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Doctor communis? The ecumenical significance of Martin Luther’s theology

The nature of scholarly research is that it is analytical and critical. The objective is to find the specific characteristics of the subject under scrutiny, that is, its exceptionality. When we study the Reformation we have frequently asked how Martin Luther stands out from his own environment and background, from his contemporaries. On the other hand, in the last decades, both Catholic and Lutheran scholars have aimed to assess how Luther connects with the preceding age and with the classic interpretation of Christianity. As 2017 draws nearer, it is appropriate to ask what the ecumenical significance of Martin Luther and his theology is.

In the Fifth Assembly of the Lutheran World Federation, 1970, Cardinal Jan Willebrands applied the classic Roman Catholic title of doctor communis to Martin Luther. Luther can be a “common teacher” for the Roman Catholic Church, because he desires that “God will remain our Lord and that our most important human response is unconditional trust and respect for God.”

However, just as Luther’s valuation as doctor communis has not been self-apparent to Roman  Catholics, it has not been that clear to Protestants either. According to Roman Catholics, Luther departed from the one, catholic tradition – which was his downfall. In the assessment of Protestants Luther departed from tradition, and that was his accomplishment. Overstating the case only slightly, we can say that Luther was not doctor communis for either side.

During the Reformation, Roman Catholics depicted Luther as an arch-heretic, an individualist destroying the unity of the church. On the eve of the Second World War, Joseph Lortz opened new doors in the Catholic interpretation of Luther. In addition to Willebrands and other ecumenics, Pope John Paul II in several instances quoted Luther’s spiritual texts, e.g. the Commentary on Romans. Furthermore, he spoke positively of Luther’s significance for all of Christendom.

During the Enlightenment, Luther was construed as the precursor of the freedom of reason and the conscience, the one who freed the Christian faith from the dark disbelief of the Middle Ages. More recent Luther research has been deeply influenced by somewhat similar theological models. 

Contrary to this paradigm, and emphasizing the differences between the Catholic Middle Ages and Luther, some new scholars, for example in Finland Tuomo Mannermaa and his school, have brought up new points of interpretation of the theology of Luther and his relation to classical Christianity. Yet we need to ask: Was Luther simply the father of Lutheranism or was he also, for all of Christendom, “Vater im Glauben”? Doctor privatus or doctor communis?

The Catechisms of Luther can, for their part, shed light on both Luther’s relationship to the tradition preceding him and on his ecumenical significance for the church today.

1. In the Catechisms, if anywhere, Luther was doctor, a teacher of the ordinary people and a guide of priests in need of theological knowledge and training.

2. Luther’s Small and Large Catechisms were firmly, knowingly, built on the framework of the tradition of the early church (the Decalogue, the Creed, the Lord’s Prayer, and the Sacraments).

3. Luther’s Catechisms, especially the explanation of the Third Article of the Creed, are constructed on two classic dogmas of Christianity, i.e. the doctrines of the trinity and the two natures of Christ.

4. Luther’s Catechisms are also witness to the common faith in the sense that, in them, controversial theology aimed at either Rome or the radical Reformation remains only in a subordinate role.

5. In Luther’s Large Catechism one can discern a spiritual self-critical ethos, which may also have ecumenical significance.

6. In the explanations of the Sacraments at the end of the Large Catechism, Luther attempts to link up with the teaching of his predecessors.

The Holy Sacraments have central standing in the Catechisms of Luther as well as in his other texts. Baptism joins one both to Christ and to his church. In accord with the strong words of the Catechism, in baptism God donates to the believer “victory over death and the devil, forgiveness of sin, God’s grace, the entire Christ and all his Works, and the Holy Spirit with his gifts.” 

The Eucharist is the meal of Christ’s presence, which joins to other Christians and donates “the forgiveness of sins and everlasting life”. Thus, it is interesting to ask what Martin Luther’s concept of Holy Communion could bring to the rapprochement between the churches in our day. Could he also be doctor communis for the theology of the Eucharist?

Faith in the real presence of Christ at the Eucharist has always united Lutherans and Catholics. We Lutherans can also wholeheartedly join in the words of the encyclical of Pope John Paul II concerning Christ’s presence and the gift of the Eucharist. Christ’s presence is true “in objective reality”, in ipsa rerum natura, and “independently of our minds”, a nostro scilicet spiritu disiuncta.

During the Reformation a dispute arose as to how the Eucharist could be understood as a sacrifice in such a sense that the sacrifice would not cancel out the gift. In the light of both Luther studies and of ecumenical dialogues, we can state that despite the differences in emphases we Lutherans are of one accord with Roman Catholics in two vital issues. United we can say that 1) Christ’s sacrifice is unique and sufficient and 2) it is efficaciously present in the celebration of the Eucharist.

On the basis of its name (synaksis, communio) the Holy Eucharist is a communal feast. For Martin Luther, Holy Communion is not only a matter between God and the individual but a communal event with an ecclesiological and ethical dimension. Where Luther speaks of the presence of Christ, the communal nature of the Holy Eucharist and the role of the church, we Lutherans may join in with the words of Pope John Paul II that the Holy Eucharist has a “unifying power”. “Our union with Christ, which is a gift and grace for each of us, makes it possible for us, in him, to share in the unity of his body which is the Church.” 

The goal of visible unity and of a common Communion demand that we dig deeper into the foundation of our common Christian faith. We need patience to delve into revealed truth and we need the courage then to take decisive steps when adequate consensus is achieved.

In summary, may I dare to contend that Martin Luther, in his Catechisms and his writings on Holy Sacraments, speaks as doctor communis, not attempting to develop new doctrine but rather striving to express and interpret the common faith of the undivided Christendom. Thus his writings still bear ecumenical fruit.

