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The Americanization of 
Walther's Doctrine of 

the Church 

John C. Wohlrabe, Jr. 

Before delving into the nature of Walther's doctrine of the 
church itself, we should first attempt to characterize 
Americanization in American religious life, and this is not an easy 
task. 1 It involves separating specific religious beliefs from cultural 
influences within a religious group and then showing how cultural 
influences have affected or shaped the beliefs or practices of that 
group as they adapted to life in the United States. Simply defined, 
Americanization is the act of "being Americanized." To 
Americanize is ''to make or become American in character, 
manners, methods, ideals, etc.; assimilate to United States 
customs, speech, etc. " 2 Yet, for our purposes this definition is 
too broad or general in that it does not describe the nature of 
the phenomenon specifically with respect to American religious 
life. I believe that five different types of Americanization may 
be noted within denominations or faith groups in America or 
within American religious life as a whole. These categories are 
not firm. In other words, there is a certain amount of overlap. 
However, I found these categories helpful in trying to characterize 
the nature of Americanization in connection with this study. 

The first, and most common, form of Americanization is that 
displayed in the case of an individual or group of people sharing 
the same religious and cultural background who came to the 
United States in order to take advantage of the freedom of religion 
afforded under the First Amendment of the United States 
Constitution, or provided in certain colonies before the 
Revolutionary War. Included in.this category would be the Saxon 
Lutherans who arrived in Missouri in 1839 and who are the 
primary focus of this study. 3 

A second type of Americanization is the adapting or changing 
of church doctrine or practice to conform to the American 
environment, because of influence or pressures from other 
American citizens outside of the specific faith group, or because 
of certain governmental laws or regulations. 4 Into this category 
might be placed the Halfway Covenant of New England 
Congregationalists, 5 the establishment of the Protestant Episcopal 
Church because of the Revolutionary War, 6 the two Great 
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Awakenings including the New Lights and the New Measures,7 the 
"Americanism" Crisis in the Roman Catholic Church during the 
last two decades of the nineteenth century, 8 the rise of Reform 
Judaism in America, 9 and the transition to the English language 
from their native tongue on the part of numerous immigrant groups 
either by way of acculturation or because of antilanguage 
legislation. '0 

A third form of Americanization takes place within American 
religious life as a whole. It is the institutionalized civil religion 
identified by Robert Bellah. 11 Although growing out of a cultural 
background dominated by Protestantism and by the Enlightenment, 
this generic religion of the United States can be found in presidential 
addresses, in statements on U.S. currency, and in the viewpoint 
that God is on "our" side in times of war. 

Still a fourth form of Americanization was noted by John Murray 
Cuddihy as a religion that strives to be civil and inoffensive. Whereas 
Bellah's civil religion is differentiated from the various 
denominations, Cuddihy's "religion that is civil" takes place within 
the various faith groups in America. It is a religion of tolerance. 12 

Within Protestantism, this is specifically identified with Reinhold 
Niebuhr; 13 within Roman Catholicism it is noted in the work of 
John Courtney Murray, S.J.; 14 and within Judaism it is identified 
with Rabbi Arthur Hertzberg. 15 Although not observed by Cuddihy, 
one may also consider the work of Samuel Schmucker and his 
attempt at establishing an "American Lutheranism" in terms of 
this category. 16 

Finally, a fifth form of Americanization is the formation of 
indigenous American religious groups. This category would include 
the Disciples of Christ, the Mormons, the Adventists, the Jehovah's 
Witnesses, the Christian Scientists, Pentecostal groups, and many 
others. 11 

With these five categories of Americanization in mind, it will 
be noted that the development of Walther's doctrine of the church 
falls only within the first category. In the face of a crisis that 
confronted the Saxon immigrants of Missouri, a crisis which had 
actually been developing before they came to America, Walther 
took advantage of the freedom of religion afforded within the 
United States. His doctrine of the church was not drawn from his 
new American cultural environment, but from Scripture, the 
Lutheran Confessions, Martin Luther, and other noted church 
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fathers. Of special importance is that here a distinction is to be 
made between the doctrine of the church and church polity or 
church government. 

Walther and the Saxon Imnugration: 
The Doctrine of the Church Takes Shape 

During the early nineteenth century, German Lutherans who 
emigrated to the United States, with its pluralistic and voluntaristic 
religious culture, faced an ecclesiological dilemma. In the fatherland 
they were accustomed to the well established and regulated 
consistorial form of state church polity as set forth in the centuries 
old Kirchenordnungen. 18 The pastor was a representative of both 
the state and the church. He was placed in a congregation by the 
collator, a member of the landed aristocracy, or his appointed 
consistorium. Thus, the pastor was responsible first and foremost 
to the state and not to his own appointed congregation. The 
congregation had little, if any, voice in the call of its pastor. 19 

Because of the close association between church and state, and 
because the pastor was appointed by representatives of the state, 
more emphasis was placed on the ministry than on the church. Some 
German Lutheran theologians believed that society was divided into 
a threefold order (Stande): the governmental authorities, the public 
office of the ministry, and the family. The public office of the 
ministry, or the Predigerstand, was a divinely instituted order in 
society, separate from the order of the government and family. One 
entered the Stand of the ministry through the call to the office 
(Amt). However, this call was not possessed by the church. It came 
from God through the governing authorities. 20 This understanding 
not only combined church and state, but it also linked the doctrine 
of the church with church polity or government in the minds of 
many. 

C.F.W. Walther's understanding of the doctrine of the church 
and of the separation of the doctrine of the church from church 
polity, which eventually became the position of the Lutheran 
Church-Missouri Synod, developed out of the experiences of a 
group of Saxon emigrants who followed a Dresden pastor named 
Martin Stephan to St. Louis and the wilderness of Perry County, 
Missouri. 2 1 In the fall of 1838 about 700 Lutherans from various 
parts of Saxony departed Bremerhaven in five small sailing vessels. 
The immigration included five pastors, ten theological candidates 
and four teachers, all closely attached to their leader. Among this 
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group were Pastor C.F.W. Walther and his older brother, Otto 
Herman. They were fleeing Germany because they believed that 
they were being persecuted by the governing authorities. Their 
leader, Martin Stephan, had been imprisoned twice and was under 
suspicion for late night church gatherings and for taking nocturnal 
walks with young ladies. Because Stephan's followers viewed this 
as persecution, they decided to leave Saxony. They saw in the United 
States a land where they could exercise their religion freely. 22 

Prior to their departure, extensive plans had been made and a 
Gesellschaft (emigration company) was formed. 23 It was determined 
that the ecclesiastical structure of the colony would be strictly 
hierarchical. 24 Plans for a semiautonomous theocratic community 
were laid out in a comprehensive set of emigration codes. Power 
was to be divided between the clergy and a privileged wealthy class 
of laymen, with the balance of power lying predominantly with 
the clergy. Within this ministerium, the final authority was to rest 
with "the primate" or "first divine," Martin Stephan. 25 

It was on board the sailing ship Olbers, on January 14, 1839, 
that Martin Stephan was officially declared ''bishop'' through the 
signing of a document called "Stephan's Investiture." The 
document, eventually signed by all the pastors and influential 
laymen, including Pastor C.F.W. Walther, not only made Stephan 
bishop, but also declared that they were transplanting the Lutheran 
Church from Germany to the United States. 26 On February 16, 
1839, aboard the riverboat Selma between New Orleans and St. 
Louis, the "Pledge of Subjection to Stephan" was endorsed. This 
document gave the "bishop" control over both the ecclesiastical 
and temporal affairs of the immigrants. 21 

Only a few months after their arrival in Missouri, the Saxon 
immigrants deposed and excommunicated their "bishop" for 
apparent immorality. 28 What followed were confessions of guilt, 29 

the resignation of some pastorates, including that of C.F. W. 
Walther, 30 and persistent questions on the part of the people: Had 
they been wrong in their allegiance to Stephan? Was the emigration 
a sinful act on their part? Were they a church? Did their pastors 
have valid calls? Did their clergy have the authority to function? 
Were the official acts performed by the clergy valid? 3

' 

A lawyer and influential layman among the Saxon immigrants, 
Carl Vehse, came forward with a set of six propositions that offered 
a solution to the problems which beset the colony. These 
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propositions were submitted to Pastor O.H. Walther on August 
5, 1839. Here Vehse asserted the Lutheran doctrine of the universal 
priesthood of all believers. He argued that the office of the ministry 
is only a public service and, only when it is committed to an 
individual by a congregation, is it valid. 32 To this assertion the clergy 
responded by warning the members of the St. Louis congregation 
against those ''who would unfairly abuse this declaration in order 
to discredit our office, m,aliciously sow the seeds of distrust against 
us, and bring about dissension and offense in the congregation. " 33 

Vehse and two other laymen responded, on September 19, 1839, 
with a formal, detailed protest that consisted of three chapters. 34 

This protest maintained a firm juxtaposition of laity and clergy, 
strenuously asserted the rights of the congregation as opposed to 
those of the clergy, and assumed the supremacy of the congregation. 
Vehse and his two supporters also came to the conclusion that the 
emigration was wrong from the start and urged that everyone return 
to Germany. 35 

Most of the colonists were not prepared to accept the solution 
offered by Vehse, least of all the clergy. 36 The departure of Vehse 
on December 16, 1839, marked the end of the first major period 
of crisis which followed the expulsion of Stephan. However, Vehse's 
protests were soon replaced by those of Franz Adolph Marbach, 
Vehse's brother-in-law. There were others who shared Marbach's 
views. However, Marbach was the leading spokesman for the lay 
party in attempting to find a solution to the problems which plagued 
the colony. On March 3, 1841, Marbach issued a manifesto in which 
he maintained that the entire foundation on which their church 
polity had been erected was sinful and that the blessings of God 
could not be expected until they repented and returned to 
Germany. 37 Shortly after Marbach issued his manifesto, a 
conference was held in Dresden, Perry County, Missouri, including 
Pastors Loeber, Keyl, Gruber, and Buerger, Candidate Brohm, 
Magister Wege, and Marbach. Little was settled at this meeting 
and it appeared that the situation was deteriorating quickly. Carl 
S. Mundinger provided the following analysis: 

Evidences of accelerated disintegration were piling up on all 
sides. At the end of March 1841 the whole colony was fast 
approaching a state of complete disintegration. The spirit and 
influence of the clerics seems to have reached its lowest mark. 
Something had to be done and that something had to be drastic 
and dramatic. 38 
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A public debate was arranged for April 15 and 21, 1841, in Perry 
County, Missouri. 39 The site chosen for the disputation was the 
log cabin college which had been founded by the Saxons on 
December 9, 1839, in Altenburg. On the whole, the debate, chiefly 
between C.F.W. Walther and Franz Adolph Marbach, was a 
relatively calm theological discussion. 40 Marbach offered basically 
the same solution he had proposed in his manifesto. He saw the 
problem as simply a moral issue. 4

' 

In order to solve the problems of the colony, Walther tried to 
push personality and morals into the background and attack this 
issue from the viewpoint of sixteenth-century Lutheran theology. 
The questions for Walther were not ones of guilt and confession, 
but of the nature of the church. 42 Walther set forth a series of 
propositions that have become known as the Altenburg Theses. 
These theses set forth the understanding of the doctrine of the 
church that Walther would hold throughout the remainder of his 
life: 

I. 
The true church, in the most real and most perfect sense, is 
the totality (Gesamtheit) of all true believers, who from the 
beginning to the end of the world from among all peoples 
and tongues have been called and sanctified by the Holy Spirit 
through the Word. And since God alone knows these true 
believers (2 Tim. 2: 19), the church is also called invisible. No 
one belongs to this true church who is not spiritually united 
with Christ, for it is the spiritual body of Jesus Christ. 

II. 
The name of the true church belongs also to all those visible 
companies of men among whom God's Word is purely taught 
and the holy Sacraments are administered according to the 
institution of Christ. True, in this church there are godless 
men, hypocrites, and heretics, but they are not true members 
of it, nor do they constitute the church. 

III. 
The name "church," and, in a certain sense, the name "true 
church,'' belongs also to those visible companies of men who 
have united under the confession of a falsified faith and 
therefore have incurred the guilt of a partial departure from 
the truth, provided they possess so much of God's Word and 
the holy sacraments in purity that children of God may thereby 
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be born. When such companies are called true churches, it 
is not the intention to state that they are faithful, but only 
that they are real churches as opposed to all worldly 
organizations (Gemeinschaften). 

IV. 
The name "church" is not improperly applied to heterodox 
companies, but according to the manner of speech of the Word 
of God itself. It is also not immaterial that this high name 
is. allowed to such communions, for out of this follows: 

1. That members also of such companies may be saved; 
for without the church there is no salvation. 

V. 

2. The outward separation of a heterodox company from 
an orthodox church is not necessarily a separation from the 
universal Christian Church nor a relapse into heathenism and 
does not yet deprive that company of the name "church." 

VI. 

3. Even heterodox companies have church power; even 
among them the goods of the church may be validly 
administered, the ministry established, the sacraments validly 
administered, and the keys of the kingdom of heaven exercised. 

VII. 

4. Even heterodox companies are not to be dissolved, but 
reformed. 

VIII. 
The orthodox church is chiefly to be judged by the common, 
orthodox, public confession to which its members acknowledge 
and confess themselves to be pledged. 43 

In his Altenburg Theses, Walther showed that the colonists were 
indeed members of the true church and that they could function 
as the church. He based his conclusions on the teaching of Scripture, 
the Lutheran Confessions (particularly Augustana VII), Martin 
Luther, and other prominent Lutheran theologians. 44 In the notes 
which Walther prepared for the debate, he acknowledged his 
indebtedness to Vehse. 45 However, Walther did not adopt the same 
line of argumentation which Vehse used. Vehse had advocated 
extreme congregationalism, had combined church polity with his 
understanding of the church, and had leveled his attack on the 
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members of the clergy. Walther started with the same premise as 
Vehse, the doctrine of the priesthood of all believers, but his aim 
was constructive rather than destructive. Walter 0. Forster gave 
the following analysis: 

It was vital to remember, furthermore, that belonging to an 
organized church body did not constitute one a Christian, but 
that a body of Christians could organize at any time to 
constitute a church. "A church," the word which seemed to 
have become the shibboleth of the controversy-"a church" 
was still extant among them. If this were so, they must possess 
all the rights of such a body and could exercise all its functions; 
specifically, they could call pastors and teachers and provide 
for the administration of the sacraments and other rites 
normally connected with the existence of an organized 
congregation, of "a church." In practical application it meant 
the identification of the characteristics and powers of a 
congregation and "the church." 46 

Walther's doctrine of the church was distinctive in that it 
separated the understanding of the true nature of the church from 
church polity. Because of the freedom of religion afforded in the 
United States, Walther had the liberty to separate doctrine and 
polity. The occasion that precipitated this development was not so 
much the American environment, but rather a struggle amongst 
the Saxon immigrants themselves. It must also be remembered that 
these immigrants, and the church body they would help establish 
in 1847, remained a German enclave until after World War l. 4 7 

The Altenburg Theses were not the fullest expression of Walther's 
understanding of the doctrine of the church. This development 
would come later through another controversy that was already 
developing at this time. Yet the propositions established and 
accepted by all at Altenburg had a profound effect on the Saxon 
colony. Out of the confusion and chaos which had characterized 
the thinking and actions of the colonists, Walther had set forth 
an acceptable solution. Even Marbach became convinced that 
Walther was correct. After the Altenburg Debate, Walther emerged 
as the unquestioned spiritual and theological leader of the colony. 
From the disputation in 1841 until his death in 1887, C.F.W. 
Walther remained the outstanding theologian and leader of the 
Saxon colonists and of the Missouri Synod.48 

A second struggle over the doctrine of the church began in 1841. 
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In 1839, about the same time that the Saxons were settling in 
Missouri, a group of Prussians under the leadership of Pastor 
Johann Andreas August Grabau and a group of Silesians under 
the leadership of Pastor Lebercht Friedrich Ehregott Krause were 
immigrating to the United States in reaction to the Prussian Union. 
The Prussians settled in the area around Buffalo, New York; the 
Silesians chose the territory of Wisconsin near Milwaukee and 
Freistadt. 49 While the Silesians were settling in Wisconsin, Krause 
had to make a sudden return to Germany. With their pastor gone, 
a leading layman (who later became an ordained clergyman), 
Heinrich von Rohr, wrote to Grabau, Senior Ministerii, asking 
permission to elect a layman who would temporarily conduct 
services and administer the sacraments. Grabau gave a negative 
response in the form of his so-called Hirtenbrief (Pastoral Letter) 
of December 1, 1840. This letter was also sent to various other 
German Lutheran immigrants for their inspection and approval, 
including the Saxons of Missouri. 50 

In his Hirtenbrief Grabau rejected the request of the Silesian 
immigrants of Wisconsin, defending this position with his own 
analysis of Article XIV of the Augsburg Confession. Due to his 
fear of sectarians and vagabond preachers, which were common 
on the American frontier, Grabau put special emphasis on the word 
1ite in the phrase rite vocatus. He also maintained that only an 
episcopal form of polity was proper for the church according to 
the old, accepted Kirchenordnungen of Germany. Although 
Grabau's letter dealt mainly with the doctrine of the ministry, he 
did assert that the one holy Christian Church, outside of which 
there is no salvation, is the visible church of the pure Word and 
Sacrament, the Lutheran Church. 51 

Because of the problems that arose after the expulsion of Martin 
Stephan, the Saxon Lutherans of Missouri did not respond to 
Grabau's Hirtenbriefuntil more than two years after it was written. 
On June 22, 1843, Pastors C.F.W. Walther, T.C.F. Gruber, G.H. 
Loeber, 0. Fuerbringer, and G.A. Schieferdecker finally met in 
St. Louis and Loeber drafted a response to Grabau. Here Loeber 
stated: 

Should we give a summary opinion of the contents of the 
Hirtenbrief, it appears to us in the first place that, in view 
of so much stress on the old church ordinance, the essentials 
are confused with the non-essentials, and the divine with the 
human, so that Christian freedom is curtailed. In the second 
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place, more is ascribed to the preaching office (pastoral office) 
than is proper, so that the spiritual priesthood of the 
congregation becomes neglected. 52 

Grabau replied to the Saxons of Missouri on July 12, 1844, taking 
issue with their position. To this the Saxons replied on January 15, 
1845, and one of the most heated controversies in the history of 
American Lutheranism began. 53 Beginning at its founding convention 
in June 1845, and continuing in subsequent meetings, what became 
known as the Buffalo Synod condemned the Saxons of Missouri 
and then the Missouri Synod, which was formed in 1847, calling 
upon them to retract their congregational constitution, to desist from 
their "loose" doctrine of the call into the ministry and their disregard 
for the office of the ministry as a whole, and to repent of various 
other "errors." 54 

The first convention of the Deutsche Evangelische Lutherische 
Synode van Missouri, Ohio, und andem Staaten was held in Chicago, 
April 25 to May 6, 1847. The Missouri Synod was a union of the 
Saxons of Missouri with the Sendlinge (sent ones) of Wilhelm Loehe, 
a pastor in Neuendettelsau, Bavaria, who prepared men for the 
ministry and sent them to the scattered German Lutherans in the 
United States. The constitution was ratified on April 26, 1847. Twelve 
pastors and sixteen congregations became charter members. C.F.W. 
Walther was elected as the synod's first president (Praeses Amt). 55 

Wilhelm Loehe, who remained in Germany, was not happy with 
the constitution of the Missouri Synod. In his KJrchliche 
Mittheilungen aus und ueber Nordamerika he wrote: 

Finally we do not wish to keep you in ignorance concerning 
something which has cut us to the quick and which also is of 
importance for the seminary at Fort Wayne. We notice with 
growing concern (mit herzlichem Bedauem) that your synodical 
constitution, as it has now been adopted, does not follow the 
example of the first Christian congregations. We have good 
reason to fear that the strong admixture of democratic, 
independent, and congregational principles in your constitution 
will do greater damage than the interference of princes and 
governmental agencies in the church of our homeland. 56 

In the face of opposition from both Europe and the United States, 
the Missouri Synod attempted to deal with the situation at the 
synodical convention of 1850. The convention decided to have a book 
written and published which would represent the Missouri Synod's 
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position and serve as a defense against the Buffalo Synod's attacks. 
C.F.W. Walther was chosen to author the work. By 1851 Walther 
had prepared an outline for the book, which was then presented 
to the convention in the form of two sets of theses, one on the 
church and the other on the ministry. These were adopted by the 
synodical convention and the synod resolved to have the book 
published in Germany. 57 Expanding his understanding first set forth 
in theAltenbwg Theses, Part One of Kirche und Amt again avoided 
any mention of church polity and dealt only with doctrine: 

I. The church in the proper sense of the term is the 
congregation (Gemeinde) of saints, that is, the totality of all 
those who have been called by the Holy Spirit through the 
Gospel out of the lost and condemned human race, truly 
believe in Christ, and are sanctified and incorporated into 
Christ through faith. 

II. No godless person, no hypocrite, no unregenerate person, 
and no heretic belongs to the church in the proper sense of 
the term. 
III. The church in the proper sense of the word is invisible. 

IV. It is this true church of believers and saints to which Christ 
gave the keys of the kingdom of heaven. And it is therefore 
the proper and only possessor and bearer of the spiritual, 
divine, and heavenly goods, rights, powers, offices, etc. which 
Christ has procured and which are found in His church. 

V. Although the true church in the proper sense of the term 
is essentially invisible, its presence can nevertheless be definitely 
recognized, and its marks are indeed the pure preaching of 
God's Word and the administration of the sacraments 
according to Christ's institution. 

VI. In an improper sense Holy Scripture calls "church" (the 
universal [catholic] church) also the visible totality of all the 
called, that is, of all who confess and adhere to the proclaimed 
Word and use the holy sacraments, which consists of good 
and evil persons; so also it calls "churches" (particular 
churches) its several divisions, that is, the congregations that 
are found here and there, in which the Word of God is 
preached and the holy sacraments are administered. It does 
so because in these visible assemblies the invisible, true, and 
properly so-called church of believers, saints, and children of 
God lies hidden, and outside this assembly of the called no 
elect are to be looked for. 
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VII. As visible congregations which still essentially have the Word 
and the sacraments bear the name "church" according to God's 
Word because of the true invisible church of true believers which 
is found in them, so also they possess the authority which Christ 
·has given to His whole church, on account of the true invisible 
church which is hidden in them, even if there were only two or 
three (believers). 
VIII. Although God gathers for Himself a holy church of elect 
persons also there where His Word is not taught in complete purity 
and the sacraments are not administered totally according to the 
institution of Jesus Christ, if God's Word and the sacraments are 
not denied entirely, but both essentially remain; nevertheless, 
everyone is obligated by his salvation to flee false teachers, to avoid 
all heterodox congregations or sects, and to acknowledge and adhere 
to orthodox congregations and their orthodox pastors, wherever 
he finds such. 
A. Also in heterodox and heretical churches there are children of 
God, and also there the true church is made manifest by the pure 
Word and sacraments which still remain there. 

B. Everyone is obligated by his salvation to flee all false teachers 
and avoid fellowship with heterodox congregations or sects. 

C. Every Christian is obligated by his salvation to acknowledge and 
adhere to orthodox congregations and their orthodox pastors, 
wherever he finds such. 

IX. Absolutely necessary for the obtaining of salvation is only the 
fellowship in the invisible church, to which alone originally all the 
glorious promises regarding the church have been given. 58 

Walther's doctrine of the church was indeed expressed in 
numerous other writings and in various sermons. 59 What becomes 
clear from both the Altenburg Theses and Kirche und Amt, 
however, is that Walther's doctrine of the church was distinctly 
separated from any consideration of church polity. His doctrine 
of the church was a form of Americanization only in that Walther 
took advantage of the freedom to express his beliefs. Yet his doctrine 
of the church was not shaped by his American environment, nor 
was it influenced by other denominations in the United States. 
Walther's proof for his understanding of the doctrine of the church 
was based on Scripture, the Lutheran Confessions, and various 
church fathers. 
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Walther and Church Polity 
The same freedom of religion in America which permitted 

Walther to establish a distinct doctrine of the church apart from 
church polity permitted Walther to establish a distinct church polity 
unique among American denominations until that time. John 
Drickamer characterized Walther's understanding of polity in this 
way: 

Walther's views on church polity cannot be fitted into any 
common American version of ecclesiastical organization. He 
was not an Episcopalian, Presbyterian, or Congregationalist. 
He strongly favored the synodical form of polity, which was 
significantly different from the other forms. 60 

In the negotiations which led to the organization of the Missouri 
Synod, Walther expressed his convictions regarding church polity 
in a letter to Pastor J.A. Ernst, a Loehe Sendling, dated August 
21, 1845: 

1. [I desire] that the Synod, in addition to the Word of God, 
pledge itself to all the Symbols of our church and, where 
possible, include also the Saxon Visitation Articles. However, 
I shall not insist upon the acceptance and binding nature of 
the latter. 
2. I desire that all syncretistic actions of synodical members 
be effectively prohibited and banned by a special paragraph 
in the constitution. 
3. [I desire] that the chief function of the Synod should be 
the maintenance and furtherance of Lutheran doctrine and 
the guarding of the unity and the purity of the same. 
4. [I desire] that the Synod should not be so constructed as 
to serve as an empowered legislative body, but rather as an 
advisory body to which a congregation in need of advice may 
come and take refuge. The Synod ought to steer clear especially 
of usurping the congregation's prerogative of calling [a pastor]. 
5. I desire that the lay delegates who are members of Synod 
receive a seat and vote in the convention precisely as the 
clergymen. However, the chairman should be elected from 
among the clergy (cf. Acts 15:23). 
6. Finally, I think that the right of appeal to the decision of 
Synod ought never to be denied any congregation. 61 
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In a letter to another Loehe Sendling, Wilhelm Sihler, Walther 
elaborated further on his understanding of polity: 

I must confess that I have a kind of horror of a real 
representative constitution. I do not find it in Holy Scripture. 
Now, it is true that we Christians may exercise our liberty as 
regards our constitution, but I cannot rid myself of this 
opinion: The more freedom a church government in a free 
state like ours affords, the more efficient it will be, provided 
that the Word is preached in all its power in the congregations. 
On the other hand, everything coercive that does not flow 
immediately from the Word easily causes opposition by refusal 
to comply and lays the foundation for frequent separations. 
Hitherto I have not viewed a synodical organization as a 
concentration of ecclesiastical power. I thought that it was 
only to exhibit the ecclesiastical union of the separate 
congregations, unite its resources and forces in a war upon 
the oncoming ruin in doctrine and life, and for carrying on 
operations for the common welfare of the church, for 
preserving and advancing unity in faith and love, for aiming 
by way of commendation for the greatest uniformity 
possible ... I was not of the opinion that all matters pertaining 
to the internal administration of individual congregations 
should be subject to the disposing and judicial power of the 
synod. 62 

Although Walther believed that synodical polity was the best form 
of church government, he maintained that no true Lutheran would 
insist on one form of church polity as the only valid one. 63 Walther 
believed that it was the duty of Lutheran preachers to inform their 
congregations ''that the choice of the polity of the church is an 
inalienable part of their Christian freedom ... " 64 

In America Walther faced a situation in which many German 
Lutheran immigrants, who had experienced a consistorial form of 
church polity in their homeland, had a certain fear of joining a 
synod, as if it were a kind of consistory that would attempt to rule 
the congregation. Because of the situation that the Saxons of 
Missouri had faced with Martin Stephan, and because of the fear 
of consistorial domination, the synod was considered to be only 
an advisory body. A synodical resolution was binding in the 
congregation in a congregational matter only when the congregation 
accepted it. Yet a congregation, by joining the synod, did accept 
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the provisions of the synodical constitution. Furthermore, doctrine 
was not a matter that could be accepted or rejected. What was 
spelled out in God's Word was not optional for a congregation 
belonging to the Synod. 65 

As noted above, both J.A.A. Grabau and Wilhelm Loehe 
disagreed with Walther and the Missouri Synod over both the 
doctrine of the church and church polity. Loehe referred to the 
Missouri Synod's constitution as Ameiikanische Poebelherrshaft 
("American mob rule"). 66 However, a major factor in the 
misunderstanding was that both Grabau and Loehe did not separate 
the doctrine of the church from church polity, whereas Walther 
did. For Walther, the doctrine of the church was non-negotiable, 
while church polity was a matter of Christian freedom. The freedom 
of religion provided in America allowed Walther to make this 
distinction. 67 Also, as noted above, Walther believed that because 
of the "free state" environment of the United States, a democratic 
church government was more efficient and therefore preferred, even 
though it is not described in Scripture. 

Walther's Doctrine of the Church 
and Other Categories of Americanization 

It has been maintained in this essay that Walther's doctrine of 
the church can be considered a form of Americanization only in 
so far as he took advantage of the freedom of religion afforded 
in the United States. This freedom also allowed him to make a 
distinction between the doctrine of the church and church polity. 

Walther's doctrine of the church was not an adaptation which 
was formulated to conform to the American environment, nor was 
it influenced by American citizens outside of the Missouri Synod 
or by governmental laws or regulations. Rather, the expulsion of 
Stephan, the crisis that followed, and the freedom of a pluralistic 
society enabled and compelled Walther to establish his doctrine of 
the church on an authority other than the German 
Kirchenordnungen. He chose to base his understanding upon 
Scripture, the Lutheran Confessions, and various church fathers. 

With respect to influence from those outside the Missouri Synod, 
Alan Graebner observed: 

Since its founding in 1847, the Lutheran Church-Missouri 
Synod has never been in the mainstream of American 
Protestantism. As an immigrant church, it was long insulated 
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by its use of German, but even the English-speaking Missouri 
Synod of the twentieth century has continued to chart its own 
way, largely independent of the rest of American 
Protestantism. 68 

That Walther was not easily influenced by governmental laws or 
regulations which he believed went against God's Word or his 
conscience can be seen in the situation surrounding the "Oath of 
Loyalty'' demanded of all public officials and clergy after the Civil 
War. This oath required that no one should teach or speak in a public 
assembly who had ever supported the Confederacy. 69 Walther could 
not swear that he had never expressed sympathy with the Southerners 
without modification of the oath.10 Eventually, Walther was allowed 
to take the oath with the addition of his own protest on the reverse 
side.7 1 

Because civil religion has been a slow development within the 
United States, and because it was not readily identified in the 
nineteenth century, 72 it is difficult to say how Walther felt about 
such a concept. Walther did agree with and support the separation 
of church and state and believed that the mixture of the two, as 
it had occurred in Germany, caused numerous problems. 73 That 
Walther did not fall into the category of Americanization identified 
by John Murray Cuddihy (see above) can be observed by his 
indignation at Samuel Schmucker's attempt at rewriting the Augsburg 
Confession, 74 by his editorial comments in periodicals which he helped 
establish, 75 and by his firm conviction that only the Evangelical 
Lutheran Church taught the true doctrine from God's Word. 76 

Finally, the Missouri Synod does not fall into the category of being 
an indigenous American religious group. Nor can Walther's doctrine 
of the church be characterized as that of an exclusivistic American 
sect. Walther did believe that there was salvation outside of the 
Lutheran Church. He maintained that wherever God's Word is 
prea,ched and His sacraments are administered rightly there will be 
found true believers (see the Altenburg Theses and Kirche und Amt). 
Yet Walther also strongly maintained that believers were to flee false 
teachers, and he held that church fellowship could be established 
only where there was complete agreement in doctrine and practice. 11 

Americanization df Walther's Doctrine of the Church 
Since His Death 

Other forms of Americanization within the Missouri Synod as 
a whole, and of Walther's doctiine of the church in particular, gained 
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momentum because of the First World War. 78 At its 1917 
convention, the synod changed its name from "Die Deutsche 
Evangelische Lutherische Synode van Missouri, Ohio und andern 
Staaten" to "The Evangelical Lutheran Synod of Missouri, Ohio 
and Other States. " 79 Already in 1914 a more progressive group of 
Missouri Synod members organized the American Lutheran 
Publicity Bureau (ALPB) in order to promote Lutheranism in a 
positive way in the face of American anti-Germanism. In January 
of 1918 the bureau began publishing the American Lutheran under 
the editorial guidance of Pastor Paul Lindemann. This was the first 
major unofficial publication within the Missouri Synod. 80 During 
the Great Depression members of the editorial board for the 
American Lutheran were growing more and more discontented with 
the way the Missouri Synod was being run, particularly the linguistic 
and nationalistic ties to German immigrants. A "plan" was devised 
to bring about changes within the Missouri Synod. 81 In preparation 
for the Missouri Synod Convention of 1935 those involved in the 
"plan" engaged in political maneuvering and the incumbent 
president, Frederick Pfotenhauer, was unseated by the first 
American-born Missouri Synod president, John Behnken. 82 Then, 
in 1945, the members of the editorial board for the American 
Lutheran called a meeting of.."like-minded individuals," who then 
drafted "A Statement" (the so-called Statement of the Forty-Four). 
This document called into question the Missouri Synod's traditional 
position on church fellowship. 83 In time, other long-held doctrines 
would be questioned as well, leading eventually to a major 
disruption at one of the synod's seminaries in 1974 and the departure 
of approximately 75,000 people from the synod to form a new 
Lutheran church body in 1976. 84 

·· Another factor in the further Americanization of Walther's 
doctrine of the church was the growth of the Missouri Synod and 
closer relations with the United States government through the 
military chaplaincy. Between 1932 and 1962, the Missouri Synod 
grew from 1,210,206 baptized congregational members and 3,133 
pastors to 2,456,856 baptized congregational members and 6,192 
pastors, an increase of approximately one hundred percent. 85 During 
that same period, the number of full-time synodical officials 
increased from eight to sixty, a growth of approximately six hundred 
and fifty percent. 86 In 1947 the synod changed its name once more, 
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adopting the title "church": The Lutheran Church-Missouri 
Synod. 87 By 1951 the synod had purchased its first permanent office 
building for full-time synodical staff. 88 Finally, between 1952 and 
1962, the Missouri Synod's College of Presidents decided to redefine 
the synod's long-held definition of ordination, adopting the 
government's understanding in order to facilitate the placement of 
military chaplains and because of certain state regulations for 
performing marriages. The Missouri Synod had long maintained 
that ordination was the public ratification of the call into the pastoral 
ministry in a local congregation. The government viewed ordination 
as a church body's certification that an individual was qualified 
to function as a minister. The Missouri Synod, including Walther, 
had maintained that the pastoral office was established only within 
and by a local congregation of believers. The United States 
government viewed it as something established by a church body 
as a whole. At its 1962 convention the Missouri Synod endorsed 
the change made by the College of Presidents and, from that point 
on, one was ordained when he was certified by the synod, no matter 
where he was called (administrative position, teaching position, 
chaplaincy, or parish pastorate). Thus, the synod took on a churchly 
function that had been reserved for the local congregation since 
Walther's time. 89 Also, the synod had become more than an 
advisory body. Various forms of Americanization within the 
Missouri Synod have brought on a change of both Walther's 
understanding of the doctrine of the church and the polity which 
he helped establish in 1847. 

Concluding Comments 
Walther's doctrine of the churcn grew directly out of his 

experiences: the Saxon immigration, the colonist's experiences with. 
their leader Martin Stephan, the Altenburg Debate, and the 
controversies with J .A.A. Grabau of the Buffalo Synod and J .K. W. 
Loehe in Germany. 90 Yet his doctrine of the church was based on 
his understanding of Scripture, the Lutheran Confessions, and 
distinguished church fathers. The freedom of religion provided in 
America allowed Walther to distinguish the doctrine of the church 
from church polity. 

Since Walther's death, his doctrine of the church and his 
understanding of church polity have been further Americanized. 
Perhaps this development is unavoidable. Perhaps it is something 
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that demands further study and consideration. Yet Walther 
remained true to his principles on both the doctrine of the church 
and on church polity, and they did contribute greatly to the Missouri 
Synod's vitality and growth. 91 
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and would be difficult to change. Fourth, Grabau's views concerning 
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than does the true scriptural doctrine. 
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The Smalcald Articles as a Systematic 
Theology: A Comparison with the 

Augsburg Confession 

H.P. Hamann 

For Lutherans quad non est biblicum non est theologicum. 
According to the clear and sharply phrased sentence of the Formula 
of Concord: "We believe, teach, and confess that the prophetic and 
apostolic writings of the Old and New Testaments are the only rule 
and norm according to which all doctrines and teachings alike must 
be appraised and judged." Theology, then, is an account of the . 
teaching or doctrine or sum of the Scripture presented in intelligible 
terms for contemporary man, where the word "contemporary" 
means man of any time or place existing at the same time as the 
one giving an account of what the Bible says. So the theology of 
the Smalcald Articles and of the Augsburg Confession is the account 
by men of the first half of the sixteenth century to men living at 
that time. The nature of these two writings as confessions in 
conspectu diei ultimae does not concern us in this essay-at least, 
not until the appendix. 

The idea "systematic theology," in my judgment, can be taken 
appropriately in one of two ways. It can mean, first of all, a theology 
conceived from one dominating point of view, in which all the main 
sections, and even subordinate ones as well, can be seen as parts 
of one central theme. This I call a synthetic way of proceeding, 
because of its close parallel to sermons constructed in this way. 
Pieper, by the way, uses the terms "synthetic" and "analytic" as 
applied to the method of presenting the Christian faith or Christian 
theology quite differently. As examples of this kind of system we 
might mention Schleiermacher, whose presentation is a development 
of the theme of "Self-Consciousness," F.A. Philippi and his central 
theme of fellowship, and Emil Brunner and Helmut Thielicke, who 
operate with the basic theme of revelation. The Reformed Cocceius 
worked with the idea of covenant. Other systems develop the whole 
of theology from the Three Articles of the Creed, or from 
Christology, or from the theme of the Kingdom of God. 

As I see it, the most popular way is to proceed analytically, even 
today, and to work with the time-honoured loci, in the manner of 
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Karl Barth and Paul Tillich. Horst Georg Poehlmann also uses the 
local method in his very handy Abriss der Dogmatik. It might seem 
that the local method of proceeding is non-systematic by the very 
method adopted. However, that is not the case, if there is a consistent 
theology clearly discernible running throughout the various loci taken 
up for treatment. This consistency would be demonstrated especially 
in the way a central concern- in fact, the central concern of the 
writer, the thing which means more to him than anything else
shows up, no matter what topic (locus) one is dealing with at any 
particular moment. 

In what category of systematic theology do the two Lutheran 
confessional writings that concern us at the moment fit? Obviously, 
neither fits the first category. Luther's words at the beginning of 
each of the three parts of the Smalcald Articles show that he is 
following a purely formal scheme in the division of material. Here 
are his guidelines: 

1. "The first part of the Atticles treats the sublime articles of the 
divine majesty." At the conclusion of the four articles in this 
first part he writes: "These articles are not matters of dispute 
or contention, for both parties confess them. Therefore, it is 
not necessary to treat them at greater length." 

2. "The second part treats of the articles which pertain to the office 
and work of Jesus Christ, or to our redemption." At the close 
of the first article in this part, Luther writes: "On this article 
rests all that we teach and practice against the pope, the devil, 
and the world." 

3. "The following articles treat matters which we may discuss with 
learned and sensible men, or even among ourselves." 

It is strange, after reading the last statement, to find almost at the 
end of the treatment of the fifteen matters of the third part also 
this statement: "These are the articles on which I must stand and 
on which I will stand until my death. I do not know how I can change 
or concede anything in them. If anybody wishes to make some 
concession, let him do so at the peril of his own conscience." So, 
finally, the whole of the Smalcald Articles is something on which 
no concession can be made. To sum up, it is quite clear that we 
do not have a systematic theology of the first category in the Smalcald 
Articles. We have a series of articles bound together by the thought 
of what is agreed on by both parties, the evangelicals and the Roman 
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Catholics, by what cannot be yielded in negotiations, and by what 
may be amicably discussed. This is the ostensible division, but really, 
as we have seen, nothing can be conceded by Luther, and others 
are warned against conceding anything. so we have the formal list 
of agreements and disagreements, but finally the total list is non
negotiable. All this is purely formal, and there is no systematic 
development of a theme. 

The same situation holds in respect of the Augsburg Confession. 
There we have twenty-one articles of faith, where it is claimed that 
agreement exists between those confessing and the Roman Church, 
followed by seven articles in which various matters regarded as abuses 
are discussed, abuses which have crept into the church over the years, 
abuses which are contrary to God's will. This is plairily the loci 
method of arrangement, and only rarely are there explicit indications 
of the relation between the various articles. So what remains is to 
examine the two confessions to find out whether some consistently 
applied principle underlies the various articles in the Smalcald Articles 
and in the Augsburg Confession, and to determine whether we have 
the same basic principle or differing principles in these confessions. 

I. The Smalcald Articles 

It is hard to miss the underlying principle or matter of concern 
in these articles. It appears repeatedly, running like a recurring refrain 
throughout. We start with Article I of the Second Part (' 'Christ and 
Faith"). This is described as "the first and chief article," and it puts 
together the following elements: the atoning death of Jesus Christ 
(Rom. 4:25; John 1:29; Isa. 53:6; Rom. 3:23-25); the uselessness 
of works, law, or merit for the appropriation of this act of God 
in Christ; and faith in Jesus Christ as the sole means of such 
appropriation, so that "a man is justified by faith apart from works 
of the law.'' Of this doctrine, that man is justified alone on account 
of the atoning, vicarious death of Christ (propter Christwn), through 
faith as the means of reception of the gift of salvation (per fidem) 
completely apart from works, law, merits of any kind, Luther goes 
on to declare: "Nothing in this article can be given up or 
compromised, even if heaven and earth and things temporal should 
be destroyed (Acts 4:12; Isa. 53:5)." Article after article is determined 
by this central concern. In Part Two, the Roman Mass is rejected 
as "running into direct and violent conflict with this fundamental 
article ... for it is held that this sacrifice or work of the mass delivers 
men from their sins, both here in this life and yonder in purgatory, 
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although in reality this can and must be done by the Lamb of God 
alone, as has been indicated aboye" (Part Two, II, 1; a judgment 
repeated in respect of the mass also in Part Two, II, 5). The same 
judgment is made in respect of a number of teachings and practices 
seen as brought about by the mass, like purgatory (II, II, 12), 
pilgrimages (II, II, 19-at least implicitly here), relics (II, II, 23-also 
implicitly), indulgences (II, II, 24) and the invocation of saints (II, 
II, 25). It must be regarded as something of a slip on Luther's part 
that in his summary of Article II of the Second Part, dealing with 
the mass, he does not assert what has been repeated again and again, 
and that he introduces another thought, important in itself but not 
the one that should have been mentioned in this context: "In short, 
we ... must condemn the mass .. .in order that we may retain the 
holy sacrament in its purity and certainty according to the institution 
of Christ and may use and receive it in faith." 

The refrain recurs further in the other articles of Part Two-in 
his comments on chapters and monasteries (II, III, 2) and the papacy 
(II, IV, 4) by implication: "This is nothing less than to say, 'Although 
you believe in Christ, and in Him have everything that is needful 
for salvation, this is nothing and all in vain unless you consider me 
your god and are obedient and subject to me.' " The same 
application is to be found in the declaration that the pope is the 
Antichrist and where a somewhat lengthy description is given of his 
activities (II, IV, 9-14), especially the statement: "However, the pope 
will not permit such faith but asserts that one must be obedient to 
him in order to be saved. This we are unwilling to do even if we 
have to die for it in God's name.'' The summary of the articles of 
the Second Part repeats the refrain by implication also (II, IV, 15). 

We would not expect the refrain to appear so often in the Third 
Part, but it appears here as well. One of the longest articles in the 
Smalcald Articles is that entitled ''Repentance.'' The constitutive 
factors of the chief article of the faith are obviously central to what 
Luther will say on this head, and the negative of this must also show 
up in the section entitled "The False Repentance of the Papists," 
as in the sentence: "There was no mention here of Christ or of faith. 
Rather, men hoped by their own works to overcome and blot out 
their sins before God" (Ill, III, 14). We may compare with this the 
following passage: "This is the repentance which John preaches, 
which Christ subsequently preaches in the Gospel, and which we 
also preach. With this repentance we overthrow the pope and 
everything that is built on our good works" (III, III, 39). There are 
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other passages like this, but quoting them is hardly of any 
consequence, since the article as a whole, with the positive 
presentation of the repentance of the evangelicals and the negative 
presentation of that of the papists, is one long, continued exposition 
of the chief article. In addition to the section just mentioned, the 
refrain appears also in the section dealing with monastic vows: "Since 
monastic vows are in direct conflict with the first chief article, they 
must be absolutely set aside" (Ill, XIV, 1). 

It is to be noted that Part I of the Smalcald Articles takes an 
independent position in relation to the rest-a fact to some extent 
that is in opposition to the contention that there is a systematic 
theology observable in the Smalcald Articles. In Part I the Trinity 
is briefly and strongly stated, the divine-human person of the Son 
who became flesh likewise, but there is really no attempt to bring 
together in a systematic view Part I with the subsequent material 
of the Smalcald Articles. Part II, of course, begins with the office 
and work of Christ, whose person and incarnation were taken up 
in Part I, but the formal division Luther had in mind (articles in 
agreement and disagreement between himself and Rome) controlled 
completely his thinking at the beginning of the writing, and the 
unifying power of "the first and chief article" did not make itself 
felt till after that article had been expounded. 

The situation is different in the Augsburg Confession. This 
confession, while starting in much the same way with articles on 
God and the Son of God-the second article, on original sin, indicates 
a clear difference from the Smalcald Articles-links the work and 
office of Christ and His continuing work through the Holy Spirit 
more closely to the sublime articles concerning God than do the 
Smalcald Articles. Thus, in the article on the Son of God we have 
attached to the "crucifixus, mmtuus et sepultus" these words: " ... in 
order to be a sacrifice not only for original sin but also for all other 
sins and to propitiate God's wrath" (German) or " ... that He might 
reconcile the Father to us and be a sacrifice not only for original 
guilt but also for all actual sins of men" (Latin). Christ's work 
through the Spirit is described in the one case (German) as " ... He 
sits on the right hand of God . . . that through the Holy Spirit He 
may sanctify, purify, strengthen, and comfort all who believe in 
Him" and in the other case (Latin) as " .. . to sit on the right hand 
of the Father. .. and sanctify those who believe in Him by sending 
the Holy Spirit into their hearts to rule, comfort, and quicken them 
and defend them . . . " ("misso in corda eorum spiritu sancto"). This 
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difference between the beginnings of the Augsburg Confession and 
the Smalcald Articles may fittingly lead us to see whether there is 
also an underlying principle in the Augsburg Confession. 

II. The Augsburg Confession 
To demonstrate such a unity is a trifle more difficult in the case 

of the Augsburg Confession than in the Smalcald Articles. There 
is no such prominent paragraph as that standing at the beginning 
of Part Two of the Smalcald Articles. However, a clue does exist,and 
that is to be found in the word that connects Article V with Article 
IV and also Article VI with Article IV. Article IV, on justification, 
runs in the translation of the Latin text: "our churches also teach 
that men cannot be justified before God by their own strength, merits, 
or works but are freely justified for Christ's sake through faith when 
they believe that they are received into favour and that their sins 
are forgiven on account of Christ, · who by His death made 
satisfaction for our sins. This faith God imputes for righteousness 
in His sight (Rom. 3, 4)." Now, Article V begins: "Ut hanc fidem 
consequamur. .. "; and Article VI begins: "Item docent quod ilia 
fides debeat bonos fructus parere .. . " No other articles of the 
Augsburg Confession are tied together in this way. The hint is given, 
then, to look for recurrences of the close connection between 
justification, the ministry of the Gospel, and the new obedience or 
statements about good works. If there is a repeated reference to this 
nexus of ideas, we have a right to say that such a nexus forms the 
underlying unity in the separate twenty-one (twenty-eight) articles
that in the doctrine of justification we have the systematic principle 
of the theology of the Augsburg Confession. 

Other hints of connections between the articles of the Augsburg 
Confession are suggested. It is asserted, for instance, that, as Article 
V develops Article IV, so Article V is more precisely defined by 
Articles VII-XIV. The term wnisteiium is picked up in Aiticles VII, 
VIII, and XIV (in VII and XIV the word is picked up only in the 
verbal form adwnistrare), while Articles IV-XIII further develop 
the phrase "Gospel and sacraments." So the ecclesiological reference 
of Article IV is to be seen . This may well be true, but I am not 
so sure that we do not have here the modern systematizing of Gerhard 
Mliller and Vinzens Pfniir at work rather than that of Melanchthon. 

A search of the Augsburg Confession for an underlying principle, 
now, does produce two clear facts: (1) that there is repeated insistence 
on the teaching of justification for Christ's sake, through faith alone, 
and (2) that no other such repetition of ideas can be found. As for 
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the first assertion, we have already shown how the fourth article 
determines both Article V and Article VI. The faith through which 
God's grace and forgiveness come to the sinner makes necessary 
God's institution of the ministry-that is, the provision of the means 
of grace, the Gospel and the sacraments. That same faith naturally 
leads to good works; it must produce good fruits. The sixth article 
goes on to state again the teaching of Article IV, lest the insistence 
on good works just stated be misunderstood as reinstating good 
works as a cause of salvation or of God's grace: "We must do so 
because it is God's will and not because we rely on such works to 
merit justification before God, for forgiveness of sins and justification 
are apprehended by faith ... " (Latin). 

The next article in which the underlying principle comes through 
clearly is Article XII ("Repentance"): "Properly speaking, repentance 
consists of these two parts: one is contrition ... and the other is faith, 
which is born of the Gospel, or of absolution, believes that sins are 
forgiven for Christ's sake, comforts the conscience, and delivers it 
from terror. Then good works, which are the fruits of faith, are 
bound to follow. The sacraments (Article XIII) are said ''especially 
to be signs and testimonies of the will of God toward us, intended 
to awaken and confirm faith in those who use them" (Latin). In 
Article XV ("Ecclesiastical Rites") the warning is erected: "Men are 
admonished not to burden consciences with such things, as if 
observances of this kind were necessary for salvation ... human 
traditions which are instituted to propitiate God, merit grace, and 
make satisfaction for sins are opposed to the Gospel and the teaching 
about faith. Wherefore vows and traditions about foods and days, 
etc., instituted to merit grace and make satisfaction for sins, are 
useless and contrary to the Gospel." We have a hint of the big truth 
in Article XVIII ("Free Will") in this phrase: "However, it [man's 
will] does not have the power, without the Holy Spirit , to attain 
the righteousness of God ... but this righteousness is wrought in the 
heart when the Holy Spirit is received through the Word." Obviously, 
Article XX ("Faith and Good Works") is an important one in this 
context. It is the most fully treated article in the Augsburg Confession 
and deals at length with the teaching mentioned briefly in Articles 
IV, V, and VI. To quote the various pertinent statements would 
be both wearisome and unnecessary. However, one sentence is 
absolutely necessary, for it is a deliberate statement about the heart 
of the Christian faith, one on all fours with the big statement of 
Luther in the Smalcald Articles: "Inasmuch, then, as the teaching 
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about faith, which ought to be the chief teaching in the church [Latin; 
German: "which is the chief article in the Christian life"], has been 
so long neglected ... , our teachers have instructed our churches 
concerning faith as follows." Then follows a setting forth of the 
doctrine of justification at some length and of its relation to good 
works. In connection with the final article of the basic twenty-one 
of the confession ("The Cult of Saints"), the point is made that, 
while it is good to imitate the faith and good works of the saints, 
it is wrong to pray to them or to seek their help, "for the only 
mediator, propitiation, high priest, and intercessor whom the 
Scriptures set before us is Christ.'' 

In the articles relating to abuses, the central concern appears 
regularly except in those entitled "Both Kinds" and "The Marriage 
of Priests," where one would hardly expect to find such a reference 
in any case. So in Article XXIV ("The Mass") it is claimed that 
the confessing churches admonish the people "concerning the value 
and use of the sacrament and the great consolation it offers to anxious 
consciences, that they may learn to believe in God and ask for and 
expect whatever is good from God." In opposition to the 
developments of the mass common at the time, the Augsburg 
Confession says: "Concerning these opinions our teachers have 
warned that they depart from the Holy Scriptures and diminish the 
glory of Christ's passion, for the passion of Christ was an oblation 
and satisfaction not only for original sin but also for other sins ... The 
Scriptures also teach that we are justified before God through faith 
in Christ. Now, if the mass takes away the sins of the living and 
the dead by a performance of the outward act (ex opere operato), 
justification comes from the work of the mass and not from faith." 
In Article XXV ("Confession") we have: "Our people are taught 
to esteem absolution highly because it is the voice of God ... and 
people are reminded of the great consolation it brings to terrified 
consciences, are told that God requires faith to believe such absolution 
as God's own voice from heaven, and are assured that such faith 
truly obtains and receives the forgiveness of sins." In Article XXVI 
("The Distinction of Foods") reference is made to the common 
teaching that the distinction of foods and similar human traditions 
"are works which are profitable to merit grace and make satisfaction 
for sins," of which teaching it is held that "from this opinion 
concerning traditions much harm has resulted in the church." Then 
follows a particularly strong assertion of the central truth of the faith: 
" .. .it [the opinion concerning traditions] has obscured the doctrine 
concerning grace and the righteousness of faith, which is the chief 
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part of the Gospel and ought above all else be in the church, and 
be prominent in it, so that the merit of Christ may be well known 
and that faith which believes that sins are forgiven for Christ's sake 
may be exalted far above works and above all other acts of worship." 
The Augsburg Confession continues on in the same strain at this 
place for a number of sentences (XXVI:4-7). The article on monastic 
vows (XXVII) contains in a lengthy section determined by the central 
concern (XXVII: 36:43) also this sentence: "Every service of God 
that is instituted and chosen by men to merit justification and grace 
without the command of God is wicked ... Paul also teaches 
everywhere that righteousness is not to be sought for in observances 
and services devised by men but that it comes through faith in those 
who believe that they are received by God into favour for Christ's 
sake." Finally, in the article relating to ecclesiastical power (XXVIII), 
there is repeated reference to the same central concern (XVIII:5, 36, 
50-52, 62). I refer only to sections 50-52: "Inasmuch as ordinances 
which have been instituted as necessary or instituted with the intention 
of meriting justification are in conflict with the Gospel, it follows 
that it is not lawful for bishops to institute such services .. .It is 
necessary to preserve the doctrine of Christian liberty .. .It is 
necessary to preserve the chief article of the Gospel, namely, that 
we obtain grace through faith in Christ and not through certain 
observances or acts of worship instituted by men." 

This review of the Augsburg Confession has shown that Article 
IV is the chief, the central, the unifying article of the Augsburg 
Confession and the articulus stantis et cadentis ecclesiae. It is this 
article, too, which provides the norm for determining what are abuses 
in the church. The fact needs emphasis that it is really only the 
teaching concerning justification which is repeatedly referred to as 
a touchstone and criterion of what is valid and what ought to be 
taught in the church. There is appeal to no other criterion. It is this 
teaching which alone is systematically made use of throughout the 
Augsburg Confession. Naturally, there are references to the Scriptures 
and to the authority of the biblical writers, especially St. Paul, but 
these references are never appeals to a mere formal authority. The 
Scriptures are appealed to because of the Gospel they proclaim as 
the Word of God, because of Christ and His salvation which they 
teach. Thus, in the doctrine of justification we have the unifying 
systematic of the Augsburg Confession. 

The result of our study may be summarized quite briefly. Both 
the Smalcald Articles and the Augsburg Confession are systematic 
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theologies in the same sense-they are determined in all their 
assertions by one fundamental view of the Christian faith, consistently 
applied. What is asserted of the Christian faith is what can be shown 
to be consistent with the central concern. No other principle can 
be shown to be made use of in this way. And in both confessions 
it is the same fundamental view of the Christian faith which is so 
treated, the doctrine of justification by faith. 

III. Appendix 

I am concerned in this addition with the present situation in the 
church generally, and in the conservative Lutheran church 
particularly. As for the church in general, we have in what has been 
distilled from the Augsburg Confession and the Smalcald Articles 
the Lutheran non-negotiables. There is absolutely no difference 
between the two writings in this regard. The only difference in them 
is a difference in tone. If one wants to put forward an irenic 
document in the interests of church unity, one would hardly choose 
the Smalcald Articles. But the use of the Augsburg Confession as 
such a document would not change a thing in the long run. The 
perceptive Roman Catholic will see behind the form of Luther's 
remarks, behind the sharp, bitter, angry, and sometimes insulting 
language, what Luther is really concerned about, as he will also not 
be misled by the irenic language of Melanchthon. There is one 
unmistakable toughness of basic outlook. There can be no 
surrendering anything of this central teaching, for it is the very heart 
of the revelation of our God through His Son, as it is the only 
doctrine which can give comfort to the conscience and freedom to 
face life with all its rigors and freedom to love our fellowman with 
all his sins and ugliness. 

And there is an important lesson (directive) for the conservative 
Lutheran church to be drawn from these two confessions and their 
systematic-any rejection of false teaching or of false directions taken 
by the church must be such as directly relates to this central doctrine 
of the Gospel. Luther and Melanchthon fought against the mass, 
the cult of the saints, false repentance, various ecclesiastical rites and 
practices, and monastic vows from this central concern. So we must 
today take up any front we need to take up from the same central 
concern, not from any other principle. There is an undoubted 
temptation to face wrong developments in the conservative Lutheran 
church by direct argumentation from Scripture as a formal authority. 
Such and such is wrong because it is contrary to such and such a 
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passage or such and such passages. In a way it is easy to proceed 

in this way, but it is also a legalistic way, for it deals with Scripture 

as though it were a codex of laws. But the formal principle of the 

Reformation-not to be attacked in any way-apart from its material 

principle is really nothing at all. Let the sects enjoy such a Bible. 

I should willingly turn from the Sacred Scriptures, eviscerated of 

Augsburg IV, to the classical writers of Greece-to Plato, Sophocles, 

Thucydides-or to the great literatures of Rome, England, and 

Germany, and so on. A false doctrine is not something that is 

contrary to some biblical passage, but something that is contrary 

to what Scripture itself points to as its center. "You search the 

Scriptures, because you think that in them you have eternal life; and 

it is they that bear witness to Me" (John 5:39). So we conservative 

Lutherans reject the struggle for a more just society as the programme 

of the church not because it is something wrong in itself, but because 

that is not the task given to the church; because if the church turns 

to that as its task, it is only doing what any man of goodwill can 

and will do, and then there is nobody left to sound the trumpet call 

of Augsburg Confession IV in the world. And our opposition to 

charismatics and those infected with Pentecostalism arises because 

human works traceable to the Spirit of God are set up as a basis 

of human faith and confidence in the place of our Lord Jesus Cluist. 

But to bear witness to Christ is the sole work of the Spirit-"for 

He will not speak on His own authority, but whatever He hears 

He will speak ... He will glorify Me, for He will take what is Mine 

and declare it to you" (John 16:13,14). And we shall not try to 

oppose the charismatics on the basis of formal argumentation from 

a biblical passage or a series of biblical passages. 

Another example concerns the understanding of the first chapters 

of Genesis. Clearly, the Gospel is directly and inseparably linked 

with much that these chapters have to say. The Gospel is directly 

tied up with the teaching that God is the Creator of all that exists, 

that without Him was not anything made that was made, so that 

any other explanation to the origin of the universe (e.g., evolution) 

has to be rejected. It is directly tied up with the teaching that God 

as the good God did not create man as a sinful creature, so that 

there was a status integiitatis and odginal sin is a corruption of human 

nature, not essentially part of human nature itself. The Gospel is 

directly tied up with the teaching that there was a real fall from the 

original sinless state of created mankind. So also the Gospel is tied 

up with the teaching that God was from the beginning concerned 
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about the redemption of fallen man. But there is no connection 
between the Gospel and the mode or length of time of creation. One 
hundred and forty-four hours of sixty minutes each are as irrelevant 
as lengthy periods of time, and just as irrelevant are the world-view 
of the first book of the Bible and that which is generally accepted 
now. It is an attack on the Gospel to make differences of exegesis 
on these matters disruptive of church fellowship. 

It may be good to note here that the principle with which we have 
been concerned, that of justification by faith, has also a role to play 
in the positive teaching of the Christian faith-namely, only what 
is in keeping with that central truth can be sent forth as Christian 
doctrine or dogma. It should be clearly noted that I am not saying 
that the Christian doctrine can be derived from this center, only that 
there can be no Christian doctrine which is incompatible with this 
center. The sacraments, to take the most important example, are 
not derived-cannot, in fact, be derived-from the central principle. 
They rest solely on the dominical mandate, and that we have in 
Sacred Scripture. But they can also be shown not only to be 
compatible with the central teaching of justification by faith, but 
to be that central teaching itself in another form. 

Thus, the doctrine of justification by faith is the criterion of all 
that is taught or that has the right to be taught as the very truth 
of God. What is derived from the Sacred Scriptures and is not in 
opposition to itself it permits; what is contrary to itself it rejects. 
This is the big lesson for the confessional Lutheran church that is 
plainly derived from its own confessional writings. And where we 
have that principle in operation-clearly, plainly, unmistakably so
there we have a systematic theology, no matter what method of 
procedure the theologian adopts. 



Six Theses on 
Liturgy and Evangelism 

John T. Pless 

If it is true that "what happens or does not happen in the pulpit 
and at the altar determines whether a church is still the church 
of the pure Gospel,'' 1 then it is essential to give careful and devout 
attention to the relationship between the liturgy and evangelism. 
We approach the topic by way of six theses. 

I. The proper relationship of liturgy to evangelism is 
established by the fact that the doctrine of justification is the chief 
article (der Hauptartikel) upon which both rest. 

At the heart of the evangelical Lutheran understanding of the 
liturgy is the Gospel. Liturgical forms are not to be evaluated 
by merely aesthetic principles or historical precedent. Likewise, 
liturgical practices are not to be judged by pragmatic standards 
(e.g., "Did the people like it?") Rather, the Lutheran Confessions 
understand the key criterion for judging particular liturgical forms 
to be a doctrinal standard: How does the doctrine of the 
justification of the ungodly fare in the liturgy? 

It has been in vogue in some circles recently to be highly critical 
of Luther's liturgical revisions, especially his insistence that the 
verba testamenti not be embedded within a eucharistic prayer. 
The charge is often made that Luther was unaware of the grand 
and glorious history of such a prayer and thus lacking proper 
historical awareness he performed, rather blindly, liturgical 
surgery on the mass, leaving it deformed and barren. 

I would suggest that the opposite is true. Luther was a liturgical 
surgeon, but he was a skilled surgeon using the double-edged 
scalpel of Law and Gospel. He did not dismember the patient; 
rather, he administered the evangelical remedy of justification 
by grace through faith. Neither did he abandon the patient to 
die as an aged servant that had outlived his usefulness. Luther 
did not create a Wittenberg Mass in opposition to the Roman 
Mass. The Roman Mass, that is, the liturgy of Western 
Christendom, was filtered through the chief article Uustification) 
and thus purified of the virus of works-righteousness. Cleansed 
by the Word of God and invigorated with the Gospel, this liturgy 
was resurrected as a newborn servant of Word and Sacrament. 

For Luther and the Confessions, the distinction between 
beneficium and sacrificium is crucial for, when this distinction 
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is blurred, the gift character of the Gospel itself is lost. A theology 
of worship shaped by the doctrine of justification exalts and magnifies 
God as the actor and donor in the liturgy; the worshiper is the 
recipient. This emphasis is a constant refrain in Article IV of the 
Apology of the Augsburg Confession: 

It is strange that our opponents make so little of faith when 
they see it praised everywhere as the foremost kind of worship, 
as in Psalm 50: 15: ''Call upon me in the day of trouble; I will 
deliver you, and you will glorify me." This is how God wants 
to be known and worshiped, that we accept his blessings and 
receive them because of his mercy rather than our own merits 
[Apol. IV:59; Tappert, p. 115]. 
The woman came, believing that she should seek the forgiveness 
of sins from Christ. Nothing greater could she ascribe to him. 
By looking for the forgiveness of sins from him, she truly 
acknowledged him as the Messiah. Truly to believe means to 
think of Christ in this way, and in this way to worship and 
take hold of him [Apol. IV: 154; Tapper~, p. 128]. 
Thus the service and worship of the Gospel is to receive good 
things from God, while the worship of the law is to off er and 
present our goods to God. We cannot offer anything to God 
unless we have been first reconciled and reborn. The greatest 
possible comfort comes from this doctrine that the highest 
worship in the Gospel is the desire to receive forgiveness of 
sins, grace, and righteousness [Apol. IV:310; Tappert, p. 155]. 

Faith comes by hearing the Word of the Lord (Romans I 0: 17) 
and not by the ritual action of the worshiping congregation or the 
persuasive techniques of the evangelist. Both liturgy and evangelism 
fail when severed from the article upon which the church itself stands 
or falls, the doctrine of justification. 

II. Catechesis is the necessary link between evangelization and 
liturgy. The apostolic work of evangelization is grounded in and 
sustained by the Divine Service and thus leads the catechumen into 
the Divine Service. 

Those brought to faith through Peter's preaching on the Day of 
Pentecost were baptized. Joined to the Body of Christ, they "devoted 
themselves to the apostles' teaching and fellowship, to the breaking 
of bread and the prayers" (Acts 2:42). The Divine Service is the 
liturgy of the baptized. In the liturgy, the baptized are served with 
God's Word and the body and blood of Christ and are sent back 
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into the world to render priestly service to the neighbor. 

In his treatise of 1533, "The Private Mass and the Consecration 
of Priests,'' Luther comments on the true mass: 

For, God be praised, in our churches we can show a Christian 
a true Christian mass according to the ordinance and the 
institution of Christ, as well as according to the true intention 
of Christ and the church. There our pastor, bishop, or minister 
in the pastoral office, rightly and honorably and publicly called, 
having been previously consecrated, anointed, and born in 
baptism as a priest of Christ, without regard to the private 
chrism, goes before the altar. Publicly and plainly he sings what 
Christ has ordained and instituted in the Lord's Supper. He 
takes bread and wine, gives thanks, distributes and gives them 
to the rest of us who are there and want to receive them, on 
the strength of the words of Christ: "This is my body, this 
is my blood. Do this," etc. Paiticularly we who want to receive 
the sacrament kneel beside, behind, and around him, man, 
woman, young, old, master, servant, wife, maid, parents, and 
children, even as God brings us together there, all of us true, 
holy priests, sanctified by Christ's blood, anointed by the Holy 
Spirit, and consecrated in baptism. On the basis of this our 
inborn, hereditary priestly honor and attire we are present, have, 
as Revelation 4:4 pictures it, our golden crowns on our heads, 
hai·ps and golden censers in our hands; and we let our pastor 
say what Christ has ordained, not for himself as though it were 
for his person, but he is the mouth for all of us and we all 
speak with him from the heart and in faith, directed to the 
Lamb of God who is present for us and among us, and who 
according to his ordinance nourishes us with his body and 
blood. This is our mass, and it is the true mass which is not 
lacking among us. 2 

The evangelical mass is for the pliests of God. The service is a divine 
transaction between the Lord Christ and those whom He has made 
His holy people by the washing of the water with the Word. 

Luther's comments in "The Private Mass and the Consecration 
of Priests" are entirely consistent with his exposition of the First 
Commandment in the Large Catechism. In the Large Catechism, 
Luther draws the distinction between true worship and false worship, 
faith and idolatry. The unbeliever cannot worship God because his 
faith is misdirected. Luther asserts (LC I: 2-3; Tappert, p. 365): 
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As I have often said, the trust and faith of the heart alone make 
both God and an idol. If your faith and trust are right, then 
your God is the true God. On the other hand, if your trust 
is false and wrong, then you have not the true God. 

Perhaps it was for this reason that the early church, the church 
of the second century, made a sharp distinction between those who 
could attend the Divine Service and those who could not attend. 
Werner Elert writes: 

Admission was not just for anybody. . . The gathering for 
worship in the early church was not a public but a closed 
assembly, while the celebration of the Eucharist was reserved 
for the saints with utmost strictness. 3 

As the Divine Service has to do with "the mysteries of God" (1 
Cor. 4: 1 ), it will not be readily understandable to the unbeliever. 
Indeed, the unbeliever cannot understand it. The solution is not to 
do away with "the mysteries of God" by transforming the Divine 
Service into a recruitment rally. Rather, the unbeliever is to be 
brought into the congregation through the wasliJng of regeneration. 
In Matthew 28:19-20 teaching is connected with baptism. Disciples 
are made by baptism and teaching. I find it interesting that Robert 
Webber, a professor at Wheaton College, has suggested that the 
church reclaim the catechumenate. 4 

The catechism is the key to understanding the liturgy. That is to 
say, the liturgy is to be taught not simply as a collection of inherited 
forms, but as the rhythm of God's speaking and doing and our 
listening and receiving. The very structure of the evangelical Lutheran 
liturgy is geared toward repentance and faith. 

In the preface to the Small Catechism, Luther urges pastors to 
"take the upmost care to avoid changes or variations in the text 
and wording of the Ten Commandments, the Creed, the Lord's 
Prayer, the sacraments, etc. On the contrary ... adopt one form and 
adhere to it. .. for the young and inexperienced people must be 
instructed on the basis of a fixed text" (SC Preface:?; Tappert, p. 
338). I would suggest that what Luther says regarding the texts of 
the catechism applies to the text of the liturgy as well. Even a quick 
reading of Luther's "Instructions for the Visitors of Parish Pastors" 
(1528) will reveal how closely the catechism and liturgy are joined 
together in evangelical pastoral practice. 

III. The question of the liturgy's form is never merely an issue 
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of adiaphora since the Word of God and sacraments are ultimately 
at stake. 

A variety of liturgical forms may legitimately exist in the Church 
of the Augsburg Confession. Article VII of the Augustana states 
(VII: 3; Tappert, p. 32): 

It is not necessary for the true unity of the Christian church 
that ceremonies, instituted by men, should be observed 
uniformly in all places. 

Likewise, Article X of the Formula of Concord maintains (FC-SD 
X:3; Tappert, p. 616): 

.. . churches will not condemn each other because of a 
difference in ceremonies, when in Christian liberty one uses 
fewer or more of them, as long as they are otherwise agreed 
in doctrine and all its articles and they are agreed concerning 
the right use of the holy sacraments, according to the well
known axiom, "Disagreement in fasting should not destroy 
agreement in faith." 

It would be a grave misreading of the confessional teaching 
regarding adiaphora to inf er from Atticle X that everything liturgical 
is a matter of indifference as long as the Word of God and 
sacraments are somehow retained. This point needs especially strong 
emphasis in our present context as this article is sometimes used by 
Lutherans as a defense for adopting the popular worship forms and 
evangelistic programs of their Free Church and Reformed neighbors. 

Even though ceremonies may differ from place to place and from 
one historical period to another, they may never be ignored. Werner 
Elert writes: 

No matter how strongly he [Luther] emphasizes Christian 
freedom in connection with the form of this rite [the Sacrament 
of the Altar], no matter how much he deviates from the form 
handed down at the end of the Middle Ages, no matter how 
earnestly he warns against the belief that external customs could 
commend us to God, still there are certain ceremonial elements 
that he, too, regarded as indispensable. 5 

Since there is no such thing as an "informal service," that is, a service 
without form, the question of the form of the liturgy can be ignored 
only to the detriment of the pure proclamation of the Gospel and 
the right administration of the blessed sacraments. 
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The Lutheran reformers recognized this truth and thus retained 
the ancient liturgy once it had been purified of superstition. Article 
XXIV of the Augsburg Confession maintains that Lutherans keep 
the mass, making "no conspicuous changes" in the public ceremonies 
of the mass except that German hymns have been added. Article 
XV of the Apology is equally explicit and especially clear in focusing 
on the relationship of liturgical ceremonies to the doctrine of 
justification (Apol. XV:38; Tappert, p.38): 

We gladly keep the old traditions set up in the church because 
they are useful and promote tranquility, and we interpret them 
in an evangelical way, excluding the opinion which holds that 
they justify. Our enemies falsely accuse us of abolishing good 
ordinances and church discipline. We can truthfully claim that 
in our churches the public liturgy is more decent than in theirs, 
and if you look at it correctly we are more faithful to the canons 
than our opponents are. 

The polemic of the confessors is not against the ancient liturgical 
forms but against the opinion that these forms merit the forgiveness 
of sins. It is the doctrine of justification that is the measuring rod 
for liturgical forms. 

IV. The attacks on the liturgy spawned by Pietism, Rationalism, 
and Ame1ican Evangelicalism are not so much a rejection of an 
inherited, ordered f01m of worship as they are a denial of the efficacy 
of the Word and Sacrament. 

To create and sustain saving faith God instituted the office of 
the ministry, that is, provided His church with the Gospel and the 
sacraments (see AC V). The liturgy is derived from and exists to 
serve this external word. Our Lord says that His words are "spirit 
and life" in John 6. The Word of God, says Isaiah, will not return 
empty but will accomplish the purpose for which God sent it (see 
Isaiah 55:11). Through the Word of God and the sacraments "as 
through instruments, the Holy Spirit is given to create faith, where 
and when it pleases God" (AC V:2; Tappert, p. 31). Apart from 
the external word, there is no faith (SA III: VIII: 3; Tappert, p. 312): 

In these matters, which concern the external, spoken Word, 
we must hold firmly to the conviction that God gives no one 
his Holy Spirit or grace except through or with the external 
Word which comes before. Thus we shall be protected from 
the enthusiasts-that is, from ihe spiritualists who boast that 
they possess the Spirit without and before the Word and 
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therefore judge, interpret, and twist the Scriptures according 
to their pleasure. 

Luther goes on just a few lines later to conclude that this enthusiasm 
is the work of "the old devil and the old serpent who made 
enthusiasts of Adam and Eve. He led them away from the external 
Word of God to spiritualizing and their own imaginations, and he 
did this through other external words" (SA III: VIII: 5; Tappert, 
p. 312). 

Enthusiasm, sometimes in rather subtle forms, has always crouched 
near the door of Lutheranism, seeking to replace reliance on the 
external words of the Gospel and sacraments with a trust in the 
religious ego. Such enthusiasm has appeared in a number of fashions, 

· both pietistic and rationalistic. Such enthusiasm has always launched 
an attack on the liturgy, often in the name of greater evangelistic 
effectiveness. Such was the case in American Lutheranism over a 
century ago. Samuel S. Schmucker (1799-1873) of the old General 
Synod, along with his colleagues Benjamin Kurtz and Samuel 
Sprecher, were dedicated to adapting Lutheranism to the cultural 
context of North America. In 1855 Schmucker and his friends issued 
the "Definite Platform," which advocated the acceptance of an edited 
version of the Augsburg Confession which came to be known as 
the "American Recension of the Augsburg Confession." The 
introduction to the "Definite Platform" stated that the Augustana 
contained five errors: (1) the approval of the ceremonies of the Mass; 
(2) the approval of private confession and absolution; (3) the denial 
of the divine obligation of the Christian Sabbath; (4) the affirmation 
of baptismal regeneration; and (5) the affirmation of the body and 
blood of our Lord in the Holy Supper. 6 

A changed theology resulted in a changed liturgical life. The 
liturgical piety shaped by the sixteenth-century church orders, the 
great chorales of the Reformation and Lutheran orthodoxy, and the 
catechism were exchanged for the excitement induced by revivalistic 
songs, personal testimonies, and especially the "anxious bench." 
Kurtz writes: 

If the great object of the anxious bench can be accomplished 
in some other, less obnoxious, but equally efficient way-be 
it so. But we greatly doubt this. We consider it necessary in 
many cases, and we believe that there are circumstances when 
no measures equally good can be substituted. Hence we are 
free to go after this method with all our heart. . . The 
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Catechism, as highly as we prize it, can never supersede the 
anxious bench, but only, when faithfully used, renders it more 
necessary. 7 

Schmucker and his associates did not see themselves as opponents 
of Lutheranism. Schmucker was steadfast in his opposition to the 
rationalistic president of the Lutheran Ministerium of New York, 
Frederick Quitman. Schmucker confessed the inerrancy of Holy 
Scripture. He was serious in his commitment to evangelism and 
mission. Intrigued by the revivalistic success stories of his Free Church 
and Reformed contemporaries, Schmucker sought to import their 
methods into Lutheranism. Much more was lost than the liturgy! 

The revivalism of the last century has its heir in present day forms 
of church growth and evangelism which focus on ''technique'' and 
"methodology" rather than on the power of the Gospel which God 
Himself has packaged in His Word and sacraments. Man with his 
"decision for Christ," his "felt needs," his thoughts, emotions, and 
experiences is the focal point. God's Word, baptism, absolution, 
the body and blood of Christ become incidental and perhaps even 
a stumbling block to an effective evangelism program. 

The real point of conflict, it seems to me, is not merely over 
whether we shall retain the historic Lutheran formularies, vestments, 
and the like, but rather the place of the Word of God and sacraments 
themselves. In his classic study of the liturgy in the Lutheran churches 
of Germany, Paul Graff has documented the fact that, where the 
liturgy is laid aside, the pure preaching of the Word and the right 
administration of the sacraments is ultimately the victim. Whether 
we like it or not, the form of the liturgy will shape its content. 
Reformed or Free Church "styles" of worship are simply incapable 
of communicating the pure preaching of the Gospel and the right 
administration of the sacraments. 

V. The Old Adam is never quite so energetic and destructive as 
he is in evangelism and worship. Israel's worship in the desert was 
both creative and culturally relevant, but it was judged by the Lord 
God as idolatry. 

Idolatry and synergism are actually two sides of the same coin. 
Both displace the Lord Christ and His Word. As his exposition of 
the First Commandment in the Large Catechism aptly demonstrates, 
Luther's chief criticism of the Roman Mass was that it was idolatrous. 
Self-chosen forms of worship are set in the place of the Word of 
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God and the sacraments. In evangelism and worship God is the actor. 
It is the Word of the Lord that brings men and women to faith, 
not the power or personality of the evangelist. Likewise, in worship 
God is at work to serve His people with His Word and sacraments. 
Evangelical worship is Gottesdienst (subjective genitive), Divine 
Service. When the Old Adam takes charge of evangelism, synergism 
results as sinners are led to believe that they can participate in 
obtaining salvation by "making a decision for Christ." When the 
Old Adam takes charge of worship, the words, thoughts, or emotions 
of man replace or supplement the Word of God and sacraments. 
Worship then becomes either a pious sacrifice that man renders to 
God to secure some benefit or else a means of catering to or 
entertaining the Old Adam. In his commentary of 1535 on Galatians 
Luther comments: 

Whoever falls from the doctrine of justification is ignorant of 
God and is an idolator. Therefore it is all the same whether 
he returns to the Law or to the worship of idols; it is all the 
same whether he is called a monk or a Turk or a Jew or an 
Anabaptist. 8 

One has only to recall that well-attended ''worship experience'' · 
created by the children of Israel in the Sinai desert. Moses was delayed 
in coming down from the mountain. In true worship, God gathers 
His people by His Name and Word. In the false worship that took 
place in the desert, "the people gathered themselves together" (Ex. 
32:1) and made a god to their own liking. It was creative and 
culturally relevant. They made for themselves a golden calf like the 
idols of their pagan counterparts. They sat down to eat and drink. 
It was exciting and meaningful. "They rose up to play" (Ex. 32:6). 
Or as Luther said of the fanatics of the sixteenth century, they "made 
Christ's Supper into a parish fair." 9 

VI. Far from being unnecessary baggage, the liturgy serves the 
evangel of our salvation by keeping the worship of the congregation 
securely anchored in the ''pattern of sound words" so that the faith
creating Gospel may be heard in all of its divine fullness. 

As God is not a God of chaos and confusion (see 1 Corinthians 
14:33), so His Divine Service to the congregation is both ordered 
and orderly. The liturgy of the Evangelical Lutheran Church reflects 
this orderliness as it serves the Word of God and sacraments which 
give and bestow the gracious gifts of forgiveness, life, and salvation. 
The liturgy provides the congregation with an orderly way of listening 
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to God speak, of receiving the body and blood of Christ, and 
responding to Hirn in prayer, praise, and thanksgiving, using words 
which God Himself has given us in His inspired Scriptures. The 
orderliness is reflected in the various parts of the liturgy drawn from 
the Scriptures: the Introit, Kyrie, Gloria, Old Testament Reading, 
Epistle, Gospel, Offertory, Sanctus, Verba, Agnus Dei, Nunc 
Dimittis, and Benediction. All of these are taken from Scripture. 
Such orderliness is also found in the church year with its pericopal 
system. 

Luther was well aware of the importance of such an ordered 
liturgy. Certainly liturgical forms do not commend sinners to God. 
Nevertheless, Luther was very conservative in his reform of the 
liturgy. One has only to recall his reaction to Karlstadt's legalistic 
and hasty liturgical reforms at Wittenberg in 1521-1522. 

Finally, at the urging of his friend, Pastor Nicholas Hausmann, 
pastor at Zwickau, Luther prepared "An Order of Mass and 
Communion for the Church at Wittenberg'' in 1523. This document 
is descriptive of the Evangelical Mass in Latin. Luther is very 
cautious: 

Nor did I make any innovations. For I have been hesitant and 
fearful, partly because of the weak of faith who cannot 
suddenly exchange an old and accustomed order of worship 
for a new and unusual one, and more so because of the fickle 
and fastidious spirits who rush in like unclean swine without 
faith or reason, and who delight only in novelty and tire of 
it quickly, when it has worn off. Such people are a nuisance 
even in ordinary affairs, but in spiritual matters they are 
absolutely unbearable. 10 

In 1526 Luther prepared the Deutsche Messe. A number of 
German liturgies had been produced prior to this time by various 
Lutheran clerics. The multiplicity of orders threatened to produce 
liturgical chaos and confusion in Germany. With some hesitation, 
Luther finally prepared a German order in 1526. In the preface to 
the liturgy of 1526 Luther writes: 

As far as possible we should all observe the same rites and 
ceremonies, just as all Christians have the same baptism and 
the same sacrament [of the altar] and no one has received a 
special one from God. 1 1 

Luther did not see the German Mass as a replacement for the 
Latin Mass of 1523. The German Mass was something of an 
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"emergency measure" for the training of the young and unlearned. 
The German Mass does not abolish the liturgy, but simply casts the 
various parts of the liturgy in hymnic form. It seems that, after 1528 · 
(the year of the Saxon visitations), Luther became even more guarded 
in his advice regarding the production of new liturgical forms. The 
majority of his efforts are devoted to urging pastors to teach the 
people how to use the liturgy, especially the Lord's Supper. The 
Service of Word and Sacrament remains intact. Luther did not create 
additional liturgies. Luther was not in disagreement with Article 
XXIV of the Apology (XXIV:1-2; Tappert, p. 249): 

We must repeat the prefatory statement that we do not abolish 
the mass but religiously keep and def end it. In our churches 
mass is celebrated every Sunday and on other festivals, when 
the sacrament is offered to those who wish for it after they 
have been examined and absolved. We keep traditional liturgical 
forms, such as the order of the lessons, prayers, vestments, etc. 

Conclusion 

While Christians certainly have the freedom to create new liturgical 
forms, this freedom must be exercised with the greatest degree of 
care. Consensus in the pure preaching of the Gospel and the right 
administration of the sacraments and not uniformity in liturgical 
practices is the basis for the unity of the church (AC VII). However, 
this truth does not mean that "anything goes" in matters of worship. 
Lutherans must remain evangelical catholics in worship and mission. 
The words of Wilhelm Loehe, perhaps the greatest missiologist of 
nineteenth-century confessional Lutheranism, stand as a challenge 
for us in our own day: 

We must beware of misusing our liturgical freedom to produce 
new liturgies. One should rather use the old forms and learn 
to understand and have a feeling for them before one feels 
oneself competent to create something new and better. He who 
has not tested the old cannot create something new. It is a 
shame when everybody presumes to form his own opinions 
about hymns and the liturgy without having thoroughly looked 
into the matter. Let a man first learn in silence and not act 
as though it were a matter of course that he understands 
everything. Once a man has first learned from the old he can 
profitably use the developments of recent times (in language 
and methods of speech) for the benefit of the liturgy. 12 
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A Review Article 

DOGMATIK DES CHRISTLICHEN GLAUBENS. By Gerhard 
Ebeling. J.C.B. Mohr (Paul Siebeck), Tuebingen, 1982. 

Three Volumes. 1508 plus Ix.iv pages. 

Lowell C. Green 

The appearance of a new system of dogmatics is exciting news, 
especially when it comes from the hand of Gerhard Ebeling, one 
of the most talented Lutheran scholars of our time. The theological 
biography of Ebeling seems to fall into three periods: his early period, 
when he won the reputation of a brilliant Luther scholar with his 
standard work on Luther's theology, Luthers evangelische 
Evangelienauslegung; a middle period, when his writings seemed to 
have a liberal outlook; and this, his mature period, in which he 
returns to a more traditional position. This work grew out of lectures 
delivered at the University of Zurich between 1976 and 1978, with 
the first published edition appearing in 1979; the reviewer received 
the second edition, of 1982. Ebeling does not claim to be writing 
a confessional Lutheran dogmatics; nevertheless, throughout, when 
he speaks of the "evangelical" position, he seems generally to take 
a position basically in accord with the Lutheran Book of Concord. 
However, the specifically Lutheran focus that I would like to see 
is sometimes missing; this might be due to the fact that the original 
lectures were delivered in a Reformed institution. 

The scope of this new "Dogmatics of the Christian Faith" can 
best be shown by giving a table of contents. Volume I begins with 
an introduction (pp. 1-7) and discussion of prolegomena (pp. 11-76). 
The remainder of this volume is devoted to "Faith in God, the 
Creator of the World" (pp. 79-414). Volume II treats "Faith in God, 
the Reconciler of the World" (pp. 3-547). After a discussion of the 
relationship of pneumatology and eschatology, and its consequences 
for the disposition of things (III, 3-60), Ebeling treats soteriology 
(pp. 61-384) and then takes up "Last Things" (pp. 385-528). He 
concludes with the doctrine of the Trinity (pp. 529-546). The work 
ends with an index of Scripture references and an index of topics. 
It would be impossible to write a comprehensive review of these three 
volumes. Instead, the reviewer will present some aspects which 
particularly interested him. 

One of the admirable things about Ebeling's work is that he, like 
no previous writer, has presented the genetic Lutheran concepts of 



54 CONCORDIA THEOLOGICAL QUARTERLY 

God hidden and revealed (Deus absconditus seu revelatus) and the 
distinction of Law and Gospel throughout, and not merely in the 
prolegomena. He is very much on the mark when he gives a thorough 
discussion of Law and Gospel immediately after justification and, 
again, when he includes the tension between the hiddenness and the 
revelation of God in his discussion of judgment and of the conflict 
in history between the dominion of God and those opposed to His 
reign (III, 477ff., and especially pp. 488-491). In this respect, he very 
much follows Luther's De Servo Arbitrio and Lectures on Genesis. 

Prolegomena are often regarded as the most important part of 
a dogmatics; after the principles have been laid down, the rest is 
thought to be a matter of drawing the specific from the general. 
Carl Stange devoted a whole volume to prolegomena and then was 
content to leave the remainder of his dogmatics unwritten. Not so 
Ebeling. He remarks: "I shall absolve the prolegomena in the shortest 
way possible in favor of the subject matter of dogmatics itself" (1,7). 
Thus he restricts his prolegomena to 65 pages. 

Ebeling is not a scissors-and-paste theologian, nor does he engage 
in the common vice of the modern scholastics who merely react to 
previous writers with nothing significantly new. In fact, he announces 
from the start that he will minimize such discussions. Instead, Ebeling 
writes a "Systematic Theology" that is creative, not in the sense that 
he is forcing the various doctrines into a pre-conceived mold, but 
in the sense that he proceeds to present the loci from an inner unity. 
In the reviewer's opinion, this is the nature of a true dogmatics. 
Ebeling writes in a crystal-clear German; his frequent use of English 
derivatives will likely make him more readable for Americans than 
other writers. However, he is not without the cliches ("Christ event," 
etc.) which sometimes make continental theologians seem tedious. 

In Part One he develops "Faith in God, the Creator of the World" 
(I, 79-414), where he presents, in turn, faith, God, the world, and 
man. Everything that is discussed in dogmatics has to do with 
expressions of faith (1,79). Without specific reference to the scholastic 
splintering of faith or to Schleiermacher's generalization of faith as 
a feeling of dependence, Ebeling shows how the word has been 
robbed of its specifically Christian content and made a religiously 
neutral word (l,84f.), while he goes back to Paul and Luther for 
content. He builds upon Luther's characterization of faith in the 
interpretation of the First Commandment in the Large Catechism, 
faith as clinging to God (I,87). 
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Ebeling is critical of the "proofs for the existence of God" ("a 
God who was proved would be a self-contradiction," 1,215). He 
takes a moderate position in dealing with the traditional ''attributes 
of God." As we know, these stem from natural theology and the 
three "ways" of Pseudo-Dionysius (via causalis seu eminentiae seu 
negativa). In the reviewer's thinking, this natural theology does not 
deserve the respect it has customarily received, and the value of these 
rationally constructed "attributes of God" is not very great. Already 
in 1924 Pieper had noted the fatal weakness of dwelling on the 
attributes when he wrote that all the attributes belonged to the Law 
and "could only fill our hearts with terror" if God had not also 
revealed His "free grace toward all sinful mankind for the sake of 
Christ's vicarious atonement" (Chlistian Dogmatics, 1,437), a brilliant 
observation which leads one to wonder why dogmaticians who are 
concerned with the Law-Gospel distinction continue to devote so 
much attention to the "attributes of God." Ebeling senses the 
weaknesses of assigning such attributes to God and, somewhat in 
the manner of Schleiermacher, attempts to find meaning through 
a practical application. He does this by relating the attributes to 
prayer. Here, like Pieper (above), he comes close to a Law-Gospel 
dialectic. He presents this outline: 

1. The appropriate address to God of holiness. 
a. The hiddenness of God. 
b. The nearness of God. 

2. The appropriate praise of God of doxa. 
a. The eternity of God. 
b. The creative power of God. 

3. The appropriate trust in God of Jove. 
a. The grace of God. 
b. The truth of God. 

The piety of Ebeling comes out in this beautiful elaboration, which 
I shall give in his own words: "Wer betet, glaubt an die Macht der 
Liebe Gottes. Das wird gerade dann um so deutlicher, wenn sich 
das Gebet als ein Schreien aus der Tief e oder als ein Stammeln dessen 
vernehmen laesst, der nicht weiss, wie er beten soil, sondern sich 
darauf verlaesst, dass der Geist ihn mit unaussprechlichem Seufzen 
vertritt, das Gott besser vesteht als der Beter [Romans 8:26f.]" (I, 
244). 

It would seem that a genuinely Lutheran doctrine of God should 
avoid natural theology; instead, it should go out from the premise 
that God remains unknown and impenetrable aside from his self-
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revelation in Jesus Christ. Thereby, Luther's distinction of God 
hidden and revealed, or of Law and Gospel, might become central 
rather than peripheral to the entire system. (See the reviewer's sketch, 
"Toward a New Lutheran Dogmatics," CTQ 50:2 [April 1986]: 
109-117.) Ebeling's dogmatics seems to come closer to this goal than 
any previous. His Christology is a key part of the total endeavor. 

He begins Christology by discussing the relation of the Second 
Article of the Creed to the First. "In a certain way, in the Christ 
event, the truth of the creative working of God becomes also an 
event. And in this way the creation occurrence becomes a revelation 
occurrence, in the strict sense, for the first time. Out of this emerges 
that which is unique in the Second Article, over against the First, 
in regard to what is common to both. The togetherness of God, 
world, and man, which in the first part of the dogmatics was only 
taken up in outline form, first comes to its full truth in the appearance 
of Jesus Christ and is experienced as an event in faith. What 
previously could only be said rather unclearly about God, the world, 
and man, now receives its first precise definition in the concentration 
upon Jesus Christ" (II, 7). 

Luther's well-known position rejected a "theology from above" 
(based upon Neo-Platonic speculation) in favor of a "theology from 
below,'' God revealed in the Child of Bethlehem and the Man of 
Calvary. This establishes the centrality of Christology. However, this 
does not necessarily mean that Christology itself must start "from 
below.'' Ebeling discusses very clearly the question of Christo logy 
from above or from below, points out and warns against problems 
in either position, and incorporates both approaches into his own 
discussion (II, 36-39). Proceeding from Luther's hymn, "Nun Freut 
Euch, Lieben Christen Gemein," which has God's Son descending 
to earth and then returning after completing the work of salvation, 
he comments: "The real wonder reported here is not the divine nature 
of Christ but His human nature. That He is God's Son is the point 
of departure. That He has become man is what goes beyond our 
understanding" (p. 36). 

It has been lamented that, at the time when Neo-Pentecostalism 
was becoming a problem, the esteemed Dr. Pieper left the Missouri 
Synod a dogmatics lacking a locus concerning the Holy Ghost. There 
is no such oversight in Ebeling, who devotes over 100 pages to the 
person and work of the Spirit (III, 61-170). He vigorously distances 
pneumatology from enthusiasm (Neo-Pentecostalism!) by attaching 
it to the confession of Christ as Lord (1 Corinthians 12: 1-3) and 
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to the theologia crucis (111,102-103). He emphasizes Luther's 
exposition of the Third Article (Ill, 191) and finds a direct line to 
the doctrine of justification. He speaks of "reference to the Spirit 
for the sake of faith" and "reference to faith for the sake of the 
Spirit" (Ill,192f.). "The righteousness of faith is the source of the 
Spirit. The fellowship of faith is the form of history in which the 
Holy Ghost continues to work. Through these clarifications those 
enthusiastic flights and spiritualistic evaporations which think to 
separate the Holy Ghost from the material things of earth and the 
historical ties of life on earth are warded off" (111,192). 

The section on justification is substantial (111,194-248) and is 
followed by "God's Word as Law and Gospel" (pp. 249-295) and 
the sacraments (pp. 296-330). Unlike several recent writers, who have 
called the doctrine of justification inconceivable to the modem mind, 
Ebeling recognizes the unacceptability of this doctrine, but refuses 
to treat it as something expendable. Instead, justification is only "the 
tip of the iceberg." It is biblical teaching as a whole that is 
unacceptable to natural man: "God, sin, salvation-these central 
points of view, which sharpen biblically the question of the righteous 
man-are individually and together no less strange to modem man" 
(111,205). Christ is the righteous man (der rechte Mensch). "The 
announcement of justification out of faith alone is valid for the sake 
of Him who, as the righteous man, is believed in. Not although, 
but because, Jesus is believed in as true God, is He believed in as 
true man, as He who is the new, the righteous man, in contrast to 
the old, corrupted man. This announcement applies as a promise 
to him who, as the old man, is called in order that he might become 
the new, righteous man. Thereby, the announcement of justification 
is directed exclusively at Jesus Christ, on the one hand, and, on the 
other hand, at all people without exception" (p. 209). Although 
Ebeling as a Lutheran clearly upholds the universalism of grace, he 
does not fall into the recent false universalism which denies the 
judgment of the wicked at the end of time, but clearly teaches the 
judgment of the world (111,468). As he proceeds on justification, 
he develops further the aspects of solus Christus, sola gratia, solo 
verbo, and sola fide (111,219-225). 

Finally, let us examine Ebeling's sacramental theology. The 
sacraments immediately follow a lengthy discussion on the Word 
and the distinction of Law and Gospel, and he uses this distinction 
in his presentation on the relationship between the Word and the 
sacraments (or, better, preaching and sacraments, p. 296). The 
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sacraments have a verbal essence, but presuppose the priority of the 
proclaimed Word; nevertheless, preaching has action character 
(Handlungscharakter) as well. Although Ebeling does not grind a 
confessional ax, he rejects Reformed thinking and stands decisively 
on the Lutheran side when he denies that the faith of the recipient 
in any way makes a sacrament; "for a right evangelical understanding 
of the sacrament, that stands completely outside of consideration" 
(IIl,312). He comes out for the Real Presence (III,313, 326, passim) 
and refutes Zwingli (IIl,306), but the Lutheran position is not handled 
as thoroughly as the reviewer would like. Nevertheless, Ebeling is 
thoroughly honest in acknowledging that the differences among the 
confessions are very real and are actually divisive. "Indifference over 
against the doctrine of the sacraments is no sign of reverence before 
the sacraments" (III, 301). In practical matters, he questions whether 
the recent tendency toward "generous communion fellowship" or 
the laxity shown in experimentation with novelties (e.g., communion 
of children) is a sign of strong faith or theological clarity. He opposes 
self-communion by the pastor and prefers that the pastor abstain 
or else receive the sacrament from a layman (III, 322). 

Ebeling does not share the views of the "Liturgical Movement" 
of Lietzmann, Case!, Brilioth, Dix, and Reed (pagan roots of the 
sacraments; emphasis upon sacrifice); he rejects the notion that the 
Supper is the center of the Divine Service (III, 296) and cites the 
Word as that center, according to the Confessions (111,310). He 
makes minimal reference to the "History of Religions School of 
Theology," which connected Christian sacraments with the pagan 
mysteries of Greece, a position which passed from Lietzmann into 
current liturgics (the sacrament as an ordinary meal); Ebeling himself 
notes that Hellenistic terminology was not applied to the sacraments 
until the second century, when it was reluctantly taken over (p. 303); 
without labored attempts to discount a close connection between 
pagan mysteries and Christian sacraments on historical grounds, he 
chooses to show the differences by means of the Law-Gospel dialectic 
(111,298). 

There has been a growing tendency in the Missouri Synod to utilize 
the concept of typology, making the Passover a type of the Lord's 
Supper, and even suggesting that a congregation "celebrate" the 
Supper by preceding it with a Passover. Ebeling's refutation is not 
based upon the Reformed roots of this approach, but rather upon 
the distinction of Law and Gospel. He is willing to grant that baptism 
might have grown out of circumcision or that the Supper might have 
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grown out of the Passover. "But such an understanding, in spite 
of formally common points between the sacraments and religious 
rites, proves itself a misunderstanding and a misuse, so far as one 
sees the sacrament explained as Gospel in the relation of Word and 
faith ... That which is handed out is nothing other than that which 
the Word is and is able to bestow in its highest potency: promise'' 
(111,300). Perhaps there is no debasement of sacrament when he says 
that preaching has "sacramental character" (p. 297), but he might 
be misunderstood when he adds to the above: ''Thus the sacraments 
are rites, but not such as establish salvation; but rather in a certain 
sense they place one in salvation, in that they remind him, and seal 
it, that the believer has his being in Christ" (p. 300). It seems that 
he is trying to say that there is only one gift, Christ, whether received 
through preaching or the sacraments. And the Word as Law and 
Gospel is that wholly other thing that cannot be grasped aside from 
the revelation of God in Christ. Otherwise, God remains the Hidden 
One. 

It is unfortunate that insufficient attention has been accorded 
Ebeling's dogmatics in North America. It should be studied carefully 
by all who regard themselves as the practitioners of systematic 
theology. 

The Rev. Lowell C. Green, D. Theo!., is pastor of Gethsemane 
Lutheran Church, Buffalo, New York. 
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Book Reviews 

TELEVISION AND RELIGION: THE SHAPING OF FAITH, 
VALUES, AND CULTURE. By William F. Fore. Minneapolis: Augsburg 
Publishing House, 1987. 

Dr. William F. Fore, ordained United Methodist, is assistant general 
secretary for communications of the National Council of Churches of Christ 
in the U.S.A. In the preface of this book he provides an effective sum
mary of each chapter (pp. 12-13): 

"Chapter 1 describes what we already know about television and its 
power, and why religion is concerned about TV's cultural role. Chapter 
2 enlarges the perspective to show that TV is actually an expression of the 
new technological era, and describes the church's inadequate response thus 
far to the challenges of the technological era. 

"Chapter 3 sets forth a Christian theological framework from which to 
analyze the world of television, and Chapter 4 then examines television
its myths, stories, values, and assumptions, in comparison with this Chris
tian world view. Chapters 5 and 6 describe in detail the best known of the 
church responses to the challenge of television-the electronic church-in 
both its positive and negative aspects. Chapter 7 suggests specific strategies 
for action in the mainline churches. 

"Chapters 8, 9, 10, and 11 consider the three ethical and public policy 
issues which must command our attention as we consider ways to respond 
to the challenges posed by television: violence and sexual violence; censor
ship and media regulation; and the global implications of our American 
media policies ... 

"Finally, Chapter 12 looks at some 'signs of hope,' specific ways in
dividuals and groups can work in production and distribution, the influen
cing of public policy, and media education." 

The last point is precisely the weakness of this book: it gets to "signs 
of hope" only in the last chapter, and then there is not enough time left 
to give us more details about specific directives concerning how we can 
resolve the problems of media hopelessness covered in the first eleven 
chapters. 

A short section of Chapter 12, called "The Vision,'' concludes the book 
with some helpful, hopeful, general suggestions. Concerned citizens can 
" ... create local television councils and community action to get stations 
to accept their public accountability; introduce media education courses in 
the schools; use community organizations to develop programs relating to 
community issues in the 'narrowcast' media of cable TV, videocassettes, 
low-power TV, public broadcasting facilities, and commercial side-band 
channels; utilize stockholder action and, under certain circumstances, 
boycott" (pp. 200-201). 

Since the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod's use of media is lumped 
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with the history of the "electronic church," which Fore discounts as 
"evangelical" and "fundamentalistic," it might evaluate whether it can 
benefit from Fore's critique. It will find it difficult to abandon its Word 
of God (Law-Gospel) theology of communication in favor of the "social 
gospel" political activism of Fore's basic religious viewpoint. 

Harold H. Zietlow 

AGING, A TIME FOR NEW LEARNING. By David J. Maitland. 
Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1987. Paperback, 133 pages. 

One is quickly disabused of the expectation that here is a manual that 
will provide new insights and better methodologies in educational programs 
for the elderly in the congregation. For those not previously initiated this 
volume will introduce you to "imaging," i.e., a guided journey made 
possible by enabling a person to get in touch with the inner self. The author 
strives to demonstrate how past recollections and hoped-for futures can 
be reconciled in an individual life reflected in a person's self-understanding 
that will enable that person to live more completely and fully in the present. 
This in part is what the psalmist means, according to Maitland, when he 
requests that God would teach us to number our days (Psalm 90). In short, 
there is something in experience which is instructive. In this reviewer's 
mind-and he may be accused of oversimplification-the text may well 
be considered a commentary on Erik Erickson's seventh stage (of eight) 
of human development, "Stagnation or Generativity." In this polarity the 
aging person either stagnates, simply waits to die, or uses the time as an 
investment to build up a heritage to be passed on to future generations. 
Those acquainted with Abraham Mazlow's ideas on "self-actualization" 
might also resonate sympathetically with Maitland's material. The wise heart, 
according to Maitland, is one which is secure in the realization that 
historically, currently, and perpetually, it dwells in God (p. 133). 

Norbert H. Mueller 
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