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The Bible is the starting point of Protestantism, for the simple reason that Luther's religious insight came to him on reading the Epistle to the Romans. Justification by faith, the basic doctrine of Protestantism, before it was erected into a system of thought, was first an overwhelming religious conviction that grew in Luther's soul by devout reading of the Bible. As it was at this stage, no Catholic theologian can deny its basic truth. Luther, sorely troubled about his own salvation, relying, as he had done, solely on his own efforts, his good will, his works and merits, and in despair of ever attaining it, realized in a sudden illumination while reading the Word of God that our salvation is not our own work but God's, the gift of his grace in Christ delivered up to the Cross for us; so that, as Saint Paul says in the Epistle to the Philippians, while we must work out our salvation in fear and trembling, we must also find peace in the certainty that it is God who creates in us both the will and the deed. Thus what we can and must do to be saved is simply a consequence of salvation inasmuch as it is intrinsically pure grace, a pure gift of God; by faith, by faith alone, we must receive it from him as such, as Saint Thomas Aquinas had already emphasized; for in this matter everything comes from God, even the willing and doing of man, who has been regenerated by grace alone.

Catholic theologians may, and should, question the way Luther himself and subsequent Protestant theologians came to systematize this doctrine, which they did for a controversial end and with a therefore one-sided emphasis. But at the outset Luther's religious insight was undoubtedly a recognition, not just of one scriptural truth among others, but of the most fundamental truth of the Christian revelation, namely, that it is not we who loved God first, but he who loved us, who loved us when we were far from worthy of love, who sought us out and saved us when we had deserted him. Luther, indeed, gained a wholly new insight into the biblical teaching of the divine initiative--our God, the God of the Bible, is not just passive, letting man come to him; but he is the God who, of his own accord, has spoken to us, called to us, intervened in our life; not only has he made himself accessible to us, but in his Son made man, his living Word made flesh, he came down to our level.

So it is not enough to say that Protestantism is the religion of the Bible, in the sense that it is the religion of a book that holds all truth. It is the religion of the Bible, because it reads the Bible in the light of a living, central intuition of its content. Only in its degenerate forms, which do not express its real essence, is Protestantism reduced to the religion of a dead letter. Living Protestantism takes its life from its understanding of the Bible, not only by holding to it in a material sense, but by understanding the Bible in the light of the Spirit who gave it. Only when we acknowledge this can we understand all that the Bible means to Protestants, how it is and always will be for them a living source of genuine spirituality. In this light alone can we properly appreciate the efforts made by Protestants for the actual physical diffusion of the Bible. 
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