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A Time for Change

If you believe the church growth mongers, one of the times people are most likely to consider changing their behavior is at the beginning of the school year.  I don’t know if I believe that or not, but I am asking you to change your behavior.

New Sunday School Curriculum

Beginning September 10, we are switching from the Wisconsin Synod Sunday School material we have been using for 7 years to the new LC-MS material.  It is better, but it is also more expensive.  But no one here at anytime has asked, suggested, or implied that I should skimp on the money we spend for Christian Education.  It’s that important to you. 

So if your child is between 3 and a senior in high school, please bring him/her to us so we can teach them.  We are a small Sunday School, yet not one of your teachers has ever complained about that.  We neither go to Sunday School nor church to be with people but to be with God.  When I arrived here, there were 6 Sunday School-aged children actually going to church.  There are many more than that now.  Now my goal is to get those kids in Sunday School.

If Trinity thought the way of the world I would tell you how much fun it is, the games we’ll play, the new friends your kids will make.  But all we have for your child here is more of what we have in the Divine Service: Christ and Him crucified.  Sure your kids have Him and know Him in their Baptism.  We want them to have more of Him.  I know from my own growing up that the things I learned in Sunday School have stayed with me till this day.

Old Bible Class Curriculum 

Some of you might be wishing that we were starting a new Sunday Bible class curriculum.  Sorry it’s the same old, same 

old there.  If you’ve been attending Bible class since I  came in 1999, you have already traveled (thoroughly, comprehensively, exhaustively some would say) through the Books of Luke, Acts, I John, and Revelation.  In addition we have covered the topics of sanctity of life (euthanasia, mercy killing, advanced directives, cloning, abortion, etc.), What’s Going on Among Lutherans?, participation at civil religion services, millennialism, The Apology to the Augsburg Confession and Islam.  Currently we are in the Book of Philippians; next up is Galatians then James; eventually we’ll study Job.  Of course, you also have the options of Thursdays at 7 PM (the Book of Acts), or Wednesdays at 10 AM (the Book of Genesis).

Our Bible class attendance is not spectacular, to put it mildly.  About 10 are there to start and then maybe 10 more will trickle in.  Did you know that in a typical LC-MS congregation at the very most 30 % engage in regular Bible study? That number has always appalled me.  I have never accepted it.  Either, what is going on in Bible class is the preaching and teaching of the Christ (i.e. He is preaching and teaching there no-less than in the Divine Service) or it’s the preaching and teaching of a man.  If it’s the latter, then there is no point in coming.  In fact, it could harm you spiritually.  But if it’s the former, then the words of Peter to Jesus in John 6 apply. How can we stay away?  Here are the words of eternal life.

The problem is we all take for granted those words of eternal life. Luther compared the Gospel to a summer rain shower.  Once it passes over an area it doesn’t come back to it.  It’s still raining here.  This is one case where it’s better not to know enough to stay out of the rain.

Calling the LCMS to Repentance

Yesterday was the 476th anniversary of the presentation of the Augsburg Confession —an explanation of the proposed Lutheran reforms of the Church, written by Philip Melancthon and approved by Martin Luther— to Holy Roman emperor Charles V, who, facing attack from without, was eager for unity within. This is the true birthday of the Lutheran Reformation. 

That this should be of little interest to non-Lutherans is perhaps understandable. That it should be of little interest to so many Lutherans is what threatens to reduce a denomination like the one I was raised in —the Lutheran Church–Missouri Synod— to irrelevancy.

When I was growing up, back in the early 1970s, our church in Queens, New York, had two orders of worship: Matins and Holy Communion. In those days I had but one prayer: Let it be Matins. This was no indication of a nascent anti-sacramentalism. Rather, it was evidence of how supernaturally bored I was by the whole thing. Matins, you see, was the shorter of the two services.

Like many of my spiritually insentient friends, as soon as I made my Confirmation, I did not darken a church narthex again for a good long time. Our church, Trinity Lutheran, knew this, and so kept playing with the Confirmation age, hoping like pharaoh to postpone the exodus as long as possible. Other tactics to engage the younger generation included more clap-happy and improvised midweek chapel services in our affiliated parochial school. These proved simply annoying, as it was harder to sleep with all the noise.

I left my Lutheran high school a self-proclaimed atheist. I say self-proclaimed because I don't think a real atheist would have accepted me as one of his clan. I simply was not capable of maintaining the blind faith necessary to juggle all those contradictory ideas and unanswered questions ("Why is there /something/ rather than /nothing/?"). Nor was I strong enough to keep sawing off the epistemological branch I was sitting on. ( "There are no absolutes for apes whose brains simply grew too big." " Are you certain?" "Absolutely!" ) When I came back to the faith (aided and abetted by C.S. Lewis, G.K. 

Chesterton, and Blaise Pascal), it was through the evangelical backdoor. 

>From about 1982 to 2005, I attended Nazarene, Baptist, Christian and Missionary Alliance, Reformed Church in America, Evangelical Lutheran, High-Church Episcopalian, evangelical Anglican, Roman Catholic, and Presbyterian churches. I formally joined only one —Redeemer Presbyterian in New York City—and that was in 1997.

Redeemer captured my allegiance for eight years for three reasons: It was time to take a stand /somewhere, /having walked with one foot in the world and one in the kingdom for too long; I had become increasingly attracted to the incisive biblical expositions of John Calvin, and Redeemer was a church of the conservative Reformed/Calvinist school; and Redeemer was also a mega-ish church, averaging a few thousand attendees over four services every Sunday. So you could get lost in the crowd if you so chose. I so chose.

But deeper reading in Jonathan Edwards, Cornelius Van Til, and the Puritans began to shake not only that assurance of salvation that is the hallmark of evangelical religion but also my understanding of the nature of the God who did the saving. It became evident that there was a disconnect between the sermons I was hearing and what I was reading from the theological sources. On Sundays we were told that we were worse than we could ever believe but also more loved than we could imagine. This moved and reassured many in that considerable congregation, but it seemed to me to contradict Reformed theology. /Some/ of those in attendance, surely, were loved more than they imagined. Those /some/ were the elect, whose salvation was a given even before they came to faith— this to show forth God's grace and the truly gratuitous nature of that salvation. The rest of the crowd were destined for the other place, and had been brought into this world /for/ /that very purpose/—this to show forth God's justice in judging sin. Christ died not for sinners —that is, for every last one of us—but only for the elect. What did this say about His assumption of human nature, His role as the second Adam? 

Were those not elected less than human?

According this scheme, faith in and of itself was no reliable indication of anything; instead, the mysterious and apparently arbitrary decrees of God were everything. My personal faith in the saving power of Christ and His Cross may not, in fact, be /saving/ faith but merely, in John Calvin's words, "an inferior working of the Holy Spirit, " intended to confound me until the time of my apostasy, which was /always/ my destiny. This made nonsense of Luther' s much derided but ultimately liberating /crie de cour /"justification by faith alone!" which had been hammered into me all those many years of church, Sunday school, and religion classes.

So what was left? I went home to the Lutheran Church. Or so I thought. 

Trinity had long ago voted as a congregation to bolt the Missouri Synod for the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, a much more liberal conflation of several Lutheran churches. (And my former pastor is now a much beloved Roman Catholic priest.) The Missouri Synod numbered far fewer congregations in New York City, and those geographically closest to me either had no pastor or a pastor who was far too, shall we say, /creative/. I sat through puppet shows (children's church being folded into the regular worship service), pastors strolling up and down the aisle culling prayer requests and improvising "stirring" appeals to the Almighty, guest preachers stopping cold in mid-sermon to turn on a boom box so they could break into song, praise bands fronted by garishly loud "cantors" as Powerpointed lyrics flashed on screens that now obscured the old wooden hymn boards —in short, orders of worship that were neither orderly nor conducive to worship.

The historical resonance and dignity of the old liturgy that had struck torpor in my heart as a youth was the exact thing I was craving in my middle age—but it was now history itself. What I could not appreciate as a shallow teen was now unavailable to me, the hymnal replaced by a bulletin, the means of grace downplayed for a more gregarious fellowship, the authentic traded in for pastiche and performance art. 

Even the sermon, reborn in the Lutheran Reformation as a means of grace, had now lapsed into emotionally manipulative entreaties, personality self-assessments, and quasi –altar calls. Twenty-five stragglers on a good Sunday, Starbucks in hand, grumbling begrudgingly through another chorus of " He Shall Make Me Glad"—this was the upshot of the new LCMS. 

Ah, sweet success!

I understand the drama of demographics in modern urban America: Missouri Synod churches could no longer count on families staying put, staying Lutheran, or even staying Christian from one generation to the next, and so it had to compete for spiritual consumers along with the Redeemer Presbyterians, the Times Square non-denominationals, and the Pentecostal and Baptist storefronts. But rather than throwing open to the seeking, the emerging, and the skeptical something unique within the Church catholic —something distinctly Lutheran—Missouri Synod churches were too often settling for second-rate evangelical status in the name of ecumenism and in reaction to dwindling attendance, especially among the young. The grand paradoxes that Lutheran theology wrestled into neat but potent reflections of our faith in the God/man —law/gospel, sinner/justified, bread and wine/body and blood, the kingdom of this world/the kingdom of God—were rarely if ever mentioned, except perhaps as an occasional sop to the scarce old-school parishioners. But these dichotomies spoke to my life as a Christian, not merely as a Lutheran, which is why coming back to the Missouri Synod was no mere sentimental journey but a coming together of what had been fragmented as a mere evangelical.

Who is to blame for this state of affairs? Is it right even to cast blame? Surely everyone is doing what they believe is in the best interest of promoting the cause of Christ in an era of easy distractibility. And the Synod itself has only so much authority: having jettisoned the office of bishop early in its history, it embraced a congregational model. Individual congregations associate with the Synod on a voluntary basis. But one would think that such a congregation would do so for a very specific reason —to reflect the unique character of the Missouri Synod Lutheran heritage. And one would also think that the district president, as close as the Missouri Synod now gets to a bishop, would exercise enough oversight and discipline to insist that such character be maintained. You would think.

What we don't need is yet another Lutheran church (read sect). What we need is strict—even /mandatory /—adherence to the /Lutheran Service Book/ (the 1982 edition offers more than enough variety as it is). What we need is that catechism I was taught by my mother many years ago over our kitchen table. What we need is a Lutheran distinction between confessionalism and fundamentalism on the right, and between /adiaphora/ (indifferent things) and heterodoxy on the left. What we need is our Reformation heritage. Let loose the old, unexpurgated liturgy—from Confession to Benediction, it has proved to be a well-trodden path that is our spiritual pilgrimage in microcosm. Preach the Law and its insatiable, non-negotiable demands. Then preach the Gospel —which is to say, preach Christ, our justification and our sanctification, who alone fulfilled the Law and banished its threats. Administer Holy Communion with reverence for the Real Presence and baptize acknowledging that it is the laver of regeneration. And finally, let the Holy Spirit take care of church growth. In the American religious estate are many mansions, including rooms for free-form, pastor-driven seeker and emerging assemblies. They have a role in bringing the unchurched and the anti-church back to some semblance of corporate worship. But /we are not them/.

So here I stoop, to paraphrase another cry of the heart, searching amid the rubble for what had been both an inheritance and a gift. I am comforted by two thoughts, though: Unlike those members of renewal movements within mainline denominations, I do not worry about the Trinity being invoked as Mother, Daughter, Midwife. I believe the Nicene Creed is here to stay at Missouri Synod as a touchstone of orthodoxy. 

Also, a quick survey of confessional Lutheran bloggers demonstrates that there are many who sit beside me in the same boat, clinging to that Augsburg confessional lifejacket, which declares that, despite differences, the Church remains "the congregation of saints and true believers" that will " continue forever" despite the "ministry of evil men."

Even imprudent men . . . and sleepy teenagers like me.
(Source:  www.firstthings.com <http://www.firstthings.com>  26 June 2006)

Anthony Sacramone

A Conservative Church

Rev. Scott R. Murray, Ph. D.

Senior Pastor, Memorial Lutheran Church



Some weeks ago at my oldest daughter’s school when she mentioned that at her church the pastors chant, one of her Lutheran classmates responded, “Oh, I thought chanting is satanic.” This comment probably arises out of the presupposition that anything that looks or sounds “Catholic” is bad. Of course, by those standards baptism, the Lord's Supper, and preaching also look “Catholic.” Since that is the case, please don't point this out to any anti-Catholic Lutherans. Luther's reformation was not anti-anything, it was pro-Gospel. Luther's reformation was fundamentally a conservative reformation. I don't mean conservative politically, but conserving theologically. 

Despite the fact that the movie “Luther” was subtitled “rebel,” Luther was no destroyer but a preserver. The Lutheran reformation preserved Scripture as the source and norm for all theology. Whatever conflicted with Scripture could not be taught or done in the church. With that said, the Lutheran reformation retained the traditions of the church which had been in use by Christians for centuries and were useful for instruction in good order. As long as the traditions didn't conflict with the Gospel or mislead the people that they could gain righteousness before God through their observance of the traditions the Lutheran church maintained them. The Apology of the Augsburg Confession considers maintenance of the old traditions a matter of confession and a point of pride. We should as well.

“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 [Roman Catholics] falsely accuse us of abolishing good ordinances and church discipline. We can truthfully claim that in our churches the public liturgy is more dignified than in theirs, and if you look at it correctly we are more faithful to the canons [of church law] than our opponents are.  Among our opponents, unwilling celebrants and hirelings perform Mass, and they often do so only for the money. When they chant the Psalms, it is not to learn or pray but for the sake of the rite, as if this work were an act of worship or at least worth some reward. Every Lord’s Day many in our circles use the Lord’s Supper, but only after they have been instructed, examined, and absolved. The children chant the Psalms in order to learn; the people sing, too, in order to learn or to worship. Among our opponents there is no catechization of the children at all, though even the canons give prescriptions about it. In our circles the pastors and ministers of the churches are required to instruct and examine the youth publicly, a custom that produces very good results.  Among our opponents, there are many regions where no sermons are preached during the whole year, except in Lent. But the chief worship of God is the preaching of the Gospel” (Apology 15, 38-42).
Historical Wisdom

From Consensus, July 2006

Purity of Doctrine

"Today we have special reasons to be vigilant about purity of doctrine. History shows, as Luther stressed, that the preaching of the gospel seldom has remained pure in one place longer than one person’s memory. We have now had pure preaching for sixty years."

"There are three things which especially lead to false doctrine: self-righteousness, human cleverness, and *laying emphasis on church government. It is the last from which danger especially threatens us.* Therefore we ought all to be properly concerned about doctrine so that we are properly grounded in doctrine. Then we can also watch over the purity of doctrine."  Franz Pieper, (LCMS Proffesor 1930s) "The Glorious Blessing of Brotherly Fellowship in Faith"

Closed Communion

Of late the practice of closed communion has come into question among many in Missouri. Many estimate that in certain districts as many as 50% of the pastors regularly give the Lord’s Supper to people who are members of Reformed congregations or of church bodies which do not confess the evangelical doctrine. Consider what two of Missouri’s “fathers’ wrote on the subject. 

“Even one who confesses … [the Real Presence] cannot ordinarily be admitted if he is and wants to remain, not a member of our orthodox church, but rather a Separatist, Romanist, Reformed, so-called Evangelical or Unionist, Methodist, Baptist, in short, a member of an erring fellowship. For the Sacrament, as it is a seal of faith, is also the banner of the fellowship in which it is administered?”( C. F. W. Walther, Pastorale, American Lutheran Pastoral Theology, translated and abridged by John M. Drickamer.) 

“In whatever church one receives the holy Supper, one is confessing that church and its doctrine…. If one communes in a strange church, one is actually joining it, presenting himself as a witness for its doctrine, and declaring its members to be his brothers and sisters in the faith.” (American Lutheran, 110,111)

“Only such as believe the words of institution…[receive] this priceless gift for the remission of their sins. This provision excludes the Christians in Reformed denominations.”(Francis Pieper, Christian Dogmatics, 4 vols. (St. Louis:Concordia, 1950-1957), 3:383).

“They [the Reformed] lack the right understanding of, and therefore faith in, the words of institution, they are not in condition to use the Lord’s Supper to their benefit. Paul expressly disqualified all who do not believe the Real Presence, since they do not discern the Lord’s body.”(Francis Pieper, Christian Dogmatics, 4 vols. (St. Louis: Concordia, 1950- 1957), 3:383).

“Since Christians are forbidden to adhere to teachers who deviate from the Apostolic doctrine…, it is self-evident that members of heterodox churches must have severed their connection with the heterodox body and have declared their acceptance of the true doctrine before they may commune with the congregation. Fellowship in the Lord’s Supper certainly is fellowship in faith or church fellowship.”(Francis Pieper, Christian Dogmatics, 4 vols. (St. Louis: Concordia,

1950-1957), 3:385).
A Listener’s Guide to the Pulpit

By Todd Wilken

Issues, Etc. Journal, 

Vol. 5 No. 1

Most of the preachers were dynamic, engaging, interesting and even entertaining. Most of their sermons were terrible.

How hard could it be? You go to church. The preacher preaches. You sit and listen. Easy, right?

But how do you tell the difference between a good sermon and a bad sermon? What makes good preaching good, and bad preaching bad?

For several years Issues, Etc. has been doing on-air sermon reviews. We’ve reviewed the sermons of Joel Osteen, D. James Kennedy,

T.D. Jakes, Robert Schuller, Joyce Meyer, as well as many less well-known preachers. We’ve reviewed the sermons of Catholics, Episcopalians, Lutherans, Eastern Orthodox, Presbyterians, Pentecostals, and others. Most of these preachers were speaking to packed auditoriums and to worldwide television audiences. Most of the preachers were dynamic, engaging, interesting, and even entertaining. Most of their sermons were terrible.

Now, who am I to make such a judgment? Nobody. But I don’t make this judgment based on my own personal standard. I make this judgment based on the objective difference between good preaching and bad preaching. 

Is there an objective standard for good preaching? Yes. It is a standard every Christian should know and use every time they hear a sermon. Every Christian should know the difference between a good sermon and a bad sermon.

God’s Two Teachings

St. Paul writes to the young preacher Timothy, “Be diligent to present yourself approved to God, a worker who does not need to be ashamed, rightly dividing the word of truth.”1 Paul says that God’s Word of truth must be handled with care. To rightly divide God’s Word is the preacher’s greatest task. Nineteenth-century theologian, C. F. W. Walther describes what Paul means in his famous treatise, The Proper Distinction Between Law and Gospel:

The doctrinal contents of the entire Holy Scriptures, both of the Old and the New Testament, are made up of two doctrines differing fundamentally from each other; viz., the Law and the Gospel…Only he is an orthodox teacher who not only presents all the articles of faith in accordance with, Scripture, but also rightly distinguished from each other the Law and the Gospel.2
Walther was simply following Martin Luther’s lead. Luther explained this Law-Gospel distinction and the danger of ignoring it:

It is therefore a matter of utmost necessity that these two kinds of God’s Word be well and properly distinguished. Where this is not done, neither the Law nor the Gospel can be understood, and the consciences of men must perish with blindness and error. The Law has its goal fixed beyond which it cannot go or accomplish anything, namely until the point is reached where Christ comes in. It must terrify the impenitent with threats of the wrath and displeasure of God. Likewise the Gospel has its peculiar function and task, vis., to proclaim forgiveness of sin to sorrowing souls. These two may not be commingled, nor the one substituted for the other, without a falsification of doctrine. For while the Law and the Gospel are indeed equally God’s Word, they are not the same doctrine.3
The Law tells us what God requires and what God forbids. The Law shows us that we have not done what God requires and have done what God forbids. The Law’s demands are perfect, and the Law requires perfect obedience in thought, word and deed. The Law says, “You shall love the LORD your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind... You shall love your neighbor as yourself”4 The Law calls anything short of perfect obedience sin.

The Gospel tells us what God has done to save sinners. The Gospel shows us that Jesus has done everything the Law requires for us. The Gospel answers the perfect demands of the Law with the perfect, sinless obedience of Jesus. The Gospel says, “What the Law could not do in that it was weak through the flesh, God did by sending His 

own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh, on account of sin: He condemned sin in the flesh, that the righteous requirement of the law might be fulfilled in us.”5 The Gospel answers the accusations of the Law with the life, death and resurrection of Jesus for us. There are no demands in the good news of the Gospel. There is only the free gift of God’s grace.

In Scripture we see this basic division of Law and Gospel in the summary of Jesus’ first public preaching: “Jesus went into Galilee, proclaiming the good news of God. ‘The time has come,’ he said. ‘The kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news!”6 It is also the basic outline of the Apostle’s preaching.7
The difference between a good sermon and a bad sermon is whether or not it rightly divides Law and Gospel. A good sermon must show sinners their sin, and show sinners their Savior. Again Luther writes:

This difference between the Law and the Gospel is the height of knowledge in Christendom. Every person and all persons who assume or glory in the name of Christian should know and be able to state this difference. If this ability is lacking, one cannot tell a Christian from a heathen or a Jew; of such supreme importance is this differentiation. This is why St Paul so strongly insists on a clean-cut and proper differentiating of these two doctrines.8
So these two, Law and Gospel, must always go together in every sermon. They must be carefully divided in every sermon. The Law must show us our sin, and the Gospel must silence the Law’s accusations against us with the perfect life, death, and resurrection of Jesus.
(to be continued Nov/Dec 06)

1 2 Timothy 2:15.

2 C. F. W. Walther, The Proper Distinction Between Law and Gospel, St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1928, p. 6, 30.

3 Martin Luther, “Sermon on the Distinction Between the Law and the Gospel,” Luther’s Works, vol. 9, St. L. Ed. IX, p. 799.

4 Matthew 22:37, 39.

5 Romans 8:3-4.

6 Mark 1:15.

7 Acts 2O:21. See also Acts 2:14-39; 3:12-26; 4:8-12; 7:2-53; 10:34-43; 13:15.41; 17:22-31.

8 Martin Luther, Sermon on Galatians, 1532.
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