
The Luther Question

by Jean Borella

For about half a century the Luther question has been an object of renewed interest on 
the part of Catholics.  An attitude of condemnation and rejection has given way to an 
attitude of understanding, or, at least, attentive enquiry.  My intention is not to treat the 
question as a ‘Lutherologist’, which I am not by any means.  Luther’s written work is 
enormous (123 volumes in the Erlangen-Frankfurt edition, 1826-1926, noted as ‘Erl.’ in 
the references, and 67 volumes in the Weimar edition, 1883-1948, noted as ‘WA’: 
‘Weimar Auflage’), to which must be added, since the sixteenth century, such a mass of 
works that an entire lifetime would not be enough to take cognisance of it all, even 
superficially.  I would like rather to enquire briefly into the cause for this change of 
attitude and its significance.  The hypotheses suggested here will complement what I 
have set forth in Chapter 1.

This change of attitude has had no effect on the declarations of the magisterium, 
which still maintains the incompatibility of the Catholic faith with Lutheran doctrine.  But 
we do see it among many present-day theologians, inclined to be very disparaging of 
previous Roman literature on the subject.  They do not so much reproach it for lack of 
erudition as for having constantly given itself up to criticism and polemics.  In other 
words, the fashion of the day would have us no longer misunderstand the salutary work 
of the Reformer, and have us forget, or hide, the abuse and obscenities of Brother 
Martin, have us offer to the fine ecumenical society of our times a presentable Luther, 
well bred and well spoken.  It is rather unlikely that he would be pleased with this.

I.  This simple remark leads us to the first point of focus, to the person of the 
Reformation’s founder, for it is in his person – and, paradoxically, in its most 
disconcerting aspects – that must be found one of the major reasons for his success 
today.  Paradoxically, yes, for Luther was not sparing in his abuse of Catholicism in 
general, of the Pope (‘that Antichrist’), of Holy Mass, or of theology (‘a work of the 
Devil’).  Even if we make allowance for the habits of the time and for the surroundings, 
what remains is that Luther’s coarseness, his violent invective, his rancour which goes 
so far as to be a tedious obsession and a quite insupportable excess of language,1 
discomfited even his contemporaries.  One of his last pamphlets, clearly directed 
against the Pope (against the Roman Papacy Founded by the Devil) includes ‘a 
scatological collection the likes of which had never been seen in a book of religious 
controversy’.2

But precisely this excess of hate seems to confer on it a pathological nature and 
lessen its gravity, above all at a time when one is more inclined to believe in 
psychoanalysis than in the Devil.  Certainly, an anti-Lutheranism of the first magnitude 
will find itself justified by these texts.  To condemn Luther not only in Catholic eyes, but 
in the eyes of any reasonable person, it is enough to quote him: no one has ever 
provided so many rods with which to have himself beaten.  Let us be careful however – 
their very abundance makes them insignificant.  Extremist and tiresome, yes, but might 



they not also be quite rightly the cry of a wounded soul, of a disappointed love; does not 
their very excess gauge the depth of the wound, the depth of his love?  And there we 
have it: far from turning us away, after an initial revulsion they intrigue us, invite us to go 
further.  Is he not doing the opposite of someone who is hiding what he is ashamed of?  
He shows it, exhibits it with a kind of desperate arrogance: yes, that’s the way I am, and 
so much the worse for me and for you!  But, beyond this filth, what accents of sincerity 
and piety!  Once we have got over this quite justified initial revulsion, we are invited to 
discover a testimony of pure faith in Jesus Christ.  Luther or the anti-Tartuffe.  Supreme 
craftiness or the necessity of a crude nature?  Perhaps both.  In any case, the effect of 
a power hard to resist is there.  Not only in an incontestable psychopathy,3 which is not 
so offensive to our contemporaries, but also a violence, a passion, a power to fascinate, 
which appear to be invested in a permanent and intimate relationship to Jesus Christ.  It 
is as if this man gave us at once the lewd and revolting spectacle of his baseness, 
exorcising at a single stroke that baseness common to all of us, and, at the very core of 
this proclaimed disgrace, the upsurging of an irreducible and ‘in spite of everything’ 
faith.  In this sense, and perhaps it has gone rather unmarked, Luther is eminently 
modern.  From Dostoevsky to Graham Greene, passing through Anouilh and Freudism, 
modern culture has accustomed us to this divorce of nature and grace.  For such is, I 
think, the most terrible error of Lutheranism.  In any case, one should not doubt that 
sensibility does not particularly relish the spectacle of sincerity, a spectacle so much the 
more impressive by avowing the disparity between unworthy man and his ardour for 
Jesus Christ.4

But Luther is not only someone ‘human, all too human’ who, by a kind of religious 
psychodrama, has been delivered from his agony; he is also a rebel and conquering 
hero.  In the name of Jesus Christ and his Gospel, this nobody, armed with his 
conviction, rises up – alone – against the omnipotence of Church and Pope.  And, O 
miracle, his word is not stifled.  To the contrary, and despite the combined efforts of the 
Roman hierarchy and the Emperor of the West, the echo of his voice resounds 
throughout Germany and soon Europe.  Half a millennium later, there are hundreds of 
millions of men and women throughout the world who see themselves in him.  Yes, 
papist Rome still stands.  But how can it be denied that he has succeeded beyond all 
human foresight?  Are there many such events in the history of mankind?

Finally, a last trait of this exceptional man, a man so like the common man by his 
sinful nature, by his not very lofty virtues and yet triumphant over the established 
powers: this man is also a religious creator, a new prophet who accomplished the most 
unbelievable tour de force – the engendering of a new Christianity.  Saints and 
intellectual geniuses before him had practised, stressed or developed such and such an 
aspect of Christianity and, to some extent, enriched its development.  Some heretics 
had isolated one truth at the expense of others, and for precisely this reason the integral 
body ended up rejecting them.  But here we see a man rethinking the totality of religion 
by offering a wholly new interpretation, an interpretation that develops, grows … and 
changes the history of the world.  Now what is most attractive in this matter is not so 
much the genius demanded for such an operation, as human character.  By his 
example, Luther proved that religion belongs to man, that he has the right to lay his 
hand on this reality, sacred until then and about which the Catholic still has the feeling of 
knowing only one side, the other side being lost in the Invisible.  With him it ceases 



being a mysterious object, miraculously descended from heaven and over which we 
have no power – everything which might admirably illustrate the immutable and hieratic 
power of the Roman liturgy.  Luther showed everyone that he could make of it his thing, 
his possession, that he was the master and not the servant, that it belonged entirely to 
every Christian by the grace of baptism and faith, that it was for each one to be his own 
priest and the whole hierarchy his alone, and all exegesis, sacramentality and tradition 
as well, and that this religion was completely and only in the soul of the believer.  This 
represents a formidable subjectivisation of our relationship with God, correlative to a 
general promotion to the adult state of Christians who a Mother Church held tied too 
long to her apron strings.

Such are, I think, the essential reasons for the seduction exercised by this 
astonishing figure.  I would not have stressed them if it did not seem that Catholics have 
too often underestimated these reasons, considering some well-chosen and very 
incriminating quotations as proof against them.

II.  But the power of the Lutheran reform is not to be reduced to the fascination 
exercised by one man, as agreeable as he may be to the phantasms of modern 
sensibility; it also consists, more durably, in the reformed Christianity that it proposes, or 
at the very least in what has been formed under his inspiration, for he did not follow a 
concerted plan, and the weight of circumstances was more determining than that of his 
will in the building up of this new ‘religion’.5

Now this new Christianity, which obviously wanted a return to origins, represents 
by its very existence a permanent temptation for Catholics, in that it proposes a 
reasonable religious solution.  A paradoxical thesis and yet true.  Paradoxical if we 
confront it with immoderation, with the selfsame folly of a temperament filled with 
contradictions; but incontestable if one considers its result.  We leave aside the 
scandals of papal Rome and the frequently denounced vices of the Church: they have 
played only a minor role, even though they could always be counted on to provide an 
easy justification for reforming projects.  What characterises Catholicism, in certain 
respects, is that it involves the faithful in a permanent tension of the soul, in a call to 
holiness, in a spiritual adventure so lofty that it can at first only demonstrate our 
weakness and impotence: we have to merit heaven and yet ‘for men this is 
impossible’ (Mt. 19:26).  Next, it plunges the faithful into a complex and hierarchical 
ecclesial society where they enter into relationship with differing claims and numerous 
people, and where one should distinguish, for example, between the hierarchy of order 
and the hierarchy of jurisdiction, between tradition, Scripture, the magisterium, dogmatic 
formulation and theological research, etc.  Lastly, the Christian is invited to live in a 
richly diverse sacred and ritual universe, where the sevenfold Sacraments are 
differentiated from a host of sacramentals, where liturgical prayer and sacrificial worship 
are surrounded and prolonged by a swarm of devotions and practices.  Adherence to 
this immense Body demands, for each occasion, nuance, discrimination and a faith 
multiplied and modulated according to the nature of its object.  Lutheran religion is, to 
the contrary, ‘reasonable’ because it suppresses all notion of merit (God saves us 
without us); it reduces ecclesial society to the collectivity of believing individuals (the 
abolition of the priesthood and the power of jurisdiction); and, lastly, it denies all 
presence of the supernatural in the natural order (from which a multiplicity of degrees 



could be derived), or at least reduces it to a strict minimum: faith present in the Christian 
soul and Christ present in the bread and wine of the ‘memorial’.  What is more 
reasonable, more ‘acceptable’ than this conception?  It goes straight to the ‘folly of the 
Cross’ and to mystical aspirations concentrated in a unique act of faith – would one still 
be Christian without that? – at the same time that it rejects everything else, and 
therefore wholly anticipates all of those occasions for denial by which modern 
rationalism has profited.  Without doubt Luther was a fierce adversary of philosophy and 
reason: it is necessary to ‘snarl’ at philosophy, Thomas and Aristotle, that ‘rotting 
[rancidus] philosopher’.6  But what he reproves so violently is the use of reason in the 
order of faith, in theology, where one should speak only the language of Scripture; not in 
the natural order, where he prides himself on being as good a dialectician as anyone.

The result of this is that the Protestant religion is not so much a new Christianity 
as a reformed Catholicism, ‘rid of everything that uselessly encumbers’ and 
(supposedly) restored to a certain original simplicity, which means objectively a 
diminished Catholicism.  If we set aside the basic problem of justification by faith, the 
inner spiritual principle of Lutheranism, and if we consider things from without,7 this is 
incontestably the way they appear: aside from the personality of its founder, there is 
nothing of the bizarre or basically scandalous (for modern reason) in Protestantism, 
seeing that it admits belief in God, in Jesus Christ and in his Gospel.

And this is why Kant seems to be a good Lutheran when he describes ‘religion 
within the limits of simple reason’ (and not critical reason).8  In making use of reason for 
theological work, St Thomas subjects it to faith and supernaturalises it.  By excluding 
reason only from the domain of faith, Luther gives it the freedom to control everything 
else and, in particular, everything in religion which does not stem from a purely 
subjective faith.  This is why ecumenism is not an encounter between two sister 
religions, between two forms of Christianity with the same ‘religious pressure’ (as if we 
were speaking of atmospheric pressure), but between two forms of Catholicism, one 
with high and the other with low pressure.  And meteorology tells us which way the wind 
blows.  Thus the balance is not equal, the disequilibrium is patent, and this, whatever 
the good will and prudence of the mediating parties, by virtue of the very nature of 
things.  Let us dismiss all bias and resentment, and set the terms for an ecumenical 
encounter of the most neutral and ‘indifferent’ kind.  What should the Protestant religion 
abandon in order to meet with Catholicism?  Nothing.  On the contrary, it would be 
necessary for it to generate a multitude of elements, beliefs and practices.  Only the one 
who has more is able to abandon this more to meet with the one who has less.  They 
will maintain that this less is, in itself, worth more.  Let us admit it – this changes 
nothing.  Only Catholicism can become Protestant, because Protestantism is, in fact, a 
transformed and reduced Catholicism.  How could ecumenical communication function 
in the reverse direction?  Have we ever seen a river flow uphill?9

III.  But I must now enquire more precisely into the nature of the inner and formative 
principle of Lutheranism: justification by faith.  I would like simply to recall that this 
principle not only represents a heresy for theology, but even for philosophy.

The five-hundredth anniversary of the Reformer’s birth has given rise to some 
odd manifestations, aimed at transforming him into a kind of Church Father.  Some even 
consider him to be the greatest genius of Christianity, as the one who has most 



brilliantly ‘rethought’ the totality of the Christian religion according to its most authentic 
unifying truth.  The ‘revelation’10 which Luther had about Christ constitutes, according to 
them, the discovery (or rediscovery) of the ‘true Christian faith’.  Catholics have only two 
things to do: ask forgiveness for the unspeakable conduct of the Church whose 
inheritors, alas!, they are, by ridding themselves of ‘confessional shackles’; and lend an 
ear at last to this monk in whom the authentic Word resounds.  Such methods, without 
effect on a competent theologian, are all-powerful over Catholics of good will, and even 
over numerous priests inclined to ignore the importance of doctrinal learning in the 
name of charity.  This is why I have to specify what forms the basis of Lutheran 
theology, namely, justification by faith, to appreciate the soundness of its scriptural 
underpinnings, and to show the consequences which flow from it.

Obviously I am calling into question neither the sincerity nor the intensity of 
Luther’s faith, nor do I underestimate the exemplary power of his convictions,11 since it 
is clear, to the contrary, that they exercise a kind of imperious fascination over many 
Catholics: as if they were rediscovering, in the spectacle of the Reformer, what to 
believe about Christ.  They react to his texts as if they were revelation itself: they feel 
themselves seized and carried away by the torrent of a living faith whose very possibility 
seemed to have been exhausted.  By clearing away and tearing apart the tangle of rules 
and the undergrowth of dogmatic institutions, this man rediscovered the gushing spring.  
What matter the excessive language or temperament, or even the doctrinal 
condemnations, with respect to this breakthrough to the rush of running water!

However, there is no such thing as a purely lived subjectiveness which does not 
involve a system of speculative principles (either philosophical or theological), the 
extraction of which concerns the intellect alone.  This law suffers no exception, and only 
expresses the nature of things.  Psychology implies logic, just as skin and muscle imply 
the skeleton: they move both themselves and other things, but according to the 
structure and articulations of the bony framework, however invisible.  In the same way 
the deeply felt faith of Lutheranism, a kind of radical existentialism of our relationship to 
Christ, this wine which seems so strong, so intoxicating, contains and conveys a certain 
theological doctrine, a doctrine which can only lead to those consequences that flow 
from it logically.

Now, even though intelligible, this doctrine is false and contradictory.  Once 
again, this does not have to do with Luther’s intentions but with the objective reality of 
the principle of his approach.  One can indeed dismiss theology and refuse to be 
subjected to its jurisdiction, deny its exercise.  But the proof of this idea’s obscurity is 
that, even today after five hundred years of analysis and discussion, those who study 
Luther continue to ask themselves about its significance.  What did Luther mean?  What 
Interpretation should be given to the founding and decisive principle of the Reformation?

Essentially,12 the Lutheran thesis has arisen from an uncontrollable agony, the 
agony of damnation.  The monk Luther, during assuredly terrifying crises of 
unspeakable horror, experienced the feeling that no work, however meritorious in itself, 
can appease the divine justice of God: owing to omnipresent sin, neither fasts, 
mortifications, charitable acts, masses nor prayers have the least value.  Man’s nature is 
so thoroughly corrupt that his best actions, even the holiest, are intrinsically tainted, 
vicious, diabolical.  Objectively, Luther was in the position of a man with a powerful 
vitality (and therefore without suicidal tendencies), but suffering from an obsessional 



neurosis tied to an aggressive and morbid self-hatred.  To escape this obsession, he 
elaborated a ‘mental set’ which allowed him to neutralise his panicky fear of hell, without 
for all that abolishing the hateful and violent scorn for his own nature.  This more or less 
conscious mental set abruptly crystallised (in 1518?), while reading an often considered 
passage from the epistle to the Romans (1:17), when its meaning suddenly began to 
dawn on him: ‘The justice of God is revealed in the Gospel, as it is written: the just shall 
live by faith.’  This justice, he suddenly understood, is not a justice-act (to render justice, 
to judge), but a justice-state (to be just).

Having gained this insight, here is Luther’s reasoning.  The justice-state (or 
passive justice) is that of Christ, it is Christ himself, in the words of St Paul.  How is it to 
be conferred on us?  By inner penetration?  But then I myself would be just!  Now this is 
impossible since I am sin.  No, it is imputed to us from without: the redemption of Christ, 
by which we have been justified, lets us remain inveterate sinners as long as we live; it 
simply covers us like a mantle and saves us from damnation by granting, not that we 
should no longer sin, but only that our sins will no longer be imputed as crimes.  This is 
why it is normal that works are of no use.  To assert for one moment that a human work 
might be of value for a redemptive co-operation, the so-called sacrificial work of the 
Mass above all, is equivalent to denying the crucifixion: this is an abominable 
blasphemy, and amounts to a lack of faith in Jesus Christ alone.  Such is the first point.

Now I know that the insurmountable shame of my nature is not the proof of my 
damnation, since Christ saves us ‘in spite of ourselves’, from without.  Still, in order to 
heal the obsession with hell, I need to apply this certitude to myself.  How do I know that 
I, I myself, am saved?  What infallible sign attests to this?  St Paul tells us: it is faith.  
God ask nothing of the creature, that filthy sinner, but just one thing: faith in Jesus 
Christ.  If I have faith, I am saved.  The fact of faith, within me, is the proof that Jesus 
Christ has indeed saved me, I myself.  But to have faith is to believe precisely that only 
Jesus Christ saves me, and therefore to reject with horror all faith in works, otherwise I 
would not believe in Jesus Christ but myself.  Thus forensic (exterior) justification and 
the faith-sign of justification join and mutually condition each other.  Such is the second 
point.

That Jesus Christ alone saves us has always been known and taught by the 
Church; but that St Paul clearly expounds forensic justification and the faith-sign is quite 
simply untenable.  Luther’s exegesis is false or, rather, aberrant.13  Here I shall refer to 
all that I have said in La charité profanée.  The idea that human nature, in its very own 
substance, remains completely outside the grace of redemption so that we are both 
sinners and just at the same time (‘simul peccator et justus’)14 is purely Lutheran.  What 
Luther denies is that Christ, who is in fact our Justice, the one in whom and by whom 
we have been restored to the state of original justice and even to a more admirable 
state, makes his justice ‘dwell’ within us, infusing it into our very being: ‘The Christian is 
just and holy with a foreign or extrinsic holiness; he is just by the mercy and the grace of 
God.  This mercy and this grace are not in man; they are not a habitus or a quality in the 
heart.’15  In short, this justice is not inherent to the substance of our being, but remains 
on the surface, ‘like a painting on a wall’, Luther tells us.

Now, without speaking of St Peter, who declares us ‘partakers of the divine 
nature’, the Pauline conception of our baptismal participation in the death of Christ, the 
theme of the transformation of the old man into the new, the theme of the 



communication of the Holy Spirit, who ‘unites himself with the spirit of man’, for ‘he who 
is joined to the Lord is one spirit’ (I Cor. 6:17), all these and many other texts clearly 
demonstrate that Scripture is ignorant of the Lutheran thesis in its specifics.16

But, finally, we need to arrive at the philosophico-theological consequences.  
Basically, and whatever may have been his good intentions, this thesis rests on the 
radical incompatibility of nature and grace, or rather on the irreducible opposition and 
the mutual exclusion of the natural and the supernatural orders, which grace comes to 
reconcile specifically, since this grace always flows from the unique hypostasis of 
Christ17 in which divinity has been united to humanity.  Here, to the contrary, 
supernature can only work by destroying nature, and it is most difficult for us to consider 
such a thesis other than as ‘dia-bolical’, to the extent that it performs a divisive work 
(dia-ballein).  Into the heart of every Christian it introduces an insurmountable 
separation between what stems from the creature and what stems from the redemptive 
act.  It closes nature in upon itself, dooming it to sin, and, with the selfsame stroke, 
shuts up the door of heaven which Christ has opened to us.  By Lutheran decree, divine 
grace has been forbidden to take root in our human earth.  Henceforth our world is 
cleared of the sacred.  Symbolism (sym-ballein) – in which the created and the 
Uncreated are espoused, in imitation of Mary, Bride of the Holy Spirit, who 
‘reunites’ (sym-ballein, Lk. 2:19) all things ‘in her heart’ – is driven from our Christian 
existence in the name of God’s honour.  No earthly form, no human work, no act is a 
bearer of Christ’s grace – a jealous and greedy Christ who no longer confides the 
strength of his redemptive love to the weakness or to the dignity of his noble creature, 
nor, through the intermediary of a human consecrator, to things themselves.  What 
disappears in this way is the ‘immanence of grace’ of Christ the Redeemer in his 
creation; that is, the sacramental and ritual order, the ecclesial order, the Mystical Body, 
all of this sacralising of the earthly and the human cosmos which is the Incarnation 
prolonged, spread abroad and communicated, as the image of the first-fruits of the ‘new 
heaven and the new earth’.

Doubtless we will be told that a complete profanation of the natural order is 
correlative to an interiorisation of our relationship to Christ, since the only earthly sign of 
the divine which remains is faith, and what was lost there is gained here.  However, we 
need to be precise.  Is the Lutheran faith a supernatural reality in the human soul?  A 
habitus?  The reply is not easy, for the texts are contradictory.  But no doubt is possible 
as to the general trend of its conception.  What is emphasised here almost exclusively18 
is the human dimension of faith, faith as the human act, the human will within mercy.  It 
is a faith felt by the believer, faith reduced to the subjective experience of faith and not 
properly a theological faith, in which spiritual reality is by no means perceptible to 
ordinary consciousness.  Now, if grace remains exterior to man, do we not remain 
exterior to grace?  Hence Luther’s need to overemphasise the volitional and the 
sentimental dimension of the act of faith; in short, to proceed with a psychologisation of 
the spiritual.19  This psychologisation seems characteristic of all Lutheranism, 
particularly its deforming of the themes of Tauler’s mysticism.  What is with the mystics 
spiritual, that is to say ontological (hence the creature’s nothingness relative to Divine 
Being), with Lutheranism becomes misery, unhappiness, despair, damnation.

Finally, after the theological and spiritual consequences, we turn to the 
philosophical consequences.  The mutual exclusion of the natural and supernatural 



orders is not only ruinous for the sacredness of the cosmos and spiritual interiority, it is 
equally destructive in the long run of human reality as such; for the ontological 
consistency of the human is established and assured only by its ordination to the divine.  
We must ever return to the witness of Genesis: the nature of the human being is its 
deiformity.  Deiform by essence, we should fulfil our ontological destiny as image of God 
and become likeness, for, as St Paul informs us, ‘we are of the race of God’ (Acts 
17:29).  Without doubt human nature cannot by itself – not even with Adam – realise its 
supernatural perfection.  But it is solely this possible relationship to a future realisation 
which defines and guarantees our present reality.  This is why there is no purely 
naturalist humanism.  Reduced to itself, human nature is in no way a starting-point.  If 
man does not turn to God, he will seek his final cause and the principle for his illusory 
completion in the world and in matter.

Profanation of the world, psychologisation of the Spirit, secularisation of the 
human being, such are the three ineluctable consequences inscribed in the founding 
principle of Lutheranism.  The residual strength of a deeply Christian sensibility 
prevented Luther from perceiving them, and their development within Protestantism 
would be stifled directly by virtue of the Gospel and indirectly by the stimulating example 
of an intact Catholicism.  But, with the efforts of the Catholic neo-Lutherans, are not 
these last safeguards today in the process of collapsing?

Central to the drama of Luther is an insurmountable aversion with respect to his 
own human nature, which was created by God in his image, but consigned by Luther to 
total corruption.  Without doubt, this aversion was only the other side of that fascination 
which his own individuality exercised on him, even in its coarsest aspects: the secret of 
a powerful and tormented man, capable of tenderness for a flower, a bird, a child, but 
who never succeeded in humbly taking pity on himself and looking into his own poor 
heart with the mercy of God.  Here, with the exclusion of a nature entirely fallen from 
grace, the sense of the supernatural is no longer nurtured, and yet this same nature is 
aggressively reclaimed in the pride of its finiteness.
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