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in Germany, preparations for the reformation 
jubilee in 2017 are well under way in churches, in 
the media and elsewhere. many reprinted and new 
publications on various aspects are appearing on 
a weekly basis, primarily on martin Luther.1 the 
jubilee itself, its focus on Luther, the way in which 
Luther himself as the main German protagonist 
should be remembered adequately, and compari-
sons with other recent jubilees have triggered an 
intense scholarly and popular debate.2 in what fol-
lows, i offer some reflections on the situation in 
Germany. i do so as a non-specialist regarding the 
reformation, the tradition of celebrating its cen-
tenary or other significant events,3 and regarding 
the preparation of major jubilees with their strat-
egies and attempts of appropriating the past for 
the present. obviously there are many aspects and 
each assessment will differ. 

one issue worth reflecting upon is the con-
centration on Luther as if the research of the past 
50 years had not indicated that he was not the 
solitary figure that he was previously made out 
to be, but that he had many predecessors, con-
temporaries and successors. Some of this narrow 
focus on Luther is understandable in view of 
other forthcoming reformation-related jubilees, 
which will keep us and the next generation busy 
for most of the first half of the 21st century. (For 
us in Germany it will probably end in 2055 with 
celebrations of the Augsburger Religionsfriede of 
15554 or with the completion of the Lutheran 
creeds in 1580.) it would indeed be difficult to 
identify one event or year that would do justice 
to the complex phenomenon of what can only be 
summarised as an era of reformation and changes 
of many kinds.5 

it is also worth noting what contents are asso-
ciated or not associated with the reformation. i 
heard that the Evangelische Kirche in Deutschland 

approached a major German advertisement and 
marketing enterprise, seeking advice on a market-
ing and communication strategy for the coming 
celebrations. When asked by the advertising spe-
cialists what contents the church would want 
them to present to the public, the answers were 
allegedly meagre. there was a sense of helpless-
ness as the church representatives tried to answer 
a question that should not have come as a sur-
prise. Probably the answer was so clear for them 
that they had never thought of presenting it in a 
short, comprehensible summary. What actually is 
the content of the reformation that the church 
and its adherents would wish or should wish to 
convey in the 21st century, and which should be 
centre-stage in 2017?

many answers are of the ‘reformation and 
something’ type: reformation and various national 
and/or social issues; reformation and the devel-
opment of democracy, individuality or other issues 
of society; reformation and language or educa-
tional issues; reformation and economic aspects, 
etc. this also becomes apparent from the titles 
of recent and forthcoming publications. most 
of this discussion is stimulating and indicates to 
what extent the reformation and its legacies have 
helped to shape the Europe we know today: there 
is a lot to be thankful for – and also some issues 
that need correction.

But what did and what does the reformation 
mean in more restricted terms, in view of human-
ity’s relationship to God? after all, it was first of 
all a religious movement in a deeply religious age. 
its key concerns addressed and emphasised Christ, 
faith, grace, the Gospel and the Scriptures over 
problematic developments in the late medieval 
Western church. it took a while before a more 
balanced, less apologetic and less polemic under-
standing of the Gospel was reached.
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Some of the current vagueness and helplessness 
in summarising the reformation becomes apparent 
when one searches popular sources for descriptions 
and interpretations of the key term justification 
(rechtfertigung). the impression that one gains is 
that it can be interpreted to say just about anything 
an author wants it to say. the predominant notion 
is an affirmation that humans are just fine the way 
they are.6 there is nothing they need to do nor can 
do to be acceptable to themselves, to their fellow 
human beings – and occasionally to a higher being, 
even a personal God. unless one knows that some 
of the statements come from church representa-
tives and somehow are related to Luther, many of 
them could just as well come from psychothera-
pists writing for a popular psychology magazine or 
the psychology column of a newspaper.7 however, 
this is not what the reformers meant when they 
spoke about a new understanding of justification. 
the word has a clear content and in relation to the 
reformation, it cannot and must not be twisted 
and turned to mean just about anything. For 
example, i quote at some length from Christiane 
tietz’s entry ‘Justification’ from the multi-volume 
dictionary Religion Past and Present:

What is at stake in the doctrine of justification 
is the subject of theology, homo reus et perditus 
and deus iustificans vel salvator … – in other 
words, who we are and who God is. God’s 
righteousness and justice is not iustitia activa, 
distributive justice that punishes the sinner, but 
iustitia passiva, in which God makes the sinner 
righteous. … human beings do not possess free 
will that would enable them to turn to God. in 
their total being, they are in the power of origi-
nal sin, from which sinful acts emerge like bad 
fruit. it is unbelief, which fails to trust God and 
thus robs him of his deity. in ‘unbelief we refuse 
to let God be there for us and turn in upon our-
selves’. … only Christ can set us free from sin. 
he took our place that we might live. through 
his death, in which not simply a human being 
but God himself died, Jesus Christ slew death, 
the consequence of our sin. there is no other 
mediator of salvation. according to Luther 
justification takes place solo verbo, because the 
word of God, which raised Jesus from the dead, 
in turn absolves the sinner. its creative power 
effectually declares sinners righteous, calling 
them out of themselves and opening them to 
externality – a move that can be performed only 
in faith. only extrinsically, from without, can 

sinners be justified …; therefore the extrinsic 
reliance of Christians is essential to their entire 
existence. … as trust in God’s goodness, faith is 
assurance (certitudo, not securitas) of salvation. 
according to Luther, a Christian is simul iustus 
et peccator …8

in addition to the challenge of defining and 
summarising justification or the spiritual rediscov-
eries and gains of the reformation, other ques-
tions need to be raised. to name only some: how 
does Luther’s comprehensive understanding of 
justification (which for him served as an umbrella 
term) relate to other elements of new testament 
soteriology, in particular to Pauline theology, 
which at times were neglected in the centuries after 
Luther?9 For example, while for Luther Christians 
are and remain in a state of simul justus et peccator, 
this can hardly be argued for Paul. and there is 
the larger question of how helpful and legitimate 
it is to focus almost exclusively (at least when it 
comes to the reception history) on one of the con-
cepts used in the new testament to explain the 
benefits of the death of Jesus. What happens when 
soteriology is reduced to justification with its legal 
associations? What does that imply for God, for 
the work of Christ and humanity? What about the 
other aspects of the work of Jesus like atonement, 
redemption, reconciliation, peace with God and 
forgiveness of sins?10 What about the relationship 
of justification (as understood in the Lutheran tra-
dition) and sanctification?11 

in the discussions of the so-called ‘new 
Perspective on Paul’ and the soteriology of early 
Judaism, many scholars have questioned the legiti-
macy of Luther’s understanding of Paul.12 While 
there is by and large agreement that Luther pre-
sented a congenial application of Paul’s theology 
to the questions and issues of his own day (chal-
lenging late medieval Catholic concepts), many 
argue that Luther misread Paul by reading his own 
agenda into Paul’s theology. others have defended 
Luther and the Lutheran Paul over against his 
critics. While the debate has lost its vibrancy and 
moved on into discussion of minute details, it has 
left many doubtful about Luther’s reading of Paul, 
however powerful it was in his own day and age.

other questions could be asked, but the key 
problem is deeper and more comprehensive. 
Let me continue with the personal assessment 
of an insider. regarding the imminent jubilee, a 
well-informed and concerned Lutheran pastor 
expressed his worries in a recent letter as follows:
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• the heroic appreciation of Luther no longer 
applies, because many people only emphasise his 
mistakes in the public debate;

• the propitiating, atoning death of Jesus becomes 
negotiable or arbitrary; 

• the concept of justification only appears with 
regard to political and social debates and discus-
sions about justice;

• the Bible is no longer read as the authoritative 
word of God as was the case in the reformation. 

• For these reasons serious questions arise about 
what could and should be celebrated in 2017. 
the leadership of the Evangelische Kirche in 
Deutschland seems to celebrate itself. all this 
happens two decades before the foreseeable 
demographic demise of the Evangelische Kirche 
and on its steep path downhill into insignifi-
cance. 

Let me comment on one of these issues. that some 
scholars now focus on Luther’s deficiencies and 
mistakes should not come as a surprise (although, 
obviously, this should not be done in a one-sided 
manner). For long periods of time there was no 
critical assessment of Luther within the Lutheran 
tradition. one of the disputed issues is his nega-
tive stance towards the Jews of his time.13 Even 
the positive statements on Jews in his early writ-
ings occur within the larger medieval anti-Jewish 
paradigm. it would be interesting to examine how 
Luther’s assessment of the Jews is related to his 
one-sided and at times radical and reductionist 
understanding of the old testament.14 in view of 
this and other discussions – which were both fore-
seeable and unavoidable – it was unwise to identify 
the reformation jubilee so exclusively with Luther.

to return to the beginning, it is relatively easy 
to summarise – in the language of historical and 
systematic theology – what Luther and others of 
his day meant by justification and other key terms. 
Christiane tietz has done so with acumen in the 
entry quoted above. But it is far more difficult to 
explain this beyond the confines of academic the-
ology or a well-instructed wider Christian audi-
ence (an entity that is threatened with extinction). 
Perhaps the insecure response of the church rep-
resentatives to the secular marketing specialists 
is more telling regarding all theologians than we 
would wish it to be. Evangelical theologians would 
also have been able to provide a summary of justi-
fication and other spiritual concerns and results of 
the reformation in theological language, perhaps 
with different emphases. But even then the secular 

marketing specialists and their audiences still would 
not understand their relevance to themselves and 
society at large. What is this ‘reformation-thing’ 
all about?

theologians and Christians in general are faced 
with the challenge of communicating this and 
other theological contents in a secular age with-
out familiarity with the basic contents of historic 
Christianity.15 too few have attempted to analyse 
current developments and to address the chal-
lenges of communicating the Gospel in a thor-
oughly secular age. however, two articles in this 
issue of the European Journal of Theology interact 
with Charles taylor’s A Secular Age, the inspiring 
contribution to the current academic discussion of 
this theme which has triggered further studies, such 
as Working with A Secular Age: Interdisciplinary 
Perspectives on Charles Taylor’s Master Narrative.16 

a few years ago, a prominent evangelical north 
american new testament scholar and member 
of the Evangelical theological Society (www.
etsjets.org) attended the Facharbeitsgruppe neues 
testament of the arbeitskreis für evangelikale 
theologie (www.afet.de), which is held annually in 
marburg, Germany. this colleague mentioned to 
me that some north american evangelicals expect 
that, due to their training and cultural background, 
their European colleagues are better equipped to 
deal with the challenges of secularism. he came to 
learn from us. But is this really the case? Can we 
not only summarise ‘justification’ but also commu-
nicate its biblical and theological content to secu-
lar people so that they understand what it means, 
why it is of significance to them, and why and how 
they should embrace it? Can we communicate 
with people who do not believe in a personal God; 
who do not see themselves responsible before him; 
who are not convinced of their inherent evilness 
and who do not suffer under their guilt; who are 
not searching for the means for being right with 
God and for receiving his mercy; and who do 
not attempt to achieve their own righteousness 
through the old testament Law or other means 
as was the case with many people in Luther’s day? 
(the obvious difficulties of its proper communica-
tion today must not detract from the significance 
and the beauty of the biblical and reformation 
doctrine of justification, particularly when it is 
understood as an umbrella term for soteriology.)

Perhaps i am painting a sombre picture, but i 
am convinced that these are areas that European 
evangelical theologians need to address seriously 
if they are to communicate the Gospel to secular 



•  Christoph stensChke  •

116	•	EJT	25:2

Europeans and if they are to help other Christians, 
in Europe or elsewhere, to do so. only few of the 
people with whom i speak about the Gospel are 
aggressively opposed to it. there is even a sense of 
longing for a God or the God who was lost in tran-
sition somewhere along the way to modernity and 
the secular age. most secular Europeans feel that 
Christianity simply does not make sense to them or 
fails to address their needs. We present the Gospel 
as a solution to people who do not have or see the 
problems and plights that it addresses.

i trust that the present issue of the European 
Journal of Theology will be helpful to address these 
challenges; responses and further contributions 
along these lines would be most welcome. this 
journal would be an ideal interdisciplinary and 
international platform to discuss such matters from 
a European perspective and in European context. 

the jubilee of the reformation and the chal-
lenges of secularisation raise issues that we need to 
address urgently. if the jubilee alerts and inspires 
us, then the efforts of preparing and celebrating 
will have been worthwhile.

the biennial conference of the Fellowship of 
Evangelical theologians (FEEt) in Wittenberg, 
Germany is now past (26-30 august 2016). under 
the theme, the reformation – its theology and 
its Legacy, the conference addressed several aspects 
of the reformation and its relevance for today. 
the conference papers will be edited by Pierre 
Berthoud and Pieter Lalleman, and appear in 
book-form early in 2017, published by Wipf and 
Stock.
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