
The Greatest Gift

You gave my family and me wonderful gifts this Christmas.  In truth, year round you do.  But do you know what the greatest single gift you give to me is?  The gift of time to “read, mark, learn, and inwardly digest the Word.”  People wrongly think a pastor works on a fee for services basis.  I preach a sermon if you’re there, you pay.  I make a hospital call, you pay.  I do a wedding or funeral for you, you pay.  First, if that’s how it really worked few of you could afford it.  Hours go into hospital and sick calls.  At least a dozen hours go into each sermon, and dozens of hours go into each funeral and wedding.  But you don’t pay me per job; you provide a living for me, so I can do my “job.”
That is your greatest gift to me.  I have the luxury, the privilege, the sheer joy of daily reading and studying the Scriptures in-depth.  Not one of you has this.  Even if you’re retired and have the time, you haven’t been educated in the studying of Scriptures nor done it every day of your life for the past 29 years.  You, and sheep like you, have made this possible for me.  I have read through my Bible over 30 times.  I have read the New Testament in Greek probably 15 or more times.  Every day the healing, helping, enriching, enthralling Word of God, both incarnated and inscripturated wash over me, and I thank you for that.
Here’s what troubles me.  In 1997 I wrote a newsletter for my congregation in Louisiana saying (I paraphrase.): “Most of you would be happier if I did more hunting and fishing.  The problem is that now I am at the “top of my game” as a teacher of Scripture, yet so few of you use me for that.”  Well, 10 more years have gone, and I’m sure I’m peaking.  The handful of you that faithfully attend the Sunday class, the Wednesday class, or the Thursday class mean the world to me, and I do realize some of our elderly are too infirm to be able to attend at all.  But there are so many more that could but won’t, not don’t, not can’t but won’t, i.e. will not.
This saddens me greatly.  You give me the wonderful gift of time to be able to study, enjoy, wallow in the Holy Scripture, but you deny me the privilege of sharing it with you.  You give me all the ingredients to bake a wonderful cake, make a wonderful meal, and then won’t eat.  Come share my joy.  Joys shared are not divided but multiplied.
Because of the gift of children our Lord is especially blessing us with, we are presented with two opportunities.  One, we get to find a way to enable mothers with babies to come to class.  Right now mothers do bring their babies to classes and it doesn’t bother me at all.  What I am concerned with is if it bothers the parents of the babies, if so we get to find a way to provide childcare.  Our second opportunity is to be ready with Sunday School teachers for your kids.  This opportunity is proving more challenging than I thought.  If you won’t attend my Bible class, I sure can’t have you teach my children.  If you do attend Bible class, I hate to pull you away.  (For example, my wife, without a word of complaint, has taught Sunday School for 15 years straight.  I would like to free her to be able to come to Bible class without indenturing someone else for years.  I think the most any Sunday School teacher should teach is 2 years.  Then he/she rotates back into Bible class for 2 years.)
Something else in the offing is a Vacation Bible Study.  I have been looking for place in Texas, relatively nearby, where we as a church would rent it for 5 days, go as families (one individual belongs to all our families), and take time to teach our kids, ourselves, and mix some recreation with it.  The place we would rent would furnish sleeping accommodations and the food; we’d do the program.  My really wild and crazy idea is flying in one of the sons of our congregation in the ministry and having him do the program.
So come; study, enjoy, and dream with me.
The History and Meaning of Ash Wednesday

By Dr. Richard P. Bucher, Pastor
Ash Wednesday is the name given to the first day of the season of Lent, in which the Pastor applies ashes to the foreheads of Christians to signify an inner repentance. But what is the history and the meaning of this Christian holy day?

Ash Wednesday, originally called dies cinerum (day of ashes) is mentioned in the earliest copies of the Gregorian Sacramentary, and probably dates from at least the 8th Century. One of the earliest descriptions of Ash Wednesday is found in the writings of the Anglo-Saxon abbot Aelfric (955-1020). In his Lives of the Saints, he writes, "We read in the books both in the Old Law and in the New that the men who repented of their sins bestrewed themselves with ashes and clothed their bodies with sackcloth. Now let us do this little at the beginning of our Lent that we strew ashes upon our heads to signify that we ought to repent of our sins during the Lenten fast." Aelfric then proceeds to tell the tale of a man who refused to go to church for the ashes and was accidentally killed several days later in a boar hunt! This quotation confirms what we know from other sources: that throughout the Middle Ages ashes were sprinkled on the head, rather than anointed on the forehead as in our day.

As Aelfric suggests, the pouring of ashes on one's body (and dressing in sackcloth, a very rough material) as an outer manifestation of inner repentance or mourning is an ancient practice. It is mentioned several times in the Old Testament. What is probably the earliest occurrence is found at the very end of the book of Job. Job, having been rebuked by God, confesses, "Therefore I despise myself and repent in dust and ashes" (Job 42:6). Other examples are found in 2 Samuel 13:19, Esther 4:1,3, Isaiah 61:3, Jeremiah 6:26, Ezekiel 27:30, and Daniel 9:3. In the New Testament, Jesus alludes to the practice in Matthew 11:21: "Woe to you, Korazin! Woe to you, Bethsaida! If the miracles that were performed in you had been performed in Tyre and Sidon, they would have repented long ago in sackcloth and ashes." 

In the typical Ash Wednesday observance, Christians are invited to the altar to receive the imposition of ashes, prior to receiving the holy Supper. The Pastor applies ashes in the shape of the cross on the forehead of each, while speaking the words, "For dust you are and to dust you shall return" (Genesis 3:19). This is of course what God spoke to Adam and Eve after they had eaten of the forbidden fruit and fallen into sin. These words indicated to our first parents the bitterest fruit of their sin, namely death. In the context of the Ash Wednesday imposition of ashes, they remind each penitent of their sinfulness and mortality, and, thus, their need to repent and get right with God before it is too late. The cross reminds each penitent of the good news that through Jesus Christ crucified there is forgiveness for all sins, all guilt, and all punishment. 
Many Christians choose to leave the ashes on their forehead for the remainder of the day, not to be showy and boastful (see Matthew 6:16-18). Rather, they do it as a witness that all people are sinners in need of repentance AND that through Jesus all sins are forgiven through faith.

Ash Wednesday, like the season of Lent, is never mentioned in Scripture and is not commanded by God. Christians are free to either observe or not observe it. It also should be obvious that the imposition of ashes, like similar external practices, are meaningless, even hypocritical, unless there is a corresponding inner repentance and change of behavior. This is made clear in Isaiah 58:5-7 when God says,
5 “Is this the kind of fast I have chosen, only a day for a man to humble himself? Is it only for bowing one's head like a reed and for lying on sackcloth and ashes? Is that what you call a fast, a day acceptable to the LORD?

6 Is not this the kind of fasting I have chosen: to loose the chains of injustice and untie the cords of the yoke, to set the oppressed free and break every yoke?

7 Is it not to share your food with the hungry and to provide the poor wanderer with shelter-- when you see the naked, to clothe him, and not to turn away from your own flesh and blood?”
With this in mind, however, the rite of ashes on Ash Wednesday is heartily recommended to the Christian as a grand opportunity for repentance and spiritual renewal within the framework of confession and absolution. A blessed Ash Wednesday observance to all.
Lenten factoids
The original period of Lent was 3 days: Maundy Thursday, Good Friday, and Holy Saturday.  By the 3rd century, it was extended to 6 days and called Holy Week, which is the week before Easter.  Around 800 AD, during the reign of the great Christian emperor Charlemagne, it was increased to 40 days.  The Sundays in Lent are not included.  The 40 days correspond to the 40 days in which Jesus fasted in the wilderness in preparation for His battle with Satan… a battle He won, by the way.
The earliest Lent can begin is February 5.  That last happened in 1818.  The latest that it can begin is March 10.  That will not happen again until 2038.
The day before Ash Wednesday is called Shrove Tuesday.  The word “shrive” means to cut off, and it means to forgive sins.  It was the custom on Shrove Tuesday to go to confession and have one’s sins forgiven in preparation for Lent.  The day was also one of “saying farewell to meat,” which is the meaning of the Latin word “carnival.”  So the custom was to use up all the fat in the house by making jelly rolls or pancakes, and to feast on a roast of fat meat.  “Mardi Gras” is the French name for the day, and it means “Fat Tuesday.”
Originally, no meat was eaten during Lent, but this was gradually reduced to only Fridays and Wednesdays when fish was eaten instead.
“Giving up something for Lent” is not done to do something for Jesus, the One who did it all for us, but to purposely focus on spiritual things more than on physical things.
The most important thing about Lent is that it is the time we consider more closely the last week of Christ’s life, actually the last two days, where He suffered the most intensely for our sins.  This time in Christ’s life is called the Passion.  Every year for Lent we read the account of Jesus’s Passion.  Over the six Wednesdays of Lent we read it from the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke.  On Good Friday, we hear it from St. John.  By following Christ on His way to the cross, we identify closely with His suffering.  When Easter comes we celebrate with great joy His Resurrection.
Things Christians Say (but shouldn’t)
How Christian Cliches Show and Shape What We Really Believe

Issues, Etc. Journal Vol. 5 No. 3

by Rev. Todd Wilken

(continued from Dec/Jan newsletter)

Selling Books to Christians: The Gerund

In the same way the little adverb “just” has taken over Christian prayer, another, more obscure bit of grammar dominates Christian publishing.  Here are a few examples of popular Christian book titles.

*Becoming a Contagious Christian

*Choosing God’s Best
*Descending into Greatness

*Experiencing God

*Flying Closer to the Flame

*Getting a Grip

*Having a Mary Heart in a Martha World

*Reaching for the Invisible God

*Strengthening Your Grip

*Transforming Your Church

*Unlocking the Evangelist Within

Notice a pattern?  It’s the gerund.  A gerund is a verb with an “-ing” ending, used as a noun.  For some reason, Christians love gerunds.  “______ing the ________” sells books.  

If the gerund isn’t in the title, it is often found in the subtitle: The Prayer of Jabez: Breaking Through to the Abundant Life, Cure for the Common Life: Living in Your Sweet Spot, Approval Addiction:  Overcoming Your Need to Please Everyone.  The list goes on.

These gerundified book titles are the latest incarnations of Be-All-You-Can-Be Christianity.  It’s Christianity as a program of self-improvement.  Whatever you want to be, whatever your personal goals, Christianity can help.  It’s as simple as following the ten scriptural steps, using the seven spiritual principles or living the five biblical purposes.  The Christian life becomes a to-do list of gerunds.  
The problem here is three-fold.  First, most of these books aren’t really about the Christian life at all.  They are about American middle-class angst.  “I’m not becoming, overcoming, transforming, or experiencing whatever I’m supposed to become, overcome, transform or experience!”  Suburban stress replaces sin as the Christian’s real problem.  Second, these books prescribe works as the solution to the Christian’s problem.  The answer is found in what a Christian is doing, rather than what a Christian is believing.  Therefore, third, after finishing one of these books, the reader comes to one of two conclusions.  Either he concludes that he is doing the gerunds and is really good Christian; or that he isn’t doing the gerunds and may not be a Christian at all.  In either case, he trusts himself and what he is doing, rather than what Jesus has done.  And in either case, he probably runs right out and buys another book with a gerund in the title.

The “Person” in “Personal”

Do you have a “personal relationship” with Jesus?  Or, is it really a personal relationship with yourself?  
Let me tell you about my personal relationship with my wife.  I think she’s great.  I asked her to marry me in 1985.  I adore her.  I worship the ground she walks on.  She is the love of my life.  
Have I told you anything about my wife?  Not really.  I’ve really only told you about myself.  You know about me, what I think and feel; but you know nothing at all about my wife.  Some relationship, huh?

This is what often happens when Christians talk about their “personal relationship” with Jesus.  You hear all about the Christian, but very little about Christ.  The Christian talks about himself, his feeling, and his experience.  The “person” in the Christian’s “personal” relationship turns out to be himself.  Some relationship.
The next time a fellow Christian wants to talk to you about his personal relationship with Jesus, tell them, “Okay, but do it without talking about yourself.”  You might find that they have very little to say.  
Any real personal relationship can only be described by talking about the other person.  A real personal relationship with Jesus can only be described by talking about the person of Jesus.

Now let me tell you about my personal relationship with Jesus (it’s kind of one-sided).  He is God.  He became man.  He lived a perfect, sinless life.  He suffered and died a perfect death.  He rose from the dead.  And He did all of this for me, personally.  He baptized me.  He feeds me with His body and blood.  He forgives my sins.  On the last day, He will come again and raise me from the dead.  That’s some relationship.

Jesus, Be My Valentine

If Christians aren’t talking about their personal relationships with themselves, they are talking about their hearts.  “I gave my heart to Jesus” or “I invited Jesus into my heart.”  According to one version of Bill Bright’s Four Spiritual Laws, some hearts even have furniture:

“Just to agree intellectually that Jesus Christ is the Son of God and that He died on the cross for our sins is not enough.  Nor is it enough to have an emotional experience.  We receive Jesus Christ by faith, as an act of the will.  To be a Christian means that Christ is in your life, that He is seated on the throne of your heart.”4

The problem here is not with the “heart” language per se.  Scripture talks about the heart, but not as a present one would be proud to give Jesus: 

“The Lord saw how great man’s wickedness on the earth had become, and that every inclination of the thought of his heart was only evil all the time.”5

“The heart is deceitful above all things and beyond cure.  Who can understand it?”6
“Who can say, “I have kept my heart pure; I am clean and without sin?”7

And Jesus, the would-be recipient of all these vile valentines, describes them in the darkest terms of all:

“For from within, out of the heart of men, proceed evil thoughts, adulteries, fornications, murders, thefts, covetousness, wickedness, deceit, lewdness, an evil eye, blasphemy, pride, foolishness.  All these evil things come from within and defile man.”8
Another problem is that “I gave my heart to Jesus” gets the transaction completely backwards.  In the novel The Hammer of God, the young pastor Fridfeldt proclaims, “I have given Him my heart!”  An older and wiser Rector responds:

“One does not choose a Redeemer for oneself, you understand, nor give one’s heart to Him.  The heart is a rusty old can on a junk heap.  A find birthday gift, indeed!  But a wonderful Lord passes by, and has mercy on the wretched tin can, sticks His walking cane through it and rescues it from the junk pile and takes it home with Him.  That is how it is.”9

Finally, there is a problem of sheer subjectivity.  As in the case of “my personal relationship,” the heart-Jesus is reduced to the Christian’s private, inner experience.  The refrain of Alfred Ackley’s hymn He Lives! demonstrates how utterly subjective it can become: 

“He lives, He lives, Christ Jesus lives today!

He walks with me and talks with me along life’s narrow way.

He lives, He lives, salvation to impart!

You ask me how I know He lives? He lives within my heart.” 

But how do I know that little man living in my heart is really Jesus, and not a figment of my imagination?  There’s no way to know for sure.  And that’s the point.  Christians shouldn’t go looking for Jesus in their own hearts.  You never know what (or who) you’ll find there.  Jesus never tells his disciples to look for Him in their hearts.  Christians look for Jesus outside themselves where He has promised to be found: in His Word and in His Sacraments. 

 (To be continued)
The World in the Church
By Rev. Laurence White Our Savior Lutheran Church, (LCMS) Houston, TX
(continued from Dec/Jan newsletter)

V. That’s Entertainment – The Trivialization of Christian Worship

The worship assembly of God’s people is a most solemn and majestic event.  In the Divine Service (German – Gottesdienst) – initiated and empowered by God – we are given the awesome privilege to come into the presence of the Most Holy One.  We gather at His command to hear the proclamation of His Word and to receive the forgiveness of our sins through the Means of Grace, the Gospel in Word and Sacrament.  Here we join with all creation, angels and archangels, and the saints who have preceded us to heavenly glory, in celebrating that which God has done for the salvation of men and anticipating the great day when the Lord will return in glory to judge the living and the dead.  Martin Luther’s succinct definition, included in his sermon at the dedication of the first Lutheran church building, the Castle Church in Torgau, says it well:

“What ought to take place within this House of God is that our dear Lord Himself talk to us through His Holy Word, and that we, in turn, talk to Him in prayer and song of praise.”  (Brunner, p. 123)
Nowhere is the nature of the Church more clearly expressed or dramatically demonstrated than in the worship assembly.  The Church is the “ecclesia,” that is, the gathering of those who have graciously been called out of the world by God to come together around the Means of Grace, there to receive His forgiveness and to strengthen and encourage one another in our common faith.  There is an inherently corporate dimension in the life of the Church which is, of course, the “Body of Christ.”  (Ephesians 1:23).  This togetherness transcends the rampant individualism of our culture.  In his definitive study, Worship in the Name of Jesus, German theologian Peter Brunner explains the necessity of this assembly for the Christian life with these well - chosen words:

“But to remain in the saving Word involves more than the private reading of the Bible.  The saving Word must be addressed to me.  The saving Word is vibrant in what takes place between persons.  There must be a person who addresses this Word to me in the Name of God…Since my baptism, I no longer occupy an isolated position.  Since my baptism, I am integrated into the people of God of the end time, into the ecclesia, which is, in a hidden manner, an epiphany of the Body of Jesus Christ on earth.  They who have been joined together as members of the body of Jesus cannot do otherwise than retain and preserve this togetherness.  They assemble as ecclesia to the end that the saving Word may become vital in this assembly and the believers may be preserved in the faith.  The worship of the ecclesia is necessary because we are unable to preserve the obtained salvation in this earthly life, otherwise than by resorting ever anew to the living Word, in which Jesus Christ Himself is present with His acts and fruits of salvation and with which He works on us.”  (Brunner, p. 112)

An accurate understanding of the biblical doctrine of the Church and her worship directly contradicts two of the fundamental assumptions of worldly culture.  First, it reminds us of our absolute dependence upon the undeserved love of God in Christ.  We cannot help ourselves.  Without the grace of God we would remain lost and condemned sinners.  Second, and perhaps most pertinent in this context, the biblical doctrine of the Church reminds us of our interdependence within the community of the faithful.  Our society is obsessed with the absolute sovereignty and satisfaction of the individual.  We hear endlessly of individual rights, individual needs, and individual satisfaction.  The theme of contemporary culture is the grating wail of the spoiled child – “I want what I want and I want it now!”  The biblical doctrine of the Church carries us beyond such self-defeating selfishness to genuine precedence over our own.  Thus, in the most fundamental sense, the worship assembly of the Church is not about me.  It is about God and my fellow believers.  Only in this context can worship become a meaningful and empowering experience.

The “worship wars” which rage throughout our churches tend to categorize the debate as a conflict between “contemporary” and “traditional” approaches to worship.  This perspective misconstrues that actual nature of the disagreement.  The issue is not chronology.  Neither the church of what’s happening now nor the church of this is the way it’s always been recognize the character of biblical worship.  Both are fixed upon the selfish needs of sinful men, not the glory of God and the edification of His people.  Nor is the issue musical style or formality vs. informality.  The Divine Service must be unequivocally focused upon the God who comes into our lives through the Means of Grace which He has established, so that His message of Law and Gospel may resound among us with clarity and power.  Anything and everything which distracts from or diminishes that focus is of the Devil.

The problem with much of contemporary worship is not that it is contemporary but that it is superficial and selfish, deliberately designed to do nothing more than titillate an already over-entertained constituency.  By uncritically adopting the methods and techniques of worldly marketing and entertainment, the modern church has unwittingly transformed the nature of her worship. In her thought provoking study When the Church Became Theater, Professor Jeanne Halgren Kilde uses mega-church Willow Creek Community Church as the model of contemporary American worship style:

“The oft-told story of Willow Creek Community Church founder Bill Hybels going door to door to ascertain just what would appeal to suburban Chicago residents in a church is emblematic of the utilitarian bent of the megachurch movement; identify the needs and desires of the target group and fulfill them…The megachurch mission grew from a negative model.  The new church would not be like traditional churches.  There would be no pleas for money during services.  There would be no belaboring of abstruse theology or exegesis of irrelevant Scriptural passages, no emphasis on troubling elements like sin or guilt.  There would be no religious symbols designed to overawe worshipers.  The new church would minimize social class and not make people feel like they had to dress or behave in certain ways inside the building.  Most of all, the new church would not evoke an otherworldliness that made people feel uncomfortable.  It would be an institution marked by its familiarity, not its distinctiveness…Thus, the megachurch phenomenon is admittedly consumer oriented…The congregations they house may be anything from Baptist to Lutheran to Roman Catholic…The audience - centered nature of evangelical worship is aptly expressed by this architectural form.”  (Kilde, pp. 216-220, passim) 

The malignant nature of this transformation should be obvious.  Worship in this model is no longer about God or the Body of Christ.  Worship is about me and my own perception of my needs.  The problem, of course, is that sin distorts my perceptions and turn me ever inward upon myself.  Therefore, the church which bases its approach to worship on the “felt needs” of its self-focused entertainment in place of genuine worship.  This worship can be trans-denominational because it ignores doctrine anyway and focuses exclusively on techniques and the cultural expectations of the audience.  Such worship may fill the pews and draw the numbers, for a time, but it cannot meet mans’ – most often unrecognized – real needs.  The Church is reduced to being nothing more than another shop in the great mall of life, simply mimicking society’s other customer oriented businesses and service organizations.  This perspective is clearly indicated by the manner in which “worship events” are conducted in what John MacArthur has scorned as “the Church of St. Barnum.”  The Market Driven Church, a 2004 assessment of “the worldly influence of modern culture on the church in America” by Dr. Udo Middelmann, offers this analysis of typical contemporary worship:

“There is a powerful dynamic in such a gathering…Here is a large number of people, the cheerful enthusiasm, the coordination, the event of a ‘happening’ itself, concentrate everything and everyone on what’s going on.  Careful choreography, precise timing, and multiple colorful visual images unite the fellowship into obviously common experiences, which are set out in a program.  A well-managed team guides the audience through a sequence of exciting events.  They sing, they weave and sway, they pray and they share and give.  Overhead projectors throw words of hymns and praise choruses onto a large screen.  Close-ups of the members of the choir are also projected onto the screen.  There they stand in loose formations, in small groups of different voices on the platform, as if casually united in music and experience.  The orchestra plays, and the lights are dimmed the continuous smile is contagious…Personal stories, anecdotes, and other illustrations from life, more funny than serious, introduce the worship experience.  Even the study of the Bible readily falls into the format of after dinner speeches, which start with light and attractive commentary.  It assumes that people will more readily listen if they feel relaxed and amused and on an equal, folksy footing with the leader…Personal interest stories, self-help programs, recovery hints, and manuals for living now form the core of what used to be exposition and application from the study of a text…People attend this church because they like it.  It is fun.  I struggle in vain to find this liking as a criterion of a faithful church in the New Testament.  The joy of the Lord must certainly be more than this!”  (Middelmann, p. 143) 

Dr. David Fitch, a pastor of the Christian Missionary Alliance, breaks with his own denominational tradition to argue that only a return to the historic liturgies of the Church can alter the pre-occupation with self which has characterized both traditional and contemporary evangelical worship.  In his fascinating book, The Great Give Away – Reclaiming the Mission of the Church from Big Business, Parachurch Organizations, Psychotherapy, Consumer Capitalism and Other Modern Maladies, Fitch correctly diagnoses the essential problem of evangelical worship:

“Evangelical worshipers, therefore, have need for more than a lecture hall or a feel-good pep rally…Both traditional and charismatic forms of evangelical worship thwart the immersion because they put the worshiping self at the center of worship.  Traditional evangelical worship targets the mind of each individual as the center from which each worshiper digests teaching and makes decisions as to what he or she agrees with concerning the pastor’s sermon.  In the same way, contemporary worship targets the individual’s emotions and experience as the center from which God engages and meets the worshiper in the service.  In both cases, the Holy Spirit’s involvement with this process is assumed.  Yet in both cases, the worship service isolates the self at the center of the worship in relation to God.  Sitting in the pew, the self is separate from God and is essentially still in control.  Therefore, our worship cannot form the self into the work and glory of God without our grating permission.”  (Fitch, p.105)

In direct contrast to this mishmash of self-serving, worldly glitz and glitter, until recent decades Lutheranism had chosen to remain a liturgical church, that is, a church which maintained the historic forms and structures of Christian worship.  While rejecting the ecclesiastical legalism of Rome which made particular liturgical forms a matter of divine command, Lutherans recognized in the liturgy a biblically authentic approach to worship which was deliberately designed to assist the congregation of God’s people in transcending the inherent human pre-occupation with self and the present moment to focus upon God and the gifts of His grace.  Luther explained his own hesitance to alter or discard the liturgy in this characteristically colorful manner:

“Nor did I make any innovations.  For I have been hesitant and fearful, partly because of the weak in 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, who delight only in novelty and tire of it as quickly, when it has worn off.  Such people are a nuisance even in other affairs, but in spiritual matters they are absolutely unbearable.”   (AE, 53, p.19)

The basis for the reformer’s reluctance to innovate was twofold.  First of all, we catch a glimpse of Luther’s pastoral heart, as he expressed his concern for those who are “weak in the faith” and would be troubled or offended by the abandonment of “an old and accustomed order of worship for a new and unusual one.”  Today’s Church is full of such sad souls, who feel like strangers in their own congregations, where change is the only constant and everything that they had held near and dear has been contemptuously cast aside in the endless quest for novelty.  Is there no one left who still cares about these people?  Luther’s second concern however, was primary – “and more so.”  He recognized man’s obsession with novelty as an ominous symptom of the sinner’s inherent preoccupation with himself.  That point is much clearer in the original German version of the paragraph.  The German text literally says that those “who delight only in novelty" are actually “seeking only their own self-assertion” (German – “suchen nur ihren Vorwitz”).  Would that more modern Lutherans still had the perceptive insight of their namesake!

The liturgy transcends my own moment in history – and the fads and fashions which titillate today – to connect me with the worship of all the faithful who have gone before and those who will come after I am gone who will carry on the worship of the Church.  This timelessness is, and should be, a humbling experience.  To self-focused man, the present is the crucial moment because it is “MY” moment.  What makes today more important than any other day is “ME” standing in the middle of it.  All such nonsense contradicts and obstructs genuine worship.  The use of liturgy assists me in struggling against myself.  Its language reaches back across centuries and millennia to join my worship to that of the Hebrews with “Hosannas” and “Hallelujahs”; to the Greeks with the “Kyrie”; and the ancient Romans with the “Sanctus” and the “Glorias.”  Thus I am reminded that others have gone this way before, oftentimes through circumstances much more difficult than my own.  They fought the good fight. They kept the faith. Perhaps, I too can do as they have done, so that the faith may be passed on to those who will come after me.  The liturgy helps to humble me and remind me that I am but one more link in an ongoing chain forged by God across ages.  

(To be continued)
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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.
February 6th

The Finger of God Packages Authority


4th Commandment
February 13th

The Finger of God Protects Life




5th Commandment
February 20th

The Finger of God Promotes Marriage



6th Commandment
February 27th

The Finger of God Provides Property



7th Commandment
March 5th,


The Finger of God Preserves Reputations


8th Commandment

March 12th


The Finger of God Portrays Hearts




9th & 10th Commandments
NOTE:  All services are 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.






Trinity Te Deum


The official newsletter for Trinity Lutheran Church 


Austin, Texas				January 27, 2008			Volume 10, Issue 1


February/March 2008





Sun�
Mon�
Tue�
Wed�
Thu�
Fri�
Sat�
�
�
�
�
�
�
1�
2�
�
3


12 PM ADULT CLASS�
4


6:30 PM JR CONFIRMATION�
5�
6


6 PM SOUP & SALAD


7:30 PM HOLY COMMUNION�
7


5:30 PM SUNDAY SCHOOL TEACHERS�
8�
9�
�
10


12 PM ADULT CLASS�
11


6:30 PM JR CONFIRMATION


�
12


7 PM LWML�
13


7:30 PM LENTEN VESPERS�
14�
15�
16�
�
17


12 PM ADULT CLASS�
18


6:30 PM JR CONFIRMATION�
19�
20


7:30 PM LENTEN VESPERS�
21�
22�
23�
�
24


12 PM ADULT CLASS�
25


6:30 PM JR CONFIRMATION�
26�
27


7:30 PM LENTEN VESPERS�
28�
29�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
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Sun�
Mon�
Tue�
Wed�
Thu�
Fri�
Sat�
�
�
�



�
�
�
�
1�
�
2


12 PM ADULT CLASS�
3


6:30 PM JR CONFIRMATION�
4


�
5


7:30 PM LENTEN VESPERS�
6


5:30 PM SUNDAY SCHOOL TEACHERS


�
7�
8�
�
9


12 PM ADULT CLASS�
10


NO JR CONFIRMATION�
11


7 PM LWML


�
12


7:30 PM LENTEN VESPERS�
13


�
14�
15�
�
16


12 PM ADULT CLASS�
17


6:30 PM JR CONFIRMATION


�
18�
19


�
20


7:30 PM HOLY COMMUNION W/ STRIPPING OF THE ALTAR


�
21


7:30 PM SERVICE OF DARKNESS W/HOLY COMMUNION�
22�
�
23


NO ADULT CLASS�
24


PASTOR OUT OF OFFICE�
25


PASTOR OUT OF OFFICE�
26


10 AM LUKE�
27


7 PM ACTS�
28�
29�
�
30


12 PM ADULT CLASS�
31


6:30 PM JR CONFIRMATION�
�
�
�
�
�
�
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