Georg Major on Church Fathers and Councils

by IRENE DINGEL

n 1550 Georg Major, a student of Martin Luther and Philip

Melanchthon and subsequently their colleague on the Witten-
berg theological faculty, published a work in which he discussed
whether the church fathers and councils are capable of erring, De
origine et autoritate verbi Dei [On the Origin and Authority of God’s
Word].' In fact, when Major wrote this analysis, that particular
issue had long since become a moot point among adherents of the
Wittenberg Reformation. Against the views of the medieval West-
ern church and in line with other reformers, Luther had maintained
the fallibility of the ancient fathers and called into question the
authority that had been accorded them.? In general, the reformers
expressed grave doubts regarding the authority of the “tradition,”
which they regarded as fundamentally resting on human institution,
and they viewed Holy Scripture as the only valid norm for faith and
doctrine. Nevertheless, they continued to make use of traditional
medieval elements, including appropriate statements of the church
fathers and decisions of church councils.

In the early sixteenth century, it was common for the Wittenberg
reformers to refer to the ancient fathers, above all, in their doctri-
nal controversies with their Roman, Zwinglian, and “Enthusiastic”
(Schwirmer) opponents regarding the Lord’s Supper. After Luther
died, there were also controversies among Protestants themselves
regarding Christological issues and how they related to the Lord’s
Supper. Every single party—whether medieval or reformational,
whether Lutheran, Philippist, or Calvinist—based its conviction on
Matthew 28:20, John 14:16—26, and John 15:26; they all agreed that
the continuous efficacy of the Holy Spirit had preserved the church
in centuries past and had sustained it throughout all the assaults on
its integrity.’ As such, this is one of the reasons why the reformers
strove to refer to “the tradition” as they formulated their own doc-
trine. Their goal was to preserve the ancient, original, and thus pure
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doctrine and to protect it against novel teachings that were anchored
neither in history nor in proper theological argument. As such, both
the first and second generation of reformers regarded themselves as
interpreters of tradition, while clinging to the indisputable norm of
Holy Scripture as the basis for their orientation. This enabled them
to ensure a correct and authentic understanding of the statements of
traditionally cited church fathers and councils.

These were the presuppositions for the development of an Evan-
gelical understanding of tradition by the reformers.* They not only
chose those church fathers and councils whose statements and
decisions could prove helpful for the defense of their own position
vis-a-vis the argument of their opponents. Beyond that, the reform-
ers also took into consideration the entire developments through
which traditional teachings had been formulated in their historical
context. To be sure, the various theologians of the past whom they
selected were not just taken over without critical assessment, but
they were analyzed and weighted individually. One of the pioneers
in this process during this period was Georg Major, a key Philippist,
professor at Wittenberg, co-editor of the works of Martin Luther,
and a protagonist of the Majorist controversy.’ Major belongs to
that particular generation of students of Luther and Melanchthon
who systematically processed the legacy of their two teachers. In his
treatise De origine et autoritate verbi Dei he set the stage for how the
Evangelicals were to develop their understanding of tradition. The
fact that Major raised anew the question of whether church fathers
and councils were capable of erring was based on his willingness
to adopt the consensus catholicus® as, in his own words, a “secondary
norm” for faith and doctrine—under the Holy Scriptures. This essay
will shed light on how the Evangelicals developed their understand-
ing of tradition by posing the following questions: 1) What are the
preliminary steps and the background of Major’s composition of an
Evangelical understanding of tradition? 2) What level of authority
did Georg Major ascribe to the church fathers and what role did
they play in the life of the church? 3) In the course of his treatise,
in which contexts does Major turn to the church fathers in his
argumentation?
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Preliminary Steps

De origine et autoritate verbi Dei was not the first work in inte-
grating the church fathers into the theology of the Reformation in
a comprehensive way, since the Wittenberg reformers had de facto
made use of patristic authorities for quite some time. But Major in
this work expanded the theoretical background of why the fathers
had been put to use. Major—as Melanchthon’s student—had already
engaged the thought of the church fathers rather intensively for
several years. At the behest of Luther, Major published an edition
of the Vitae Patrum in 1544, for which Luther himself had written
a prologue.® This book was extraordinarily popular into the eight-
eenth century. In a translation entitled Leben der Altviter [ Lives of the
Ancient Fathers], these biographies of the saints also became avail-
able in German.? Furthermore, editions were also issued in Italian,
French, and Dutch,'® a testimony to the fact that Major’s work was
becoming increasingly popular in Western Europe—an impact of
Major’s work that is not to be underestimated. In his edition of the
Vitae Patrum, Major took material from Rufinus’ Historia monacho-
rum,"* although he did omit Rufinus’s fable-like narratives, along
with any vitae which mainly focused on issues that had become
irrelevant for Reformation theology, such as fasting. On the other
hand, Major integrated into his collection additional vitae not pre-
sented by Rufinus, such as the Vita Antonii by Athanasius, as well as
anonymous biographies of saints, some of which had perhaps been
revised by medieval editors. As far as the reformers were concerned,
the criteria for circulating these biographies of the church fathers
had changed from those criteria used by medieval authors—despite
the fact that, when one analyzes his text carefully, Major hardly
edited or corrected the content of the individual vitae. In general,
the Vitae remained to a very large extent in the form in which they
had originally been composed.

There were two reasons why the Vitae Patrum continued to circu-
late. Not only were the lives of the people described deemed to be
exemplary, meritorious, and thus worthy of imitation; their sinful-
ness also made them highly dependent on the free grace of God—a
point that was explicitly stressed by Luther and his followers. In this
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way, from an Evangelical point of view, the Vitae Patrum had not
only a didactical purpose but also served to support pastoral care
and consolation. The Vitae were a precursor to the martyr books,
which were to become very popular in Calvinist regions.'> Already
on the level of popular piety a fundamentally new way of regarding
the fathers and an altered, reformational way of putting the tradition
to use was taking form.

The need to adopt new ways to appropriate the tradition and
re-evaluate its use was even more urgent in the area of theology.
This need was actually triggered by the Council of Trent and the
Augsburg Interim. In a decree adopted in its fourth session, on April
8, 1546, regarding the Holy Scriptures and tradition,” the Coun-
cil of Trent resolved that divine truth was to be determined from
two sources, namely, Holy Scripture and tradition, with tradition
being determined by the continua successio of teaching as preserved
in the church. Furthermore, it was declared that tradition was to be
venerated as much as Holy Scriptures, of which God is the author.
The Council determined that “all books of the Old and New Tes-
taments . . . not less those traditions . . . which were spoken by
Christ or dictated by the Holy Spirit and preserved in continuation
succession in the catholic church, [were to be regarded with] equal
reverence and feelings of piety”'* No one should dare interpret
Holy Scripture contrary to the understanding guaranteed by the
church or contrary to the unanimous consensus patrum [consensus of
the fathers].”s In this way, the consensus patrum was, so to say, officially
pronounced as the norm of how to understand and interpret Holy
Scripture. It is against this background that we must view Major as
he discusses the following three issues in his writings: 1) Can the
church fathers and councils err? 2) How does one go about reaching
decisions 1n synods? 3) What is the gift of interpretation?'

Major compared the consensus patrum to the catholicus consensus,'
which is bound to uncorrupted scriptural truth that has been passed
on by the apostles and prophets to the church. It is in complete
agreement with Scripture.”® The catholicus consensus is based on
the analogia fidei [rule of faith]." The rule of faith must bind the
statements of the fathers to the prophetic and apostolic Scriptures.
This rule of faith serves as the test of all those who later bear the
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tradition, the fathers, bishops, and councils. Major affirmed, “Finally,
no interpretation of Scripture is to be accepted which does not
agree with the writings of the Apostles and of the Prophets, which
1s not 1n accord with the rule of faith. Just as he is the author [of the
Holy Scriptures], so the Holy Spirit is also the only interpreter of
their teaching. Against this Word the authority of no one can claim
validity, holiness, or dignity. At this point the fathers, the popes, the
bishops, councils, princes, kings, emperors, and even the angels must
yield because the command and Word of God must be preferred
over all creatures.”

In 1548 the Augsburg Interim promulgated a position similar
to that of the Council of Trent as binding in the Holy Roman
Empire of the German Nation. In its Article 10 the following attri-
butes were cited as distinguishing characteristics which “dissidents
and heretics” do not possess and which, conversely, are signa ecclesiae
[marks of the church]: perpetuus sanctorum consensus ab apostolis usque
ad nos [the perpetual consensus of the saints from the apostles down
to us],>' universality, and catholicity, among other things. These attri-
butes are expressed in the continuous succession that began with the
apostles and continued all the way down to that day.>* According to
the Augsburg Interim, the church has the authority to distinguish
between true and false writings?} since it was embedded in the com-
plete line of succession—the handing down of the tradition. As it
stated in Article 11,“by means of the bishops [the church] has passed
on countless teachings from Christ and the apostles all the way
down to us.” Anyone who denies this passing on of the tradition was
at the same time doubting that “the church is a pillar and foundation
of truth,” as stated in 1 Timothy 3:15.2* This was a topic that Major,
working together with Melanchthon on the Leipzig “Proposal”
(dubbed the “Leipzig Interim” by its critics), addressed in his trea-
tise.> The Leipzig “Proposal” had not contained a detailed article
on the doctrine of the church. In his treatise Major presumed that
the concept of revelation is also to be understood in terms of the
content of what Scripture teaches. As such, the revelation of God,
which takes form in Holy Scripture, is to be equated with the doc-
trina coelestis [heavenly doctrine].2® Against this background, Major
nsists that the teaching of the church has been “handed down” by
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God himself by means of divine direction or providence.As such, the
continuous living voice of divine teaching—vox celestis doctrinae—
that proceeds prima voce from God’s Son before the beginning of
time,?” was never silenced, and the church itself has been miracu-
lously carried forth across the centuries as an agent of this doctrine,
After his ascension, Christ then sent apostles, prophets, saints, and
scholars, through whom true doctrine was fanned into flame and
then disseminated.?® Consistent with this view is the fact that, in his
treatise, Major compiled a Catalogus Doctorum Ecclesiae Dei [“Catalog
of the Doctors of the Church of God”], primarily to strengthen the
faith of readers rather than to provide a list of impeccable author-
ities.” As such, as did Melanchthon and Luther, Major began with
the first man and—in contrast to Luther—distinguished five millen-
nia in human history,’® with five ordines doctorum ecclesiae [orders of
doctors of the church]. These were the fathers before the Flood, the
patriarchs, the prophets, the political rulers and priests of Israel, and,
finally, as the fifth order—starting with Christ himself—the apostles,
prophets, evangelists, bishops, pastores and doctores—all the way down
to the present time.? But, similar to Luther and Melanchthon,3?
Major saw a break around the time of Pope Gregory the Great,
during whose tenure the pure teaching of the church was more
and more overgrown with human traditions. Correspondingly, in
the short biographical commentaries presented in his treatise, Major
noted things about the lives and works of the persons listed. He also
cited what these people did to maintain pure teaching, while not
failing to mention what was at work in opposition to pure teach-
ing.¥ More important, however, is the fact that Major concluded
his Catalogus Doctorum with Martin Luther.34 As such, Major viewed
Luther as the culmination of a list of teachers of the church, which
includes Johannes Tauler, Jan Hus, Jean Gerson, Johann Geiler von
Kaysersberg, and Wessel Gansfort. God had always been at work to
restore the purity of doctrine, Major maintained, but his efforts did
not come to fruition until the reformer of Wittenberg appeared.’
Luther had already been dead for four years by the time Major’ trea-
tise was published, and therefore Major could include the reformer
in the century-long line of succession of church fathers and scholars.
Even though not stated explicitly, unity, universality, and catholicity
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had become watchwords, attributes to which, according to Major,
the Wittenberg reformers were even more entitled than Rome.This
concept of succession also had an impact on the issue of whether
the church fathers were capable of erring.

The Degree of the Fathers’ Authority and Their Role for Major

There are two decisive factors that determined how Major eval-
uated the role of the church fathers. He cited both of these, in addi-
tion to other countless reasons, primarily to document the truth of
God’s Word,* although they can also be evaluated as prerequisites
for the way he dealt with the fathers. One factor involved the consen-
sus or perpetuitas doctrinae [ perpetuity of doctrine].3” This referred to
the view that divine doctrine does not change regarding its content
and its impact in the course of human history. As such, faith is
focused on the same teaching, as it has been passed on as una omnium
vox [a single voice of all]** from the beginning of time to today. The
other factor was the successio patrum [succession of the fathers]. God
uses the fathers—regardless of whether they were the patriarchs
of the Old Testament, the apostles of the New Testament, or the
fathers or scholars of the early church, the Middle Ages or the pres-
ent time—to sustain his church and pure doctrine.“In the church of
God there is a certain and continuous succession, from Adam down
to the times of the teachers through whom this doctrine has been
propagated.”? Thus, in addition to the perpetuitas doctrinae, the suc-
cessio patrum was actually regarded as an acceptable entity. But while
Major was convinced that true doctrine had been handed down to
the Reformation era by means of the successio doctrinae, and, as such,
enjoyed absolute authority in and of itself, statements of the fathers
regarding interpretation of Holy Scripture had to be carefully scru-
tinized. For only the prophets and apostles received true doctrine
directly from God. As such, their word is God’s Word.

Thus, if the statements of the fathers coincide with the Word of
the prophets and apostles, and if they are faithful to the analogia fidei,
they should be granted authority.#° Of course, this authority of the
fathers applies only if they illuminate the truth of public teaching
by being faithful to the statements of Scripture. It is not their own
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theological achievements that make the fathers valuable witnesses,
Major stated, but rather the way their texts illuminate Scripture.
On this point, Major viewed himself in complete agreement with
Augustine and Jerome.*' Although Major valued tradition and
made use of it, this point does make clear, for instance, that he
opposed giving it any priority over or equality to Scripture, as the
Council of Trent had decreed. Thus, there was no way, he stated,
that tradition should be the measuring stick for correctly under-
standing Holy Scripture, for this would mean that one would place
the writings of the fathers and the decrees of the councils above
the doctrina coelestis. Finally, the Holy Scripture springs from the Son
and the Holy Spirit himself, while the prophets and apostles are
their mouthpieces, so to speak.

Major listed two reasons why only secondary authority should
be attributed to the fathers when compared to the prophets and
apostles. One reason is their vocatio. The Fathers did not receive
a direct vocatio from God, which the prophets and apostles did.
Rather, the fathers’ calling was mediated by human beings (medi-
ata per homines).** Another reason—and one that should also make
very clear why one needs to acknowledge the possibility that the
fathers, even the patriarchs and prophets of the Old Testament and
the apostles of the New Testament, apart from their composition
of Scripture, were capable of erring—is that not all of them were
imbued by the Holy Spirit with the same level of intelligence or the
same ability to interpret correctly.#? The most impressive examples
given by Major in this regard are those of certain actions of Peter
and Paul. This makes apparent how Major’s firm conviction that
Reformation doctrine is directly in line with the successio doctrinae
is in itself a criterion for evaluating tradition. According to Major,
Paul distinguished between law and gospel much better than Peter
did. As Major states, “Great is the weakness even of the saints, and
in other matters some have more and greater gifts from the Holy
Spirit than others. The gifts of the Holy Spirit did not always stim-
ulate each one in the same manner . . 7% That knowledge that
even the greatest saints of the past centuries had weaknesses, were
capable of error, and were sinful, was essential for the Evangelical
appropriation of tradition.*
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Based on this, one would expect Major to admit categorically
that the fathers and councils are capable of erring—a topic that he
himself treats in his treatise. Nevertheless, he maintained that their
decisions were important, albeit with certain limitations. As he dis-
cussed 1 Timothy 3:15,a section declaring the church to be the pillar
and foundation of truth (a point for which the Augsburg Interim
had argued),* Major initially allowed the opinion that the church
and councils are not capable of erring because they are led by the
Holy Spirit. As such, the church and councils are, in fact,“pillars and
the foundation of truth.” This was also true for previous centuries,
albeit only insofar as the church held to the cornerstone of Christ,
with the apostles, and the prophets as its foundation (Eph. 2:20).
The key point is that church, councils, and the fathers had to have
remained faithfully bound to the superior authority of the Word
of God. As long as this guideline provided their orientation, they
were iImmune against error. At the same time, this means that their
authority was based on the Word of God. As such, the image of the
church was not based on the successio patrum or the hierarchy of the
offices, but on the legitimation of doctrine declared in accordance
with Scripture and the doctrina coelestis.

For this reason, the truth of Scripture is the standard—not the
rank of conciliar decisions or the majority of votes that established
them.#” As proof for this, Major did not refer to Scripture itself but
specifically to the Fathers, namely Augustine, Cyprian, Chrysostom,
Jean Gerson, and Panormitanus (Nicolaus de Tudeschis, 1386—1445),
a late medieval archbishop and canon whom the reformers held in
high esteem. All of these confirmed Major’s view.#* In this context,
Augustine is of great importance since Major’s opponents stressed
the key importance of tradition by citing a phrase of Augustine’s,
“I would not believe the gospel if the authority of the universal
church did not move me.”* This quotation supported their claim
that, in fact, tradition plays a key role for understanding the gospel.

For this very reason, Major was concerned to reinterpret Augus-
tine. As a student of Melanchthon, Major found the key for his rein-
terpretation in the term “church.” When Augustine speaks of the
ecclesia catholica, then—Major claimed—he did not mean a church
that derives its name solely from the successio ordinaria. Rather, the
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true church is held together by the permanently efficacious Word
of God and its proclamation, as handed down from the Son of God
to the prophets and apostles, that is, through the successio doctrinae.s°
This means that the true church is an entity which builds on the
Word of God as its foundation and—across the centuries—passes on
the Word as true doctrine. As such, the church can also look back
on the authority of the witnesses. When any doubts or controversies
arise, the weight of the fathers can be added to the Word of God
and/or the doctrina coelestis for interpretation and illumination. This
1s how Major also understands the rule of Irenaeus, which later was
often quoted in light of the inter-Protestant controversies regard-
ing the Lord’s Supper and Christology: “For if there is any dispute
about any minor question, is it not necessary to have recourse to the
most ancient churches, in which the apostles were present and from
them to seek an answer that is certain and clear?”s' Presuming that
there is a clear ranking between the primary authority of the Word
of God and the secondary authority of the fathers, tradition can
definitely to be put to use by the Evangelicals.

When Did Major Use the Fathers?

It is noteworthy that Major very rarely quoted the church fathers
in his treatise. Therefore, he made limited use of their content in
his argumentation, and he did not quote a wide range of patristic
sources, but rather limited himself to only a few names. Except for
the Nicene Council, he cited absolutely no councils at all. When
he did quote a certain passage written by a church father, he rarely
mentioned the text from which it was taken. Sometimes Major just
listed 2 name without citing any other contents or the context.

The main reason for this is that Major’s treatise De origine et
autoritate verbi Dei was not addressing apologetically any particu-
lar controversy, so that there was no reason to bolster his positions
with quotations from the fathers. When he wished, in other writ-
ings, to prove the truth of a certain doctrine over against the attacks
of opponents from every quarter, Major warded off the allegations
that the Evangelicals taught atrocious “novum dogma” by always gen-
erously quoting the fathers from throughout the centuries. In this
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context, he did not need to do this. However, when he did refer to
individual fathers on occasion, he did so in order to provide key
foundations to buttress his argumentation. But Major’s occasional
references to tradition in De origine et autoritate verbi Dei served fun-
damentally the same purpose as his more frequent quotations of the
fathers in controversies regarding confession of the faith and public
teaching. Major was chiefly concerned to prove that he was not
alone with his views, even if they sounded unfamiliar. He was not
trying to innovate but could easily refer to a respectable and long
line of worthy authorities. This becomes clear in the two steps of
argumentation that he employed.

First, Major’s Evangelical view of tradition, following the stan-
dards set by Luther and Melanchthon, regarded the fathers of the
ancient church and the theologians of the Middle Ages as part of the
long succession of historical authorities. The framework for this lies
in the understanding of human history, as set forth by the Old Testa-
ment, in stages of one thousand years. For instance, Adam and Noah
are listed as authorities in the Catalogus Doctorum Ecclesiae Dei on
the same level with Augustine and Jerome. This is possible because
Major postulated that the revelation of God through the Son began
before time commenced. Even at the creation of the world, Christ
spoke his Word of revelation, handing down the doctrina coelestis—
identical to the revelation of God—to these specially gifted individ-
uals. For this reason, the succession of tradition began at the creation
of humankind, which is why—for Major—the term patres was not
limited to the fathers of the early church. Rather, it also extended to
those “pre-patriarchs” (Urviter). Major cited Irenaeus and Tertullian,
who both pointed to the revealing work of the Son—even long
before his incarnation’*—as witnesses for his position.

Second, what is more important for Major was the fact that he
wanted to evaluate tradition in comparison to Holy Scripture in an
appropriate and legitimate way. When the Augsburg Interim, con-
temporaneous with the Council of Trent, attempted to re-catholicize
Evangelical territories,s the significance of the fathers and councils
became a critically important issue. Major clearly placed the fathers
and the councils in a subsidiary position to Holy Scripture. What
they say and decide had to bow to the doctrina coelestis, as presented
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in Holy Scripture. The doctrina coelestis is the measuring stick for the
truthfulness of the statements of tradition, gaining importance when
they focus on the true contents of Scripture as an analogia fidei. Basi-
cally, this served only as a correction of the positions made official
at the Council of Trent and the Augsburg Interim, which is why it
was especially significant to have the fathers on one’s side.

Therefore, in his treatise Major used the fathers to argue against
the fathers, with Augustine, Cyprian, Chrysostom, the Council
of Nicaea, and even representatives of medieval erudition such as
Gerson and Panormitanus, confirming his understanding of tradi-
tion as having only a secondary authority, under Holy Scripture. Put
another way, the fathers attributed to themselves a secondary rank.
Major demonstrated his theological skill in the way he quoted the
fathers, demonstrating that it was actually quite traditional to use
tradition in this way and not to give it equal footing along with
Scripture, or, even worse, to place tradition above Scripture.

As such, the authority of Scripture, and thus of the church,
depends on the Word of God being passed on correctly, namely,
according to Major, this authority is derived from doctrina. As
such, it is not the successio ordinaria or the successio patrum that
are key, but rather the successio doctrinae—or to quote Major, the
perpetuitas doctrinae. Against this background, he could without
reservation affirm the position of Irenaeus, whom he quoted
from Adversus Haereses in calling for the utilization of the deci-
sions of the fathers, especially in disputes.’® And, at the same time,
Major indicated clearly which of these fathers could be used as
indisputable witnesses for truth. As such, their writings had to be
tested to see whether they corresponded to the Word of God as
expressed in the analogia fidei or the doctrina coelestis. Because of their
temporal proximity to Christ and the apostles, this list would, of
course, include the apostolic fathers Polycarp and Ignatius as well
as the great scholars of the first five centuries—Irenaeus, Tertullian,
Cyprian, Ambrose, Jerome, and Augustine.s” Thus, Major selected
his witnesses for tradition from precisely this group of men. Only
Gerson and Panormitanus are examples for the addition of other—
even medieval—authorities, albeit only if one could assume from
their statements doctrinal integrity in the reformational sense.
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Summary

In retrospect, we can summarize how Georg Major deals with the
Church Fathers in the following four theses:

1. Major detaches tradition from the institution of the church.
Rather, he held that tradition is founded on the doctrina coelestis
[heavenly doctrine], understood as a living teaching handed down
from generation to generation.®® In light of this understanding of
tradition and the way orthodoxy is passed on, it is possible for the
Evangelicals to make use of the fathers of the ancient church.

2. In the same way as did his mentor Melanchthon, Major
assumed that the fathers and councils did not create any “new
dogmas.” Rather, the fathers and the councils document how pure
doctrine was handed down by prophets and apostles and how to
understand them correctly. This in turn demonstrates how this doc-
trine should be handed down to future generations. As such, the
fathers act as a bridge from the revelation of the church’s doctrine
from ancient times until Major’s own time, making sure that a doc-
trinal vacuum does not develop, but rather that there is doctrinal
continuity.’ Especially in the second half of the sixteenth century,
this was to be a key factor in the inter-Protestant disputes.

3. In light of this, Major reached the conclusion that the way
the medieval Roman church had understood tradition should be
seen only as a constricted, limited part of that tradition, represent-
ing a very narrow slice of world history. In contrast, the Evangelical
understanding of tradition was in line with the wider view, which
goes beyond post-apostolic times, even back to the Old Testament.
As such, not only is the same doctrine revealed in both Testaments,
but there is also a continuity of doctrine from the beginning of
time, encompassing the fathers of the Old and New Testament, the
post-apostolic period, and extending all the way to the church of
the Reformation.

4. Therefore, the councils and the fathers can lead back to pure
and true doctrine, although this is not their sole function. Not only
do they act as a bridge to the original and thus true doctrine, but
they are also able to cultivate faith and comfort consciences in times
of dispute and Anfechtung.
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