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Justification through God’s grace by faith hope and charity (L/12)
Introduction: Is it faith or works? Back in the 1500’s Martin Luther and his followers had declared sola fide! Faith alone! Grace alone! Nothing we do can earn our salvation. The doctrine of justification was of central importance for the Lutheran Reformation of the sixteenth century. It was held to be the "first and chief article" and, at the same time, the "ruler and judge over all other Christian doctrines." Catholics have insisted all along that salvation comes to us by God’s grace and our cooperation with it. It is a blend of faith and works.  However, on October 31, 1999, the Catholic Church and the Lutheran World Federation signed a historic document known as the Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification (JD). This document was the fruit of almost thirty years of ecumenical dialogue between Catholic and Lutheran theologians with the support of their religious leaders. It articulates a common understanding of our justification by God's grace through faith in Christ. The Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification acknowledges that good works are a genuine response to God’s grace—not the cause of it. The declaration also rescinds the formal condemnations of both the Catholic and Lutheran Churches against one another. The ceremony took place in Augsburg, Germany, on October 31, 1999, Reformation Sunday—the anniversary of Martin Luther nailing his 95 theses of protest to the church door in Wittenberg, Germany.  At the liturgy, as the congregation sang “Veni Creator Spiritus,” the joint declaration was signed for Catholics by Cardinal Edward I. Cassidy and Bishop Walter Kasper, with the explicit approval of Pope John Paul II and the head of the Lutheran Church.  This joint declaration is a breakthrough that opens the doors for other aspects of Lutheran-Catholic dialogue. 

Justification and salvation in Church history: Some of the Church’s deepest struggles have centered on this doctrine of grace. Even in New Testament times, we see different approaches in response to the differing situations of the local Churches. St. Paul writes of being “righteous by faith” in Romans 1:17 and again in Ephesians 2:4-10. Yet, the Apostle James writes that faith without works is dead (James 2:17). Writing to the Galatians (5:6), St. Paul seems to strike a balance, speaking of “faith working through love.” St. Augustine, the “Doctor of Grace,” expressed his understanding of grace in the fifth century against Pelagius, a rigorist who held that humans can become perfect through their own efforts. Augustine stressed that grace—God’s free gift—plays the critical role in our salvation, not our actions. As Europe emerged from the Middle Ages, the issue erupted as the central issue in the argument between the Protestant reformers and the Roman Catholic Church. As Luther challenged the position of the Roman Catholic establishment, misunderstanding followed misunderstanding, positions hardened, and mutual, long-lasting condemnations resulted. The Roman Catholic theological response to Luther’s fundamental criticisms came only decades later, in the Council of Trent. Setting Catholic theology straight in more than a few areas, Trent acknowledged the freedom of God’s grace but insisted that our works do contribute to our salvation, though even our ability to do good works is due to God’s grace. For 450 years, Lutherans and Catholics eyed each other with fear and suspicion. Then in 1963, Pope John XXIII convoked Vatican Council II, pressing urgently for unity among Christians. Formal dialogues began between Catholics and other Christians, including Lutherans. Thirty-three years later, on the eve of the Jubilee celebrating the 2,000th anniversary of Jesus’ birth, it was time for the Lutheran-Catholic dialogue to mark progress. 
What is justification? Justification is a mystery which cannot be exhaustively understood. But we can speak about what happens in justification; who causes justification and through what means; and what the basis for justification is. The Catholic doctrine is that Justification involves the free forgiveness of sins and the re-creation of the sinner through the infusion of justifying grace, otherwise known as sanctifying grace. This infusion makes us God’s truly just friends and adopted sons (CCC 1266, 1999, 2000, and 2010; Compendium of the Catechism 263 and 423). God alone causes justification, working through the sacraments of baptism and reconciliation. “It occurs in the reception of the Holy Spirit in baptism and incorporation into the one body” (Rom 8:1f, 9f; I Cor 12:12f).  “All this is from God alone, for Christ's sake, by grace, through faith in 'the gospel of God's Son' (Rom 1:1-3)" (Joint Declaration). Hence, the basis for justification –  or the grounds on account of which God justifies—are the merits of Jesus Christ. “By grace alone, in faith in Christ's saving work and not because of any merit on our part, we are accepted by God and receive the Holy Spirit, who renews our hearts while equipping and calling us to good works” (JD). 
1) Justification as forgiveness of sin: Original sin is what we inherit from Adam.  This means that we are all conceived in a state of alienation from God (Ps 51, Eph 2:3). We are deprived of sanctifying grace, which made us radiant the way angels are. We inherit the rebellious state which Adam chose. We find acts of supernatural virtue impossible, acts of natural virtue difficult, and, often enough, acts of vice attractive. An act of mortal sin is an offense of infinite proportion because, instead of cleaving to God as I am commanded (Dt 6:4ff), I choose another god. There is no human sinner who can make himself just. God is not only just but merciful.  Since sin entails guilt before God, only God can remit sin. Instead of condemning us sinful humans, God became one of us, yet without sin (Heb 2:14-17, 4:15), in order to atone for our sins by Jesus’ willing, sacrificial suffering, death and resurrection.  Such a divine expiation for our sins can be received by our acceptance of it through faith. This acceptance is an act of freewill. That is what we do when we confess our, sins asking God’s forgiveness. Thus, we become justified before God by responding to and accepting His expiation for our sins by our own repentance for, and confession of, them. 

2) Justification by grace: The second type of justification is by the infusion of sanctifying grace and the theological virtues (faith, hope, and charity), by means of which the human person becomes God’s acceptable child, his loving friend, an heir of eternal life (Jn 15:15, Rom 8:14-17, Gal 4:7). The Catholic teaching is that forgiveness of sin is not isolated from this re-creation by sanctifying grace (Gal 6:15), but comes hand-in-hand with it (Trent, VI, ch. 7 and canons 10-11). Hence, it is inseparable from the first form of justification as forgiveness of sin. For three reasons our Redemption is not, and cannot be, accomplished by works of law. First, no one can exact forgiveness, much less divine forgiveness. Second, no one can bring down grace, no matter how much he tries. Third, a rotten tree—which is what man is when born—cannot bear (supernaturally) good fruit. Similarly, justification, which is dependent on Christ’s redemptive act, is a free gift and not a work of law (Rom 3:20, 28; Gal 2:16; Eph 2:9), nor a product of human willing (Jn 1:13).

Faith needed for justification includes works of charity: The "faith alone" formula is unbiblical language. The phrase "faith alone" (pisteus monon) appears in the New Testament only once -- in James 2:24 – where it is rejected. Hence, Pope Benedict teaches that faith alone suffices for justification only in the sense that it always includes charity. He means, by "true faith," a living faith, and living faith by dogmatic definition includes charity, because divine faith without hope and charity does not avail (1 Cor 13:2, 1 Jn 3:14). Charity is not first a "work." It is first of all a divine gift of love that comes down from the Father (Jas 1:17) through the Holy Spirit (Rom 5:5). It is by this gift of divine love that faith can realize itself in good works (Gal 5:6). Pope Benedict teaches that charity is the soul or form of faith (Audience, Nov. 19).  It is living faith that realizes itself through good works and produces good works. So the Pope clarifies that living faith itself will surely die if it is not expressed in concrete works, if I am capable of action and the opportunity presents 
itself. 

 Good works are signs of justification: Good works testify to justification, for they are signs of a justification already received. They are signs of gratitude for the gift already given, promised in earnest. Martin Luther said the same thing, as did St. Thomas Aquinas and the Catholic saints. Pope Benedict clarifies that  Charity—a free gift from God the Father—is an expression of living faith.  This is what Trent teaches (Trent, VI, canon 24). In order to emphasize the role in our justification of good works flowing from faith, the Pope focuses on the final judgment: "This idea of the Last Judgment must illumine us in our daily lives" (Nov. 26). What is the basis upon which we will be judged? The "sole criterion is love" (Nov. 19; see also, Nov. 26). Hence, "At the end of this Gospel [Mt 25], we can say: love alone, charity alone" (Nov. 19). Love of God and neighbor is a matter of life and death (Dt 30; John Paul II, Veritatis Splendor, 12), for even though a person has divine faith as a free commitment to Christ, if he has not charity—and the deeds of charity where need requires and capacity exists—he cannot be saved (Mt 7:22ff; Jn 15:2; 1 Cor 6:9-11; Gal 5:19-21; Jas 2:17; Veritatis Splendor, 68). The word "faith" certainly calls to mind a gift from above, whereas, in common discourse, "love" often calls to mind a work or response, not a divine gift.  Once justified by receiving forgiveness of sins,  God’s grace and works of charity flowing from faith, the Christian can surrender to God and so be increasingly sanctified unto eternal life (Rom 6:15-23).

 Less Lutheran resistance and more Catholic compromise: Luther did not teach that infused charity is the form of justifying faith. Luther rejected the idea that at the baptismal moment of justification, a man becomes truly just interiorly (LW 32:229). Luther—and the Formula of Concord after him—exclude charity from the justifying role of faith. Different Protestants mean different things when they use the "faith alone" slogan. Some (rank antinomians), really do mean that one is justified by intellectual belief alone, without hope or charity. Others (many American Evangelicals), appear to believe one is justified by faith plus hope, which is trust in God for salvation. Many others (including the Lutherans signing the Joint Declaration), believe that charity, the principle behind good works, always accompanies faith, and so believe in justification by “formed faith.” Pope Benedict teaches, "Paul is primarily concerned to show that “formed faith” in Christ is necessary and sufficient" (Audience, Nov. 26). St. James teaches that faith without works is dead (Jas 2:26), and does not justify (Jas 2:24). Pope Benedict explains that, "faith that is active in love testifies to the freely given gift of justification in Christ" (Nov. 26). Hence, Catholics do profess with Lutherans that “faith alone justifies” (1 Cor 13:13) if only that justifying faith (Rom 3:28) is understood as “formed faith” or a compact expression for faith, hope, and charity. The classic Catholic alternative to saying that we are saved "by faith alone" is to say that we are saved by "faith, hope, and charity." St. Paul tells us that charity "believes all things, hopes all things" (1 Cor. 13:7). Thus, if you have "formed faith," you have not only faith, but hope and charity. This is why the two formulas – "faith alone" and "faith, hope, and charity" – can be equivalent. Then one's use of the "faith alone" formula does not fall under the condemnation of the Council of Trent. This is the sense reflected in the Joint Declaration, which states that "justifying faith . . . includes hope in God and love for him.” “Such a faith is active in love and thus the Christian cannot and should not remain without works" (JD 25). L/12
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Additional notes: (http://www.catholic.com/quickquestions/why-does-the-church-teach-that-works-can-obtain-salvation) The Church teaches that it's God's grace from beginning to end which justifies, sanctifies, and saves us. As Paul explains in Philippians 2:13, "God is the one, who, for his good purpose, works in you both to desire and to work."Notice that Paul's words presuppose that the faithful Christian is not just desiring to be righteous, but is actively working toward it. This is the second half of the justification equation, and Protestants either miss or ignore it. James 2:17 reminds us that "faith of itself, if it does not have work, is dead." In verse 24 James says, "See how a person is justified by works and not by faith alone." And later: "For just as a body without a spirit is dead, so also faith without works is dead" (2:26).The Council of Trent harmonizes the necessity of grace and works: "If anyone says that man can be justified before God by his own works, whether done by his own natural powers or by the teaching of the Law, without divine grace through Jesus Christ, let him be anathema" (Session 6; can. 1). The Council fathers continued by saying, "If anyone says that the sinner is justified by faith alone, meaning that nothing else is required to cooperate in order to obtain the grace of justification and that it is not in any way necessary that he be prepared and disposed by the action of his own will, let him be anathema" (Session 6: can. 9).By the way, "let him be anathema" means "let him be excommunicated," not "let him be cursed to hell." So, far from teaching a doctrine of "works righteousness" (that would be Pelagianism, which was condemned at the Council of Carthage in A.D. 418), the Catholic Church teaches the true, biblical doctrine of justification.
Question and Answer by Fr. Elliot: )  Saved by faith alone? 

Why do you Catholics stress good works  
when the Bible says salvation is by faith alone (Eph 2:8-9)? 
 Long before the Protestant Reformation, the Church was trying to correct the abuses taking place with indulgences.1  Despite her effort, many abuses continued to attack the Church’s teaching regarding the role of faith and works.  Through the selling of indulgences, many Christians failed to keep in balance the important functions of faith and works.  Not only was the selling of indulgences a direct offense against the Scriptural command that spiritual goods not be sold,2 but it also placed an overemphasis on the role of “works” in salvation.  What was needed was a balance that gave focus to Christ.  We are still challenged today to maintain this balance.   Martin Luther, the father of the Protestant Reformation, was known for his stance on salvation through faith alone.  Rather than bringing balance to the abuses suffered by the Church, this brought about an overemphasis on faith, which is just as problematic as an overemphasis on works.  There are several passages in the New Testament that explain the important role of faith in our salvation.  However, there are also important passages in the bible that connect the roles of faith and works.  One of these important passages is found in the Letter of James. What does it profit, my brethren, if a man says he has faith but has not works? Can his faith save him?  If a brother or sister is ill-clad and in lack of daily food, and one of you says to them, "Go in peace, be warmed and filled," without giving them the things needed for the body, what does it profit?  So faith by itself, if it 
has no works, is dead. 
        -James 2:14-17    In other words, our “good deeds” in no way earn us justification and salvation—which has been won for us through the Precious Blood of Jesus Christ—but they do testify to our faith. This is what the Council of Trent stressed when it declared, “[N]one of those things which precede justification, whether faith or works, merit the grace of justification; for if it is by grace, it is not now by works; otherwise, as the Apostle [Paul] says, grace is no more grace" (Decree on Justification 8, citing Rom. 11:6).   Or, in the words of the Catechism of the Catholic Church, “With regard to God, there is no strict right to any merit on the part of man.  Between God and us there is an immeasurable inequality, for we have received everything from him, our Creator” (CCC 2007).    In this regard, Catholics and non-Catholics can find a lot of common ground.  Putting misunderstandings aside, we can all agree on the fact that Jesus Christ is sufficient for salvation, but that our response to the gift of salvation should lead us to show His love and forgiveness to the world in both word and action.  In this way, the “King will say to those at his right hand, 'Come, O blessed of my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world; for I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked and you clothed me, I was sick and you visited me, I was in prison and you came to me’” (Matthew 25:34-36).   
                                                
1 An indulgence is the remission of the temporal/purgatorial consequences of sin by the grace of God, requested—
through their acts of charity—by sinners (already reconciled by God). 
2 Acts 8:14-24 
