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Luther and the Mass
Justification and the Joint Declaration
DANIEL PREUS

t----------------------(f) Y THE TIME THIS ARTICLE APPEARS, about two yeals will

to him by the gospel and declaled to him by the keys. It is the meshave passed since the signing by Rome and various
sage of forgiveness, freely offered and given by God and received by
Lutherans of the Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of
faith. Against the heavenly prophets Luther wrote, "I will find in the
Justification. Few ecumenical events in recent church history have
sacrament or Gospel the word which distributes, presents, offers,
received the attention that the adoption of this document has proand gives to me that forgiveness which was won on the cross:'3 The
duced. Supporters continue to laud the Joint Declaration as a major
sacrament offers to the sinner the body and blood of Christ and
ecumenical break-through. Detractors remain no less adamant
thereby acts as absolution. 'The body and blood of the Savior, given
that the Joint Declaration represents no progress at all, indeed, that
for the sins of the world, ale received by the sinner together with the
it is a compromise or even a concession of the worst kind. Perhaps
forgiveness that Christ purchased by his death. 'The sacrament of
one of the most compelling arguments supporting the latter view
the altar, therefore, is not merely a divine mandate given by Jesus as
is that made by the Department of Systematic Theology of
a memorial. It is 110t $implya token ofhis love. It is the gospelitself.
Concordia 'Theological SeminaJY, Fort Wayne, Indiana in: ~ril~--Xb..eJprd's Supper offers and bestows precisely that which the
1998 issue of the Concordia Theological Quarterly. In response to a
gospel giveS: the forgivene8$ of sins. Luther writes:
preliminaJY fDrm of the Joint Declaration, it quotes from the
What is the whole Gospel, but an explanation of this testaEvangelical-Roman Catholic Gift of Salvation paper, another docment? Christ has gathered up the whole Gospel in a short
ument produced through the dialogue process, that
summaJY with the words .of this testament or sacrament For
the Gospel is nothing but a proclamation of God's grace and
spells out "diverse understandings of merit, reward, purgatoof the fOl;giveness of all sins, granted us through the sufferings
ry, and indulgences, Marian devotion and the assistance of
of Christ. ... And this .same thing,<\S we have seen, is conthe saints in the life of salvation, and the possibility of salvatained in the words of this testament.4
tion for those who have not been evangelized:' For Lutherans
it is nonsense to speak of consensus on justification if these
'Thus Henry Hamann indicates that the Smalcald Articles view the
issues remain unsettled.!
sacraments "not only to be compatIble with the central teaching of
justification by faith, but to be that central teaching itself in anothOne more "diverse understanding" needs to be added to the
erform:'5
above list: that concerning the mass. In fact, nowhere else is a
'There is no~~,in tbt}sacrament of the altar that is not gospel.
"diverse understanding" more cleally evident than in the positions
According to Luther, it is the nature of the antichrist to rage against
of Lutherans and Roman Catholics on the Lord's Supper. Nowhere
the gospel, and his raging is more than evident in his perversion ot
is the central article of the Christian faith more powerfully impactthe sacrament Even those moderately acquainted with Luther's"
ed than in this difference. And nowhere is this difference more
views know that he considered the pope to be the antichrist. To no
thoroughly described than in the writings of Martin Luther.
small extent, this identification is due to the Roman doctrine of the
When Luther began to assail the mass as sacrifice, he attacked the
mass.
'The pope altered the very nature of the Lord's Supper. Under
same false soteriology that he had first condemned in the indulantichrist, it is no longer as a sacrament that bestows forgiveness; it
gence controversy a few years eaJlier. For Luther, the same principle
is rather a sacrifice and a good work by means of which the
was involved in both battles. "What he objects to is the claim that
antichrist and his followers deceive everybody. To turn the sacraChrist is at our disposal to be made into an object that can be prement into a sacrifice is to pervert it utterly; it is to change grace to
sented to God in order to gain his favors. It is that which damages
works and Gospel to law. "Just as you cannot make out of the
both the sovereignty of Christ and the complete character of his
Gospel a sacrifice or a work, so you cannot make a sacrifice or a
work on the crosS:'2 As Luther saw it, the message proclaimed to the
work out of this sacrament; for this sacrament is the Gospel:'6
sinner in the sacrament of the altar is the same message announced
The doctrine of justification was at the heart of Luther's
conflict with the papacy, and eventually the mass had to become
DANIEL PRBUS is a contributing editor for LOGIA. Formerly director of
central to this conflict. As Wiss10ff points out, Luther did not
the Concordia Historical Institute, he is First Vice President of the
attack
the mass until his reforming efforts had been under way for
Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod.
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some time. At one time, he confessed, he would have carried wood
to bum someone heretical enough to attack the mass. Eventually,
however, he came to view the mass as the very worst of all papal
heresies, as he discovered that "nothing less than the very essence
of the Gospel was at stake."7

words, when accompanied by the bodily eating and drinking,
are the chief thing in the sacrament, and he who believes these
words has what they say and declare: the forgiveness of sins
(SC VI, 8; Tappert, 352).
But that which is the chief thing in the sacrament has been obscured
by the mass. Luther exclaims,

The doctrine ofjustification was at the
heart of Luther's conflict with the papacy,
and eventually the mass had to become
central to this conflict.

Luther's most strenuous objection was to the concept of mass as
sacrifice. The Roman teaching that in the mass the priest offers a
sacrifice and thus appeases God's anger denies the efficacy of
Christ's atoning work. The papal mass is therefore a persistent, daily
attack on the article of justification. It is an unremitting assault on
the gospel and on the sufficiency of Christ's atonement. It completely distorts the nature of Christianity, changing it from a religion of grace to one of works. In his Admonition CO'It:emitlg the
Sacrament (1530), Luther summarized his objections:
They made the sacrament which they should accept from
God, namely, the body and blood of Christ, into a sacrifice
and have offered it to the selfsame God.... Furthermore,
they do not regard Christ's body and blood as a sacrifice of
thanksgiving, but as a sacrifice of works in which they do not
thank God for His grace, but obtain merits for themselves
and others and first and foremost, secure grace. Thus Christ
has not won grace for us, but we want to win grace ourselves
through our works by offering to God His Son's body and
blood. This is the true and chief abomination and the basis of
all blasphemy in the papacy.s
How has Satan achieved this perversion of the sacrament within the
papal church? He has done it by hiding the word that is the bearer
of Christ and salvation. For Luther, it is the word of Christ that
.. causes the sacrament to be what it is. There is no sacrament apart
from the word.
Because it is not contrary to Scripture or faith that Christ's
words, as we understand them, give Christ's body at the first
celebration of the Lord's Supper, we see no reason why this
should be contrary to Scripture and faith at other celebrations
of the Lord's Supper. 9

But see what they have made of the mass! In the first place,
they have hidden these words of the testament and have
taught that they are not to be spoken to the laity, that these are
secret words to be spoken only by the priest Has not the devil
here in a masterly way stolen from us the chief thing in the
mass and put it to silence?IO
The silencing of the words of institution and the concept of the
mass as sacrifice go hand in hand. As Wissl0ff points out, when the
words are neglected, that which the word promises is forgotten. and
When the promise of the Word is forgotten, faith which lives
solely by the promise dies. And when faith dies, all sorts of
works enter in instead. If the Word is not given the role of sole
authority, human ideas will promptly come in to occupy its
place. And since faith is the only thing that can correspond to
the Word, these human ideas will automatically lead to
"work."ll
TIlUS the theft of the word from the sacrament necessarily results
in the introduction of works-righteousness and paves the way for
an understanding of the sacrament as sacrifice. But the pope and his
bishops have stolen not only the words of the sacrament. They have
also kept for themselves the bread and the wine. The wine was withheld in the context of the worship service, and both elements in the
case of private masses. For this reason, they are the "greatest thieves
of God and robbers of the church:'12 For since the sacrament of the
altar is itself the gospel, the robbery is much more serious than simply depriving the laity of one or even both elements in the Lord's
Supper. If they are deprived of the body and blood of Christ, they
are deprived of salvation itself.

What kind of peddling is this, yes, what thievery and robbery
when I am robbed of the body and blood of Christ which by
right ought to be given to me freely, and when in exchange for
my money and goods, I am offered the sacrifice and work of a
godless, miserable man? I would call that robbing me of my
nourishment and, moreover, selling refuse for money:. Yes, it
means robbing me of the kingdom of heaven, and in exchange
for my money, selling me the fire of hell, which unfortunately
I had previously earned without money and possessed
because of my sin.13

In his Small Catechism Luther stressed that God's word is the

effective cause of all that the sacrament does. In answer to the question, "How can bodily eating and drinking produce such great
effects?" the Catechism responds,
The eating and drinking do not in themselves produce them,
but the words "for you" and "for the forgiveness of sin." These

The plundering of God's church by the priests who through their
celebration of the mass deprive the sheep of nourishment and life is
so contrary to the nature of the sacrament and the calling of a true
pastor that Luther questioned the authenticity of both the mass and
the mass priests. If it is the duty of the priest to sacrifice. then his
office is not pastor, but an office that rejects the gospel, denies
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Christ, and angers God. It must be so ifhis office is one that intends
Scriptures and is therefore a perverted priesthood, instituted not
to sacrifice and preach works instead of offering and preaching forby Christ, but by antichrist. Wissl0ff summarizes Luther's view of
giveness in the sacrament.
this papal "ministry."
Thus Luther did not equate the office of priest with that of pastor. Luther perceived that the pope possesses his own priesthood.
The sacrifice of the mass is viewed from the standpoint of
He spoke of a "holy popish priesthood," a "papal priesthood;' and
preaching. It does not speak of grace and faith, but of works
"the pope's pseudo-priesthood. In his assessment of the papal
and merit. The only priestly ministry the New Testament
mass, Luther did speak about priests, but he viewed them as "mass
knows anything about is the ministry of the Spirit. But the
priests:'14 They are "godless priests" and the "devil's priesthood:'15
ministry of the priest in the mass has to be characterized as
Never did Luther refer to them as priests of Christ, much less as
one of the letter, of the law, of works. Therefore it is a "minjspastors. For pastors feed the flock of Christ; the mass priests starve
terium perditionis:' "Therefore as the priesthood is, so is the
the sheep.
sacrifice, so is the ministering. The priest, the law, the workLuther often denied that the popish priests hold any Christian
all are nothing but the laws of Satan:'21
office, but his challenge to their possession of a Christian priestly
office is most often found in his writings that deal with the mass.
"As llie priesthood is, so is the sacrifice." Just as the pope's
The sacrifice of the mass is an attack on the only priestly sacrifice
priests are in no sense the priests of Christ, so the pope's mass
that can ever have any merit before God, that of the great High
should not be identified with that sacrament instituted by Jesus.
Priest himself. The very term "priest" replaced that of "minister" in
Luther attacked with vehemence especially the private mass. The
order that the concept of sacrifice m.ight be reinforced in the papal
sacraments are the possession of the church, not.the possession of
mass.l 6 The title "priest" is not an appropriate one to describe him
the priests. Therefore "no sacrament can be performed by an inruwho holds the pastoral office and should be used only in reference
vidual alone:' "[A]ll masses without communicants should be
to a Christian.
completely aboIiShed;'22 for "every private mass is an abominaLuther saw the pope's priesthood as completely inimical to the
#on."23 So foreign is the concept of a private mass to Christ's instiChristian priesthood of believers.
,~ ____~tion of the Lord's Supper that Luther questioned more than
--o~Pi~ThePnVa.te'Mass and the Consecration of Priests (1533)
So you see that Ghrist's priesthood has less chance of existing
whether Christ's body and blood are even.present in such a mass.
with the pope's pseudo-priesthood than death has with life or
Reflecting upon the private masses that he himself celebrated, he
heaven with hell. Verily, verily, the pope is a regent of Christ:
confessed, "1, who was· an arch papist and a more zealous reader of
he has driven out Christ and expelled him and put himselfin
masses than they all are now,' said mass for over fifteen years and
Christ's place as a ruler, and instead of the priesthood of the
do not know yet whether Ireceived the saCraI11ent in the mass or
Spirit, he has set up a childish and grotesque priesthoodP
nof'Since in private masses '''they remove the essential ordinarice
and institution of Christ' and produce their .own ordinance;' and
it is therefore uncertain whether the bodY, arid blood of Christ are
Since the pope's priesthood has nothing to do with Christ, much
even present in such masses, Ghristians shoUld never believe that
less with the office of a Christian minister, Luther denied that the
"Christ's body and blood are present; for faith should be sure of
consecration or ordination of such priests has any validity in the
its affairs and have a sure basis concerning which one must not
church of Christ. The pastoral office offers and bestows the gospel
and should not be in doubt:'24 Since faith cannot possibly be
through preaching. Ordination should "consist of, and be undernourished by such an ung:rtain act, and since these doubtful
stood as, calling to and entrusting with the office of the miniStry:'18
masses have no basis in Scripture, it would be far better for the
Those priests, however, who are consecrated only to offer the
church if they would aWb'e abolished.
sacrifice of the mass perform none of the duties of the office of the
ministry.
They do not preach. They do not baptize. They do not administer the sacrament. They do not absolve. They do not pray
(ex:ceptto intone badly and hiss the words of the Psalter). They
do not exercise the office of the care of souls, nor do they do
anything with the dying; rather, they are a useless, lazy, idle
crowd who alone, as they suppose, handle the sacrament and
sell it as a sacrifice and good work. 19
Luther wondered what kind of priesthood it is that performs
none of the duties of a pastor and even "forbids public preaching
in the church and parish ministry ... without a special new order
and call." As far as Luther was concerned, consecration to such a
priesthood has nothing in common with "ordination or a call to
the public Christian office of preaching and the parish ministry."2o Such a priesthood has no authorization from the

Luther did not equate the office of
priest with that ofpastor.

But Luther's condemnation of the mass was not limited to the
private mass. He viewed the mass itself as a "papistic idoI:'When he
wrote, "This is the true and chief abomination and the basis of all
blasphemy in the papacy;'25 he spoke not of the private mass alone.
It is the mass itself that is the greatest of all abominations, whether
it take place privately or publicly.
How then did Luther distinguish between the mass and the
sacrament of the altar? In his first attacks on the papist abuses of
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the Lord's Supper, Luther used the terms "mass" and "sacrament of
the altar" interchangeably. In The Babylonian Captivity of the
Church (1520), for example, he wrote, "Let this·stand, therefore, as
our first and infallible proposition-the mass or Sacrament of the
Altar is Christ's testament, which he left behind him at his death to
be distributed among his believers:'26 In 1530, when the Augsburg
Confession and the Apology of the Augsburg Confession were
written, Melanchthon used the word "mass" as a synonym for the
Lord's Supper,27 and Luther subscribed to both confessions. In the
same year, in his Admonition Concerning the Sacramen~ Luther
himself used the term "mass" as a synonym for "sacramenf'28 By

By 1533, however, Luther came to the

conclusion that "mass" should no
longer be used in reference to the
sacrament of the altar.

1533, however, Luther carne to the conclusion that "mass" should no
longer be used in reference to the sacrament of the altar. Luther's
Letter Concerning His Book on the Private Mass is very illuminating
in regard to his distinction between the two. In this letter Luther
provided a definition of the tenn "mass" that clearly drives a wedge
between mass and sacrament. According to Luther, "mass" refers

to what the priest does alone at the altar, to which no ordinary
Christian or layman adds anything. For they indeed know that
no layman or ordinary Christian can celebrate mass and they
will not allow it. Nor do they allow it to be or to be called a
mass when a layman receives the sacrament; but they ... alone
celebrate mass; all other Christians simply receive the sacrament and do not celebrate mass.29
The word "mass:' Luther believed, should be defined as the
sacrifice that the priest offers for sin. It should never be used to
speak of that sacrament which grants to believers the body and
blood of Christ and the forgiveness of sins. He spoke of the time
when he himself could not differentiate between the two:
For me mass and sacrament at the altar were one and the
same thing, as they were at that time for all of us. Yet they are
not one and the same thing. It is the mass when I sacrifice the
sacrament to God for my sins and the sins of others as a
work performed by human beings (whether they be evil or
godly) .... It is the sacrament when I receive from the priest
the body and blood of our Lord Jesus Christ under the bread
and wine. 30
Luther was convinced that the use of the terms "mass" and "sacrament" interchangeably has resulted in great confusion, and that the
only way to provide a clear understanding of the nature of the
Lord's Supper is to stop calling it the mass. "Indeed, I wish and

would very much like to see and hear that the two words 'mass' and
'sacrament' would be understood as being as different as darkness
and light, yes, as different as devil and God:'3! Again Luther prayed,
May God grant to all devout Christians such hearts that when
they hear the word "mass:' they might be frightened and make
the sign of the cross as though it were the devil's abomination;
on the other hand, when they hear the word "sacrament" or
"Lord's Supper;' they might dance for pure joy. ... 32
Lutherans tempted to use "mass" as a synonym for the Lord's
Supper should take seriously Luther's observations on the
difference between "mass" and "sacramenf' The same confusion
may very well result today when a term frequently used in reference
to a sacrificial act performed by a priest is used carelessly by
Lutherans in referenCe to the Lord's Supper. It is not without
justification that a charge of "Roman Catholic" is brought against
those who refer to the Lord's Supper as "the mass:' Luther's own
example after 1533 and that of the orthodox theologians such as
Chemnitz who followed him ought to be instructive irrthis regarq.
They do not use the term "mass" to spealc of the Lord's Supper. It is
ill advised for Lutherans to do so today. Confusion will almost necessarily result unless Rome reforms its doctrine on the mass, which
is hardly likely. Luther conceded that if the papists adhere to the
ordinance of Christ in their celebration of the sacrament, the body
and blood of Christ are truly present and received.33 On the other
hand, the mass, which is celebrated by the priest at the same time
that the sacrament is administered, is a misuse of the sacrament and
an abomination. Luther declared,
I am not contending against the sacrament, but against the
mass, and would like to separate the sacrament from the mass
so that the mass might perish and the sacrament alone, without the mass, might be preserved in its honor and according
to the ordinance of our dear Lord Jesus Christ.3c
In 1537, when Luther's Smalcald Articles appeared, he continued
to view sacrament and mass as inimical to each other. Mass and
sacrament are so opposed to each other that Luther dealt with them
under two different headings. Furthermore, when speaking of the
Lord's Supper in the article on the mass, he used the word "sacrament"; the word "mass:' on the other hand, means sacrifice (SA II
II). Nor was Luther referring alone to the private masses in his condemnation of the mass, although it is clear that because of their
proliferation, they come in for a great deal of criticism. His remarks
introducing the article on the mass indicate that his major concern
was with the mass as sacrifice. The mass is considered the "greatest
and most horrible abomination" not because it is done in private,
but because it runs "into direct and violent conflict with this fundamental article [of justification]:' The mass is a papal idolatry
because it is considered a sacrifice that delivers from sin, whereas
only the Lamb of God can do this. Therefore it is an abomination
whenever a mass takes place, be it public or private. It is little wonder then that Luther concluded, "The Mass is unnecessary, and so it
can be omitted without danger" (SA II II, 3). In fact, he wrote, "Let
the people be told openly that the Mass, as trumpery; can be omitted without sin, that no one will be danmed for not observing it,
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and that one can be saved in a better way without the Mass" (SA II
5; Tappert, 293). 'The better way to which Luther refers is that
sacrament which has been instituted by Christ: the Lord's Supper.
It is clear also in Luther's Letter Concerning His Book on the
Private Mass that he included both private and public masses in his
condemnation of the mass. He confessed his anger at the papists for
the way in which they have woven together so inseparably the sacrament and the mass that when the Christians receive it at Easter time
"the common man is unable to distinguish between the mass and
the sacrament."35
As Luther viewed it, the one responsible for this weaving together of the mass and the sacrament is none other than Satan himself
II,

Such sacrificing and reception of the sacrament the devil has
mingled together so inseparably in the mass, even as dishonest innkeepers mix water and wine with one another and as
deceitful minters mix silver and brass. There is need here of
an acute tester and of a hot fire (which is the word of God,
Psalm 17 [3 ff.]) so that they might again be separated from
one another.36
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gies, and therefore, the site of battle between the true church and the
false church, that he viewed the mass as crucial to the survival of the
papal office. Since the mass is a denial of the atonement, its loss
would have a profoundly significant impact upon the office of the
antichrist, whose chief objective is to suppress the gospel and
destroy faith in Christ. Just as Luther believed that the entire gospel
is encompassed within the sacrament of the altar, so he viewed the
sacrifice of the mass as, "the basis of all blasphemy in the papaci'38
Every celebration of the mass is a proclamation of the central doctrine of the antichrist, that is, salvation by works. To remove the
mass would be to topple antichrist from his throne. Therefore, said
Luther, it is not possible for the papists to yield on the article of the
mass. "The papists are well aware that if the mass falls, the papacy
will fall with it" (SA II II, 10; Tappert, 294).

The.tn45s isa papal idolatry because
it is considered
a sacrifice that.
.
delivers from sin.

Through his antichrist, the devil has substituted a sacrifice for
Christ's sacrament and introduced an idol into God's temple, as
Daniel prophesied (Danieln [37 ffj). Just as the devil has' constructed his own chapel next to the church of God, so he liaS ~~:-"~~:Akoadr:W. 15:?2, foreshadowing his later distinction between the
tated also G9d'~ sacrament and established the mass as its substiworas«:fu:asiatia"sacrament;"Lutherrecognizedhowessentialthe
tute. And just as the church of antichrist is a hypocritical and false
mass is to. papal: soteriology. He declared in a treatise against Henry
church, so his mass is an idol and an abomination. ·For since the
VIII: 'i\fterthe maSs has fallen, I believe that we will have triumphed
fulse c;p.urch of antichrist attacks the church of Christ by robbing it
over the entire papacy. For upon the mass, as upon a rock, the entire
papacy is folJ1idedJI 39 In 1524, Luther confesse<i that he· had even
of the gospel, the false "sacrament" of antichrist must also deprive
the church of her inheritance, robbing her of Christ's body and
been tempted toiIiterpret the words, of inStitution symbolically in
order to deal a greater blow to the papacy.40
blood and the forgiveness of her sins, offering a human work and
sacrifice in its place. The mass may indeed feed the pope's "army
Luther's view:,thatthe massis.critical to the survival. of the office
and men of war;'37 but it is no meal for the cl1urchof Christ,which
of the Antichrist never changed. In 1534;~he said of the papists,
Jives and is nourished by the gospeL
However, they indeed;perceive that the Reformation is about
The doctrine of the Lord's Supper was not simply an ancillary
to become too powerful now that the chief article and the true
issue when considering Luther's understanding of the nature of
cornerstone of the papal church, the holy mass, is also being
Antichrist and the eschatological struggle of the church. When the
attacked. This is go~' to be too much' for them. At this
mass poses as a legitimate observance of the sacrament of the altar,
Christ, the only Savior, is replaced with an idol, and it is always the
P9int:-and it isti]:R!'l'"7'tll,ey really have to shout, lie, murder
and resort to all ldllds' ofmsults· and abuses in orderthat their
removal of Christ's cross that antichrist seeks. He has accomplished
one rock of consolation and chief fortress might not fall.·41
this goal in the sacrifice of the mass, substituting works for grace.
When mass and sacrament meet, two completely different soteriSince the mass is essential to the soteriology and survival of the
ologies confront each other. When mass and sacrament actually
papaey, it would be absolutely ruinous to retain it in the Christian
take place concurrently, as they do when mass is offered during the
church. The sacrifice of the mass contains precisely those elements
celebration of the Lord's Supper itself, the struggle between the true
that bind consciences to a false worship of God and hinder them
and the false church becomes a particularly grievous one. At one
from attaining to faith's only true worship of God.42 As far as Luther
and the same time, at one and the same place, Christ with his body
was concerned, there can be no compromise between those who
and blood offers grace and salvation, and antichrist .with his
wish to celebrate the Lord's Supper and those who desire the
sacrifice of works proffers death and perdition. Every mass is an
sacrifice of the mass.
assault on the atonement of Christ, proclaiming it· insufficient,
indeed irrelevant. 'Thus the battle between Christ and antichrist
It is as Campegio said in Augsburg: he would suffer himself to
rages nowhere more intensely than in the struggle between. sacrabe torn to pieces before he would give up the mass. So by
ment and mass when two conflicting soteriologies confront. each
God's help, I would suffer myself to be burned to ashes before
other, one of grace and one of works.
I would allow a celebrant of the mass and what he does to be
It is because Luther saw the contention between the mass and the
considered equal or superior to my Savior" Jesus Christ.
sacrament as a struggle between two mutually exclusive soteriolo-
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Accordingly, we are and remain eternally divided and
opposed the one to the other (SA II II, 10; Tappert, 294).
A true pastor feeds the sheep; he offers to the congregation Christ's
body and blood and the forgiveness of sins, their true inheritance,
in the sacrament of the altar. The pope and his priests, on the other
hand, either rob the people outright of their inheritance, as in the
private mass and by withholding the host, or they so intermingle
mass with sacrament that the common people cannot perceive that
their inheritance is there. The pope is therefore no pastor, nor are
his bishops and mass-priests pastors. Pastors "pasture"; they feed
and guide and protect the flock. The pope and his papists, in
Luther's view, are wolves and arsonists who ravage the flock and
burn down the church.

At the heart of Luther's assessment of
the papacy as the antichrist lies the
sacrifice of the mass.

Thus, Luther's view that the pope was to be identified as
antichrist was formed not only by those passages of Scripture that
deal with the coming antichrist and with a description of his kingdom. It was also shaped substantially by the teaching of
justification that permeates Scripture. Certainly it is the specific
passages that predict the coming "man of sin" and describe his
activity that bring to attention the existence of this eschatological
figure. But for Luther it was the Scripture's message of justification
and his recognition that the pope lives to destroy this doctrine, and
thus· to destroy Christianity, that was instrumental in causing
Luther to see that the pope is indeed this antichrist. And at the
heart of Luther's assessment of the papacy as the antichrist lies the
sacrifice of the mass.
If, as indicated earlier, the sacraments are the central teaching of
justification by faith, and if the Lord's Supper isthe gospel, it is surely disingenuous for Lutherans to declare convergence with Roman
Catholics on the article of justification without even mentioning
the Lord's Supper. Yet this is precisely what the Joint Declaration
does. Though the document contains a number of references to
baptism, it makes no mention of the Lord's Supper whatsoever,
except obliquely when it concedes the need for further clarification
on a number of topics such as "the relationship between the Word
of God and church doctrine, as well as ecclesiology, ecclesial authority, church unity, ministry, the sacraments, and the relationship
between justification and social ethics."43
To avoid completely discussion of a locus that is absolutely central to the theology of both Lutherans and Roman Catholics, and
particularly to their understanding of the article of justification,
can hardly create confidence in the integrity of the participants.
Or is it possible that Lutherans and Roman Catholics have come
closer together during recent years in their understanding of the
sacrament of the altar?

Mass as sacrifice is certainly evident in the canons of the Council
of Trent (1545-1563). "If anyone says that in the Mass there is not
offered to God a true and proper sacrifice, or that to be offered is
nothing but that Christ is given to us to eat, let him be anathema?'
"If anyone says that the Mass is merely a sacrifice of praise and
thanksgiving, or a bare commemoration of the sacrifice performed
on the cross, not however a propitiatory sacrifice, or that it benefits
him only who eats and that it ought not to be offered for the living
and the dead for sins, punishments, satisfactions, and other necessities, let him be anathema?'44 Rome has not recanted the canons of
the Council of Trent. What Rome affirmed shortly after Luther's
death is her official doctrine still today.
But can one really say that Rome's position has not changed in
light of the fact that today in Roman Catholic churches the sacrament can be received in both kinds and Christ's words of institution
will be heard in the native tongue of the communicant? Yes! On the
nature of the mass as sacrifice Rome's position has not changed.
The Catechism ofthe Catholic Church is replete with affirmations of
the mass as sacrifice. According to this book of instruction, commissioned and approved by Pope John Paul II, in the eucharist the
church "presents to the Father the offering ofhis Son which reconciles us with him?' ''As often as the sacrifice of the Cross by which
'Christ our Pasch has been sacrificed' is celebrated on the altar, the
work of our redemption is carried oue' "The Eucharist is thus a
sacrifice because it represents (makes present) the sacrifice of the
cross:' "In this divine sacrifice which is celebrated in the Mass, the
same Christ who offered himself'once in a bloody manner on the
altar of the cross is contained and is offered in an unbloody manner:' Particularly forceful in view of Luther's condemnation of the
"mass priests" is the following citation:
Through the ministry of priests the spiritual sacrifice of the
faithful is completed in union with the sacrifice of Christ, the
only Mediator, which in the Eucharist is offered through the
priests' hands in the name of the whole "Church in an
unbloody and sacramental manner until the Lord himself
comes.
The connection between the mass and purgatory is also made
clear in the Catechism of the Catholic Church, as well as an implicit
denial of the full sufficiency of Jesus' atonement. "The Eucharistic
sacrifice is also offered for the faithful departed who 'have died in
Christ but are not yet wholly purified' so that they may be able to
enter into the light and peace of Chrise'45
Luther abhorred the mass as sacrifice precisely because it denied
the sufficiency of Christ's atonement and thus robbed sinners of
comfort. That mass and sacrament would be observed together he
saw as tragic because sinners were confused and left in doubt as to
the inheritance that was theirs in the sacrament. Such confusion is
truly a tragedy because the Christian's inheritance in the Lord's
Supper is the forgiveness of sins-and where there is forgiveness of
sins, there is also life and salvation. But as in Luther's day this inheritance was denied by the teaching on the mass, so today also the
teaching on the mass deprives Christians of the true comfort the
Lord's Supper is meant to give.
Is the Lord's Supper sacrifice or sacrament? According to the
Catechism of the Catholic Church: "The Mass is at the same time,
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and inseparably, the sacrificial memorial in which the sacrifice of
the cross is perpetuated and the sacred banquet of communion
with the Lord's body and blood." The eschatological battle that
Luther saw when sacrament and sacrifice contended with each
other, when grace and works faced off against each oth~r, continues
today in the Roman mass. "The altar, around which the Church is
gathered in the celebration of the Eucharist, represents the two
aspects of the same mystery: the altar of the sacrifice and the table
of the Lord."46
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