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On the theology of penance in the early church

— in connection with Tertullian

Taisuke ISHIBASHI

This treatise deals with Tertullian’s view on the problem of the
forgiveness of sin according to three points: the unrepeatability of
public penance, the unforgivable sins and the church’s power to forgive
sins. Then it affirms the theology of penance by comparing Tertullian’
s view with three works of Karl Rahner. These works are “Bussge-
schichte” (Schriften zur Theologie, vol. 11, pp. 19-45), “Siinde als
Gnadenverlust in der Friihkirchlichen Literatur” (id., pp. 46-93) and
“Zur Theologie der BuBBe bei Tertullianus” (id., pp. 187-223).

Tertullian, when he was a Catholic, affirmed that all post-baptismal
sins were remissible through public penance once for all. This view was
derived from the Shepherd of Hermas, and became a common interpre-
tation of the whole church at that time. Tertullian understood this
unrepeatability of public penance from the theological connection
between baptism and post-baptismal reconciliation.

After Tertullian became a montanist, he insisted that there were
sins unforgivable by public penance. According to Rahner, the theologi-
cal foundation of this opinion is based on the theory that capital sins
bring about the loss of baptismal grace itself. This theory arose from
the later apostolic fathers, namely the Shepherd of Hermas and the
Second Letter of Clement. Tertullian himself understood the essence of

sin in relation to grace and developed this idea.
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Moreover, Tertullian denied the church’s power to forgive sins. At
that time none of the fathers denied this power so evidently as Tertul-
lian did. According to Rahner, in Tertullian’s view concerning the
power to forgive sins, we can admit the theory which grasps the
essential relationship of penitent, church community and Christ-God as
the intermediary of the church. But Tertullian himself could not yet
describe a systematic mediatory role of the church in the forgiveness of
sin.

Tertullian departed from the church’s teaching in the judgement
about public penance. But there are theologically very important
problems in Tertullian’s view of the forgiveness of post-baptismal sin.
Therefore it is a valuable task to study these problems more precisely
from the point of view of sacramental theology, especially the relation-
ship between baptism and penance. In our time, the view of Tertullian
on the forgiveness of sin reminds us once again of the original meaning

of penance which forgives post-baptismal sins.



