The Meaning Of Satis Est ‘:

by Gerhard O. Forde

Much of the beauty of the Augsburg Confession (hereafter:
CA) consists in that it means just what it says. In the question
before the house in this session it says:

Our churches also teach that one holy church is to continue forever.
The church is the assembly of saints in which the Gospel is taught
purely and the sacraments are administered rightly. For the true
unity of the church it is enough (satis est) to agree concerning the
teaching of the Gospel and the administration of the sacraments. It is
not necessary that human traditions or rites and ceremonies, insti-
tuted by men, should be alike everywhere. It is as Paul says, “One
faith, one baptism, one God and Father of us all,” etc. (Eph. 4:5,6)
(Art. 7, translated from the Latin version, Book of Concord,
Tappert, 32).

That is the catholic claim of the CA. The meaning is quite plain,
and has been so from the beginning of the Lutheran Reforma-
tion until now. The satis est, especially when taken together with
the next sentence stating that it is not necessary that human
traditions or rites and ceremonies, instituted by men, should be
alike everywhere, is clearly a setting of limits. It states what
constitutes the true unity of the church, and limits what can be
required of any church in order to be included in that unity. The
confession asserts boldly that enough is enough, and that noth-
ing more can be required for the true unity of the Church.

We do not need to guess what Art. 7 means. The texts are in
good shape. We have all the sources any historian could desire.
We have the writings of Luther, Melanchthon and others rele-
vant to the subject. We have the documents used as sources for
the CA and plenty of letters. We know the historical context.
The churches of the Reformation were accused of schism, break-
ing the unity of the church, because they had proceeded without
Roman or Imperial institu-
tional approval in under-
taking certain reforms, es-
pecially in the Saxon
Visitations. The CA is their
“apology,” as they often
referred toit, in which they
turn back the charge of
schism. Even though they
have undertaken several
necessary steps to reform
the church, thusindeed in-
. | terposing certain dis-

| continuities in existing
institutional forms (tradi-
tions, rites, ceremonies, in-
stituted by men), they
have not broken the true
and spiritual unity of the
church, the Reformers
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claimed, because they seek only to proclaim the gospel and
administer the sacraments which call that true churchinto being
and give itits unity.

But one should have no illusions about what a drastic step
this was for any understanding of the church and social life. It
meant a renovation in practically every facet of existence. Justa
list of what the “traditions, rites, and ceremonies” devised by
men included is enough to indicate that:

mandatory fasting; auricular confession; the veneration of saints,
relics, and images; the buying and selling of indulgences; pilgrimages
and shrines; wakes and processions for the dead and dying; endowed
masses in memory of the dead; the doctrine of purgatory; Latin Mass
and liturgy; traditional ceremonies, festivals, and holidays; monas-
teries, nunneries, and mendicant orders; the sacramental status of
marriage, extreme unction, confirmation, holy orders, and penance;
clerical celibacy; clerical immunity from civil taxation and criminal
jurisdiction; nonresident benefices; papal excommunication and in-
terdict; canonlaw; papal and episcopal territorial government; and
the traditional scholastic education of clergy (Steven Ozment, The
Age of Reform 1250-1550 [New Haven: Yale University Press,
1980}, 435).

But if the meaning is quite clear, what is the problem? When
questions arise about the meaning of something so clear, our
suspicions ought to be aroused. All too often that indicates that
amoveisafoot to make it mean something other than it hasbeen
taken to mean all along. That appears to me to be the case in the
current argumentover the satisest. Asis usualin suchinstances,
the question of context is appealed to as the warrant for making
the history say something other than what it clearly intends to
say. If we wish to get at the question of the meaning of the satis
est today, I expect we shall have to attend to such argumenta-
tion. To use an older distinction which I don’t generally es-
pouse, but which may be helpful in this instance, the argument
about the meaning of the satis est is not so much, perhaps, about
what it meant, but what it means. It is not so much, that is, about
whatit meantback there, though thatis inevitably involved, but
perhaps more about what it supposedly means for us today —
or even what we would like it to mean! Itis helpful to distinguish
these two things particularly in arguments where one appeals
to context. With that in mind, we proceed to the question: What
is the meaning of satis est?

The standard argument these days is the argument from
context. The situation now, so the argument goes, is so different
that the satis est is supposed to function differently from the way
it did back then. This sort of argument has lately been raised to
the status of what one supposes is virtual infallibility since it
has been accepted as part of the supporting rationale for the
ELCA statement on ecumenism at the churchwide assembly.}
Since this is the voice of authority, we shall treat it as a classic
statement of the argument about what the satis est means. The



historical situation, the voice of the ELCA informs us, is now
different from what it was in Reformation days. Then, we are
told, the satis est was proposed to preserve an existing unity.
Now, however, it should function, if atall, apparently, to enable
us to move from visible disunity to greater visible unity and
“full communion.”

subject by saying, “Yet Article VII of the Augsburg Confession
continues to be ecumenically freeing, because of its insistence
that agreement in the Gospel suffices for Christian unity.” This
is taken as warrant for the ecumenical method of by-passing
insistence on doctrinal or ecclesiastical uniformity and looking
instead to consensus on the Gospel. Laudable enough. But what

The Kingdom of God comes by God’s power
alone in God’s good time. There will be no church then,
thanks be to God! The church lasts until the end

of the age, and is its end.

Just how the satis est is supposed to do that is never very
clearly spelled out. Instead we are served a series of statements
about the satis est which hardly follow from one another and
seem virtually contradictory if taken according to their implied
meaning. “Today,” we are informed, “the satis est provides an
ecumenical resource to move to levels of fellowship among
divided churches.” True. But only if the safis est is taken as a
concept limiting what can be imposed upon churches as insti-
tutional requirements for unity. But that clearly is not what the
argument is supposed to mean. For the next sentences indicate
that the ecumenism statement has something quite other in
mind. [t moves immediately to try to remove the limits. “ Article
VIL,” it announces, “for all its cohesiveness and precision does
not present a complete doctrine of the church. It is not in the
first instance an expression of a falsely understood ecumenical
openness and freedom from church order, customs, and usages
in the church.” What are such sentences supposed to mean?
Clearly the drift seems to be that since CA 7 does not present a
complete doctrine of the church and cannotbe taken as pointing
to a “falsely understood ecumenical openness,” i.e., freedom
from church order, customs, usages, then we are called upon
now to complete the doctrine of the church and take on, for the
sake of visible unity, the orders, customs, and usages, which the
confessors declared could not be required. Instead, that is, of
being a limiting concept, the satis est is taken to be something of
a minimal requirement for unity, to which a number of other
things could freely be added. This, of course, opens up the
possibility of accepting the orders, customs, and usages which
others may find to be necessary.

But it is hard to see what the next sentences are to mean in
this new context. The “primary meaning” of the satis est, we are
informed next, “is that only those things that convey salvation,
justification by grace through faith, are allowed to be signs and
constitutive elements of the church.” The sentence seems a kind
of grudging admission in the midst of the attempts to open
things up, that the satis est does impose limits which cannot be
denied. It seems a contradiction to the argument to this point.
Then there is a kind of gratuitous reference to the fact that,
unlike the 16th century, we must recognize the missionary
situation of the church today. Another context is heard from.
What that is to mean for the satis est, we are not told. Does it
mean that in the light of the missionary situation we should be
prepared to “loosen” up on the claims of CA 7? If not, why are
such statements here? But then the statement returns to the

provokesinterestis that “ yet” with which the paragraph begins.
“Yet” CA 7 continues tobe ecumenically freeing. Why so, “yet?”
Is that a reference back to the fact that the argument for open-
ness, which took the satis est to be a minimum to which other
things could readily be added, ran into a snag in the fact that
“only those things that convey salvation” are allowed to be
signs and constitutive elements of the church? So is the satis est
to be rescued, finally, by a condescending “yet?”

The attempt to answer the question of the meaning of the
satis est by an appeal to context thus seems to end in confusion.
It if is now to function to help restore a lost unity, one can never
be quite certain whether itis an enemy or a friend, an open door
or a roadblock. If this is the more or less official position of the
ELCA, we are in trouble. We are left not knowing whether our
confessional position is a bane or a blessing. One even hears of
snide references these days from highly placed ecumenical
leaders, about “satis est Lutherans.” Like Luther's drunk on
horseback, the interpretation of the satis est falls off on one side,
only to climb back on and fall off on the other. It vacillates back
and forth between what it meant and what it supposedly means
with no apparent consistency, with the general result that one
is quite puzzled as to what it does mean for us today. The
argument from contextis used, apparently, to demonstrate that
it should function differently today, but one is honestly at aloss
to divine what that differentfunctionis. Perhaps the truthis that
the argument actually tries to render the satis est irrelevant so it
can no longer be an obstacle to our designs.

In what follows, I shall try my hand at expounding the
meaning of the satis est. To do so, however, one must be consid-
erably more careful about the question of context and therefore
with the distinction between what it meant and what it means.
Itis, of course, a truism to say that matters were different then
from what they are now. But then one must try to specify very
precisely what those differences are. To begin with, it is doubt-
ful that CA 7 assumes and therefore is designed to preserve an
existing visible unity. After all, the confessors were being
charged with schism — with having broken the unity of the
church. But furthermore, just a little reading around in the
writings of Luther indicates that he, and Melanchthon as well,
was quite aware of the many ruptures in the visible or physical
unity of christendom. The words of Luther’s great confession
which stand behind much of the CA bear eloquent testimony to

that:
More —
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