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The Lutheran Doctrine of Justification in the Global Context

Veli-Matti Kärkkäinen

First Words: The Approach and Goal

This presentation argues that a “revised” understanding of the Lutheran doctrine of justification may help Christians address more adequately the challenges of global diversity, including essential themes such as justice and liberation as well as interfaith encounters with other religious and spiritual traditions. Well aware of the fact that this is by no means the first attempt to “contextualize” the doctrine of justification, I will make every effort to take advantage of several earlier attempts to relate justification to aspects of global diversity; these attempts include:

· The investigation by some theologians and Liberationists to link Luther’s theology with the concerns of justice and liberation.

· The explorations organized by globally representative teams of the Lutheran World Federation (LWF) to explore the relation of justification to the global context.

The second set of resources I am utilizing is such that while these developments have not had global diversity in view, in my opinion the approaches and results are highly significant to the project at hand; these include:

· The “New Perspective” in Pauline and biblical theological studies, with a changed/changing view of what key terms such as “law,” “gospel,” “justice,” and “righteousness” may mean.

· Ecumenical convergences and investigations readdressing the problem of allegedly differing views of justification in Lutheran and Roman Catholic traditions as well as the relation of justification (particularly in Protestant theologies) to the Eastern Orthodox concept of theosis. The groundbreaking work has been carried out by Finnish Lutheran scholars under the leadership of Tuomo Mannermaa.

· The criticism and revision of the Lutheran doctrine of salvation by Wolfhart Pannenberg.

· Constructive theological efforts to make the doctrine of justification more authentically pneumatological-trinitarian and so complement the predominantly Christological orientation. This orientation also helps bring in the communal and participatory aspects of soteriology.

· Emerging attempts to link (the doctrine of) “justification” with (the practice of) “justice” by ecumenical investigations such as those carried out by Faith and Order of WCC as well as theologians as diverse as the Reformed J. Moltmann and the Episcopalian K. Tanner.

· The need to seek to expose the highly “contextual” situation of the Reformation era in order to, on the one hand, gain a deeper insight into why the Lutheran doctrine of justification became what it is and on the other hand, relativize and reshape it in light of the contemporary global context.

The ultimate goal, thus, is to revise the traditional Lutheran confessional doctrine of justification, which focuses on the pronouncement of a sinful person righteous in the eyes of God, towards a more inclusive view that not only includes the change of life but also empowers the pursuit of neighbor love, justice and liberation, as well as dialogue with the Other. Having cast my theological net so wide, it means my investigation necessarily is suggestive and exploratory. None of the topics can be discussed in any detail. This essay is an invitation to dialogue and conversation at the global level. Further investigations may want to focus on any of the specific issues suggested.

My presentation follows this plan: First, I will seek to re-contextualize the setting for the doctrine of justification. That is followed, second, by a reconsideration of the current biblical understanding of justification and righteousness. Third, I will delve into the exploration of ecumenical advances in relating the Lutheran doctrine to Orthodox and Catholic traditions. The fourth section then looks at the relation of justification to the work of justice and liberation, and the fifth section seeks to reconstruct a more balanced pneumatological account of justification. The final section briefly summarizes the main findings and suggests questions and themes for further discussion.

The Need for a Re-Contextualization

Before I move on to the material investigation, let me add an important methodological remark on the rationale of pursuing “contextual” interpretations. In fact, there is no alternative to a “contextual” reading of Christian doctrines for the simple reason that all Christian theology is necessarily contextual. One doesn’t have to be a postmodernist to acknowledge it. The only difference between “contextual” theology in the contemporary technical sense of the word and the rest of theology is that the former intentionally pursues the contextual implications of doctrines and Bible reading while the latter is by and large blind to the effects of the context. Consequently, the question is not whether to contextualize, but rather, Whose Contextualization? Which Interpretation?—to paraphrase A. MacIntyre.

Facing this necessary task of “contextualizing” the doctrine of justification—particularly with a view to global implications—one has to first expose the nature of the contextualization of the Reformation way of understanding this doctrine. The way this doctrine emerged—as the defining form of soteriology—is undoubtedly related to the late Medieval culture of divinely sanctified hierarchical culture, prominence of guilt, condemnation, and judgment, as well the deep penitential attitude.
 “Contemporary existential concerns have changed,” however, says the Brazilian Liberationist Walter Altmann: “they are couched less in terms of guilt and condemnation and more in terms of the meaning of life and the prospects for material survival.” 

At the same time, when acknowledging the radically changed and changing context of ours from that of the time of the Reformation, as theologians we also need to ask the question: Why should we attempt another, more “globally”
 appropriate interpretation of the Lutheran view of justification? And more importantly, are there material resources and reasons behind the Lutheran doctrine of justification that support the pursuit of an interpretation better suited for the global context? If not, then we would not only be doing bad apologetics but even worse “contextualization.” I find several reasons in support of pursuing an interpretation of the Lutheran doctrine of justification with a view to the global diversity. First, I believe Luther and his followers who helped draft confessional statements were in fact writing for the whole world. I don’t, of course, imagine naively that Luther, the man of his times with great prejudice against the culturally and religiously Other, would in any way be counted among “global theologians” in the contemporary sense of the word. What I am trying to say, instead, is that Lutherans at the time most probably believed that this interpretation of the doctrine is for all people at all times. (The great irony from my perspective is that while I definitely do not believe that this particular formulation of justification is for all people at all times, I still acknowledge the intent behind its formulation to be “universal.”) Second, the Lutheran Church has become a global church. Indeed, the majority of Lutherans can be found, in the beginning of the third millennium, in locations other than Europe (and even the USA), which gave definite form to the Lutheran confession. There is thus a felt and real denominational need for such an exploration. Third, the significant ecumenical advances in the area of the doctrine of justification have already pushed Lutherans toward a revised understanding of this cardinal doctrine; the contextual challenge is a parallel process, in my opinion.

Justification in Light of the New Perspective in Biblical Studies

The New Testament scholar J. D. G. Dunn speaks for many of his colleagues as he voices criticism against the traditional way of framing the doctrine of justification in light of the “New Perspective”: 

Luther’s conversion experience and the insight which it gave him also began a tradition in Biblical interpretation, which has resulted for many in the loss or neglect of other crucial Biblical insights related to the same theme of divine justice. And particularly in the case of Paul, Luther’s discovery of “justification by faith” and the theological impetus it gave especially to Lutheran theology has involved a significant misunderstanding of Paul, not least in relation to “justification by faith” itself.

Dunn is not of course naively debunking the traditional doctrine of justification; rather, his desire is to continue conversation about the potential misinterpretations and loci of focus—or lack thereof—in the traditional understanding of justification in light of biblical studies. What, then, are the typical complaints against the traditional view? Biblical scholars maintain that that traditional view has made the doctrine too much a function of a personal, at times even existential, experience rather than looking at the biblical perspective of the need to “justify” God.
 Second, Lutheran doctrine is too individualistic and thus misses the communal ramification. Third, the traditional doctrine sets Paul and Judaism in antithesis, making the religion of Israel virtually a degenerate religion. Furthermore, faith and good works, or declarative and effective righteousness are not only separated (as in the Protestant distinction between justification and sanctification) but also set in opposition to each other (allegedly, to protect the gratuitous nature of justification by faith). And so forth.

In light of our task, what then are some of the constructive resources that may help us better orient the discussion of justification.
 A good place to begin is to acknowledge with biblical scholars—and currently with a growing number of systematicians as well—that the metaphor of justification is just that, a metaphor, and therefore cannot be considered the normative symbol of salvation. It simply is not true that in the Pauline soteriology, let alone in the midst of the diversity of New Testament interpretations, justification or any other metaphor should be considered as the normative one. As the Lutheran Pannenberg rightly notes, “The doctrine of justification is but one of many ways of expounding the theme of” the salvation of God in Christ. He reminds us that, for example, the Johannine traditions speak of salvation in very different ways. “Even for Paul himself,” Pannenberg adds, the doctrine of justification “is not the only center of his theology that controls all else.”
 The conclusion thus is inevitable:

The many early Christian approaches to a theological explanation of the salvation that is accessible to faith by and in Jesus Christ help us to grasp the various ways of understanding salvation in the history of Christianity right up to our present ecumenical situation, and this fact should warm us not to single out any one form of understanding, even the doctrine of justification, as the only legitimate one, as though, were this lacking, no authentic Christian faith could be present. Instead, the various ways of understanding salvation are calculated to correct the one-sidedness that can arise with each one of them.

At the same time, biblical scholarship makes us reconsider the meaning and context of the terms “justification” and “righteousness.” This means moving away from the predominantly forensic understanding toward an understanding of “saving righteousness” with a view to setting things right for the whole creation and between creation and God.
 In other words, righteousness and shalom are no strangers, indeed particularly in the Old Testament righteousness “has a cosmic orientation of great breadth.”
 This redemptive justice, while not totally lacking forensic aspects, is more about “justifying” God’s saving deeds with the world in a way that is in keeping with his faithfulness, holiness, love, and integrity.
 Righteousness is thus a relational concept: it speaks of the way Yahweh and the Father of Jesus Christ relates to creation and humanity and how humanity, redeemed in Christ, should relate to God and other people. Consequently, this terminology is more communal than individualistic. Being relational and communal, the talk about justice and righteousness is focused on the covenant and covenant faithfulness. The forensic court-driven mentality of the times of Reformation has a hard time envisioning the justice of God through the lens of merciful and holy faithfulness of the covenant. Focus on covenant and God’s own faithfulness and justice also helps rediscover the key biblical insight of the integral relation of justification to justice. In the words of Kathryn Tanner: “[A] modification promoted by biblical theology has to do with the way mercy and justice are woven together in Christian theologies of justification. Mercy and justice will no longer be merely juxtaposed but will instead be brought to bear on one another to produce a radically altered sense of both but especially a radically altered sense of justice.”

To summarize a vast amount of scholarship and insights, let me cite a summary of my earlier writing:

First, justification is one of the many legitimate images of salvation in the Bible; it cannot be made the hermeneutical key. Second, in line with Old Testament usage, the term dikaiosyne primarily means the justice of God. Even when Paul uses the terminology of “imputation,” he is not suggesting that the essence of the doctrine of justification is “legal imputation”; Paul uses this legal image as one of the ways to illustrate one side of his doctrine. Third, justification and sanctification cannot be distinguished from each other in the way the Reformation theology—in contrast to both the Roman Catholic and Orthodox theologies—has done. Justification means primarily making just, setting a person in a right relationship with God and with others. Fourth, the standard Christian interpretation of Jewish religion and law has to be reassessed in light of Jesus’ and Paul’s teaching. Even though the question of whether God intended the law to be a means of salvation in any sense has to be left open for further investigation, the emphasis of Jesus was on the inbreaking of the kingdom in his own person. For Paul, Christ meant the end and goal of the law in that the covenant requirement had been met in Christ’s cross, and that opens a possibility for a response of faith. Apart from that, membership even in the Jewish covenant community does not bring about salvation. Fifth, justification is a new status and relationship to God by faith in Christ through the Spirit. It means union between the human person and her Creator. Sixth, even when justification requires individual response, it is not merely individualistic: it is integrally related to God’s saving purposes for the covenant community and to the coming of the kingdom of God. Righteousness is thus also a relational concept, being right with God and other people.

The citation reminds us of the need to reinterpret the traditional Lutheran understanding of the relationship between law and gospel. As Pannenberg has convincingly shown, the Reformers mistakenly “viewed the law as an expression of God’s demand in antithesis to the gospel as promise and pronouncement of the forgiveness of sins.” whereas for Paul, “we have in the law on the one side, and faith in Christ, on the other, two realities in salvation history that belong to two different epochs in what God does in history. The coming of Christ ended the epoch of the law (Gal. 3:24–25; Rom. 10:4).”
 While it is understandable that Luther, against the penitential mentality of his times, mistakenly contrasted with each other the law as the demand of God (telling us what to do and what not) and the gospel as the forgiveness of sins, that distinction cannot be maintained anymore. Among other problems, that kind of distinction blurs the wider context of the biblical idea of forgiveness of sins which “has its basis in the proximity of the divine rule” of God and thus links together forgiveness and God’s righteous demands.
 In other words, we should understand the integral relationship between forgiveness of sins and the desire of the forgiven person to submit one’s life under the demands of the rule of God. Thus there is also the eschatological orientation: Since the turn from the law to grace has happened definitely in Christ, this turn “must always be related to the broad context of world history in its movement by divine world rule toward the future of God.”

While ecumenical conversations and studies on the Lutheran doctrine of justification in relation to, on the one hand, the Roman Catholic view of justification, and on the other hand, the Eastern Orthodox and patristic concept of theosis have not interacted extensively with the current trends in biblical studies, there are surprising convergences there.

Advances in Ecumenism: Salvation as Deification and Justification

The following statement by the Lutheran team in an Orthodox-Lutheran dialogue represents a New Interpretation of the Reformer’s doctrine of justification. 

This life of the Christian in Christ is called in the Lutheran tradition participation in God, although it is often expressed in different terms. The sacramental word and sacraments and faith firstly bring it about that Christ joins himself in a real, but hidden way to the sinner. Participation in Christ and the divine nature means then that in the sinner there takes place a profound and fundamental renewal. From this wells forth true love of God and one’s neighbour. In Lutheranism, this is called by the name, new birth, justification, adoption by God, deification of man. 

Traditionally, it has been claimed that the main dividing issue between Roman Catholics and Lutherans is the differing interpretation of the doctrine of justification by faith, and that the issue between Western churches and their Eastern counterparts is the irreconcilable breach between understanding salvation in terms of justification and theosis, respectively. With regard to the first conflict, it has become a mantra that for Lutherans justification is a forensic action, God declaring the sinner righteous in God’s sight, whereas for Catholics it is making the person righteous. With regard to the latter impasse, textbooks argue that for Lutherans the concept of theosis is almost blasphemous for several reasons: first, it approaches the idea of a “theology of glory”; second, it entertains the problematic view of human-divine synergy; and finally, it champions the idea of freedom of the will. For Catholics, traditionally, the concept of theosis has been more acceptable for the simple reason that their understanding of salvation includes becoming righteous (sanctification), and they have never eschewed talk about good works as an integral part of salvation. 

Recently, a new paradigm has emerged in ecumenical Luther studies that could become a major influence on the future of the Christian ecumenical movement. The New Interpretation of Luther’s theology, as advanced by the so-called Mannermaa School at the University of Helsinki, has challenged the prevailing German Old School approach, as it were.
 Significantly enough, the impetus for this new reading of Luther’s theology came as a result of the dialogue between the Lutheran and Eastern Orthodox churches,
 to be more precise, between the Russian Orthodox Church and Lutheran Church of Finland.
 This new paradigm has also been influential in the long-standing Roman Catholic-Lutheran conversations on justification. While not without its critics,
 the Finnish interpretation has profoundly energized the conversation at the global and ecumenical level. It was found that the doctrine of deification covers the idea of a Christian’s life as righteous and sinful at the same time, as the Lutheran theology has always emphasized. 

Having offered a detailed documentation and argumentation elsewhere, 
 let me here just summarize the main insights of the New Interpretation with a view to the topic under discussion. My task here is neither to try to defend the Mannermaa School’s interpretation nor present a comprehensive view; rather, I am employing some of their main findings and orientations to boost the conversation at hand:

For the sake of clarification and theological argumentation, the distinction between “Luther’s theology” (denoting the theology of the Reformer himself) and “Lutheran theology” (the subsequent theology of the Confessional Documents of the Lutheran Church, as drafted under the leadership of Philipp Melanchthon) is vital. Finnish scholars argue that one of the weaknesses of the older Luther research, as conducted mainly in the German academy, is the neglect of this vital distinction. Indeed, one of the main motifs of the New Interpretation is to dig into core themes of Martin Luther’s own theology and not hasten to read Luther in light of his later interpreters or vice versa. (Of course I leave it to the Lutheran confessional family to decide whether the Lutheran denominational identity should be based on the confessions rather than on the founder’s theology.)

Luther’s own understanding of salvation can be expressed not only in terms of the doctrine of justification, but also in terms of theosis. Thus, while there are differences between the Eastern and Lutheran understandings of soteriology, over questions such as free will and understandings of the effects of the Fall, Luther’s own theology cannot be set in opposition to the ancient Eastern idea of deification. Even in light of the fact that Luther himself used the term theosis sparingly, there are a number of other ways he refers to the same reality, such as when he speaks of union and participation.

In contrast to the confessional writings,
 for Luther, the main idea of justification is Christ present in faith (in ipsa fide Christus adest). In other words, Luther saw justification as the union between Christ and the believer as Christ through faith abides in the Christian through the Spirit. Another way of saying the same thing is that “Ecstatic fellowship with Christ, to whom believers entrust themselves, forms the basis of Luther’s understanding of justification. He starts here with his view of the act of faith that takes believers out of themselves and sets them in Christ.”
 Being in Christ, one with him, the believer participates and shares in Christ and all his “goods.”

Consequently, justification is more than a declaration, it means a “real-ontic” (a somewhat controversial term used by Mannermaa School) participation in God through the indwelling of Christ in the heart of the believer through the Spirit. Therefore, again in contrast to the theology of the Lutheran Confessions, Luther does not make a distinction between forensic and effective justification, but rather argues that justification includes both. In other words, in line with Catholic theology, justification means both declaring righteous and making righteous. This happens because Christ living in the heart of the believer makes the Christian a “christ” to the neighbor. The renewed believer begins to act like Christ. This is not to say that Luther leaves behind the idea of simul iustus et peccator but that this idea is put in the context of Christ “absorbing” all sin in a moment and beginning the renewal which, in the daily repentance and return to the grace of baptism, continues the rest of one’s life. In other words, the “new identity that believers have outside themselves in Christ … [is] gradually changing the empirical reality of their lives, though for Luther these effects will always be incomplete in this life, and hence they are consequences, not preconditions, of justification.”
 The “christ-making” also has profound implications for the Christian community: it is a “hospital for the incurably sick” to cater for the poor, sick, depressed, and weak in themselves.

If this reading of Luther’s own theology is anywhere close to truth, it means that the controversial and judgmental juxtaposing between Lutheran and Roman Catholic doctrine is not appropriate anymore, nor is the clash between Orthodox and Lutheran soteriologies. With all their differences, enough commonalities and convergence can be found to rebuild the broken bridges.

This of course has happened in a profound way in the Joint Declaration between the LWF and the Vatican in 1999. In my reading, the Joint Declaration between Catholics and Lutherans
 is going in the right direction by highlighting the diverse nature of even the concept of justification (let alone the constellation of other metaphors): 

Justification is the forgiveness of sins (cf. Rom 3:23–25; Acts 13:39; Luke 18:14), liberation from the dominating power of sin and death (Rom 5:12–21) and from the curse of the law (Gal 3:10–14). It is acceptance into communion with God: already now, but then fully in God’s coming kingdom (Rom 5:1–2). It unites with Christ and with his death and resurrection (Rom 6:5). (# 11)

Under subheading 4.2, “Justification as Forgiveness of Sins and Making Righteous,” the document says: “These two aspects of God’s gracious action are not to be separated, for persons are by faith united with Christ, who in his person is our righteousness (1 Cor 1:30): both the forgiveness of sin and the saving presence of God himself” (# 22). 

To clarify my intentions here, I am not saying that Catholic, Lutheran, and Orthodox soteriologies have given up—or should give up—their distinctive features. What I am saying is that much of the problematics attached to traditional positions, mostly going back to the time of the Reformation and Counter-Reformation, are historically conditioned and no longer form an irreconcilable obstacle to dialogue and joint ventures. I am not naive about what ecumenism is. Ecumenical thinking does not mean collecting pieces from here and there and putting them together to make a more appealing mixture. Sometimes ecumenical work may lead to a more precise and explicit acknowledgment of differences between various Christian traditions or to acknowledgment of convergence despite legitimate differing emphases. The Joint Declaration acknowledged the remaining differences in an appropriate way while it pointed to emerging convergences.
 

One indication of this change of atmosphere among some leading Lutheran theologians is the work of Pannenberg. Having relativized the role of justification as the metaphor of salvation, he takes up “adoption as God’s children” (and its relation to justification) as the main metaphor, having first talked about the “Basic Saving Works of the Spirit in Individual Christians” in terms of the ancient triad of faith, hope, and love (linking them all to his underlying idea of ec-static existence in Christ). 
 

Both the biblical studies’ contributions and the insights from Catholic-Orthodox-Lutheran ecumenical advances point to the integral relation between justification and doing just and right deeds, i.e., the relation of justification to justice.

Justification, Justice, and Liberation

According to the Reformed Moltmann, “It is amazing that Protestant theology has failed to note the analogy between God’s righteousness which ‘justifies’ and God’s justice which ‘executes justice’.”
 Taking a lesson from advances in biblical studies, K. Tanner, under the fitting subheading to that section, Justification as the Continuation of God’s Free Faithfulness to the Covenant, reminds us of the integral link of justification of justice: 
[O]ne can set one’s understanding of God’s righteousness and mercy in Christ in the context of covenant relations. The free grace of God in Christ can be talked about as a continuation of the unobligated faithfulness to relations with human beings that the Old Testament discusses as God’s righteousness. God is shown to be righteous in this sense, in Christ. In Christ, God justifies God’s putative covenant partners by restoring them to the rightful place which they seem otherwise to have forfeited through violation of God’s directives; in Christ, God continues to claim God’s people as God’s own despite acts on their side that seem to make such a status void. As a natural consequence of their restitution as God’s faithful covenant partners, they should now keep the law, that is, do justice … earlier. Doing justice in this sense is how covenant faithfulness is expressed in human social relations.

The righteous and loving God, “The one who ‘executes justice for the oppressed’ (Ps.146.7; 103.6) is the God who ‘executes justice for the fatherless and the widow’ (Deut.10.18; Ps.82.3; Isa.1.17). It is expected that the messiah ‘will judge the poor with righteousness and decide with equity for the meek of the earth’ (Isa.11.4).”
 In the words of the Latin American Liberationist Gustavo Gutiérrez: “The issue is not to discover gratuitousness and forget the demands of justice, but to situate justice within the framework of God’s gratuitous love.”
 

While the link between justification and acting justly can be established on the basis of biblical orientations, there is much in the typical Protestant and Lutheran notion of justification by faith that may also resist it. This was illustrated well in the work of the LWF task force, which back in the 1980s investigated the relationship between justification and justice. According to the report, there was a clash of cultures among Lutherans between that party which “took a classical point of departure from the Scriptures and confessions, seeking to make a careful distinction between justification and justice” and the one in which “there was a strong emphasis on the concrete experiences of oppressed classes, races, and women and the actions to overcome their oppression as a point of departure for theological reflection, seeking to show the interdependence of justification and justice.”
 Another consultation in 1998 by LWF team titled “Justification in the World’s Context” took its point of departure from Luther’s 1521 pamphlet “On the Freedom of a Christian.” The consultation set itself the task of examining the significance and relevance of the Lutheran doctrine of justification by faith with regard to impending current problems, such as, What constitutes justification in today’s performance-oriented societies? What does it signify in North American society? What is its relevance in Latin America, Asia, and Africa?
 That little piece of Reformation manifesto was seen as an inspiration also to the current struggle of “rediscovering the liberating power of the central message of justification with regard to the life of the poor” to take seriously the cries of the oppressed and those under inhuman circumstances. In other words, human justice, which in itself is an expression of God’s justice, cannot be reduced to the “pneumatic reality of grace, justification, faith to a mere portent,” but must take some concrete form in the world of suffering and injustice. 

Ecumenically I find it significant that the United States Catholic Bishops’ Conference has chosen the theme “Justice and Justification: Beyond the Dichotomies,” as one of the study groups’ tasks for the years 2008–2011 and that in the Faith and Order (USA), there is similarly a task force on “ Justification/Sanctification/Theosis and Justice/Ethics,” which worked during the years 2004–2007.

Moltmann reminds us of Luther’s rediscovery of the “freedom of faith in the liberating gospel” when the Reformer in his treatise “On the Freedom of a Christian” (1521) determined that while faith makes people “free lords of all things, and subject to no one,” love makes them at the same time “the ministering servants of all things and (freely) subject to everyone.” The implication thus is profound: “For justifying faith liberates men and women from the compulsion of evil, from the law of works, and from the violence of death, setting them free for unhindered and unmediated eternal fellowship with God.”
 This freedom in turn drives the Christian, as mentioned above, to do the works of Christ, to care for the poor, to feed the hungry, to resist the structures of injustice, and facilitate freedom and liberation. According to Moltmann, this also leads to affirming the principle of “The Justification of Life,” a fitting title in his ordo salutis
 which speaks of the justifying faith as the catalyst for making the Christian to support life by acting justly. In order for this to happen, the Reformed theologian surmises, the typical Protestant bias of conceiving the universal concept of sin as that kind of collective guilt which makes people blind to ”specific, practical guilt” should be fixed; in other words, it is “important for Christians not merely to look at the mythical story, but to see the real history of injustice and violence as sin too to find from God’s Spirit the energy to act justly, and the strength for peace.”
 Moltmann firmly believes that “The Protestant doctrine about justification of sinners, and today’s theology about the liberation of the oppressed, do not have to be antitheses. They can correct and enrich one another mutually.”
 This can also be seen from the point of view of Christology: the righteous and merciful God, who is himself in Christ (2 Cor 5:19), in and through the passion of Christ “brings into the passion history of this world the eternal fellowship of God, and the divine justice and righteousness that creates life.”

Some Liberationists and advocates for Liberationist orientations have similarly voiced their opinion about the link between Luther’s doctrine of justification and that of justice and liberation. According to Richard Shaull, Luther may be regarded “a necessary point of reference for all who seek liberation and know how to struggle and suffer for it.”
 The Brazilian W. Altmann surmises that “justification by grace and faith implies a radical principle of equality among human beings and of the valuing of each one of them before God.”
 He continues: “The story of Jesus, poor and rejected but still in our favor, immediately broadens the forms of Christ’s works beyond the merely individualistic.” Furthermore, while also focusing on the individual’s own salvation, Luther never lost sight of neighborly love and one’s duties in society, including social, economic and at times, even political duties. The Korean Paul S. Chung puts Luther in a proper perspective with regard to liberation. While his discovery of justification is a message of liberation from the burden of enslavement, “a move from domination toward the gracious forgiveness of God,” the challenge of Luther is that he was hardly able to tie the spiritual liberation into the socio-political liberation.
 Indeed, his doctrine of two regimens in many ways says the opposite. Liberationists in Latin America, Africa, and beyond have lamented the severing of liberation and justification at the personal level from that at the socio-economic and political level.

One of the neglected aspects in Christology—relevant to not only justice and liberation but to the whole question of the nature of salvation—is the focus on Jesus’ earthly life. Whereas Classical Liberalism’s Quest for the Historical Jesus truncated Christology to Jesusology, the tendency in particularly Protestant theology has been the opposite. The “justifying” and salvific aspects of Jesus’ earthly ministry as healer, friend, exorcist, and teacher of God’s righteousness have been downplayed—and kept apart from any discussion of justification by faith. This plague may indeed go back even to early theology. As Moltmann brilliantly observes, in ancient creeds—unlike the Gospels—“there is either nothing at all, or really no more than a comma, between ‘and was made man, he suffered’.…” To rectify this omission and to highlight the Savior’s work in healing, justice, and liberation, Moltmann would expand the “comma space”:
Baptized by John the Baptist,

filled with the Holy Spirit:

to preach the kingdom of God to the poor,

to heal the sick,

to receive those who have been cast out,

to revive Israel for the salvation of the nations, and

to have mercy upon all people.

A Trinitarian-Pneumatological Account of Justification

The Pentecostal theologian and ecumenist Frank Macchia states bluntly: “If justification is to offer a liberating word in an increasingly graceless world, the doctrine must be reworked precisely at this point of neglect, namely, at the relationship between justification and the work of the Spirit as the giver of new life.” Therefore, he suggests, an attempt has to be made in terms of opening “the doctrine to the full breadth of the Spirit’s work in and through Christ to make all things new.”
 What Macchia is rightly aiming at is a vision of justification which—in a properly trinitarian framework
—would empower and energize the justified and renewed person to work in fulfillment of the demands of the kingdom in all areas of life, with a view towards final consummation. I would add one more important task for such a constructive work: justification should be framed in a way that would help link the individual person’s union with Christ with the fellowship of believers, thus including communal aspects as well. 

As is well known, one of the main differences between Eastern and Western theologies has been the prominence of a pneumatological/trinitarian outlook in the East. Somewhat ironically, the Protestant ordo salutis, while usually under pneumatology, has tended to be one-sidedly built on Christological categories in the sense that the Holy Spirit has to do only with the “subjective” reception of the “objective” work wrought about by Christ. This is, however, “soteriological subordinationism”: While in no way diminishing the work of the Son, the Spirit’s work cannot only be considered “subjective,” in other words, secondary in the accomplishment of salvation. It was through the Spirit that the Father raised Jesus from the dead (Rom 1:4), the act that led to our justification (Rom 4:25). Christ’s cross requires the Spirit’s resurrection and vice versa. 

Thus, the doctrine of salvation cannot be expressed in Christological terms alone but requires pneumatological grounding as well. This is what Pannenberg is doing: he places the talk about soteriology under the telling heading “The Basic Saving Works of the Spirit in Individual Christians” in his discussion of pneumatology and ecclesiology.
 Moltmann similarly has criticized the traditional Reformation/Lutheran view for not paying due attention to the role of the Spirit in salvation. Referring to passages such as Titus 3:5–7, which speaks about the “washing of regeneration and renewal in the Holy Spirit, which he poured out upon us richly,” Moltmann emphasizes that “‘regeneration’ as ‘renewal’ comes about through the Holy Spirit” when the “Spirit is ‘poured out.’”
 By making further reference to John 4:14, the metaphor of the divine “wellspring of life” which begins to flow in a human being, he contends that “through this experience of the Spirit, who comes upon us from the Father through the Son, we become ‘justified through grace.’”
 This is what Macchia is looking toward with his vision of framing justification in a way that links it with the gift of the Spirit as the giver of new life.

Echoing Pannenberg’s approach (but independently, as far as I know), Paul Hinlicky puts it succinctly: “So justifying faith is for Luther a rapture or ecstasy, a personal Pentecost.”
 As such, faith is always participatory and communal, the work of the Holy Spirit. All of these emphases come to the fore in Pannenberg’s trinitarian-pneumatological account of soteriology, based on the underlying idea of the believer’s ecstatic being in Christ:

The work of the Holy Spirit lifts individuals ecstatically above their own particularity not only to participation in the sonship of Christ but at the same time also to experience of the fellowship in the body of Christ that unites individual Christians to all other Christians. This is not just a matter of lifting up the individuality of Christians into the social union of the church. What will come to light is that raising up to existence outside the self in Christ (extra se in Christo) does not simply assure individuals of their freedom in Christ but in so doing brings them to the place of believer’s fellowship. Not just the individual but the church, too, in its liturgical life has its existence outside itself in Christ. In this way it shows itself to be a fellowship of the Spirit.

It is clear without saying that framing soteriology in a proper trinitarian-pneumatological way—building on the idea established above, namely, justification as “the presence-in-Christ” or “presence-of-Christ in us”—gives superb resources for linking salvation with community and communion.

Reference to the Holy Spirit, the eschatological Spirit, also reminds us of the importance of the reference to future, final consummation, as always, at several points of the discussion, hinted at. While not prominent in Luther, neither the eschatological nor the anticipatory dimension is lacking. In his later work (1536) “The Disputation Concerning Justification,” Luther has this orientation clearly in mind as he speaks of God who “sustains and supports them on account of the first fruit of his creation in us, and he thereupon decrees that they are righteous and sons of the kingdom.”
 That is the anticipatory aspect, and here there is the culminating part: “For justification is healing for sin, which slays the whole world eternally and brings it to destruction with its infinite evils.”
 With this—as well as insights from the contemporary understanding of justification in the biblical canon, as discussed above—Macchia sets forth this lofty goal: 

Luther’s understanding of justification begs for greater exploration into its accomplishment ultimately through the Spirit’s final work in new creation on a broad cosmic scale. Such an exploration needs to exploit Luther’s understanding of justice as redemptive justice that God’s victorious reign will establish through the transformation of creation brought about by the death and resurrection of Christ.

Last Words: Insights and Tasks for Further Discussion 
I will draw together and highlight key insights of the discussion in order to facilitate reflection on the implications for global contexts. I will also list some tasks and challenges for further discussion.

The radical change of the contemporary context(s) for any talk about the doctrine of justification makes it theologically urgent and mandatory to relativize and reformulate the Reformation-based traditional formulation. This is not only to address the “relevance” question with a view to the survival and prospering of Lutheranism in the third millennium; it is primarily and before anything else a theological task.

Justification, while the preferred Lutheran way of conceiving salvation in Christ, is neither normative nor the only legitimate metaphor of salvation. The implication is that the Lutheran theology of salvation—let alone Christian theology as a whole—has the freedom and the responsibility of seeking metaphors of salvation appropriate in any given cultural and religious context. 

Justification, while not the only metaphor of salvation, has also undergone a significant reformulation in light of biblical and systematic studies. Its meaning goes well beyond the limited forensically oriented “setting right my relationship with God” to encompass the communal
 and participatory aspects, including the cosmic vision of “setting right” things in God’s creation and in relation to humanity. While humanity’s salvation is a focal point of any talk about justification, it is also a profound statement about God who is faithful, righteous, and merciful. Holy in his character and judgment, the God of the Bible is faithful to his covenant and merciful in his dealing with humanity and creation. Being a statement about God, justification is at the same time a dynamic concept in that it both anticipates the coming of the rule of God, already present in the seeking “first the kingdom of God and his righteousness” as people submit their lives under the demands of the kingdom; this seeking for righteousness points to the coming eschatological consummation. Thus justification embraces the idea of continuous “making righteous” by God and the energizing and empowering work of the Spirit. This links justification with the pursuit of justice and liberation.

Part of the freedom of theological exploration is to use a number of metaphors of salvation in changing contexts. In the postmodern culture of the West, the most urgent need may be the meaningfulness of life. In the traditional African and Asian cultures, there is often a felt need for liberation from the powers. The metaphor of justification, when used in more elusive way (for example freed from the one-sided forensic connotations) and in tandem with others such as reconciliation, empowerment, and redemption, may have much more potential in reaching out to people in changing contexts. 

While post-Enlightenment culture of the Global North suffers from and caters to individualism, most cultures of the world are authentically communal. The release of justification from the prison of a hyper-individualistic and forensic framework significantly helps Christians in Asia, Africa, and Latin America—as well as among emerging postmodern communities of the West—to relate salvation to family, tribe, community, and the people. The dualistic culture of the post-Enlightenment West has also severed human life from creation and cosmos. A revised account of justification with a cosmic and dynamic orientation may similarly assist Christians in different contexts in finding a more holistic view of God’s salvific shalom. Coupled with creative use of parallel terms such as theosis to speak of union with Christ—or highlight the union aspects of the doctrine of justification in its revised form—may help better address various types of needs such as the following: 

· It has been suggested that in some African contexts the idea of theosis (or union) may provide a helpful parallel with the traditional motif of “vital participation.”
 Would a pneumatologically loaded concept of salvation be suited for this conversation?

· Would the Christian concept of salvation framed through the lens of deification offer theological bridges to the Hindu worldview and religion in which the cults of the deified dead add something new and “deification” is looked upon as the means of death uniting the human being with God, rather than separating from the divine?
 

· What about postmodern spiritualities of the Global North in terms of crystals, signs, horoscopes, and generic angels?
 Or a semi-spiritual approach to the care of the environment? Would a holistic, cosmically oriented account of justification fare better in this discourse? 

· The theologian-scientist John Polkinghorne has called for a rediscovery of the significance to science-faith dialogue of the ancient idea that “the true end of creation lies in deification.”
 

The traditional fear of “works-righteousness” that has too often paralyzed the Lutheran understanding of the relation of faith to love or faith to works could be overcome through the lens of the revised understanding. In other words, it can be established that Luther’s doctrine of justification with its idea of the “real presence of Christ in the believer” (or the believer’s ecstatic being in Christ through the Spirit) naturally leads not only to the change of life but also energizes the Christ-like work for others. If justified sinners are “christs” who do the works of the Savior, it means a new boost to ethics, neighbor love, and seeking for justice and liberation. This is more than imitatio Christi in the classical sense of the word: it is about Christ working in the believer to do the works of Christ! One can only imagine the need in various global contexts, including the Global North with, say, inner-city poverty, crime, and unemployment, for such a lifestyle of love and work of justice and liberation. In that sense, it can be said the Lutheran doctrine of justification can be Liberation theology at its best.

The significance of the possibility of relating the Lutheran doctrine of justification in an irenic and complementary way to the Roman Catholic notion of justification and Eastern Orthodox belief in deification should be acknowledged both in terms of ecumenism and global situation. Ecumenically it means the possibility for Christians of various church traditions to give a joint testimony before the world about salvation in Christ. Joint testimony does not require full agreement about everything soteriological, let alone agreement in all things theological and ecumenical. What it means is an emerging convergence and common basis—which is available in the current ecumenical situation. With the majority of Christians in all denominations to be found in the Global South, the possibility of mutual understanding and joint testimony is of immense value. It also has relation to the interfaith task: The only credible way for Christians to give a testimony to people of other religions about salvation in Christ is to speak in a united voice—or at least not to make efforts to anathemize or discredit the use of other metaphors and approaches.

An urgent question for me personally is how would Luther’s doctrine of justification fare in an interfaith context? As far as I know, specifically Lutheran attempts of relating justification to other religions have not been carried out—or if they have, they have escaped my notice.
 I found it interesting that the important and insightful book by Paul S. Chung (Reformed by confession but professor in a Lutheran Seminary as well as one-time pastor to a Lutheran congregation), Martin Luther and Buddhism does not address this issue either. Yes, there is a long chapter (3) titled “Martin Luther and the Doctrine of Justification in Context.” But that chapter, while talking about historical and contemporary developments in the theology of justification, leaves behind the doctrine of justification when focusing on interfaith issues and instead takes up themes such as divine suffering, theology of the cross, and the two-kingdom doctrine.

While I critique the traditional Lutheran idea of the doctrine of justification as the defining doctrine of faith, I also affirm the insight of the Lutheran Carl E. Braaten, according to which, “The whole of theology is inherently developed from a soteriological point of view, salvation is not one of the main topics, along with the doctrine of God, Christ, church, sacraments, eschatology and the like, it is rather the perspective from which all these subjects are interpreted.”
 Redeemed from its reductionistic connotations, this statement rightly helps zoom in on the focal point of all God-talk. It also pushes Lutheran theology to seek connections more intentionally between justification and other theological loci. I find it interesting what Oswald Bayer in his current interpretation on Luther’s theology is doing as he claims that there is an integral connection in Luther’s thinking between creation and justification. In commenting on the familiar passage from the Small Catechism in which Luther speaks of belief in God as the Creator and provider of everything, “purely because of fatherly, divine goodness and mercy without any of my merit and worthiness.” Bayer says the doctrine of justification is present here since the term “merit” is a key term of dispute in soteriology and “worthiness” in sacramentology.
 Further investigation would look for other connections as well.

Any advance in the theological understanding of salvation understood in an inclusive and holistic sense is also a significant step ecumenically and globally as Christians are finding each other and becoming prepared for a common witness with each other and dialogue with the religious Other.
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