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The “True” Meaning of Christmas

   To the best of my recollection this is the way it happened one Christmas Eve 10 or more years ago.  We were in the middle of the candlelight Christmas Eve service.  The soloist was singing "O Holy Night."  As his full voice carried me away, something strange happened.  Did I fall asleep?  Did I have a vision?  Was this even Christmas Eve?  Was I even in church?

   Whether in church or out of church I know not.  God knows.  But this is what happened.  I was staring at the white porcelain manger scene underneath the altar.  All of a sudden, it was alive.  They looked like the Claymation grapes who hear it through the grapevine.  Or if you're not from that generation, they looked like the soldiers from "Toy Story."

   Do you get the picture?  They were alive I tell you.  The shepherds were shepherding their sheep.  The wise men were putting down gifts.  Mary was straightening her clothes, and Joseph was stroking his beard.  The cattle really were lowing, and the sheep really were bleating.  But more than movement was going on underneath that altar.  They were talking!  Here's the dialogue as best as I could get it:
Shepherd:  "Can you believe this cotton matting?  It's sticky; it's hot; it makes my feet itch in my sandals."

Shepherd #2: "Yeah, and look at that wise man sitting over there, fat, dumb, and happy on his ass."

Shepherd #1:  "Hey remember where you are!"

Shepherd #2:  "I don't mean his ass; I mean his ass; you know, his jackass."

Wise man #1: "You talking to me?  You want a piece of me?  You want me to come over there and stick that shepherd's crook in a place where the sun doesn’t shine?"

Wise Man #2:  "Would all of you just shut your mouths!  It's bad enough being here all decked out for days upon days without you guys fighting."

Wise Man #3:  "Look who's talking!  Old' Mr. Myrrh himself!  Try lugging around this trunk full of gold, and you'll know what tired is."

Shepherd # 3:  "O that takes the cake!  That does it!  None of you wise men ever have to do anything with animals but sit on them.  We’re stuck tending these smelly critters.  Look at me, will you?  I'm so far outside the manger scene that the clumsy pastor almost stepped on me last year!"

   This bickering went on like this for quite some time.  I can't begin to tell you all the things they moaned and groaned about.  I thought I had heard it all, but then Mary and Joseph started in.

Joseph: "Why do you always get to be kneeling?  Why am I always the one standing?  Why am I the one with the poinsettia stuck in my face for weeks?  I think I'm allergic to it."

Mary:  "You think it's easy kneeling here for hours at a time?  Do you think I like looking into a stupid spotlight all night?  It's aimed at the manger, but it hits me square in the eyes!"

   When Mary said "manger," it dawned on me, Baby Jesus was not yet in the manger.  With that realization came a question, "How do you think this manger scene should end?"  I was about to say, "With a sledgehammer," when the voice said: “Take your pick.”

   Suddenly Baby Jesus came striding into the scene.  He said to the shepherds, the wise men, Joseph, and Mary, "If you will repent, turn from your groaning and moaning, I will place Myself in the manger, bearing your grief’s and carrying your sorrows, and one day I will die for all of your sins.  If you will repent of your sins, I will do all that for you."

   Before I could react, the scene started all over.  Baby Jesus came striding towards the manger, a path was made for Him.  But this time Baby Jesus had the nail marks on his hands and feet.  "Look, look!  Do you see what you're whining and complaining made Me suffer?  Do you see what I endured for your sakes?  Don't you feel ashamed of yourself for not being more willing to suffer a little?  Now shut up and do your part because I've done mine."

   I'm owl-eyed and fish-gilled by this time, but before I can react, the scene is refreshed.  Here was Baby Jesus again.  He walked up to the manger, and placed Himself in the manger quietly submitting to all that would come.  The shepherds started to cry; the wise men hung their heads; Joseph looked away, and Mary closed her eyes.  They were all deeply touched by what Jesus did for them, and so they changed their ways and did better.  They gladly did their part in the manger scene from then on.

   Then it was clear to me.  These couldn't be the only endings possible because none of them were the Gospel.  The first ending was the Baptist Gospel of “if you'll do your part, Jesus will do His.”  The second ending was the Catholic Gospel of “Look how horribly you made Jesus suffer for your sins! Surely you can do your part.”  And the third ending is classic Missouri Synodism.  It's His love and OUR RESPONSE.  It's devotion books that almost always have the devotion close with you doing something.  It's their "Red Boots for Christmas" which ends not with what Jesus gives but what a person gives because of Jesus.  Our giving is a legitimate FRUIT of the Gospel, but it is not the Gospel.  God did not incarnate Himself in the womb of the Virgin for us men and our response but “for us men and our salvation.”

    There was movement underneath the altar.  Baby Jesus was again on the scene.  This time He stopped.  Looked at them all and said, "Fear not, I bring you glad tidings of great joy.  I'm doing it all.  You don't have to stand here anymore.  Go in peace. Your sins are forgiven you."  And that's what they did.  And that's what I did even as the soloist got to that part of "O Holy Night" which says, "His Gospel is peace." 

Peace to you this Advent and Christmas.
Advent Begins Wednesday, November 28, 7:30 PM

Advent as a season of preparation for the Nativity originated in France.  Its observance was general by the time of the second Council of Tours, 567.  In some places six or seven Sundays were included.  When Rome adopted Advent, she limited the period to four Sundays as we now have.  It was probably not until the 13th century that Advent was universally recognized as the beginning of the Church Year which up until that time had begun with the Festival of the Annunciation, March 25, or in some places at Christmas.  While Advent never attained the extreme penitential character of Lent, it has always been regarded as a season of repentance and of solemn anticipation and preparation for the coming of Christ. [Adapted from Reed, The Lutheran Liturgy, 465-466.]  Three comings of Christ are remembered in Advent: the first coming, the incarnation of the Second Person of the Trinity in the womb of the Virgin Mary; the Second Coming of Jesus at the end of the world to judge it; and His continual coming among us in Baptism, the Word, and Holy Communion.  The Advent wreath is of relatively recent origin, the 19th century.  Only two candles have historically represented something specific, the pink one and the white one. Lit on the Third Sunday the pink one stands for joy.  On this Sunday, the penitential theme is supposed to be lighter.  Tinged with the white of the Christ candle, the purple of penitence shades to the pink of a joyous rose.

That’s one big closet: More than 80 ministers to come out
By Eileen Flynn Austin American Statesman| Friday, August 3, 2007, 

Are you serious, I thought when I heard the voice mail. More than 80 Lutheran ministers will go public with their homosexual identity next week? Mind you, these clergy members serve a comparatively liberal branch of Lutheranism, the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America.

But still, many of those coming out on Tuesday are in homosexual relationships, and the ELCA restricts ordination to heterosexuals who are faithful in marriage or celibate homosexuals. As it happens, the ELCA will be debating the issue of dropping the celibacy requirement for gay ministers at its biennial assembly next week in Chicago. [They did in fact vote to do this. Pastor Harris]

I got the phone message about next week’s press conference from a fellow with Lutherans Concerned/North America, a group that supports people of “all sexual orientations and gender identities.”

Now again, this is the liberal Lutheran denomination — not the Missouri Synod, which takes a much harsher stance on homosexuality. But still, the ELCA, like most mainline Protestant churches, does have a celibacy rule. And if church leaders don’t change that policy at this convention, aren’t these folks putting their collars on the line?

This is the current sexual conduct policy for ELCA ministers:

Married ordained ministers are expected to live in fidelity to their spouses, giving expression to sexual intimacy within a marriage relationship that is mutual, chaste, and faithful. Ordained ministers who are homosexual in their self-understanding are expected to abstain from homosexual sexual relationships.

Read a little background on the debate in this Chicago Sun Times story. And here in the Tribune.

And stay tuned. You never know if a Central Texan will be among the 80-plus ministers.

What’s Worship For?

Rev. Scott Murray

Memorial Lutheran Church (LCMS), Houston, Texas 

On the night of His betrayal, our Lord Jesus Christ gave His disciples a memorial of His death by giving into their hands His own body and blood for the forgiveness of their sins. The memorial of His death is still given by Christ as a gift to His church. For He Himself commanded that we keep on doing this (1Co 11:24-25). If we neglect this gift, we neglect His command and His forgiveness. This is why the divine service is the center of the church’s life. The worship centered on the altar of the Lamb is not optional but it is the Lord Christ graciously giving His body and blood for us Christians to eat and to drink. Thus the worship service of the church meets the deepest and most significant need of sinners; it gives sinners forgiveness. This decisively answers the question, “What is worship for?” It is for us poor sinners to receive the grace of God. What could possibly be optional (adiaphorous) about that? Nothing. From the night of His betrayal it has been so.

Our blindness about the grace of God is exemplified when our hardened hearts conceive the question, “What is worship for?” How depraved we are not to be able to see immediately that God conceived the divine service for us, for our good, for our benefit! While we are pondering the “what?” we are disbelieving of our state of depravity and forgetting that the Lord God has given us divine service. Therefore, the question really is not “what?” but “whom?” Whom is worship for? It is for me. 
A poor miserable sinner. It is for me, in desperate need to hear the Lord say on the lips of the servants of the Word, “I forgive you.” It is for those who are hungering and thirsting for Christ’s body and blood. The divine service is not, however, “for you” as though it should be molded to our depraved desire to be entertained. Much that is called worship is not about the gifts of God, but about our favorite alternative god: ourselves. Our Lord is calling us from such idolatry to the place where He is at the center dispensing His body and blood to sinners.

Much that is advertised as “praise service” is in praise of ourselves. It is insulting when people describe their unique mélange of “worship” as a “praise service” to distinguish it from what the rest of us poor benighted souls are having given to us in divine service. If they are praising God in their service, then what are the rest doing? Ah, of course, we are not praising God. And in the final analysis, this is because the praise service crowd is not entertained by divine service. Yes, Virginia, words do mean things.

God offers Himself to us in the divine service. It is for us. It is for us because the divine service gives us the Word and Sacraments. The divine service is nothing else and nothing more than the divine self-giving. In our receiving we are part of the mystery of salvation with Him who offers Himself. By swallowing the body of the Lord the Body of the Lord swallows us. That’s what worship is for.

 Martin Luther

“[We should] keep Christ in remembrance and assist in preserving such remembrance. This is done by preaching, praising, and thanking God for the grace of Christ shown to us poor sinners by his suffering. God instituted this sacrament [of the altar] chiefly for the sake of this remembrance, and this is the honor that he seeks and demands in it, for in Christ he wants to be acknowledged and regarded as our God. What great honor and glorious worship that the divine glory is upheld and God is made to be the true God. In return, God will doubtlessly bring that person to divine honor and as a result make him a god and a child of God.

“Who can even estimate what good things such honor and worship of God produce? For thereby a person thanks and praises not only God in Christ, which is the peculiar function of this divine institution, but he also confesses his Lord Christ openly before the world and confesses that he is a Christian and wants to be one. Simultaneously, he carries out the highest office of a true priest in a twofold way: By thanking, praising, and glorifying God he performs the most beautiful sacrifice, the supreme worship of God, and the most glorious work, namely, a thank offering. With his confession before men he does as much as if he preached and taught people to believe in Christ. Thereby he assists in augmenting and preserving Christianity, in confirming the gospel and the sacrament, in converting sinners and in assaulting the devil’s kingdom. In short, he assists in whatever the teaching of the word accomplishes in the world and participates in the same work. But who can relate what great benefit results here?

“On the other hand, however, we should consider what unhappy people they are who despise the sacrament and are so lazy and sluggish in using it. For these people do the exact opposite of honoring God and, therefore, their vices can be enumerated and calculated. First, they dishonor God himself in his ordinance and regard him as a fool for ordering such unnecessary worship. Indeed, because they do not believe that a worship service is his divine ordinance and gracious institution, in their unbelief they revile him as a liar and good-for-nothing. For unbelief is nothing other than blasphemy of God, according to which he is regarded as a liar. In addition, they also despise the remembrance of Christ which God has instituted in this sacrament and which is preserved in it. They fail to give honor to the suffering of Christ; they do not thank him for it at all; rather, they commit the most horrible sin of ingratitude.

“Besides, what is even worse, they act as if they dislike hearing about giving thanks for and honor to Christ’s suffering or as if they do not like to be present when honor and thanks are given for it. In this way they take from God his divine glory and impede and check it so that he can neither be their God nor be acknowledged as God in Christ. If they had their way they would desire that both Christ’s suffering and all divine glory would count for nothing in the world and would be completely nullified and devils themselves would become our gods. For they do not inquire how Christ’s suffering might be honored, his remembrance preserved, his word preached, or God known. This is much worse than if someone would throw dirt at God’s image or would dishonor Christ himself” (Martin Luther, Luther’s Works, 38:111-12). 

Things Christians Say (but shouldn’t)
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The J-Word

Christians usually avoid using four-letter words. But there is one four-letter word that peppers pop-Christian conversation: Just. The j-word is everywhere. You hear it in Christian preaching, teaching, and singing.

When it comes to the singing, I blame the Gaithers. In 1972 Bill and Gloria Gaither wrote the song Let’s Just Praise the Lord.’ and it’s been downhill ever since:

Let’s just praise the Lord!

Praise the Lord!

Let’s just lift our hearts to heaven

And praise the Lord.


I don’t know; it might have been whoever wrote Just a Closer Walk with Thee. In any case, today the j-word is everywhere in praise and worship music. It seems to be a permanent part of the Christian musical dialect.

What does the j-word mean? Webster’s New Twentieth Century Dictionary defines the word: just, adv. 1. exactly, 2. almost, 3. only, no more than, 4. barely, 5. a very short time ago, 6. really (with an adjective).

So, when Bill and Gloria say, “Let’s just praise the Lord,” what are they asking us to do? Exactly praise the Lord? That doesn’t make much sense. Almost praise the Lord? No. Barely praise the Lord? Certainly not. Praise the Lord a very short time ago? Not likely. Really praise the Lord? The grammar is wrong for that one. The only definition that makes any sense is “only.” Let’s only praise the Lord.

Why only praise? Have Christians neglected praise in favor of “non-praise” activities like confession, intersession, thanksgiving and supplication? It’s just perplexing.

Even more perplexing is Christian use of the j-word in prayer. Dale Meyer has noticed it too and suggests an explanation:

It irritates me, spoils my prayers. “Dear Father, we just…”and then the prayer fills in whatever follows “just.” “We just thank you for this day” “We just ask you to be with us.” “We just want to praise you.” I trust God’s not bothered by it, but I am. I think it’s the lack of eloquence. You’re addressing your words to the great God of the universe, the One no sinner can behold and live. Not suggesting stiffness here, just a bit less casualness. I suspect the great prayers in the history of the Church did not use the word “just” the way people today like to throw it into every other sentence of a prayer.3
Is the j-word a thoughtless verbal place-holder akin to the adolescent “like” or “you know”? Probably. But does the j-word prayer also betray what some Christians really believe about God and why He answers prayer? Perhaps. 

J-word prayers echo with low expectations. “0 God, we ask for only this one thing, nothing

more.” They also sound a little manipulative. “0 God, if you only grant this one request, I’ll never ask for anything again!” J-word prayers sound as though Christians think God is stingy; that we should be careful not to ask too much of Him. Now, if Christians don’t really believe this, why do they pray as though they do?

Christian prayer isn’t like the express line at the grocery store. God doesn’t answer our prayers because we keep our requests to ten items or less. We don’t have to nickel-and-dime God. We don’t have to limit our prayers to just-this or just-that. The only j-word that belongs in our prayers is “Jesus”. He is the reason God answers prayer.
The World in the Church

By Rev. Laurence White

Our Savior Lutheran Church, (LCMS) Houston, TX

(continued from Sept/Oct newsletter)

Confirmation instruction has become one of the foremost combat zones in our struggle to maintain the significance of Lutheran doctrine in a postmodern culture. Beleaguered parents - many of whom are in single parent or double wage earner families as a result of current cultural trends - are overwhelmed by scheduling demands for themselves and their children. They are running from school programs, to an endless array of sports activities, to dance, to art, to this, that and the other. At the same time, children today are becoming increasingly assertive in determining their own life-styles as a consequence of those same cultural trends. These harried parents often react with frustration, and occasionally hostility, to the requests and requirements of a Church which takes confirmation instruction seriously and recognizes that such instruction requires a meaningful investment of time and effort. The problem is further complicated by the fact that for many of these children thorough catechesis may be their first encounter with substantive education after the fluff and nonsense of government schools. To such unfortunates, the expectation that they will actually learn the Six Chief Parts of the Catechism and their biblical foundation comes as a mystifying innovation.

The consequences of the declining importance of Bible truth can be seen in a dramatic increase in what the sociologists have labeled “denominational ambiguity.” Denominational ambiguity means that individual church members have come to feel increasingly free to disagree with the doctrinal position of the church to which they belong. One may no longer safely assume that a Lutheran holds to Lutheran doctrine or a Roman Catholic agrees with the teachings of the Roman Catholic Church, and so forth. This is the age of the individual. People choose the church to which they will belong for a broad variety of reasons. Doctrine is, at best, only one among many. The personality or entertainment skills of the preacher, the variety of the program, geographic convenience, demographic make up, etc., all figure in church membership choices. So, for instance, self-avowed atheist Robert Jensen recently justified his decision to become a member of St. Andrew’s Presbyterian Church in Austin with these incredible words:

“I’m a Christian, sort of. A secular Christian. A Christian atheist, but, in a deep sense, I would argue, a real Christian... My decision to join a church was more a political than a theological act… The pastor and most of the congregation at St. Andrew’s understand my reasons for joining, realizing I didn’t convert in a theological sense, but joined a moral and political community. There’s nothing special about me in this regard - many St. Andrew’s members I’ve talked to are seeking community and a place for spiritual, moral, and political engagement The church is expansive in defining the faith; the degree to which members of the congregation believe in God and Christ in traditional terms varies widely. Many do, some don’t, and a lot of folks seem to be searching. St Andrew’s offers a safe space and an exciting atmosphere for that search, in collaboration with others.” (Jensen, p.2)

It is difficult to escape the conclusion that we’ve joined Alice in Wonderland. John Knox must be turning over in his staunch Presbyterian grave!

Closer to home, we see the same pattern at work in the lives of young Lutherans who vowed in their confirmation oaths “to remain steadfast in the confession of this church, and suffer all, even death, rather than fall away from it.” Most often these same confirmands experience no scruples of conscience whatsoever when leaving the Lutheran Church to join that of their spouse. Perhaps we should insert a “marriage exemption” in the confirmation vows to avoid the moral dilemma! The doctrinal distinctives between the various denominations tend to be viewed as insignificant details by the average American, rather like choosing a particular brand of spaghetti sauce in the supermarket. They are all really the same anyway. What difference does it make? Which flavor do you prefer? We’re all Christians, aren’t we? When a pastor attempts to explain to a departing member that it hardly seems worthwhile to give up the body and blood of Christ in the Holy Sacrament for a more active singles program, the 21st century American looks at him like a dinosaur who somehow inconveniently failed to become extinct with all the others. John Q. Average Pew-Sitter (and John Q. Average Pulpit-Stander) has evidently come to equate the American tradition of the freedom of religion and religious pluralism with doctrinal indifference.

Denominational ambiguity also applies to individual congregations within particular denominations, most certainly including our own. One need not look beyond the LCMS congregations of southeastern Texas to discover a broad variety of doctrine and practice on issues like the role of women, pulpit and altar fellowship, church and ministry, or worship and liturgy, to name only a few. There was a time when such diversity would have been unthinkable in the Missouri Synod. Doctrine was first and foremost in everything the Synod did and doctrinal unity was Missouri’s most prized possession. Professor Frederick Bente delivered the convention essay at the Synod’s national convention in 1923. He described the remarkable unity of Missouri in this way:

“Our fathers in the faith surrendered nothing; made no concession; deviated not a hair’s breadth from the Old Lutheran position concerning the inspiration and inerrancy of the Scriptures. They delivered to us a fortress intact - where no rock was torn from its foundation, nowhere a breach, all of its walls strong and plumb. Results? Down to the present day, not a solitary modernist has ever been heard on the floor of the Synod which our fathers founded. Not a liberalist ever occupied a chair in her colleges and seminaries or filled a pulpit of her congregations. Concordia Publishing House, also founded by our fathers, in its publications from the first issue of ‘Der Lutheraner’ down to its latest book or pamphlet, there cannot be found a single sentence endorsing Darwinism, evolution, or any single Lutheran doctrine. The entire literature of our Synod does not contain a single statement which in any way denies the incarnation, the virgin birth, the atonement, the resurrection or any other Christian miracle -. not even a single passage that charges the Bible with any kind of error - religious, historical, chronological or astronomical This large convention, together with all the pastors, represents, believes and confesses the old creeds of Christendom...entirely, unanimously and without reservation, or without taking exception to a single clause. We all, with all our hearts, still sing our old Lutheran hymns. As to the old Lutheran liturgies and sacred forms for baptism, the Holy Eucharist, ordination, etc., there cannot be found among us a single pastor or congregation desiring to modify them doctrinally.”
(White, p. 13)

Such unity cannot be maintained unless the members of the Synod, both pastors and congregations are united in their conviction that doctrine is the foremost priority of the church and consistent doctrinal discipline is practiced throughout the church body. Sadly, such things are only distant memories in the LCMS, as we have allowed ourselves to be increasingly influenced by the permissive spirit of the times.

The ongoing evolution of denominational ambiguity, throughout American Christendom, calls into question the viability of the traditional Lutheran concept of altar and pulpit fellowship. As diversity increases within our own denomination and others, can we responsibly continue to maintain that access to our altars and our pulpits will be based upon nothing more than denominational affiliation? To do so virtually guarantees that our assertion of doctrinal unity in the celebration of the sacrament and the preaching of the Word will be reduced to nothing more than institutional pretense. At some point in the not too distant future, these realities will compel conscientious confessionals to reluctantly consider some form of what has traditionally been called “selective fellowship.”

Dr. Franz Pieper, writing in “Lehre und Wehre” (‘Doctrine and Defense), the Synod’s German theological journal, in 1890, noted that for a church body which genuinely considers doctrine to be of primary importance there is a direct connection between a pastoral concern for the welfare of souls and our practice in these matters. What the world tends to dismiss as self-righteous legalism is actually the recognition as the true doctrine brings life and salvation so false doctrine brings death and damnation. A church which really cares about people must care about doctrine:

“In short, the mark of an orthodox church body is that throughout the church the true doctrine alone prevails, not only officially and formally, but also in actual reality. The entire practice of our church rests upon this fact. For example, we unhesitatingly transfer members from our congregations in St. Louis to our sister congregations in San Francisco. But this only occurs because we know that the member who has been released will find the pure doctrine in all its articles in that new congregation. Under the same assumption, other congregations can release their members to the congregations in St. Louis. The unhesitating transfer of members of our fellowship would be unconscionable if we could not assume that the pure doctrine sounds forth from every pulpit in the Synodical Conference. If we were to define an orthodox fellowship in any other way, if we would say that it does not depend on the doctrine which actually sounds forth but only on the officially recognized doctrine, or if we believed that it was sufficient for a majority of the pastors to teach the right doctrine, we would then have already given up the distinction between an orthodox church and a unionistic fellowship. We would then be deceiving orthodox Christians when we encouraged them to join any one of our congregations without misgivings.” (White, p. 12)

It is evident from these brief citations that Missouri’s fathers also recognized the inseparable connection between the formal confession of pure doctrine and the actual practice of the Synod’s pastors, teachers and congregations. To profess the doctrine of God’s Word while permitting teaching and practice which contradicts that profession to continue among us is dishonest and hypocritical. As Dr. Pieper declared, “The mark of an orthodox church is that throughout the church the true doctrine alone prevails, not only officially and formally, but also in actual reality.” That which we believe, teach and confess becomes real when our actions are governed and determined by those convictions.

‘Doctrine is the source of practice. Doctrine is the content of practice. Doctrine is the goal of practice. In short, when it comes to practice, doctrine runs the show. Practice grows out of, is shaped by, and serves the purpose of doctrine.,. Scripture teaches that practice and doctrine are inseparably related. Scripture expects and requires that Christian practice conform to Christian doctrine. Scripture teaches that doctrine isn’t only something that Christians believe, doctrine is also something that Christians practice.” (Wilkin, pp. 1,4)

In some instances a particular practice is the direct expression and application of our doctrine. For example, the historic practice of “Closed Communion” is the direct result of the biblical doctrine that the bread and wine of the Sacrament are the true body and blood of Christ. Therefore, Scripture teaches that those who receive the Sacrament “unworthily”- without discerning the real presence of Christ’s body and blood - do so to their condemnation (1 Corinthians 11:23-29). Furthermore, the Bible also teaches that by sharing together in the body and blood of Christ we acknowledge that we hold to the same faith, we believe the same things (1 Corinthians 10:16-22). In the face of unresolved doctrinal differences that confession of unity is false. Therefore, throughout the history of Christendom, the practice of “Closed Communion has been the direct correlate of the Bible doctrine of the Real Presence of Christ in the Sacrament. The Scriptural practice of “Closed Communion” is increasingly controversial today because it contradicts the absolute sovereignty of personal choice which is the keystone of our worldly culture. As a result of that controversy a growing number of churches have yielded to the culture and abandoned the biblical practice. This is an ominous precedent. That which we do must be consistent with that which we believe, or eventually what we believe will be transformed by what we do. The 5th Century theologian Philip of Aquitaine correctly expressed this correlation in regard to worship in the famous maxim:

“Lox orandi, lex credendi” (Latin - “The law of praying is the law of believing.’) In this instance, it is inconsistent and illogical to believe in the real presence of the body and blood of Christ in the Sacrament and to acknowledge the Sacrament as a genuine means of grace which offers and conveys the forgiveness of sins and then not to practice Closed Communion. Open Communion is completely logical if the Sacrament is nothing more than symbolic action with bread and wine. Eventually that logic will out. Over the long term it will prove impossible to maintain the biblical doctrine in the face of the unbiblical practice. “Lox orandi - Lex credendi” Where Open Communion prevails, the Sacrament will slowly become less prominent, less frequent and less substantive. The devolution will be gradual but inevitable. Ultimately, the biblical doctrines of the real presence and sacramental forgiveness will be lost as the consequence of practice which contradicted that doctrine.

The link between doctrine and practice is not always this direct but in every case they remain interconnected. In his recent book on pastoral theology, Pastor Klement Preus uses the helpful analogy of the shepherd’s fire and his staff to describe the relationship between doctrine and practice:

“The fire and the staff captures the relationship between doctrine and practice. Doctrine is like a fire. It lights our way and warms us. The evangelical Lutheran doctrine gives us our identity and attracts others to the Lutheran Church. Practice, by which I mean the regularly accepted actions of a church body, a congregation, or an individual, is a staff that points to our doctrine and rein forces it. Doctrine and practice are more closely related, even interdependent, than is often realized. Doctrine effects practice and practice effects doctrine. The two are so intimately woven together that when you change one you will inevitably change the other, sometimes without realizing what has happened.” (Preus, p. 14)

Glib distinctions between “evangelical style and Lutheran substance” have served to sever what is actually happening in our churches from our official doctrinal position. In this way, districts, congregations and individuals are free to pursue their own inclinations and preferences while the church body’s official conservative credentials remain technically intact. But what is actually happening is that the artificial separation of practice from doctrine becomes a fig leaf to cover over our cowardly unwillingness to consistently confess God’s truth before the world.

The infiltration of worldly relativism and individualism has robbed the Church of her most precious possession, the Truth of God in His holy Word. When she allows herself to be deprived of that Word, the Church forfeits that which empowers her and enables her to play an essential role in the Uves of her people. Without the Truth of God there is nothing left of her but a hollow shell. Without the Truth of God she is helpless before the destruction and death which sin has wrought. Masterful style and effective technique cannot substitute for that truth and churches that settle for such things will find that they have rendered themselves impotent and irrelevant. The doctrines of the Bible are the Church’s life. The preaching and teaching of the Bible are, and must always remain, the core activity of the Church of Jesus Christ. By allowing the nostrums and nonsense of the world to supplant solid Bible preaching and teaching, the Church of today has betrayed her Lord. Like foolish Esau of old, she has traded her birthright for a worthless bowl of worldly porridge.

 (to be continued)
A Primer on Stem Cell Research

Source: Christian Life Resources (Wisconsin Evangelical Synod)

Stem cells are considered foundational building blocks for human beings. There are essentially three kinds of stem cells that scientists consider to hold the potential to ease human suffering: embryonic, adult and umbilical cord stem cells. The embryonic stem cell research causes the most concern for Christians because it involves taking the life of a human at the embryonic stage in order to extract the stem cell lines. All other stem cell research does not take lives or endanger any lives.

Studies recently indicate there is significant potential for adult stem cells and umbilical cord stem cells to be adapted to treat various maladies ranging from blood disorders to brain damage. Needless to say, a lot of work has to be done before progress can be quantified.

Despite the media hoopla, embryonic stem cell research has yielded little more than a potential for help. Interest is rooted in the logical opinion that reaching cells at their embryonic stage, before they form into particular organs and body parts, holds out the greatest hope for adaptation to fit different needs.

In early August 2001, President Bush issued an executive order that refused federal money for extracting embryonic stem cells but allowed federal money for continued research on existing stem cell lines (which are supposed to be able to be replicated for years). Needless to say the decision frustrated advocates of embryonic stem cell research who do not recognize that life begins at conception. They argue that these embryos were in-vitro fertilization (IVF) "left overs" destined to be otherwise destroyed. For them it seems illogical that they not be sacrificed for a higher good of potentially helping others.

On May 24, 2005, the U.S. House of Representatives approved a bill to expand federal funding for embryonic stem cell research, defying a veto threat from President Bush.

House members also voted in favor of legislation to use promote the use of adult stem cells. The bill provides funding to use stem cells from umbilical cord blood.

In December 2005, President George Bush signed the "Stem Cell Therapeutic and Research Act of 2005." This legislation creates a new Federal program to collect and store cord blood and expands the current bone marrow registry program to also include cord blood.

Following is a summary of the three main types of stem cells:

Embryonic Stem Cells

This term refers to research done using the stem cells from embryos that are roughly one week old. Many of them come from fertility clinics where the IVF procedure created more embryos than were wanted or needed. In some cases, research companies will create embryos in other ways such as joining eggs and sperm to grow fresh embryos or through cloning efforts.

In order to harvest the stem cells, the embryo must be destroyed. For that reason, pro-lifers are opposed to embryonic stem cell research.

The reason that scientists lobby so hard for embryonic stem cell research is because those stem cells are the most “plastic” of all stem cells. This means they can presumably be manipulated to become virtually any type of cell such as brain, nerve, bone or organ.

At this point, there have been no documented cures from experiments using human embryonic stem cells. In spite of the failures to date, scientists still believe the greatest potential is to be found in embryonic stem cell research.

Scriptural Application

Psalm 51:5 “Surely I have been a sinner from birth, sinful from the time my mother conceived me.”

Life is present at conception. As Christians, we realize that embryos are human life regardless of the perceived state or quality of that life.


Exodus 20:13 “You shall not murder.”

God does not give man permission to murder other people. Since these embryos are living human beings, they are already under God’s command to protect them.

Colossians 2:8 “See to it that no one takes you captive through hollow and deceptive philosophy, which depends on human tradition and the basic principles of this world rather than on Christ.”

There is a strong argument made in the press that embryonic stem cell research provides the best potential cures for diseases such as Alzheimer’s, Parkinson’s, diabetes and others. Although these human arguments sound convincing, their philosophy is deceptive and contrary to God’s commands regarding life.

Adult Stem Cells

This term refers to many stem cells that exist throughout the human body. They have been found in various organs, tissues, fat and even skin. Through research, scientists have found success in taking some adult stem cells and differentiating them into other types of cells. The most positive results have occurred when using a patient’s own stem cells.

The pro-life community supports adult stem cell research because no human lives are destroyed through the harvesting process.

Although the adult stem cells are presumably not as “plastic” as embryonic stem cells, there have been amazing successes in research with both animals and humans. Here are just a few examples:

Surgeons in Taiwan restored vision in human patients with severe eye damage using adult stem cells from the patient’s own eyes.

Dennis Turner, Parkinson’s disease patient, was treated with his own neural stem cells. One year after the procedure, the symptoms were reduced by 80 percent.

After a three-inch nail pierced Dimitri Bonnville’s heart he suffered serious problems, including a heart attack. Adult stem cells have produced astonishing improvements.

Amazing results have been found in Canada where research is being conducted on laboratory rats suffering from strokes. Positive results include the growth of working brain cells.

Click here for a listing of the dramatic uses of adult stem cells.

Scriptural Application

Genesis 9:5-6 “And for your lifeblood I will surely demand an accounting, I will demand an accounting from every animal. And from each man, too, I will demand an accounting for the life of his fellow man. Whoever sheds the blood of man, by man shall his blood be shed; for in the image of God has God made man.”

It is clear God demands that human life is protected. This passage not only protects human life but also sets the punishment for those who do not obey.

Since harvesting adult stem cells does not destroy human life, we uphold the will of God to protect human life.

Matthew 22:37-39 “Jesus replied: ‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.’ This is the first and greatest commandment. And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’”

Motivation for a Christian comes out of love for God. Our actions will then reflect that love. As Christ stated, our love will also be reflected in the way we treat others. Since adult stem cell research does not hurt our neighbor but can help him, it is acceptable research to support or pursue.

1 Corinthians 6:19-20 “Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit, who is in you, whom you have received from God? You are not your own; you were bought at a price. Therefore honor God with your body.”


There are times when an act is not forbidden by Scripture, but a wrong motivation will make that act sinful. Although adult stem cell research is not Scripturally forbidden, it still must be done in accordance with passages, such as this one, which address godly motivation.

When applying these passages, and others, it becomes clear that we have the right to use the technologies that are available to us for the purpose of preserving and protecting human life. We also have the responsibility to use those advancements to the glory of God.

-------------------------------------------

Cord-Blood Stem Cells

This term refers to the stem cells found in umbilical cords of newly-born babies. A benefit of this source is that the umbilical cords are non-controversial sources for harvesting those stem cells. Although cord blood contains only one-tenth as many stem cells as bone marrow donations, there are still vital cells that can, and have been, used to help patients suffering with leukemia and other blood disorders.

Pro-life organizations continue to work hard to promote this source of stem cells since there are no human lives destroyed before harvesting them. Even though the number of stem cells is rather low in umbilical cords, there is great potential. Out of roughly 4 million babies who are born in the U.S. each year, 99 percent of the cords are discarded.

To help promote this source of stem cells, Cryo-Cell has developed the "Save the Stem Cells" program. As more umbilical cords are saved and more stem cells become available for research, further steps could be taken toward finding cures for other diseases as well.

Scriptural Application

Much of the same application points from the adult stem cell section fits this cord blood stem cell section. No human lives are lost through the harvesting of cord blood stem cells and there is potential for wonderful benefits from this research.
The Finger of God

A Sermon Series on the First Chief Part of Luther’s Small Catechism

We are told that the Lord inscribed the Ten Commandments on the stone tablets with his own finger (Exodus 31:18), and that it is with the finger of God that our Lord cast out demons.  Even just the finger of God can do mighty things for us.

November 28



The Finger of God Pierces our Hearts

1st Commandment

December 5



The Finger of God Purses our Lips

2nd Commandment

December 12



The Finger of God Pricks our Ears
3rd Commandment

February 6



The Finger of God Packages Authority

4th Commandment

February 13



The Finger of God Protects Life


5th Commandment

February 20



The Finger of God Promotes Marriage

6th Commandment


February 27



The Finger of God Provides Property


7th Commandment

March
5



The Finger of God Preserves Reputations

8th Commandment


March 12



The Finger of God Portrays Hearts

9th & 10th Commandments

NOTES:  All services our on a Wednesday beginning at 7:30 PM, and they are over by 8:15.  With this sermon series, we begin our 4th time through the Small Catechism.  You’ll note this year I decided not to run the series through Maundy Thursday and Good Friday.  I wanted to give these special days more emphasis this year.
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