Confessional Transformations from the
Wittenberg Reformation to Lutheranism

by IReENE DINGEL

he research literature treating the development of the Refor-

mation at the beginning of the sixteenth century often makes
use of terminology as if it is quite self-evident when its meaning,
however, 1s in some respects ambiguous. It is actually terminology
that requires both a clearer definition and reflective rethinking
that is aware of the problems connected with it. For example, the
“Lutheran Reformation” and “Lutheranism” are often mentioned
when one intends to indicate the entirety of the reform movement
emanating from Wittenberg, in which Luther indubitably took
center stage but by no means acted alone."

Even if Luther—as Albrecht Beutel has recently demonstrated—
overcame his initial aversion to the group appellation derived from
his name following the Diet of Augsburg and styled himself and
those of like mind as “we Lutherans,” this ought not obscure the
fact that neither a confessional Lutheran camp nor a confessional
Lutheran theology that stood in contrast to peculiar positions taken
by Melanchthon and other reformers had yet evolved.? In the dis-
cussion of Lutheranism—when one refers to the first half of the six-
teenth century—one encounters not only, in my opinion, an undue
concentration on only one single person, namely, Martin Luther,
but also a—probably inadvertent—stress on confessional aspects that
were not yet present in the early days of the Reformation.

It was certainly plain already in the controversy between Luther
and Zwingli concerning the Lord’s Supper and particularly in the
Marburg Colloquy of 1529 that the Reformation emanating from
Wittenberg was decidedly different from that of Zurich, and that
during this interim period the formulation of differing theological
positions was taking place. But not until the second half of the
sixteenth century did that comprehensive process of differentia-
tion begin. It then not only resulted in the emergence of the great

LUTHERAN QUARTERLY Volume 33 (2019): 1-25
© 2019 Johns Hopkins University Press and Lutheran Quarterly, Inc.



2 LUTHERAN QUARTERLY

Christian confessional groups but also led to the differing theo-
logical positions within the Wittenberg circle—one can also speak
of a collective of reformers—as they were differentiating themselves
from each other. It was then that Luther’s and Melanchthon’s posi-
tions began to be distinguished from one another theologically, even
as their agreement and common understanding had always been
emphasized during their lifetimes. Lesser disagreements between the
two had hardly been of importance then.

This process of differentiation, especially within the Wittenberg
theology, is vitally important for the development of a confessional
Lutheranism.This is because all the attempts ultimately failed to hold
together the teaching of the two personalities who were acknow-
ledged on all sides as authorities of the Reformation, namely Luther
and Melanchthon, and to preserve them as a unity. Clear evidence
of this failure is seen in the protracted intra-Protestant disputes that
took place after Luther’s death in 1546, especially provoked by the
Augsburg Interim of 1548. These disputes divided the committed
adherents of Luther from the convinced followers of Melanchthon.
The process of clarification connected with these controversies
cleared the way for the formation of confessional identity, that is,
to a confessional Lutheranism just as to a confessional Calvinism,
which “absorbed” some Melanchthonian or Philippist positions.
Catholicism also took a similar journey to the formation of a con-
fessional identity in the second half of the sixteenth century.

This progression into confessionalism is considered to be com-
pleted with the Formula of Concord and the Book of Concord in
1577 and 1580 for Lutherans; for Calvinism, the Second Helvetic
Confession of 1566 is referred to as a decisive milestone and the
Synod of Dort as the end of this process, and rightly so. At any rate,
the Second Helvetic Confession became the standard confession
of the Reformed churches in Europe, even as they retained their
own respective confessions such as the Confessio Gallica, the Con-
fessio Belgica, or the Confessio Hungarica. On the other side, Catholi-
cism consolidated itself under the Tridentine Profession of Faith of
1563 and developed a definitive authority for a distinct ecclesiastical
body in the decretals of the Council of Trent. The adoption of these
confessions by political authorities and the obligation of servants of



CONFESSIONAL TRANSFORMATIONS 3

both church and secular governments to adhere to such confessions
and corpora doctrinae guaranteed the confessional homogeneity in the
respective bodies politic of the early modern period. That was the
case even if the discussions concerning doctrinal and confessional
formation continued beneath the surface; thus, theological pluralism
existed de facto so long as the territorial sovereigns did not silence
dissent by expulsion. This process was not so simple at all.

It is possible to consider the first half of the sixteenth century
as a “‘pre-confessional phase.” Some presentations in ecclesiastical
history associate the “confessional distinctiveness” of the Refor-
mation emanating from Wittenberg, and thereby the phase therein
oriented toward confessional demarcation, already with the Augs-
burg Confession of 1530 or even earlier.? This point of view over-
looks the potential for integration that characterized this document
not only in its first stage but that also continued, at least in an
intra-Protestant manner, through the continual refinements made
by Melanchthon in the rhythm of colloquies seeking consensus
on religious issues.* In the process, it is also overlooked that the
intra-Protestant developments were still a long way from differen-
tiating confessional positions that later became firm.

Accordingly, not attributing the later confessional codification to
the first half of the R eformation century accurately reflects the state of
affairs in the 1520s, 1530s, and 1540s. Thus, it is preferable in that con-
text to speak of the Wittenberg R eformation rather than the Lutheran
Reformation. This is because the Reformation theology that gained
contours during the lifetime of Luther and the group of colleagues
and friends surrounding him in Wittenberg was still a pre-confessional
theology, which had the capability of holding differing theological
elements together or at least of tolerating them alongside each other.
Luther, for example, took no exception to the method and manner
that Melanchthon developed his theology somewhat further in the
succeeding editions of the Loci communes. On his part, the Precep-
tor saw himself to be in harmony with Luther. Both argued vehe-
mently with Johannes Agricola concerning the understanding of law
and gospel, specifically concerning the role of the law in the life of
the Christian, without completely excluding him as their opponent.’
Only in hindsight do the theological contrasts appear sharper.
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Further, it follows that the broader impact of the Reformation
emanating from Wittenberg is in no way due to Luther alone. On
the contrary, we are dealing with a group of different actors work-
ing in various contexts.® Each member of this Wittenberg reformer
collective” made his own contribution to the theological, societal,
and political profile of the Reformation. They all had an interest in
the spread of the Reformation beyond the borders of the city of
Wittenberg and the Electoral Saxony of the time, even if Luther
and Melanchthon remain the two central orienting figures. In fact,
Melanchthon even exceeded Luther’s influence from the perspec-
tive of the European impact of the Reformation emanating from
Wittenberg. Further actors in this collegium were Johannes Bugen-
hagen, Nikolaus von Amsdorf, Justus Jonas, Johann Agricola, Caspar
Cruciger, Georg Rorer, and Georg Major. They all contributed to
the propagation and consolidation of the Reformation as organiz-
ers of ecclesiastical life, as partners in the translation of the Bible, as
translators of Luther’s writings, as members of the newly organized
consistories, and as pastors, teachers, or headmasters. They helped
determine the Reformation’s impact on politics and society. One
can even include an artist like Lucas Cranach the Elder in that group;
at any rate, he certainly positioned himself as a part of this team by
virtue of his artwork. Not to be forgotten are the musical com-
ponents of the Reformation, represented by Johann Walter, cantor
in Torgau.® This diversity of individual theological approaches and
specific activities was characteristic of the pre-confessional phase of
the Wittenberg R eformation in the first half century.

This essay sets out to trace the movement step by step from this
pre-confessional phase to the confessional consolidation of the Wit-
tenberg Reformation in a confession-oriented Lutheranism. At the
same time, the historical junctures taking place in those events or
phenomena are to come into view which promoted this development
or can be considered as milestones in this process.® As a result, differ-
ing perspectives on this process of confessional consolidation (i.e. on
the way to Lutheranism) are to be described. The first perspective is
focused on the religious colloquies and their failure to reconcile feud-
ing groups. The second treats theological standardization through the
formation of confessions and the construction of authority.
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Religious Colloquies and their Failures

In the time of the Reformation, the religious colloquy gained a
new dimension as an intra-Christian phenomenon. Never before
were so many (intra-Christian) colloquies held in such a short period,
and never had anyone set such great expectations and hopes on this
form of exchange of views and the search for the truth. These were
linked to the historical conditions under which the great colloquies
of the sixteenth century took place. From these, three should be
singled out as milestones for the path leading from the Wittenberg
Reformation to Lutheranism: the Colloquy of Hagenau, Worms,
and Regensburg in 1540 and 1541, the Colloquy of Regensburg in
1546, and the Colloquy of Worms in 1557. These owe their promi-
nence in ecclesiastical history in no small part to the fact that they
assumed a function that had actually been attributed to the general
council, which had repeatedly been called for in vain since the late
middle ages, namely, the task of finding a common solution to the
religious questions that had become pressing with the Reforma-
tion." Added to this was the fact that no less than the emperor of
the Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation appeared as the
initiator of these first three colloquies. This lent a secular authority
to these imperial colloquies, which were aiming for solutions to
questions of theology and doctrine."” These colloquies would finally
prove pivotal to the process of eventual confessional demarcation
on the path to Lutheranism insofar as they did not achieve that
toward which they aimed, namely, overcoming existing dissent. On
the contrary, they contributed to the cementing of divergent theo-
logical positions and thus also to confessional reflection.

This applies even to the Colloquy of Hagenau, Worms, and
Regensburg although it could put forward an astonishingly far-
reaching consensus in comparison with the following colloquies.
At the beginning, in Hagenau, only questions of procedure were
addressed. They were, however, not inconsequential insofar as they
affected the basis for negotiation and the standards for decision-
making of the subsequent colloquies. The Evangelicals insisted
upon the Augsburg Confession, which had been adapted by Melan-
chthon specifically for the colloquy, as the basis for its discussions.
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Consequently, they insisted that solely the Holy Scriptures were
permissible to be called upon as the authority for the doctrine to
be discussed, whereas the Roman side generally also asserted the
authority of the Church Fathers and councils alongside the Holy
Scriptures. Both sides had thus raised principles to official points of
reference that would remain formative for the later differing con-
fessional positions, namely the normative commitment to the Holy
Scriptures as the primary norm and the Augsburg Confession as a
secondary norm in Lutheranism and the commitment to scripture
and tradition in Catholicism. All later confessions of the emergent
Lutheranism were understood accordingly as explanations of the
Augsburg Confession, not as new confessions. '3

For the procedure of the colloquies, it became important that
the Augsburg Confession and its Apology were indeed accepted
as a basis of negotiation and that those involved were committed
to the Holy Scriptures. At the same time, it was established—over
the objection of the Evangelicals—that the results of the colloquy
required the recognition of the emperor and the Pope. The col-
loquy, which was resumed after an adjournment on 25 November
1540 in Worms was then in fact able to compile a draft that aimed at
bringing the two sides together, the so-called Worms Book, through
the efforts of Johannes Gropper and Martin Bucer."* The negoti-
ation process and the other participants need not occupy us here.
Important for our inquiry is only on which points a convergence in
doctrine was formulated, and on which questions the parties differ-
entiated themselves from one another—and continued to do so in a
way that advanced the establishment of firm confessional positions.
The reconciling document (i.e., the Worms Book) signaled a rap-
prochement in their understanding of original sin and justification
just as in questions regarding scripture and tradition. The doctrine
of the Lord’s Supper (i.e., the understanding of the Mass) remained
unresolved. The article on the Lord’s Supper worked out by Grop-
per and Bucer, which sought to combine the Roman understanding
of this sacrament with the reformational understanding, provided
no real solution.’s

When the Colloquy of Worms was broken off on January 18,
1541, and was postponed until the previously announced diet in
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R egensburg, this also meant a new examination of the Worms Book.
It was refashioned into the Regensburg Book." At the instigation of
Cardinal Gasparo Contarini and the papal nuncio Giovanni Morone,
both of whom had a good understanding of the Reformation theo-
logy, the article on the Lord’s Supper was corrected first and fore-
most, and the doctrine of Transubstantiation, which was tenaciously
repudiated by the Evangelicals, was emphasized.”” Even the article
on justification came back into the discussion just as did the ques-
tion of the interpretive authority of the church. In the doctrine of
justification there was first of all a far-reaching agreement insofar as
one developed it with the definition of a “duplex iustificatio,”** which
allowed an Evangelical reading of justification as a justification of
the sinner “sola gratia,” with fruits of faith proceeding from it, just as
it allowed the Roman understanding of a “iustitia inhaerens” eftected
in the human being by the Holy Spirit, which would empower him
for growth in righteousness and good works. At first, this seemed
suitable to bridge the theological gap, but the revision of the article
in the Regensburg Book, which dispensed with the term “duplex
fustificatio” and with it also the associated concept, renewed the diffi-
culties and impeded the consensus.” When the emperor requested
the results of the discussions on 22 May 1541, it became clear that
they had truly agreed only on very few articles. The colloquy, which
had begun so promisingly, had certainly achieved the rudiments of
understanding but had also at the same time established borders and
thus taken an important step toward formation of a confessional
identity on both sides. Persistent differences emerged especially in
the understanding of the Lord’s Supper, in the concept of church,
and in the understanding of repentance. In the end, both Luther and
the curia rejected the Regensburg Book.*

None of the succeeding colloquies managed to revitalize the ele-
ments of consensus from Worms and Regensburg in 1540 and 1541.
This is because only four or five years later, when Emperor Charles
held out prospects for a new colloquy at the Diet of Worms in
1545, the situation had already changed fundamentally. This was due
to three factors: first, the preparation and the proceedings of the
Regensburg Colloquy of 1546 fell during the time of the first session
of the council of Trent,” which was opposed by the Evangelicals.
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The status of toleration granted to them in the Recess of Speyer
from June 10, 1544, played a major role.** Furthermore, the imperial
estates favoring the Roman party had no interest in a colloquy that
would run parallel to the council and in their eyes was only a con-
cern of the emperor. They made this known in the Worms Recess
of 1545. Second, the emperor’s policy was already aimed at resolving
the question of religion through military action. The Regensburg
Colloquy clearly stood in the shadow of the Smalcald War, which
would break out shortly thereafter,and had in any case only a dilatory
effect. Third, the prospect of a consensus was more often obstructed
than enabled by the personalities making up the cast of characters
at the colloquy.?® It is possible to say that the colloquy served to
work out the abiding and fundamental differences. It became clear
to everyone that the question of the doctrine of justification consti-
tuted the epicenter of the differences.?* The articles on faith, the law,
good works, sacraments, ceremonies, and ecclesiology additionally
slated for the disputation were not addressed further—admittedly
due to the premature departure of the Evangelicals as an expression
of their protest.> The “propositions” on the doctrine of justifica-
tion submitted by Petrus de Malvenda, the emperor’s chief father-
confessor, represented a step backwards from the accomplishments
of Worms and R egensburg insofar as they saw “iustificatio” as bound
not only to the forgiveness of sins through Christ but also at the
same time to the “gratia infusa,” which enabled believers to perform
meritorious works. This retreated from the openness of interpre-
tation in the Regensburg Book?® and represents already at its core
the content of the article on justification of the later Augsburg
Interim of 1548.27 The Evangelicals considered this article a step
back toward the old faith and decidedly rejected it. The Regens-
burg Colloquy of 1546 had thus encouraged the doctrinal division
of the two parties from one another in a central article of doctrine.

Not much different was the last of the great colloquies, held
in 1557 in Worms.?® Here as well, the historical conditions of the
time made reaching a consensus unlikely from the outset since
the recently settled Religious Peace of Augsburg, which guaran-
teed toleration under imperial law to the adherents of the Augsburg
Confession, essentially rendered a search for consensus initiated by
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the political authorities unnecessary. Furthermore, the Evangelicals
had been divided since the controversy over the Interim and the
alternate Leipzig Proposal, which had been worked out with the
involvement of the Wittenberg theologians. Thus, they no longer
spoke with one voice.”

The rivalry between the so-called Gnesio-Lutherans, who held
strictly to Luther’s theology, and those who followed Melanchthon
broke out in all its ferocity at the colloquy appointed for Worms
in 1557. The representatives of the conservative Roman theology,
specifically Petrus Canisius, used this conflict to bring about an
anti-Protestant frame of mind. It was the question of original sin,
which had otherwise not been a major point of contention between
the Roman and Wittenberg sides, that served Canisius as a means
of making the intra-Protestant disunity obvious. It was in the doc-
trine of original sin that intra-Evangelical battle lines were starting
to form, especially between the strictly Lutheran-minded Matthias
Flacius Illyricus®® on the one side and the majority of his colleagues
on the other. Canisius did also, however, bring up other questions
under dispute among the adherents of the Augsburg Confession,
such as the role of good works in salvation, debated in the Majoris-
tic controversy, or the doctrine of justification of Andreas Osiander,
who had formulated his own idiosyncratic, spiritualizing interpreta-
tion of this doctrine.?' Canisius demanded a clear statement of the
Evangelical stance, including clear rejections of false positions, on
these issues. However, exactly this—the decision for or against the
use of anathemas and whether, if used, they be directed at people
or only at doctrines—had already divided the Evangelicals.?* This
“strategy” of Canisius, which aimed at exposing the internal dis-
unity of the Catholics’ negotiating partners, made further consensus
negotiations impossible. The colloquy was terminated without pro-
ducing any results after the Gnesio-Lutheran delegation of Ernes-
tine Saxony had presented a written protest to the Roman Catholic
assessors of the colloquy and departed prematurely. The Colloquy
of Worms had painfully demonstrated the theological diversity
rampant among the Evangelicals; however, it had also—nudged
along by the Roman negotiating partners—made the necessity of
confessional unity evident. The ability of Evangelicals to delineate
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clearly and unambiguously their own theology over against false
doctrine in their own camp was clearly discussed for the first time
as a prerequisite for consensus negotiations.

Theological Standardization Through Confessions and Authority

The phase of the Wittenberg Reformation shaped by the Augs-
burg Interim of 1548 demonstrated that it was not only a question
of being able to reach consensus but also of being forced to do so by
both theological and political necessity. Introduced after the defeat
of the Evangelicals in the Smalcald War, this Interim, as imperial
religious law, sought to restore church unity through a return of the
reform-minded territories to what was a largely pre-Reformation
state. It granted only the marriage of priests and reception of both
kinds in the Sacrament to the Evangelicals.?® Especially in the south
of the empire, where the emperor’s presence was both more menac-
ing militarily and more effective than in the north, it was necessary
for many clergymen who did not wish to submit to abandon their
congregations and go into exile. These developments fed the apoc-
alyptic interpretation of history, which had been cultivated espe-
cially in the groups that were strongly committed to Luther’s way of
thinking. They presumed that the eschatological struggle between
Christ and Belial, that is, between Christ and Antichrist, had already
broken out.’* They considered what was happening in their time,
especially the interference in matters of faith and doctrine by an
imperial government which had proven itself in their eyes to be
manifestly godless, as a crisis in which a clear confession of the truth
was indispensable. These ideas characterized the attitude of the strict
adherents of Luther® whenever they took a stand on the theological
and ecclesiastical-political developments of their time.

They regarded the fact that a group of Wittenberg theologians
around Philipp Melanchthon had worked out an alternate proposal
to the imperial interim as a betrayal of the Reformation of Martin
Luther. Authorized by the new Saxon Elector Moritz, a member
of the Albertine dynasty who was among those who had won
the war, this proposal—designated by its opponents as the Leipzig
Interim¥—defended the R eformation doctrine in detail, not merely
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in its core concerns. Admittedly, this proposal combined the Ref-
ormation doctrine with medieval rites and ceremonies; in this way
it sought to ensure a compromise without jeopardizing or calling
into question the Reformation in Electoral Saxony. Nevertheless, it
ignited a host of controversies concerning the theological content
of this alternative proposal. The bitterness of these controversies is
explained by the fact that in every single case, as different as the
theological issues might in each case be, it was all about preserving
the Reformation legacy of Martin Luther as purely and authenti-
cally as possible in the various contexts of controversy.

This proved to be the problem insofar as it became clear in this
so-called Leipzig Interim that the theology of Melanchthon and
that of Luther present therein had developed in quite different
directions. In view of the crisis, which was perceived as a situation
in which clear confession of the truth was necessary, not only the
question of theological and confessional integrity was up for debate.
The decisive question of who would be regarded as the Refor-
mation’s authority figure had to be answered. While it had been
possible up to this point to think of the authority of the recently
deceased Martin Luther and that of Philipp Melanchthon as com-
plementary and in that way to tolerate different accents in the doc-
trine of the Wittenberg Reformation, a process of differentiation
had now begun. This process resulted in the long term in Lutheran
confessional identity and established “Lutheranism” in a proper con-
fessional sense.’” It is noteworthy that almost all the actors respon-
sible for this development—with the exception of Nikolaus von
Amsdorf—had studied under Melanchthon and were, in the broadest
sense, his students. This meant that even when they gradually turned
away from him, they brought with them elements of his theology
and especially the methodological skills that they had learned from
him into their formation of the Lutheran confessional and doctri-
nal positions. Other students of Melanchthon further developed the
positions of their teacher independently, especially on the doctrine
of the Lord’s Supper and in their Christology. This brought them
close to Calvinism, with which they would later not infrequently
align.®® By contrast, there was never a confessional Melanchthoni-
anism, even if the Corpus Doctrinae Philippicum, largely consisting of
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Melanchthon’s writings, exerted for a time an authoritative influ-
ence and gained a considerable circulation.?

Thus, Lutheran confessional formation and the question of doc-
trinal authority are closely connected. After Luther’s death and the
discrediting of Melanchthon in the course of the controversy fol-
lowing the Interim, the confessional documents steadily assumed
the function of a normative authority as secondary authorities to the
primary “norma normans” of Holy Scripture. This was foundational
in the early R eformation, which had already insisted upon the Holy
Scriptures and the Augsburg Confession as normative foundations
for faith and public teaching in the negotiations with the Roman
party. Since its delivery to the emperor at the Diet of Augsburg in
1530, the Augsburg Confession had even become a foundation for
political alliances such as the Smalcald League, in which the Evan-
gelical estates had joined together for defense against possible mil-
itary aggression by the emperor. “No alliance without a common
confession”—this had developed into a standard maxim.*° But even
more than that, the Augsburg Confession was considered a foun-
dational confession, which defined the theological identity of the
Evangelical churches emanating from the Wittenberg R eformation.

In the course of the further theological developments and dis-
cussions, it was certainly a norm that provided orientation for the
emergent Lutheranism, but not in the form in which Melanchthon
had continually updated it, especially in the Confessio Augustana Vari-
ata. He had done this, on the one hand, in order to give the doc-
trine of justification a clearer expression, and, on the other hand, as
a reflection of the negotiations seeking intra-Protestant consensus
negotiations which had paved the way for acceptance of the Con-
fession by the southern Germans who had been influenced by the
theology of Martin Bucer.#' From the perspective of the controversy
following the Interim, the short articles of the Augsburg Confes-
sion, in which the Evangelical faith and doctrine were formulated
succinctly, did not go into sufficient detail theologically to provide
answers to the many questions that had given rise to debate in that
vacuum of authority of the 1550s and 1560s. Consequently, from
both the theologians and political figures, there were various initia-
tives to overcome the discord among Protestants through a renewed
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commitment to the Augsburg Confession. In these, articles clarify-
ing the confession were placed alongside it, such as in the “Frank-
furt Recess” composed at the Frankfurt diet of princes of 1558.4
Further, the diet of Naumburg attempted a similar course of action
in 1561.43 This is because not only the controversies but also the
failure of the Colloquy of Worms in 1557 had made evident the
necessity of an agreement embracing the several Evangelical gov-
ernments. A decided supporter of this cause was Duke Christoph of
Wiirttemberg. At that time, Landgrave Wilhelm of Hesse along with
Duke Julius of Braunschweig-Wolfenbiittel came to his aid; Elec-
tor August of Saxony did so later. Through the activities of Jakob
Andreae, the Tiibingen superintendent and university chancellor, a
confessional consolidation began, extending over some ten years,
finally resulting in the preparation of the Formula of Concord in
1577 and the establishment of confessional Lutheranism.*¢

All in all, there were six documents along this path that were
continually being revised in reaction to comments and counter-
proposals.*S In the earlier texts, the intense struggle for theological
unity among the adherents of the Augsburg Confession becomes
clear; however, they also reveal the potential of the final product,
the Book of Concord published in 1580, to integrate various Pro-
testant groups.*® Even if Jakob Andreae can rightly be considered
the architect of the work of Concord and the true engine of the
efforts for theological unity,*’ the process of developing the Formula
of Concord involved a theologically multifaceted group of scholars
representing both church and secular governments. The composi-
tion of this group reflects not only the involvement of influential
Evangelical rulers, as whose representatives the scholars were acting,
but also the integration of differing theological orientations shaped
by Luther and Melanchthon.*®

Thus, the development of the Wittenberg Reformation into
Lutheranism was in no way a process of simply finding a confes-
sional identity and setting confessional boundaries. It was certainly
also an exercise in reaching consensus with integrative potential. This
consensus was found within the boundaries set by the Augsburg
Confession, of which the Formula of Concord understood itself to
be the Lutheran interpretation*® (i.e., to the exclusion of Roman
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Catholicism and Calvinism). The “Concordia” or the Formula of
Concord presented Martin Luther as the “foremost teacher of the
Augsburg Confession.”s® The flipside of this was the suppression
of Melanchthon’s authority, which, especially through the widely-
disseminated Corpus Doctrinae Philippicum, had played a role that is
certainly not yet sufficiently recognized. But it was Martin Luther
to whom the function of an interpretive authority was ascribed.
Of course, the Holy Scriptures, their content regarded as summa-
rized in the creeds of the Early Church and made known anew in
the Augsburg Confession and its Apology, remained authoritative.
However, Luther’s interpretive authority was emphasized by the fact
that the Book of Concord, which was put to use as a corpus doctrinae,
provided Luther’s catechisms and his Smalcald Articles alongside the
foundational texts of the confessions of the Early Church, the Augs-
burg Confession, and its Apology as further writings explaining faith
and doctrine.s! The Formula of Concord, as the conclusion of the
Book of Concord, made the argument in its individual articles of
doctrine with reference to these writings, and it also enlisted other
writings of Luther.

For the Concordists, the recourse to Luther’s doctrinal authority
served to substantiate their claim to the pure truth of the Evangel-
ical faith, in conformity with the Scriptures, as well as to legitimate
the Lutheran doctrine codified in the Formula of Concord. This
is because the theologians of the Formula of Concord, along with
many of their contemporaries, saw in the Wittenberg reformer a
chosen instrument of God, who had rediscovered the Gospel that
had been buried for centuries and had made it accessible again. They
saw God himself at work, having brought his Word back to the
light through Luther. Accordingly, they found in the writings of
the reformer—as the Formula of Concord had articulated it—the
“foremost articles of our Christian religion newly expounded from
God’s Word and purified from any additions.”s* This truth of the
gospel, coming to expression in the teaching of the “man of God,”
Luther, was already seen as authenticated in the Augsburg Confes-
sion of 1530.5 That truth of the gospel was now codified once and
for all in the Formula of Concord and the Book of Concord, the
centerpieces of confessional Lutheranism.5*
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This exaltation of the person of Martin Luther in the course of
Lutheran confessional formation was no new phenomenon. On the
contrary, its roots lie first with the reformer himself, second in his
contemporaries’ assessment of him, and third in the early dissemi-
nation of writings that publicly praised and promoted Luther’s pro-
phetic prestige.’s The Wittenberg reformer had himself developed a
sort of prophetic self-understanding, which can be explained ade-
quately only against the background of his view of history and his
interpretation of the present. Not only he but also his colleagues put
themselves in the context of an historical continuum, which they
believed was moving toward an imminent apocalyptic end. Luther
could only understand the outbreak of the R eformation in Witten-
berg and elsewhere as an indication of the impending end of time.
Moreover, he could understand himself as an actor in a sweeping
divine plan of salvation, the consummation of which was expected
in the immediate future. Before the background of this contempo-
rary perception, the Reformation proclamation of the rediscovery
of the gospel emanating from Wittenberg developed a lasting appeal.
Luther himself appeared on the stage of history not only as a herald
but also—as the Old Testament prophets—as an eschatological voice
calling for repentance. Further, his proclamation of the justification
of sinners sola gratia and sola fide, made an impression both rhetor-
ically and in terms of content, and it actually made him a leading
personality whose counsel was sought and whose word provided
orientation. On the one hand, a herald of salvation and redemption
similar to the apostles, on the other a prophet of judgment—these
were the two sides of Luther’s self-understanding.

Already in his early writings, the self-designation of “prophet” or
“propheta Germaniae” is to be found. Finding therein self-stylization
and hubris, however, does an injustice to the reformer. Rather, in
these descriptions of himself lies Luther’s conviction that he had
an extraordinary, God-given mission to fulfill that always brought
with it danger and peril. Luther’s prophetic self-assurance was in
this sense an expression of his * Werkzeug- Bewusstsein” [conscious-
ness of his role as God’s instrument], that is a knowledge that as a
minister or servant of God, he had to fulfill a difficult mission under
difficult conditions. This mission was to bring the long-buried,
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salvation-bestowing truth of the faith to light. His demeanor and
behavior thus stand in parallel to that of the prophet Elijah, who
was expected to return at the end of time.’® Luther could see him-
self as analogous to the prophet even if he refused a direct identifi-
cation with Elijah, absolutely rejecting the belief in a return of an
mncarnate Elijah.

Luther’s contemporaries adopted this prophetic pattern of inter-
pretation.’” In their view of the Reformer, the identification with
Elijah that Luther rejected took form. They recognized in him a
second Elijah or—after John the Baptist—a third Elijah, who
preached against false doctrine and ceremonies just as the first
prophet in the Old Testament proclaimed the wrath of God over
all the unrepentant. Surprisingly, the Zurich reformer Huldrych
Zwingli was among the first to give expression to this conviction
in light of his impression of the Leipzig Disputation of 1519. Even
with Melanchthon similar descriptions of Luther can be found.
They continue into the second and third generations of the Ref-
ormation and made an impression upon all of those who played an
important role in the development of a confessional Lutheranism.
Thus, for example, Nikolaus Selnecker, a co-author of the Formula
of Concord, remarked that Melanchthon had designated Luther as
the father, preceptor, and Elijah of the end times.s® Even in popular
literature, in pamphlets and songs, Luther was styled as the second,
or more aptly the third, Elijah and prophet of the end times.

This perception naturally had repercussions for the handling of
Luther’s oral and written statements after his death in 1546. Already
by the end of the 1540s and the beginning of the 1550s, numerous
collections of so-called prophecies of Luther were printed. What
is more, these were statements of the Reformer compiled inten-
tionally in order to strengthen and comfort his followers in times
of crisis, to call them to repentance and conversion in view of
the expected apocalyptic end. Frequent reprints verify the success
of this genre,’ which contributed significantly to solidifying the
authoritative position of the reformer. Many were convinced “that
even the very divine prophetic Spirit, who himself spoke through
the holy prophets, has also spoken through the blessed Dr. Martin
Luther in these last times.”®® But also in questions of doctrine and
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confession, especially during the theological controversies and the
Concordia negotiations, such Luther anthologies arose. Letters of
Luther or other statements were compiled in light of particular
circumstances, edited, and published for the first time. They also
served to mediate theological attitudes and interpretations on a
non-academic, popular level.

In the course of the Adiaphoristic controversy, for example,
Matthias Flacius published a collection of letters of Luther, Melan-
chthon, and the theologians present at the Diet of Augsburg in
1530 in order to illustrate the steadfastness of the reformers against
the readiness to compromise seen in the Leipzig alternative to the
Interim.” Johannes Westphal arranged a compilation of Luther
citations entitled The Opinion of the Reverend and Dear Man Dir.
Martin Luther of Blessed Memory on Adiaphora,> which attempted to
prove that the Wittenberg Reformer, if he were still alive, would
never have shared Melanchthon’s position that medieval ceremo-
nies (though adiaphora) could be combined with the Evangelical
doctrine. The text appeared in Latin in 1549 and in German in
1550. In 1575, shortly after the downfall of the so-called Crypto-
Calvinism in Electoral Saxony and in the midst of the debate con-
cerning the understanding of the Lord’s Supper and Christology, a
further collection of writings of the reformer was published with
the title The foremost and best writings of the most illumined and humble
man of God, Dr. Martin Luther,®® which in turn aimed to moderate
theological attitudes. In this way Luther’s contemporaries imparted
to this “true Elijah of the last world” a voice that extended through
the ages and a timeless theological authority, even if the authority
of the confession—before that of the person of Luther—would
eventually claim the place of a secondary authority after the Holy
Scriptures.

The message from Wittenberg in the 1520s and 1530s had left
some questions open and unanswered, when compared to later con-
fessional positions. The Wittenberg faculty was able to hold a variety
of theological currents together and to tolerate the resulting theo-
logical heterogeneity for a time. With the developments recounted
here, the path from the Wittenberg R eformation to a confessionally
consolidated Lutheranism reached its destination.
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Conclusion

The path from a pre-confessional Wittenberg Reformation to
Lutheranism involved a gradual process, in which various factors
functioned to set the pace:historical events as well as spiritual and theo-
logical developments. This process of confessional consolidation—in
this case the formation of Lutheranism—was often described as a
story of decline, especially in the view of the ecclesiastical unions of
the nineteenth century. This does not do justice to the phenomenon
of confessional formation. It should rather be considered as a process
of clarification and formation of a theological identity. The interpre-
tation proposed here makes it possible both to accept and to appre-
ciate the confessional groupings that originated in the second half
of the sixteenth century in their appreciable confessional diversity.

The great religious colloquies marked an important milestone
along the way to a characteristically confessional Lutheranism. Even
if their intended goal was to bring about theological consensus, in
the end, they contributed more to making the negotiating parties
truly aware of their differences and able to distinguish themselves
from each other in crucial matters. This is true in reference to dif-
tering norms and the emphasis on differences in faith and doctrine
for which compromise was not possible.

A further decisive impetus to the shaping of the confessional
character of Lutheranism arose from the theological interpretation
from the pivotal historic events that they had experienced, such as
the attempt to reinstitute the old faith associated with the Augsburg
Interim. These events were experienced not only as an eschatolog-
ical struggle over the truth but also as a stage on which the Refor-
mation legacy of Martin Luther was again made clear.

Thus, the question of the decisive personal authority of the Wit-
tenberg Reformation was posed anew. Martin Luther stepped into
the foreground as the re-discoverer of the gospel and the chosen
man of God. The path to confessionally established Lutheranism
passed through a phase marked by the attempt to combine the per-
sonal authority of the Wittenberg reformer with that of the confes-
sional documents, especially the Augsburg Confession.
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In the end, however, it was the Confession—not the person
of Martin Luther—that endured as the secondary authority after
the Holy Scriptures. This is due to the vacuum of authority after the
deaths of Luther in 1546 and Melanchthon in 1560, a vacuum that
could only be filled in an enduring manner by these confessional
documents.

Translated by Christian Einertson from Irene Dingel, “Von der Witten-
berger Reformation zum Luthertum. Konfessionelle Transformationen,” in
Luther: Katholizitit & Reform. Wurzeln—Wege—Wirkungen, ed.
Wolfgang Thonissen, Josef Freitag, Augustinus Sander (Leipzig: Evange-
lische Verlagsanstalt, and Paderborn: Bonifatius, 2016), 239—260, with the
permission of publishers.
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(St. Louis and Philadelphia: Concordia and Fortress, 1955ff. (henceforth LW]) 45:70.
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Leder, “Luthers Beziehungen zu seinen Wittenberger Freunden.” In Leben und Werk Martin
Luthers von 1526 bis 1546, ed. Helmar Junghans (Gottingen:Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1983),
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