own, namely a gift which he fiasn God [i.e., faith] and not on God's
Word alone.® So Luther'sola fidedoes not mean we rely on faith alone, but ratharwe rely
on the Word alone. For that's what faith doeselies on the truth of the Word, not on itself.

This contrast between faith looking at the trutd &ith looking at itself is crucial to the
very nature and logic of faith. Faith is the he¢aking hold of the truth, not the heart takingcol
of its faith. This is true of every kind of belieft | want to find out whether | believe it's
snowing outside, | don't go looking into my hearfind out whether I truly believe this. I try to
find out whether it'srue that it's snowing outside, and once I've found tha, I've settled the
guestion of whether | believe it. Likewise, ontelIrealized that God wasn't lying to me when
he baptized me, then | know enough about whetheliéve. And every time my weak faith
drives me into something like Luther's agony ofsmence, some kind dnfechtungthen | can
turn back to that truth, the truth of my baptisnmen Christ who does not lie made a promise to
me in particular.

Don't you agree? Isn't it much easier to conf&hrist is no liar" than to profess, "I
believe"—especially if what that is supposed to misa”l have true faith in my heart, I truly,
really trust in God," etc. For this reflectivetfaifaith relying on itself, is how faith becomes a
work, something we must do and accomplish in otddére saved. And then it has exactly the
same problems as justification by works. You davags wonder if your works are good
enough, and if you're honest, the answer will be: they're not good enough. In exactly the
same way, you can always ask: Do | trust God endulghve | really, unreservedly, surrendered
my whole heart in faith to Christ? Is my faithastg, sincere, unhypocritical, un-self-serving?
And the proper answer to all these questions is: Mg faith is never good enough, and thank
God, | am not justified by such works of faith twytthe truth of the word | believe in. My faith
is not good enough, but the one | have faith in is.

This is especially apparent in times of doubt Anfechtungwhen holding on to the faith
is really a lot of work—a great deal of work whiake are not good 4t. For we find it very hard
to trust God, very hard to hold on to the faithgd arfhen pressed by our doubts and sin and
weakness, Luther says, all we can do is sigh aoangr Yet that turns out to be the strongest
faith of all, not because we have a strong senseisifin our hearts—the whole point about
Anfechtungs that wedon't have that—but rather because we find we have mgi all to hang
on to but the bare truth of God's word, which warsely feel we believe, and indeed we mostly
feel wedon’t believe. And the only comfort is that this wordnse, despite our desperately
inadequate faith. Let God be true and every migar-a-including myself. Let me recognize as

5 . .

ibid. 252.
® Cf. the 1535 Galatians commentary, LW 26:380fis'effort and labor to cling firmly to this [Woraf Christ] in
the midst of trial and conflict" and the whole dission from pp 380-389, where Luther presses thd it it is
not the strength of our faith that prevails but balpless sighing, "so faint that it can hardlyf&lé' (p. 389).



clearly as | may that my own heatrt is full of leesd unbelief; nonetheless God speaks the truth.
That | can believe, even when | don't believe ldwa.

So I'm thinking: if you have to make a choice betwéhe standard Protestant agony of
conscience, where you must come somehow to thdusioe that you have true saving faith,
and Luther's agony of conscience, where the ondgtipn that really matters is whether God is
telling you the truth—well, take Luther's agonyooinscience. It's the right agony to have. And
in one form or another, is the agony you'll inevitably struggle with if youast with Luther's
premises about the nature of the Gospel. Honestthe end thenly question that really
matters is whether Christ is telling the truth. d&here are indeed many, many times we find
that hard to believe. Every time we sin, in fact.

The Protestant Doctrine of Conversion

So how is it that Protestants got into their distive agony, asking the question of
reflective faith: "Do | truly believe?" It's nstmply that most of them don't like sacraments.
That wouldn't be fair to say of someone like Cal¥ar instance (let's leave Zwingli out of this).
But there are specific reasons to find the kindeakoning in the standard Protestant syllogism
attractive, and you can even feel the pull of titiaction in some places in Luther.

The problem is this. Suppose you want to know y@ueternally saved. Then no
sacrament is going to be good enough for you.ahtiqular, the sacramental promise of baptism
cannot function as an unconditional guaranteeythatwill be saved in the end, because of
course lots of people get baptized (especiallytsits) and later abandon the faith of Christ. As
Augustine points out, eternal salvation required tod give you not only the gift of faith but
also that the gift of persevering in the faith ltite end of your lif€. And no one—not
Augustine, not Luther, not Calvin—thinks that baptipromises that gift. So if you want to
know that you are eternally savewhw, you must look to a different promise—one more like
major premise in the standard Protestant syllogism.

But you must do more than that. You must folloahh in what | take to be his most
radical innovation in Christian doctrine. You mtesich that those who truly believew, are
sure to receive the gift of perseverance in fatthe end of their lives. This is the distinctivel
Calvinist doctrine of perseverance, formulatechi@ 3" point of 5-point Calvinism (the "P" in
the famous TULIP, summarizing the 5 canons of yfimod of Dordt)® This is a stark departure
from the Augustinian tradition, for Augustine wastg explicit in teaching that no one knows
whether they will receive the gift of perseveran@epseint on which he was followed by the
Formula of Concord. No one knows their own future that well. Fordexision you make now

" Augustine On the Gift of Perseveran&g1-2.

8 Found in P. SchaffThe Creeds of Christendomeprint ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1990) 3:592:-586r the roots
of this doctrine in Calvin, sdastitutes 3:2.40.

° See especially Augustin@n Rebuke and Grad&§17-25; but see also his treati@sthe Gift of Perseveran@d
andCity of God11:12 and 21:15. The Solid Declaration, article dffirms Augustine's view, adding the
distinctively Lutheran point that because God hasr@vealed our election to us in his Word, werareto concern
ourselves with it but "cling solely to his rev&dbrd," Book of Concorded. T. Tappert (Philadelphia: Fortress
Press, 1959) 625.56.



can determine that in five or ten years or evernotoaw, you won't apostatize, abandon the faith
of Christ, and go the way of eternal death.

The only way you could know you will perseverdaith to the end of your life is if you
could know you are predestined to be saved. Augu#tought it obvious that no one knows
this, but Calvin disagreed. This is what is prafd@and new about Calvin's doctrine of
predestination, which in other respects (as Caiygintly argued®) differs little from
Augustine's—and therefore from Aquinas' or Luthe€alvin teaches that believers can and
should know they are predestined for salvatiomhich means they can and should know they
will persevere in faith to the end, which meang/tb@n and should know they are eternally
saved, now, already in this life—not just savetiape, as Augustine describes the effect of
baptism: saveth spebut not yein re, in hope but not yet in reality. Augustine saypleitly:
we are “not yet saved? We are still on the road to eternal salvation} ae don't get there
until after this life.

So how can Calvin teach otherwise? This is wheftective faith comes in as an
essential element in Calvin's theology. He makeistinction between temporary faith and true
saving faitht3which of course is faith that perseveres, and mkshwe can and should know if
we have true faith. (The people with temporaryhfanay just be mistaken about the status of
their faith, which of course is a rather terrifyipgssibility). | have no idea why he thinks he can
get away with this. The agonies of conscienceatls to strike me as utterly unbearable and
pernicious. How am | supposed to make this disindetween temporary and true faith?
Where am | supposed to look?

Disastrously, | am supposed to look inward. Aékreven the unregenerate can do
outward good works. So what the mainstream Calt/inadition does is direct our attention to
the fact—and of course it is a fact—that true f&igars fruits in sanctification of the heart. So i
you are a good Calvinist, you are supposed to @dhis—notice that you're getting more
inwardly sanctified, which gives you assuranceaithf i.e. assurance that you really do have
true faith. | have to say, this strikes me assastrous theological and pastoral move. The result
is: I amsupposedo believe | am inwardly holy and righteous. &t of looking at myself and
finding a sinner—for as Luther rightly says, evka tighteous man sins in all his good
works““—and thus being driven in repentance to take hol@a@gain of the Gospel alone as the

19 Calvin, Institutes3:23.1.

™ On knowing you are predestined, i.e. elected bgt ®r salvation, selmstitutes3:24.1-7. Calvin insists that our
certainty of our own election depends on the prem Christ, but the underlying logic requiresddition a
reflective faith, as in the standard Protestaribgidm above.

12 We arenondum salvaccording to Augustin€)n the Merits and Remission of Sth40, where he also develops
the contrast betweeén speandin re. See Augustinédgainst Two Letters of the Pelagia®$ for a succinct
application of this contrast to baptismal salvatidiote alscCity of God19:4 where, about halfway through this
very long chapter, Christians are describedaslum salvas

3 Institutes3:2.11; cf. 3:24.7-8.

14 See the defense of articles 31, 32, and 35 ihdtrist response to the Papal Bull against him, LV8387,91, as
well as the extended defense of these articlesisiggatomus in ibid., 161-191. This of coursehis ground of the
principlesimul justus et peccatognunciated in numerous forms in these works, bid. 84, 172, 213.



sole assurance of my salvation, | aupposedo look at my own heart and see something
reassuring: I've made real spiritual progressbimoming more inwardly holy and rightedis.

| do not see how anyone can do this without becgreeif-righteous, in a distinctively
Protestant way—claiming no righteousness of youn,af course, but comforted by how
powerfully the Holy Spirit is working in you, ready boast of how transformed your inner life is
because of God working in your life, and so om'tihis the very essence of what Luther meant
by Schwarmereifanaticism? It is, | think, the main reason whg very word "righteous” has
come to have a bad odor, being virtually indistisgable nowadays from the word "self-
righteous.” (Just think about it: if you call saone "righteous” nowadays, you’re insulting
them, no? I'm thinking: that's because so manyéataints have worked so hard over the years
to convince themselves that inwardly, they reatl/more righteous than their unregenerate
neighbors.)

One further innovation is needed to make Calvaxkcally new doctrine of
predestination work. In order to know that | héwee saving faith, not the temporary kind which
does not persevere, | must know that | have pasg®int of no return. At some particular
moment in my life | have come into a faith thatlwiéver fail. So there develops a distinctively
Protestant doctrine of conversion as a once-ifietiflie event of justification, before which |
had no true faith and after which | know | am etdisnsaved, because | do have true faith. As
this distinctively Protestant doctrine of conversaevelops, it replaces baptism as the moment
when | become a Christian and becomes in effedbdises of my assurance that | have a gracious
God.

But you can see why. If you want to know you eternally savedjow, already in this
life, then this is the route you need to go. Yaun see Luther himself exploring this route in
some of the table talk when he counsels peopletaboueties about predestination and says that
if you know you believe, you can know you're preifesi for salvatiort® But he never
systematically builds a theology around this paastCalvin does, and indeed sometimes he
moves in exactly the opposite direction, as fotanese in the table talk where it is reported that
he spoke of predestination and said that when alregims to dispute about it, it is like a
fire that cannot be extinguished, and the moreisgutes the more he despairs. Our
Lord God is so hostile to such disputation thainséituted Baptism, the Word and the
Sacrament as signs to counteract it. We showdbrethese and say: 'l have been
baptized. | believe in Jesus Christ. | have rembithe SacramentVhat do | care if |
have been predestined or ndf?
This table talk, | would suggest, indicates thepgradirection for a distinctively Lutheran
theology to go, sticking with the sacraments adileg the knowledge of predestination to God.
But that has a price: it really does mean thatdomot know whether you are eternally saved.
That's precisely whnfechtungcan take the distinctive shape it does for Lutidénen you do

15 For this point of Calvinist teaching, see the @snof Dordt in Schafpp. cit, 3:583f as well as H. Heppe,
Reformed Dogmaticseprint ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1978 ) p. 176fjuote the relevant passages in "Why
Luther is not Quite Protestant," p. 478f.

1% Table Talk 5658a, ihuther: Letters of Spiritual Counsedd. T. Tappert,” ed. (Louisville: Westminster John
Knox, 2006) pp. 131-6; cf. letter to Barbara Lissken, April 30, 1531, ibid., pp. 115-7. | presthdse passages at
some length in "Why Luther is not Quite Protestapp,. 481-484.

17 Table Talk 2631b, ibid. p. 122.



start disputing about predestination, you can geioais about whether God secretly plans to
withhold from you the gift of perseverance, so thatmatter how faithful you are now,
sometime in the future you will lose your faith dmeldamned. This is a possibility that can rear
its ugly head any time you are aware of your ovm fsir at the root of all sin is unbelif. If

you cannot rely on your faithow, how can you count on it being there in the futurghat is

why Anfechtungs never far around the corner.

The best answer to that worry, I'd suggest, ismgb Calvin's route but to stick with the
sacraments and say "What do | care if I've beedgstened or not?" Today's sacramental faith is
sufficient for the day. Today you can believe tBaid is not lying to you. Tomorrow's faith will
have to wait for tomorrow. The sacramental promisgour baptism will still be there, and the
struggle to believe it (against worries about pstidation, the weakness of your own faith, and
so on) will still be there to be fought. That'stjhow Christian faith goes, a continual struggle
against unbelief in which—as we experienc@nfechtung—unbelief is in fact stronger than the
faith of our own hearts, and we have no hope abalépt the truth of God's promise in Jesus
Christ. But that's enough. For precisely the eigmee of the inadequacy of my efforts to believe
is what convinces me that | must put my trust imi§tls word alone, not in my ability to believe
it—and precisely this strengthens true faith Adechtungs the right agony of conscience to
have, rather than the distinctively Protestantggiel to come to the belief that | truly believe,
and to experience my own inward sanctification aglteousness because of the work of the
Spirit in me, and so on. Save me from such inwasdnl say. Give me Word and Sacrament
instead.

A Question for Confessional Lutherans

The alternative to a once-in-a-lifetime convers®a repeated, indeed daily return to
baptism, which is of course a penitent turning avvagn sin and self and toward the gracious
word of Christ. We need to see that conversiorpbap many times in life, | think, if we are to
understand exactly what Luther means by justifieatiAs he puts it in the famous 1519 sermon
on the two kinds of righteousness, the alien righsmess by which we are justified before God
"is given to men in baptism anchenever they are truly repentant. So justification occurs
many times, as often as you repent. That's Lutdectine of conversion, as | understand it—
"conversion" just being Latin for turning. We a@nverted whenever the Holy Spirit turns our
hearts away from our selves and our sins and tsachto take hold of Christ himself in his
Word, by returning to our baptism, or receiving tlogd’s Supper in faith, or by hearing the
word of absolution and believing it, or rejoicingtiae preaching of the Gospel.

We are justified and converted many, many timdgan This is a point Luther has in
common with Roman Catholic teaching, for instand& Wwhomas Aquinas, who identifies the
justification of the ungodly with the remissiongifis, which is brought about especially by the
sacrament of penané®.So here too Luther is not quite Protestant—ngtriguinto the

18 Cf. Luther's Preface to Romans: "unbelief alomemits sin" (LW 35:369) anBreedom of a Christiari'nothing
makes a man good except faith, or evil except uetigL W 31:362).

¥ LW 31:297.

20 Cf. AquinasSumma Theologichll, 113.1.



Protestant doctrine of a once-in-a-lifetime coni@rsand justification, but sharing the medieval
Catholic teaching of frequent, repeated eventsstifjcation, repentance and conversion.

But that's not how the formula of Concord seemgutoit. And that brings me, in
conclusion, to my question for you Lutherans—tlatyou who are not just appreciative readers
of Luther, like me, but also adherents of the LtaheConfessions. It looks to me as if the
Formula of Concord adopts the Protestant view afvecsion as a once-in-a-lifetime event, and |
don't getit. Let me give you an example fromdisecussion of the Synergist controversy in the
Solid Declaration: “The chief issue is solely ahoha what the unregenerate man’s intellect and
will can do in his conversion and regeneration®’. Who is this unregenerate man who needs to
be converted? Have the authors of the FormulaooicGrd forgotten that everyone involved in
this dispute has been baptized, nearly all as isfaamd thus that none of them were, at any point
in their adult lives, simply unregenerate? Indesen if this were not so, why are they talking
as if conversion rather than baptism is how we bercegenerate? True enough, in a
missionary situation conversion should properly edrefore baptism, but an essential result of
the conversion will be the intention to seek bapt(ghat's why the phrase "and is baptized" is
not an inessential part of the promise, "Whoevdiebes and is baptized is saved," in Mark
16:16). So this talk of conversion, as if it matkbe one decisive turning point in a person's
life, does not seem to me very much like Luther.

Indeed, if | may say so, it doesn't even seemdweny much like Lutheranism. Doesn't
Lutheran piety, as a matter of fact—and especlaitheran child-rearing—operate without
much of a concept of conversion? To see what hilesen to this little poem, originally in
German, which | found on the baptismal certificatta little girl born to a Lutheran family in
18‘h'century Pennsylvania. Doesn't it reflect the watherans teach their children to believe?

| have been baptized--even if | die

How can the cold grave do me harm?

| know my homeland and my inheritance
Which | have with God in heaven.

After | die, there is prepared for me

The joy of heaven and robes of glory.

| have been baptized--1 stand in covenant
through my baptism with my God,

So say | always with glad lips

In crosses, tribulation, trouble and need:

| have been baptized, and | rejoice in that--
The joy remains forevet:

21 Book of Concord520.2.
%2 Here it is in the original language (spelling raotized):
Ich bin getauft, ob ich gleich sterbe,
Was schadet mir das kiihle Grab?
Ich weiss mein Vaterland und Erbe,
Das ich bei Gott im Himmel hab’;
Nach meinem Tod, ist mir bereit
Des Himmels Freud', das Feuerkleid.



Does this sound like a little girl who must go thigh a once-in-a-lifetime conversion experience
before she can count herself as regenerate? n@filker experience be quite different: for as

long as she can remember, this little girl has {aad has been taught to believe she has been) a
true, regenerate Christian, capable of obeying @itida glad heart by virtue of the grace of

Christ which she received in baptigth.

Afterword: Luther and the Theology of Conversiorf*

The point of every theology of conversion, sodai can tell, is to mark a before and
after in the life of a Christian. After | am comted | can count myself as saved by faith, not
before—or so it goes in Calvinism and its offshpatsluding American revivalism and
evangelicalism. So what does the Formula of Cahoeed a theology of conversion for? Here
too conversion marks a before and after: before@wmion, | have no free will that can co-
operate with God or do anything good by way offait obedience; afterwards my will is freed
by grace to believe and obey God with gladnessjmgakreal inward co-operation between God
and man possible. Identifying this turning pothis before and after, is a crucial move in the
Formula of Concord's effort to clarify the sensevimch our free will can and cannot co-operate
with the grace of God, which is the key point gurs in the synergist controversy.

The Formula of Concord does not follow Calvingdehowever, in making the event of
conversion irrevocable, as if after conversionehismo going back to what was before. On the
contrary, it speaks of the possibility of the bagti sinning against conscience in such a way that
sin reigns again in their hearts, so that theyelggithe Holy Spirit within them and lose him"
and therefore must be "converted ag&firhis and another passage in the Solid Declaration
suggest that infant baptism brings about convej<ibnt only this passage explicitly draws the
striking but necessary conclusion that there mambee than one conversion in a person’s life.
That conclusion indicates to me that the Formul@arficord is not really talking about the same
kind of conversion as most Protestants. It ismeatessarily a once-and-done sort of thing. The
problem is that this makes the Formula's solutiothé synergist controversy considerably less
clear and neat than it looks at first. Since tefte and after of conversion are not irreversible,

Ich bin getauft, ich steh' in Bunde

Durch meinem Tauf' mit meinem Gott,

So sprech’ ich stets mit frohem Munde

In Kreuz, in Trubsal, Angst und Not.

Ich bin getauft, dess' freu' ich mich,

Die Freude bleibet ewiglich.
From a 1781 baptismal certificate in the Hersheys&tum, Hershey PA.
2 pAfter the lecture, a member of the audience showedymn #594 in the new Lutheran Service Bookl(Stis:
Concordia, 2006), which is so strikingly similarttee poem above in both doctrine and phrasingydiob
especially the repeated confession: "I am baptiztkdit | have to suppose they share a common soulmcany
case, the hymn serves to confirm that the poenesepits a piety which is still meant to be practiogd utherans
today.
%4 Here | add further thoughts resulting from re-iegdand reflection stimulated by conversations witémbers of
the audience after the original lecture.
% Solid Declaration, art. Book of Concord34.69.
% |bid. 534.67, 523.16. Cf. 530.48, where Word Sadrament are identified as the means of conversion



it may happen that even after conversion a belimagy find himself in a state of sin in which he
has no free will to speak of, no real ability tomumerate with the grace of God.

| would go further. The inability to co-operaté&hwGod, the lack of a free will that can
do anything good, is a specificalBhristianexperience. This is precisely what we should
expect if we have noticed that Luther, that migBtyistian, speaks of the bondage of the will
from his own deepest experience: "even though &tdmm does not fall into coarse sins like
murder, adultery, or theft" says Luther, "he ssilhot free of impatience, grumbling, hatred and
blasphemy against God—sins that are completely awkrto the human reason....in the saintly
man impatience, grumbling, hate and blasphemy ag@ind are powerfu* He is speaking of
how the Christian is "divided...into two time® Which he calls the time of Law and the time of
grace. This is really th@mul justus et peccat@pread out in time and registered in our
experience, because of course we don't feel otulsass at the same time we feel the grace and
comfort of the Gospel. Hence "to the extent thia [Christian] is flesh, he is under the Law; to
the extent that he is spirit, he is under the G8pand when he feels he is under the Law he is
not obedient and faithful but fearful, angry, hgtemd blaspheming God. The difference
between these two times is therefore not markea dyce-and-done conversion—if it were we
would have to say that the time of Law could talee@ onlyafter conversion, because natural
reason knows nothing of this experience—nbut rattines happens personally and spiritually
every dayin any Christian, in whom there are found the twhéaw and the time of grace in
constant alternatiort™

The "time of Law" is of course just another waytaiking aboutAnfechtungthat agony
of conscience which Luther thinks of the distinctively Christian experience of struggle iaga
sin, unbelief, fear and wrath. If Luther is rigitout the shape of Christian experience, | would
say, then there is no real work for a theologyafwersion to do. Yes, we do have conversion
experiences—that's simply a psychological fact—some of them may amount to dramatic
turning points in our lives that are needed tougeback on the right path, returning us to our
baptism after years of straying in a far countBut theologically, conversion simply means
repentance, which should happen daily, though cmcalty it needs to take the form of a
dramatic psychological turning point to bring usgiigals back home to our Father. But no
conversion simply removes the inability of our fiedl to co-operate with the grace of God,
because that inability belongs to the daily expergeof every pious Christian. We are always
sinners incapable of doing anything good by our oatural powers, as well as righteous people
who gladly do good works by faith alone.

In short, Luther’s teaching that believers remadthisinners and righteous at the same
time undermines the point of the Protestant theotdgonversion. We can follow Luther on
this issue and still speak of conversion, but wenod make a clear distinction between
conversion and daily repentance. It seems to mtenthat the Formula of Concord says about
conversion can be interpreted in Luther’'s termdgctvis to say conversion in the Christian life is

2’ Commentary on Galatians 3:23, LW 26:340f.

*% bid. 342.

2 |bid. 342. Cf. likewise the remark, "this is tiee of Law, under which a Christiaiwaysexists according to
the flesh,” ibid. 341. (Here and elsewhere italicge quotations are mine.)

¥ ibid. 340.



any return to baptism that brings us from the tohkaw to the time of grace, frodnfechtung

to the comfort and gladness of the Gospel of Chauktch makes possible true obedience and
good works from the heart. The only problem ig thech an interpretation would make most of
the talk of conversion in the Formula of Concordmseeither pointless or misleading. For it is
true that after conversion we can co-operate vighgrace of God, both believing and doing
good works freely and gladly, but this does not mea won’t soon experience again our lack of
free will, our inability to believe and obey, eveur hatred and resentment of God. We are
never free from the need for renewed conversionginis to say for daily return to the promise
of the Gospel of Christ spoken to us in our baptiswhy would we want it any other way?



