
u n i ve r s i t y  o f  co pe n h ag e n  

Religion received

A Lutheran consideration of religion

Kristensen, Johanne Stubbe T

Published in:
Dialog

DOI:
10.1111/dial.12762

Publication date:
2022

Document version
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Document license:
CC BY-NC-ND

Citation for published version (APA):
Kristensen, J. S. T. (2022). Religion received: A Lutheran consideration of religion. Dialog, 61(3), 226-232.
https://doi.org/10.1111/dial.12762

Download date: 23. maj. 2023

https://doi.org/10.1111/dial.12762
https://curis.ku.dk/portal/da/persons/johanne-stubbe-t-kristensen(418f5c97-0f29-4664-ab98-153da572ab19).html
https://curis.ku.dk/portal/da/publications/religion-received(a13a12ed-62a3-4057-aa66-4e9a4e7a00ad).html
https://curis.ku.dk/portal/da/publications/religion-received(a13a12ed-62a3-4057-aa66-4e9a4e7a00ad).html
https://curis.ku.dk/portal/da/publications/religion-received(a13a12ed-62a3-4057-aa66-4e9a4e7a00ad).html
https://doi.org/10.1111/dial.12762


Received: 6 October 2022 Accepted: 6 October 2022

DOI: 10.1111/dial.12762

TH EME ARTICLE

Religion received: A Lutheran consideration of religion

Johanne S. T. Kristensen

Faculty of Theology, University of
Copenhagen, Kobenhavn S, Denmark

Correspondence
Johanne S. T. Kristensen, Faculty of
Theology, University of Copenhagen,
Karen Blixens Plads 16, Kobenhavn S
2300, Denmark.
Email: jst@teol.ku.dk

Abstract
This article considers the conception of religion from a contemporary Lutheran
perspective. It begins by recollecting the 20th-century Protestant strife over the
concept of religion, and by articulating a deep Protestant ambivalence in regard
to religion. This ambivalence is considered an inherently Lutheran insight essen-
tially belonging to Luther’s rediscovering of justification by faith alone, including
his simul justus et peccator. Thus, the article asks how this ambivalence might
be expressed today in a specifically Lutheran approach to religion. It proposes
an answer by reference to a critical phenomenological interpretation ofWolfhart
Pannenberg’s reception of Luther. This proposal considers the concept of religion
as an expression of a genuinely passive and open, historical, and embodied prac-
tice, which means that religion is an essentially eschatological concept, and to
be conceptualized eschatologically. Such an eschatological approach may serve
as both a criticism of current religious practice, and as a promise for a partic-
ular human being and the community through, and in which, this particular
human lives. Hence, by returning to sola fide, the article proposes to concep-
tualize religion eschatologically as the received reconciliation and freedom of a
Christian.
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1 A LUTHERAN CONCEPTION OF
RELIGION?1

“What is the point of religion? What makes a religion
“work,” and be relevant and a transformative power in a
person’s and a community’s life? What does a “healthy”
religion “do”? How about the opposite? And what has
Luther to do with any of this?”2 These questions, which
were posed at the 14th International Congress for Luther
Research, are giant questions, and a person who attempts
to answer might do no more than making the impression

This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs License, which permits use and distribution in any medium,
provided the original work is properly cited, the use is non-commercial and no modifications or adaptations are made.
© 2022 The Authors. Dialog published by Wiley Periodicals LLC.

that this person thinks too much of herself. On the other
hand, what happens to contemporary theology if we do not
dare to try to answer these kinds of giant questions?
In contemporary Lutheran theology, there is a broad dis-

cussion of religion and a corresponding reception of many
different concepts of religion. In the late 20th century,
these concepts have often been related to, or even been
based on, insights from the sciences of religion, such as, for
example, from Religionswissenschaft, Religionsgeschichte,
Religionsphänomenologie, or Religionspsychologie.3 Yet,
during this reception of different conceptions of religion,
it has not always been fully clear as to what really was, or
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KRISTENSEN 227

is, the specific theological, or even the Lutheran point of
religion. Often, the reception of concepts of religion from
disciplines other than theology even seem to presuppose
that religion, seen from a Lutheran perspective, is a good
thing, a great idea, a fine practice, or at least something we
would like to see more of. Such an approach would typi-
cally presuppose that there is a religion called Christianity,
or that there is something called Christianity, which is a
religion, and that it would be good if there were more
Christians in the world?4 But is this really so? Would that,
today, truly be a Lutheran thought?
In the following, I will attempt to continue a Lutheran

discussion of religion by recollecting the Protestant strife
over the concept of religion in the 20th century, and artic-
ulating a deep Protestant ambivalence toward religion.5 I
will relate this to some basic and relatively uncontrover-
sial characteristic of Luther’s theology and then—in the
second part—turn to a more detailed post-dialectical Ger-
man discussion of this specific Lutheran identity and its
consequences for a Lutheran conception of religion. This
second section unfolds Wolfhart Pannenberg’s ecclesio-
logical and eschatological reception of Luther, as well as
Pannenberg’s interference with the Lutheran scholarship
of his time. In the final part, which is particularly con-
structive, I will extend Pannenberg’s insights by drawing
indirectly on critical phenomenology and providing my
proposal of the “point of religion,” namely the reconcili-
ation of the human relationship to God, the self and the
world. The terms for this reconciliation are trust, hope
and love. That is what Lutherans typically refer to as the
freedom of a Christian. My constructive addition is a con-
sideration of this freedom as not only peace and creativity,
but also as implying a certain kind of struggle for truth and
the criticism of practice.

2 THE PROTESTANT AMBIVALENCE
TOWARD RELIGION

If we abstract from the above mentioned contemporary
affirmative and uncritical theological reception of con-
cepts of religion from the diverse fields of the sciences
of religion, and recollect the 19th and early 20th century
approach to religion, it is marked more than anything by
deep strife and ambivalence. The strife is epitomized in,
and as the conflict between, liberal theology and a the-
ology of revelation. As such, it may be called a historical
conflict between theocentric or Christocentric theology, or
even further symbolized as a conflict between Schleirma-
cher and Barth, and described as the strife over religion as
either an expression of God’s good creation or of human
sinfulness. It goes without saying that since the 1960s the
task has been to unfold faith beyond this dichotomy.6 Yet,

from an immediate perspective, this strife would be what
we find when we go back to early 20th-century debates.
According to the German theologian Christian Danz,

the historical strife appeared in the first half of the 20th
century in the attempt to replace the concept of human
religion with the concept of the revelation of God as
the true religion.7 According to Danz, this attempt was
methodologically motivated by the assertion that a the-
ology that methodologically proceeds from a concept of
human religion cannot adequately express the contin-
gency and undeductability of human self-understanding,
and will therefore make religion dependent on human
works.8 Thus, an approach to God from the concept of
human religion, or even worse from the perspective of so-
called positive religions, amounts to the confusion of God
and the human being, and hence to sin.
Yet, as Danz emphasizes, even for the dialectical the-

ologians the revelation of God was considered to be
true religion in the sense of “die als Gotteserkenntnis
gedeutete wahre selbsterkenntnis des Menschen.”9 True
religion is the understanding of God, who is revealed
in Christ. According to the dialectical theologians, this
specific Christological and essentially Trinitarian under-
standing of God is also experienced as an understanding
of the human self, which expresses itself in descriptions of
the human self and of the world. Therefore, according to
Danz, the two different dialectical and liberal assessments
of religion share the same concern, namely to express true
religion as the reconciliation of the human beingwithGod.
The difference between them is that they use different
words for this reconciliation, since in this sense the dialec-
tical theologians cannot risk reconciliation being confused
with so-called positive, historical, or empirical religion, as
became the case in late liberal theology. Consequently, they
have to add “true” to religion, which otherwise for them
would be a negative concept expressing human, positive,
historical, and empirical attempts to attain reconciliation
with God. As such, that is, as found in history, religion is
sin. It is the opposite of reconciliation. It is the absence of
reconciliation in the very attempt to attain it.
So far, this description of the strife may be well known.

What may be not that well known is, that according to
Danz, this strife is not a strife in which we today have to
side with one approach against the other. Instead, if we are
aware that the word religion de facto expresses this strife,
and that as such it is immediately unusable and has to
be qualified theologically, we begin by noticing what the
opposite positions, in spite of almost opposite terminology,
might share. Namely, the idea or assertion that true reli-
gion is reconciliation, and that reconciliation is a certain
type of experience, understanding or event as a certain con-
stellation of God, the self and the world. On the one hand,
in this sense the shared concern or problem is that this
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228 KRISTENSEN

reconciliation, which is true religion, has to be con-
ceptualized as a particular human being reconciliation,
while at the same time cannot be considered as human’s
work, since that would undermine their shared point of
departure and the Protestant perspective.
According to this reading of Danz, the strife over reli-

gion can be seen as a kind of conceptual projection of an
inherently Protestant issue. This issue is the contingency
and undeductability of faith as the event of reconciliation.
Thus, appropriation is not an addition to reconciliation,
but how this contingent and undeductable event of faith
expresses itself. Reconciliation is appropriation, but appro-
priation is not reconciliation. As Danz explains, Karl Barth
is the “Gotteserkenntnis,” which belongs to the Word of
God, not other than the transfiguration of this particular
human being in regard to the brokenness of this human’s
self-relation and the true foundation of this self-relation in
the relationship to God. So the brokenness expresses itself
in the conception of the unableness of human beings to
justify themselves, and therefore the unableness of recon-
ciliating themselves with God. Thus, the issue in the strife
over religion is not amatter of a conceptual alternative or a
number of alternatives as of for-or against religion or for-or
against revelation, but this issue is inherent in and deci-
sive for both positions in their analysis or reconstruction of
faith. In other words, religion is a matter of the Lutheran
conception of justification by faith alone. It is a matter of
simul justus et peccator, and of the contemporary Lutheran
conception of this faith. As Danz summarizes:

Faith is for Luther the individual appropri-
ation of truth. Only faith grabbing Christ
understands the human being as such, and
brings it to truth. This conception of the
understanding of faith throughLuther implies
a problem that has kept the subsequent
Protestant theology in suspense up to the
present day. It consists of the question of how
the individual appropriation of truth can be
understood in such a way that is does not
appear as the work of this human being.10

How can reconciliation be described as faith and faith
as the appropriation of truth, and yet not as a piece of
work? How can we qualify the concept of religion as a
human being’s own individual appropriation of truth and
yet not as this human’s own work, but instead the work of
the Christ Spirit? To move further, I will hence move into
the post-dialectical debate of justification by faith alone by
considering Pannenberg’s interpretation and his critique
of 20th-century individualistic andmoralistic receptions of
this doctrine of justification. The question is how Luther’s
assertion of alone—the so-called Lutheran sola fide—can

be expressed in a consideration of religion, and even as the
point of religion. What would that mean?

3 RELIGION AS JUSTIFICATIO SOLA
FIDE

According to Luther, reconciliation is the work of Christ
in his Spirit, and this means that Christ works through
his word and sacraments. But how do they bring about
reconciliation? What would it mean in concrete terms?
Pannenberg’s proposes an answer in the part on Ecclesiol-
ogy in his Systematic Theology Vol 3.11 More than anything,
this unusually long part appears as a constructive com-
mentary on Luther’s doctrine of justification. Pannenberg
begins by arguing against a theological separation of eccle-
siology from eschatology. According to Pannenberg, such a
separation is a huge problem in 20th-century theology, and
in the reception of Luther. The problem is twofold, since
such a separation implies that either the eschatological
reconciliation is already realized in the church or not yet
realized. Already realized would mean that the church as
the community of believers is considered as justus, which
would be the liberal theological temptation, or it would
imply that the church is not considered the realization,
and thus that the church is primarily under judgement
and the believer basically peccator, which would be the
dialectical temptation. Instead, Pannenberg argues that
ecclesiology and eschatology are related. The Spirit, which
Pannenberg, in an affirmation of Augustine and Luther,
describes as a specific relationship to Christ, works inword
and sacraments, and creates the community of the church
and consummates the Kingdom of God. In principle, the
church is the historical expression of this divine plan; yet,
the plan has conditions and consequences. The church has
a context. It is not divine in itself, but still of the divine
plan to reconcile. Therefore, church is neither an empir-
ical nor ideal reconciliation, but may appear, and that is
under condition and in interpretation as reconciliation.
In regard to this condition of the church, Pannenberg

emphasizes that the Spirit is already at work as the origin
of all life in creation, and it is only against this background,
that we, according to Pannenberg, can rightly understand
the work of the Spirit as church. The Spirit given to believ-
ers is none other than the creator of all life.12 Pannenberg is
worried that the Reformation’s concentration on the word
has led to a restriction and reduction of the Spirit’s function
to impartthe knowledge of faith.13 He thus affirms both
Paul Tillich’s and Karl Barth’s critique of this reductive
tendency, and their emphasis on the relationship between
the protology and eschatology. Consequently, so far, Pan-
nenberg goes with both Tillich and Barth in his reading of
Luther.
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KRISTENSEN 229

Now, Pannenberg unfolds what Spirit means. Christ
has given himself to believers, and the Spirit is Christ’s
Spirit received as a gift. The work of the Spirit, on and
in believers, is not just that of an external, invisible and
incomprehensible field of force, but rather a specific gift,
that is, the gift of a specific relationship to Christ, and thus
to his death and resurrection, and therefore to own sin, suf-
fering and death. The gift of the Spirit has a soteriological
function as an anticipation of the eschatological outpour-
ing of the Spirit.14 For this reason, for Pannenberg religion
is also about reconciliation, but in the sense of eschato-
logical fulfillment. In other words, he opposes a one-sided
Christological grounding of the church, and claims that the
Reformation view of the church as a creation of the Word
stands in danger of a one-sided Christological constriction,
and a tendency toward a theocracy of proclamation.15 Such
a tendency is the tendency to make the gospel a law, and to
confuse creation with sin.
Against this, he claims that the church as anticipation of

the eschatological outpouring of Spirit and the Kingdom of
God is the fellowship of believers, which is grounded in the
spiritual participation of each in Jesus Christ. According
to Pannenberg, this is what the Spirit is and does. It is the
relationship to Christ, and therefore to the second person
in the Trinity. This is the gift. That is it. Nothing else, since
this relationship is new life. It is very simple. The church
is the community of those who share the fellowship of the
cross in the celebration of resurrection. What makes the
church the (true) church is this one specific relationship
to Christ. This specific eschatological content is divine,
and not only ethical or political. It became conceived in
ethicalways after Kant and the Enlightenment, but accord-
ing to Luther it was, argues Pannenberg, protological and
eschatological and not primarily ethical. According to Pan-
nenberg, ethics is not the foundation of theology. Christ as
exemplum is secondary to Christ as gift.
For Pannenberg, it is therefore decisive to understand

that the Spirit is not about knowledge of the Word as a
kind of effort or work. That would amount to a reduc-
tive intellectualization of faith. That would turn the gospel
into a law and would—as a second, equally problematic
consequence—imply a question about how this “intel-
lectual” gospel then becomes reality, that is, how this
intellectual faith regains some kind of shape in the world,
and some kind of reality that is other than a false neurotic
dynamic. Instead, the Spirit is the gift of Christ as the gift
of a new relationship to death as separation and thus as the
opposite of reconciliation. In thisway, that is, by expanding
soteriology through protology to eschatology, Pannenberg
aims to present fellowship with Christ, sola fide, and thus
a new understanding of the dynamic of law and gospel.
With reference toGerhard Ebeling, he argues that Christ

is the end of the law as a means by which we may become

righteous.16 To be a fellow of Christ, and to be church, is
not a matter of remaining faithful to something, such as,
for example, to the Bible, to the knowledge of Christ or the
practice of the church, or even to a contemporary homilet-
ical rule. The gospel does not function as a new law, but
is the eschatological fulfillment of the law.17 It is Christ. It
is freedom. According to Pannenberg, Luther saw the law
exactly this way, that is, structurally as law in the absolute
sense, and not as a legalism.18 The law is the image of God
in service to the world as the destiny of the human being.
This destiny is exactly an eschatological structure in the
sense of an eschatological condition of faith.19
Now, according to Pannenberg, Luther’s statements

clearly tell us that eschatological justification takes place
in a specific situation, namely the penitential situation.20
This means that it is in the situation of confusion and sep-
aration, in which we should expect the workings of the
Spirit. I would like to emphasize this focus on the neg-
ative situation as the sitz im leben of reconciliation, and
thus of religion. Speaking with Luther means that religion
is not a neurotic matter of guilt and forgiveness, but new
life.21 It is not an evil ritual circle of regrets and thanks.
Therefore, Pannenberg’s preferred concept for this situa-
tion or context of justification is perversion, but perversion
understood as a confusionmanifesting itself as separation,
that is, as desire and anxiety manifesting in death. The
transformation of this situation is the fulfillment of the
law of our first estate, that is, of love that follows from
the Spirit as a relationship to Christ. It is just as Luther
describes it in his Large Catechism, and that means that
it is a matter of the Kingdom of God. The content of this
kingdom is love, hope, and faith. This is given in baptism,
and strengthened in the Eucharist. For this reason, these
two sacraments become, through the history of the Spirit,
the eschatological context of world history in itsmovement
toward fulfillment in spite of the intentions of the actors in
it. As Pannenberg writes:

We have to establish the point that according
to Paul’s teaching about the gospel, the turn
from law to grace has taken place once and
for all, so that space opens up for the exis-
tence and history of the church, and also for
the grounding of the continuity of individual
Christian lives in baptism. The eschatological
turn from law to gospel is not something that
takes place again and again in the church in
the pronouncing of forgiveness. It has taken
place definitively in Jesus Christ. It has thus
provided a basis for the history of the church.
By baptism, it is also appropriated to the indi-
vidual lives of Christians, and constitutes their
new identity as Christians.22
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230 KRISTENSEN

Church history and the life of individual Christians are
caught up in this shared movement of the Spirit: “Only
in this [historical] context can and must the experience
of Luther, and that of Augustine before him, find proper
evaluation.”23 Theologians should, Pannenberg argues,
not blur the background of justification in eschatology and
salvation history, and thereby reduce “the distinction of
law and gospel to a homiletical rule thatwe can apply again
and again.”24

4 RELIGION AS FREEDOMAND
FREEDOMAS STRUGGLE

According to Pannenberg, eschatological justification—
and that is religion—is not a matter of homiletics, and
does not amount to any practice of the church. Such a
conception, that is, the gospel as a homiletic rule and a
neurotic repetition of forgiveness from arbitrary cultural
norms, could rather be an expression of a human patho-
logical inability to distinguish between law and gospel.
Not even baptism and Eucharist are to be considered a
church practice, and are not rules to confirm or comply
to. They are sacraments. They are events of the Spirit that
ground the Kingdom. And without the Kingdom, there
would be no church practice at all and no homiletics. To
Pannenberg, justification is reception of life. It is gift and
it shows in love, hope, and faith. It is the experience of
freedom in the penitential and final situation of sin and
death. It is freedom as the ability to differentiate, and
even mediate between law and gospel, and hence even
as a creativity that mediates death and life. What is love
other than to be able to distinguish between the self and
the world? What is hope other than to be able to distin-
guish between that which is threatening, and that which
we already have to grieve? And faith, other than being
able to distinguish between self and God? The ability of
distinction in the sense of differentiation is therefore essen-
tially the ability of communication. It is transformation as
reconciliation.
In this eschatological understanding, the church is the

community in which human beings are reborn as distin-
guished individuals, and society as the communication
between these individuals is instituted as such. This is a
society that is not a collection of things or the material
of a machine. In this sense, for Pannenberg society is a
function of the church in the eschatological sense of this
word. According to Pannenberg, without the church there
would not be society in the strict sense of the word, but
only a collection of individuals organized in oneway or the
other. And these individuals would not really be individ-
uals in the strict—theological—sense of singular human
beingswith integrity and inviolableworth, but instead only

individuals according to an external law, and thus rather
perceived as a kind of things. Pannenberg explains in an
almost poetic style:

Hope for the end-time kingdom of God also
carries with it as such the thought of the rec-
onciliation of the individual and society. The
rule of God’s righteous will mean that to each
of us will be given our own, and that none of
us can arrogate to ourselves any more. Strife
regarding the amount that is specifically due
to each will thus be ended, and with it the suf-
fering caused by the feeling that others and the
social “system” have unjustly deprived us of.
In the social reality of this world, the feeling
of alienation from others that the impression
of being unjustly discriminated against engen-
ders is undoubtedly in part a result of the
excessive claims that individuals make. But in
part, too, the feeling of a person that others
are not giving him or her adequate recogni-
tion and worth is justified. The two aspects
are inextricably interwoven, so that it is sur-
prising that in this world there is any human
fellowship at all in mutual recognition. We
find it best in small, living societies that can
be overseen. In these all know each other and
are referred to each other. Yet even in such
societies, a power is needed to turn again and
again to others in spite of disappointments.
Even in the family and the workplace and
free societies, individuals suffer deep wounds
and deformations. Only the law of God that is
perfected by love finally reconciles individu-
als with one another, and therefore also with
society in the kingdom of God.25

So if we, today, look to society and perceive all kinds of
horrible polarizations, destructive events and structures,
wars and threats, the answer we find in Pannenberg would
not be to wish for more Christians, more church, andmore
religion. It would instead be the call to investigate our own
religion, own own church, and our ownChristianity.What
has gone wrong? Pannenberg was himself a theologian,
who in his own time attempted to debate with Barth, and
to go back to the reformation and the early church, back
to Luther and to Augustin. He read again that which was
already read. He wrote on topics that most people thought
were obsolete. In line with this, it seems to me that we
can rediscover through Pannenberg and Luther the early
church notion of religion as reconciliation in an eschato-
logical conception, that is, as both the dynamic source and
destiny of creation.
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KRISTENSEN 231

Hence, if we—with Pannenberg behind us—look more
closely to the horrors of our time, we too may consider
them as expressions of perversions that manifest them-
selves in confusions in the sense of inability of orientation,
and separations in the sense of brokenness and death. The
Lutheran challenge is that most sciences of religion, and
most contemporary political and ethical positions, have
become what they are on the condition of the modern
conceptual separation of the world into naturalism and
supernaturalism. Even this separation has made the post-
modern attempts to deal with it look suspicious, at least if
it cannot integrate or articulate this separation as the sitz
im leben for reconciliation. If this is the context, then this
is where an early church-oriented Lutheran conception of
religionmight situate itself. Not in anaturalistic liberal the-
ology, nor in a supernaturalistic dialectical theology, but in
a truly liberal and truly dialectical articulation of the issue
at stake in this separation, which wemight today still term
the issue of justification by faith alone.
As such, the penitential context of justification amounts

to a separation into, on the one hand, a “spiritualization”
in the negative sense of a monistic world, that is, without
differences and directions, and on the other to “materi-
alization” in the negative sense of the word as a world
consisting of entities.26 Both a pure spirituality and a pure
materiality is the opposite of the work of Christ’s Spirit,
and the opposite of the church as the body of Christ. In
this sense, materiality comes close to the early Christian
notion of sarx, with Christians confessing the resurrection
of this sarx. In the Apostle’s Creed, the confession of remis-
sionem peccatorum and carnis ressurectionem stands as a
chiasm, which expresses two dimensions of one and the
same event, namely the different dimensions of resurrec-
tion. The addition of vitam aeternam as the final sentence
of the creed is intended to prevent the falling apart and
separation of the two dimensions. The vitam aeternam
is reconciliation in its most comprehensive dimension. It
is the Christian definition of religion.27 So, since Luther
could speak constructively of the corpse of Christ on the
cross, and Augustin could write constructively of his sin,
his tears, and his grief, human beings might also be able
to speak of hope in the midst of polarization and war.
Yet, strictly speaking, this is only possible in hindsight or
rightly put in anticipation of hindsight, and that is in escha-
tological expectation and remembrance, to find joy in the
corpse on the cross in itself, that is, without the resur-
rection of this corpse into the body of Christ, would be a
perverse joy.
I therefore propose an eschatological conceptualization

of religion, in which the concept itself is not more than a
perspective, a gaze, and not justification and not religion
itself. As such, the concept holds no other comfort than
a creative reconstruction of the freedom of religion as the

ability to differentiate and communicate. Hence, from a
Lutheran perspective, the freedom of religion—meaning
the freedom of the gift of reconciliation—is not a move-
ment out of the world, but rather toward and through it.
Historically speaking, this eschatological gift of reconcil-
iation is no peace, but instead a struggle for truth and an
embodied sensitivity and care for themany forms of suffer-
ing in the world. It is a solidary in the cross, and a singular
joy of creativity. It is the work of the Spirit received as faith.
From a Lutheran perspective, this alone is the constructive
meaning of the word religion. Religion received.
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