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TESTIMONY OF A FORMER PROTESTANT (LUTHERAN) – 144
Recent Converts to the Catholic Church
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By Kevin Davis, April 5, 2008

The number of converts in academia to the Catholic Church has been one of the more fascinating phenomenons of late. Here are some whom I would love to see on EWTN’s "The Journey Home":
Reinhard Hütter, Professor of Christian Theology at Duke Divinity School. His works include Suffering Divine Things: Theology as Church Practice (Eerdmans 1999) and Bound to Be Free: Evangelical-Catholic Engagements in Ecclesiology, Ethics, and Ecumenism (Eerdmans 2004). Former Lutheran.

Going Catholic
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By Jason Byassee, August 2008
Reinhard Hütter is even more reticent to speak about himself. He was educated at Erlangen in his native Germany before teaching theological ethics at the Lutheran Theological School in Chicago and then systematic theology at Duke. The church has long been central to Hütter’s theological vision, and he has called himself a member of the "Catholic church of the Augsburg Confession." In writing and teaching he has used what Luther called the seven marks of the church -- preaching, baptism, the Lord’s Supper, church discipline, ordination, catechesis and discipleship -- to help discern order amid the chaos of divided church life. Hütter calls these the "constitutive practices" of the church that allow us to glimpse the Spirit’s presence and work.

Hütter has written extensively about the work of Karl Barth, John Howard Yoder and Stanley Hauerwas on the one hand, and on the Roman Catholic moral and dogmatic tradition on the other -- especially on papal encyclicals. It seems that the appeal of the latter finally won the day. In a forthcoming essay on "The Christian Life" for the Oxford Handbook of Systematic Theology, Hütter focuses on the classic disagreement between Protestants and Catholics over the nature of the law and the freedom of the will. Are humans free to do the good, as Erasmus of Rotterdam insisted in his famous argument with Luther (and as liberal Protestants today maintain), or is it necessary for God to override our sinful nature and enable us to do the good that we do (as per more classic Lutheranism)?

In Hütter’s view, the alternatives were wrongly stated by Luther and Erasmus, and the dispute was actually solved beforehand by Thomas Aquinas, who manages to capture the strength of both positions while avoiding their weaknesses. For Aquinas, God’s transcendence is such that God’s action is never in competition with human action -- humans can act with complete freedom, yet God’s sovereignty is not compromised. Hütter says that in Catholic theology the Holy Spirit "affects the human being tangibly, first and foremost by way of the sacraments -- in ways that  ... constitute a journey toward the goal of perfect union in charity with the blessed Trinity."

It was as a Lutheran that Hütter developed his theology of the church and his appreciation of Aquinas. Was a conversion necessary? Hütter has always been interested in the inseparability of ideas and practices, so perhaps it is not surprising that his deep appreciation for Catholic theology and practice became a way into the Catholic Church itself.

Jason Byassee is pastor of Shady Grove United Methodist Church in Providence, North Carolina and a Ph.D. candidate in theology at Duke Divinity School. This article appeared in The Christian Century, August 22, 2008. 

